
25 years on from the 'August Coup' in Moscow 

During the morning of 19 August 1991, 25 years ago, an announcement was made on all television 

and radio channels informing citizens of the Soviet Union that 'Mikhail Gorbachev, for health 

reasons, is no longer able to lead the country, and all power is passing, for the time being, into the 

hands of the State Emergency Committee, or SEC for short.'  

The committee was made up of eight members, who came to be known colloquially as the 'Gang of 

Eight'. They included the Vice-President of the USSR Gennadiy Yanaev, Minister of Defence Dmitriy 

Yazov, Chairman of the KGB Vladimir Kryuchkov and Minister of Home Affairs Boris Pugo. A state of 

emergency was introduced throughout the USSR for six months—though in the event, the leaders of 

the coup saw their plans come to nothing in the space of three short days. 

In order to understand why the coup happened and why it ended in failure, we need to remember 

the political situation in the country at the time. 

Mikhail Gorbachev had come to power in 1985 and had enjoyed great popularity among the people. 

People understood that reforms were needed, and Gorbachev spoke eloquently about them—

'acceleration, perestroika, glasnost.' But he had no clear plan as to which actions should be taken 

first, and which should follow later. He set too many reforms in motion at the same time and then 

lost control of them. The west loved him, but as his popularity rose in the west, it fell at home. 

The republics, seeing the weakness of the centre, distanced themselves more and more from it. They 

began to fight amongst themselves over 'who feeds whom' and, in the end, many of them wanted to 

break away from the USSR. Links between the republics were destroyed, production fell, and the 

country began to experience shortages of basic goods and produce. Moreover, in some republics 

clashes broke out between rival ethnic groups. So, for example, trouble flared up within Georgia and 

Moldavia and between Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan, while Azerbaijan and Armenia came into conflict 

over Nagorno-Karabakh. 

Mikhail Gorbachev did not want any of this, but he was too weak to find solutions to all these 

political, economic and ethnic problems. He made frantic attempts to preserve the country in some 

shape or form, conducting endless negotiations with the leaders of the republics. Six republics came 

out for full independence from Moscow and did not want to participate in further negotiations. The 

other nine, however, through a number of difficult discussions held at the end of [July] 1991, 

prepared a Treaty on the creation of a Union of Sovereign States. This was to be a loose, 

decentralised confederacy, where only a common army , border forces, security services and an 

agreed foreign policy were to be retained at the centre. All other matters were put into the hands of 

the Sovereign Republics. The idea was that the Treaty of Union would be signed on 20 August 1991. 

It is difficult to say whether the USSR could have been preserved in the reduced form of this kind of 

confederacy. However, at least the effort was made to develop the option. But to the conservative 

forces in the Communist Party, the army and the KGB, it seemed that Gorbachev was handing over 

too much power to the republics. They also noted that nowhere in the Treaty did he say anything 

about a leadership role for the CPSU. As a result, they found the Treaty unacceptable. 

So it was that on the very day before Gorbachev returned from holiday in the Crimea, and the day 

before the signing of the New Union Treaty, the August Coup took place. Perhaps surprisingly the 



majority of republics did not condemn the coup, even if they did not support it. People continued to 

be too afraid of the army and of the KGB to speak out—something on which the leaders of the coup 

had been counting. 

Gorbachev was confined to the Crimea, and tanks were driven into Moscow. Here, though, the 

leaders of the coup had made a major miscalculation. The republics may not have come out against 

the coup, but the people of Moscow did. By this time, they had stopped supporting Gorbachev but 

they were nonetheless not at all ready to return to the dull, restricted soviet lifestyle. This was 

especially true of people in Moscow, St Petersburg and several other big cities. 

Boris Yeltsin played a huge part in helping to organise opposition to the coup. The White House, 

where the government of the Russian Federation was housed, became the centre of the resistance. 

Around the White House, hundreds of thousands of demonstrators gathered, protesting against the 

Gang of Eight. 

In St Petersburg, hundreds of thousands gathered in Palace Square, where the then mayor of the city 

Anatoliy Sobchak called on the people to defend democracy and not to give their allegiance to the 

Gang of Eight. 

The members of the Gang of Eight withdrew. If they had not done so, a major civil war would have 

broken out, and in the very heart of the country at that. Within three days, the tanks had been 

driven back out of Moscow, and within four days, Mikhail Gorbachev had returned from the Crimea. 

But already there was no question of signing the Treaty of Union. In this way the Gang of Eight, 

instead of defending the USSR, hastened its complete collapse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


