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Junta Faces Formidable Challenges

The behavior of the coup leaders and the limited public support other
members of the Soviet political elite have so far given them suggest they
face significant obstacles to consolidating their power in the near term.
Although the coup was preceded by much interaction among reactionary
political, military, and security leaders and by some preparation of
selected military units, there evidently was no broad orchestration of
extremist forces.

The coup lcaders must now weaken and isolate prodemocracy forces,
prevent mass popular resistance, gain the compliance of rcpué ic and
local authoritics, and maintain cohcsion in the armed forces an
sccurity services. The needs to avotd disrupting the harvest, cnekgy
production, transport, and food imports limit the coup leaders’
mancuvering room. A stratcgy of massive intimidation with
bloodshed might stun the opposition, but it also could easily backfire,
inciting resistance and Icading to military mutiny. A strategy of
tailored repression might avoid radicalizing the general population,

but it would give the opposition time to organize._

Repression Limited So Far

Coup lcaders appear to be pursuing a strategy of limited repression.
They are scizing control of the media, moving to restore full control
ovcer the sccurity forces, demanding the compliance of officials at all
levels, and introducing a state of emergency in some regions,
apparcntly in the Baltic republics, Moscow, and Leningrad so far.
Coup lcaders have not yet arrestcd republic leaders, but they are
moving to shut down the Baltic governments altogether. Although
they arc banning strikes and political demonstrations, they are trying
to convcey a sensitivity to political legitimacy by plcdging to submit
the statc of emergency decree to the USSR Supremc Soviet, which is
1o convenc next Monday. ' :

Lasting Success Unlikely

The coup leaders are in a difficult position. They are trying to parlay
the popular desire for security and economic improvement into the
support and legitimacy they lack. By undertaking limited repression,
they have given Ycl’tsin time to brand their action unconstitutional,
to call for civil disobedience and a general strike, to demand that
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Gorbachev be allowed to address the Supreme Soviet, to appeal to
scrvicemen to disobey orders to shoot demonstrators, and to threaten
to prosccutc thosc who comply with the coup leaders’ commands.
Yel'tsin also has issued a decree demanding that Interior Ministry,
KGB, and Dcfense Ministry units on Russian tcrritory obey him.
Major strikes in key sectors of thc economy such as mining, civil
disobedicnce, and confrontations between the public and security
forces are likely and will jeopardize the coup Icaders’ hopes of

quclling resistance while restoring ccononiic “ordcr.”-

If the coup lcaders sensc that time is working against them or that
thcy have gaincd control of the Ievers of power, they may turn very
soon 1o morc violent repression. Such a move is unlikcly to prevent
an escalation of resistance in the Russian Republic and—in time—in
most other republics outside Central Asia. The most likely scenarios
now arc cither a rapid collapse of the coup or an extended struggle
of popular resistance against-armed strength, with thc outcome
dcpending on the loyalty to the center of the armed forces. Under
the latter scenario, the chance that divisions will open in the Soviet
armcd forccs is quite high. Over the longer term, the coup leaders
probably will not succeed in crcating a durable authoritarian regime
able 1o stabilize the economy and introduce cven modest economic
rcform. Meanwhile, the coup will accelerate the breakup of the union.
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