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Instant History: The Case of the Moscow Coup WITHIN 43 HOURS
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The Annenberg School for Communication University of Pennsylvania

Until recently, the historical process was entirely time-bound. Accounts were produced
after the fact. News was something that happened. A documentary depicted the past. We
read about, rather than witnessed, history. Now, after a long, slow buildup, history-
‘making has become time-unbound. When the power to act on the world scene merges
with the power to direct the show about it, instant history-making becomes possible.
Participation, witness, and confirmation hitherto limited to those on the scene can now
be globally expetienced while the event is still going on. _

Instant history is made when control of video-satellite-computer technologies makes
it possible to blanket the world in real time with selected images, provoke reactions that
feed back into the event, speed its resolution, and quick-freeze the outcome into received
history. Instant history is image history in a supportive context. The sense of “being
there™ skirts reasoning and preempts alternatives. Instant history is the simultaneous,
global, mass, living, showing, telling, and making history in brief and intensive bursts.
Past, present, and future can now be packaged, witnessed, and frozen in a flash into
memorable moving imagery.

Films of Vietnam took hours or days to reach us, after the fact. It may have been the
first ““living room war” but not for the first few years and not in real time. Starting with
the make-believe incident in the Gulf of Tonkin, it was a long, slow duplicitous buildup.
It lasted 11 years, destroyed three countries, and left behind some 2 million dead and a
legacy of hardship, including economic sanctions, for the living.

Body counts were in the headlines but did net have public witness. The tide of public
reaction turned after victory eluded policymakers and cameras began to record unsettling
images: the Tet offensive, a summary execution of an “‘enemy’’ suspect, naked ‘‘en-
emy” children fleeing napalm, thatched *“‘enemy” huts being put to the torch. When
cameras tumn to focus on the fallen, the war is lost.or soon will be. This is why the press
was barred from Dover Air Force Base where Gulf War body bags landed. It took a
freelance reporter posing as a mortician to get an estimate of the casualties.

* The Irag~Iran war, totally out of sight, dragged on for 10 years, claimed more than a
million casualties, and ended in exhaustion. The declaration of emergency by Poland’s

Jaruzelski took 8 years to unravel, and the majority of Poles responding to a survey in

1991 stil! thought it had been necessary. (New York Times, May 20, 1992, p. 1). How- S

ever, when chaotic perestroika, made visible by glapost, rolled into Eastern Europe, - :

each successive counterrevolution took half the time o the previous one. : / N
The quantum leap in instant history-making occurred in 1991. The year began with N )ﬂ ALK 4 %

the world-class spectatular in the Persian Guif. Six months later, a failed coup in Mos- U tﬁu ¢ ﬂ /} j

cow triggered a countercoup and the collapse of Soviet power on live television. We Che 2 L

shall review the first major successful instant history-making (analyzed more fully in -%KX 7[ AS e

Gerbner, 1992) before we turn to our case study of the Moscow coup. o S’F el 7LF? a/e
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was bound to collapse” (p. 282). The men who struck on August 19, 1991, were, as
Pozner himself writes, “far from inept and, indeed, ready to do whatever was necessary
towin” (p. 11). ' .

Why did they lose? What turned the. tide? How did the attempt crash in 72 hours,
burying in its ruins all the plotters had set out to save? Why did a counter-coup, less
readily recognized-despite having taken place before a worldwide viewing audience-
- succeed in sinking Gorbachev and setting off a tidal wave that is still sweeping the
geopolitical landscape? What calamity robbed Soviet people of a sense of historical
development, identity, and purpose? How did a once mighty empire, powerful army, and
ruling party—whose global menace fueled the Cold War, ignited hot wars, and justified

repression worldwide—collapse without a whimper, leaving behind ever-deepening cri-
ses and the revival of chauvinism, clericalism, and neofascism?

The August coup is over but the danger is not. The state of emergency declared by
the plotters has been imposed by their nemesis, Yeltsin. A typical comment in Moscow is
that the coup was the right move by the wrong clique. However, the threat by stodgy and
legalistic plotters who had been appointed by Gorbachev has been overtaken by a fierce

‘new alliance, the “‘red-brown forces.”” These combine the more militant factions of
military, industrial, and labor groups and of the KGB (now called the Security Ministry)
with assorted hate groups and other ultra nationalists (hence, the allusion to Hitler’s
Brownshirts). ' :

When I attended a debate in the Russian parliament on a proposed new media law, it
was evident that the chaos in the country had paralyzed that body. Media financing,
media policy, and access to the technology capable of making instant history may again
hold the balance of power. Answers to questions about why one coup failed and the other
succeeded bring into focus the new mechanism that short-circuits the political process.

The Making of the Coup

There was ample warning of an impending coup, wide complicity in the highest circles,
little initial resistance, and much support for a change. Reporting afterwards to the
Supreme Soviet, Gorbachev (1991) confessed his “‘responsibility before all the Deputies
for the fact that I had not done everything possible to prevent the August coup”™ (p. 56).
However, he offered no credible explanation. _

The oversight was all the more baffling in view of Gorbachev’s bloody, if bungied,
Thilisi and Baltic crackdowns and the curious overreaction.to a bizarre rumor not long
before the coup that Yeltsin’s forces were planning a coup disguised as a mass meeting
on Moscow’s Manezh square. The rumor prompted Gorbachev to forbid the rally and
order tanks into Moscow in March, 1991 for the first time since the arrest of KGB chief
Beria in 1953, -

The tactic backfired as the demonstrators defied the ban. forcing Gorbachev to back
down. His actions made him look undemocratic, weak, and vacillating. With central -
authority rapidly eroding, the old guard hastened preparations for the real attempt. Yet
when that was imminent, despite repeated serious wamnings, Gorbachev did not inform
his friends, alert the security apparatus, or take special precautions himself. He went off
to his vacation compound in the Crimea.

When the plotters struck, they had much going for them. The coup leaders, all
appointed by Gorbachev to the highest posts of Soviet government, were riding a2 wave
of popular discontent. Gorbachev’s reform movement had failed to project a viable



_Opposition to the plotters. The Supreme Soviet fell silen
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‘staffed with Gorbachev’s people who used their media as bludgeons, creating resentment

-tan outlook. Boris Grushin, well-known sociologist and head of the new ox Populi

‘factors that prov

a U.S. network; it certainly infuriated the Ministries.
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Resistance to the coup was slow, sporadic, and mostly confined to the Baltic states,
large cities, and small crowds brought out by tanks on the streets. The military forces
remained passive. Only one Soviet cabinet member and one ambassador came out in
“Where was its Presidium?
- .~ Where were the Deputies themselves®’ (p. 43) Gorbachev (1991) laments in his
book and writes that ‘‘many party committees decided to help the plotters” {p. 46)..
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The tide began to turn when Boris Yeltsin upstaged the plotters. His defiant imagery =
magnified the resistance, emboldened the opposition, and divided the armed forces. The
coup’s failure was sealed when some Journalists, printers, videomakers, and others using
cameras, Xerox and fax machines, mobile télephones, and other electronic devices
spread their versions of events. ‘‘Television may not lie,” writes Hedrick Smith (in
Loory & Imse, 1991), “but it often exaggerates and magnifies, in this case giving the
impression of a massive popular rebellion . . . Instant mass communication, both Soviet
and international, carried reports of resistance and fanned the flames of rebeflion™ (p.
36). :
Gorbachev observes in his memoirs that three planeloads of commandos would have
been enough to remove Yeltsin’s government from power. ““What was their problem?” '
€ asks.\His answer is that the plotters were “‘countin rimarily on people’s discon-
tent” }. If that is so, they would have been on solid ground but Tor two oiier
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The Role of the Media—Glasnost _ CQ/TFO[UL

The media’s role began with glasnost. Just like Khrushchev's “thaw”’ 20 years earlier,
glasnost did not originate as a policy of universal openness. It was, rather, a weapon for
exposing and discrediting the past and the ““old guard.” Soviet radio and television were

The Tide Turns

and rage in some circles. ““Malicious outrage against all state institutions is being im-
posed,” charged the junta. I anended mass meetings in Moscow denouncing the “pefty-
bourgeois opportunists of Gosteleradio.”” the Soviet broadcasting company. The free-
swinging style of some of its programs, like having young men at a street drinking party
berate a cabinet minister facing them live in the studio, would have tried the patience of
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The tactics that provoked consternation among some won the enthusiasﬁc_ support of
many--though not all-—journalists, intellectuals, and young people of a more cosmopoli-

research firm, conducted a survey of 10 groups of opinion leaders on August 19 and 20
and found journalists the most cautious among them; about one out of five refused to
respond. However, most others spoke up in opposition. Pozner (1992) reports tha
“journaiists became heroes, Newspapers, magazines, certain TV shows took center
stage™ (p. 51). The cultural ferment of glasnost may have hastened the urgency of the
plotters but, at the same time, sef the stage for the media backlash, -

Glasnost had no legal foundation until the All-Union ““Law of the Press and Other
Mass information Media® was signed by Gorbachev on June 12, 1990. One of its
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tors allowed Western news media to operate; Gorbachev and millions of Soviet citizens
followed every breaking development from broadcasts of the BBC Voice of America,
and CNN™ (p. 36).

The Union of Journalists issued a declaration calling on the Sup'rcme Soviet to cancel
“illegal decisions’ banning publications and broadcasts. Two of the eight newspapers gufv\
‘ allowed to publish printed the statement. The alternative news service Interfax became """)21'/ '
another channel to media at home and abroad. The staff of Izvestia which, emboldened - g,i""% - A
by the spirit of glasnost and the letter of the press law, had been feuding with the G\OQU '
government for months, went on a brief strike rather than publish the decrees, but v _
according to Shevardnadze (1991), duphcated Russmn government documents with a
manual press (p. 206).

Troops occupied the telephone exchange and yet, somehow, many phone lines re-

mained open. Computer-based electronic mail traffic was heavy. Computers provided

w a link between the Soviet Union and the outside world{ Please
stop flooding the channel with bogus messages and with silly questions,”” Vadim An-
tonov urged Westerners attempting to send electronic mail to Russia during the early
hours of the coup. ‘“Note that it’s neither a toy nor a mea.r&o reach your relatives or ~
friends. at this time™

Antonov, one of the builders of the Soviet’s 2-year-old computer communications
network known as Relcom, knew its limitations and its potentials. The messages sent
from Antonov’s computer in Moscow late on the night of August 19 were copied and
posted across the United States and abroad on electronic bulletin boards. KGB agents
undoubtedly knew about the underground network. In a telephone interview a week later
with New York Newsday’ reporter Joshua Quittner (1991), Antonov related that *“‘during
the last night of the coup we got a strange phone call. The caller said, ‘We are your
users, please give us your modem’s phone number.’ This was an absurd statement, si : eAYs 0N
anyone who knew about the network knew how to interconnect to it. We said to them
rude words™ (p. x). . '

Yeltsin spent most of the three days on the phone, “‘talking to President Bush and
Prime Minister John Major, to his supporters, to hesitating generals, and to the confused
plotters,” write Vladimir Solovyov and Elena Klepikova (1992, p. 253). Pozner relates
that the BBC, ABC, CBS, NBC, Australian TV, Canadian Broadcasting, and other
television companies kept calling him for interviews.

Hundreds of newly independent media, automated circuits, car phones, satellite
phones, fax and duplicating machines as well as electronic mail networks and wide-
spread use of the short-wave radio complicated things for the plotters. Moscow Echo,
staffed by former journalism students and shut down repeatedly by the KGB, struggied
back on the air several times during the coup.

A jerry-rigged Radio Russia went on the air and began to broadcast around the clock.
Even though its signal covered only part of Moscow, ‘it brought hope because of the
voices it carried,” according to Pozner (1992, p. 1 3). ““Voices of people known to one
and all, writers and actors, politicians and military men, all of them sending a signal:
Come to the White House of Russia, come help build the barricades’’ (Pozner, 1992, p.
113).

"Midmorning on the day of the coup, Yeltsin was told that Russian Yideo cameras
were waiting outside. He climbed a tank that stood outside the White House. The tank
commander hid his head and averted his eyes. There was no microphone. Yeltsin began
speaking. Before long, his soundless but defiant image dominated the world's screens,
and his words were soon broadcast, feeding back into the crisis. The Voice of America
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tional exposure. At previous sessions he had personally turned off the cameras when the
proceedings displeased or alarmed him.

Now television was in Russian, not Soviet, control. Now Boris Yeltsin a popularly -
elected leader, unlike Gorbachev, was in charge. Gorbachev’s complicity in the coup,
possibly to get rid of the rival Yeitsin, was (and still is) widely and publicly debated in
Moscow—so were the circumstances of Yeltsin’s rescue and countercoup. Rumors, sus-
picions, and previous humiliations, often before an audience on live television, serve as
&.general backdrop to the dramatic turning point of August 26.

Stormy Relationship

After his initial elevation to the post of Moscow Party Secretary, Yeltsin’s bull-in-the-
China-shop style, including embarrassing televised encounters, earned him demotions
and transfers. Reports of drunken orgies during his first American visit, although they
latter proved to be fabrications, appeared on the front page of Pravda. A Soviet televi-
sion program showed his speech at Johns Hopkins University slurred, out of sync with
- his gestures. Later, a comparison with the original revealed that studio experts had
tampered with the tape. _ '

The final indignity came when, after ag absence of two weeks from public view,
Yeltsin showed up at a televised session of the Supreme Soviet. Suddenly, Gorbachev
Interfupted a routine debate. He asked the Minister of the Interior to come to the podium
and report Comrade Yeltsin’s “personal case.”” The Minister related a bizarre story of
Yeltsin clambering from a lake where, he said, he had been thrown by assailants oyt to
kill him. Taking the floor, Yeltsin was evasive. The televised scene was repeated several
times during the day, and the next day’s Izvestia printed a full transcript.

The story Solovyov and Klepikova (1992) piece together from interviews and pro-
vincial press accounts is even more bizarre. Yeltsin crashed a birthday party of his old

of its improbability and fear of more ridicule, Yeltsin did not tell the true story, if that is
‘what is was, on live television before the Supreme Soviet. In any case, August 26 must
have been sweet revenge, indeed, '

Loory and Imse (1991) describe what took place then, again on live television:

Yeltsin forced Gorbachev to read aloud the record of Monday’s cabinet meet-
ing, where all but two of his ministers betrayed him . . . When Gorbachev
protested saying he had not read the document, Yeltsin was merciless, insist-
ing: “Well, read it now” [The minutes incriminated in the plot those whom
Gorbachev had defended just the day before. Next,] Yeltsin forced Gorba-
- chev to promise publicly he would accept all the emergency decrees Yeltsin
had approved during the coup. : '
Then Yeltsin informed the Soviet President that one of those decrees
transferred ownership of all property in Russia from the central government
to the republic. The blindsided Gorbachev had suddenly become a kind of
tenant-leader in his own country. Technically, his government no longer even
owned the Kremlin. But that was Just the beginning. Yeltsin whipped out a





