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Georgii Mirskii and Soviet Theories of Authoritarian
Modernization

Chris Miller

ABSTRACT
This article examines Soviet thinking about authoritarian
modernization through the life and thought of Georgii Mirskii, a
noted expert on Arab politics. Mirskii was a regular adviser and
speechwriter for the Soviet Central Committee, and was also
followed by the KGB for his criticism of Stalin. In the late 1950s and
early 1960s, Mirskii looked to the example of Egyptian leader Gamal
Abdul Nasser to develop a theory of military-led modernization. This
article examines how Mirskii’s faith in the ability of Third World
militaries to function as modernizing forces changed over time. The
course of military politics in the Third World during the 1970s and
1980s, when military coups proliferated, bringing to power violent
and self-interested regimes, disabused Mirskii of any faith in military
modernization. Examining Mirskii’s thought not only sheds light on
the ideas that motivated Khrushchev-era Soviet foreign and
development policy, it also provides an illuminating comparison for
better-studied theories of authoritarian modernization in the United
States.

KEYWORDS
Soviet Union; economic
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‘Is Nasser a Communist?’ Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev asked New York Times columnist
James Reston in 1957. ‘Certainly not. But nevertheless we support Nasser’.1 For the Soviet
Union, a superpower committed at least rhetorically to Marxism–Leninism, Gamal Abdel
Nasser was a problem. Not, of course, because of his foreign policy. The Kremlin was
happy to see the Egyptian leader buck the demands of the world’s capitalist powers by
annexing the Suez Canal, once the central artery of the British Empire, in mid-1956. Mos-
cow was delighted when, several months later, Nasser became a hero to anti-imperialists
worldwide by defending the canal from a joint British-French-Israeli assault. The Suez Cri-
sis split Washington and London, and distracted international attention from the Soviet
Union’s own neocolonial invasion of Hungary that same month. From Moscow’s perspec-
tive, Nasser offered much to like.2

Yet, Nasser presented one obvious problem to the Soviet Union: not his foreign policy
but his political ideas and, more importantly, the social base of his political power. As
Khrushchev told Reston, ‘the leaders of the Arab countries are very remote from Commu-
nist ideas. In Egypt, for instance, many Communists are held in prison. The leaders of the
Arab countries are nationalists’. The enemy-of-my-enemy principle explains many alli-
ances in international politics, but countries usually prefer to bolster self-interest with
claims to share loftier ideals, too. Khrushchev told Reston that anti-imperialism united
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Nasser’s Egypt with the Soviet Union: ‘They are against colonial slavery and they stand for
the consolidation of their political and economic independence. We do not conceal the
fact that our sympathies are on the side of the peoples who are fighting for their indepen-
dence’. But Khrushchev, who was at that time promoting a new policy of ‘peaceful coexis-
tence’, also sought to reassure his American readers that ‘we do not pursue any objectives
but one, that the peoples be freed from colonial dependence. We know that you cannot
inculcate communism with a bayonet’.3

Some of Khrushchev’s own advisers, however, were not so sure. Khrushchev’s decision
to send arms to Nasser, and his broader reorientation of Soviet foreign policy, set off a rev-
olution in Soviet thinking about the Third World. Stalin had mostly ignored Asia, Africa and
Latin America because he believed that conditions in these countries were not ripe for
socialism and because he faced more pressing problems in Europe. Khrushchev changed
this. He viewed newly independent countries as a place where world socialism and the
Soviet Union could gain influence.4 Achieving this, however, required fresh thinking about
how a country could become socialist. The urban working class in most Third World coun-
tries was small and politically marginal, creating a dilemma for a theory in which the prole-
tariat is supposed to lead the revolution. Soviet scholars began considering ways in which
other vanguard classes could promote non-capitalist development that might lead, over
time, to socialism. One leading Soviet expert, Georgii Mirskii, gained prominence for sug-
gesting that a ‘military intelligentsia’ that came to power via a coup could serve as an
agent of non-capitalist modernization.5 He saw Nasser’s Egypt as a country that might
benefit from the right sort of military rule.

Mirskii was an expert on the Arab world, and was in many ways an unlikely proponent
of military-led modernization programs. He was a cosmopolitan intellectual, fluent in Ara-
bic as well as several European languages. He was a creative thinker, whose willingness to
express contrarian views caused the KGB to ban him from visiting the Middle East or the
West. And he was a vigorous anti-Stalinist, strongly opposing violence and repression in
Soviet politics. His interest in military-led modernization programs was in part an effort to
create a ‘non-capitalist path’ to socialism that would avoid the brutality of Stalinist meth-
ods. His goal was ‘socialism without kolkhozes’, he told me before his death in early 2016,
referring to the Soviet collective farms whose creation was accompanied by mass famine
in the late 1920s and early 1930s.6 Mirskii hoped that a government led by revolutionary
colonels, as Nasser had formed in Egypt, could provide Third World countries a path to
modernity that was less violent than Stalinist (or Maoist) methods, but more egalitarian
than capitalism.

This article will examine Mirskii’s development of the Soviet theory of military-led mod-
ernization, based on his published works, archival documents from the institute where
Mirskii worked for several decades and interviews with him and with former colleagues.
Mirskii’s thinking was influential in the upper echelons of the Soviet leadership. His articles
were regularly printed in the Soviet Union’s leading publications. In addition to working as
a senior researcher at the Institute of World Economy and International Relations, Mirskii
also served as a regular consultant to the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist
Party on foreign policy, especially on questions of the Arab World. He wrote speeches,
reports and interviews for Soviet leaders from Mikhail Suslov to Andrei Gromyko, Nikita
Khrushchev to Leonid Brezhnev.7 Though Mirskii never served as a decision-maker, there
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were few Soviet intellectuals with better access to the Central Committee’s foreign policy
apparatus over such a long period.8

1. Military modernization in Cold War context

Khrushchev may have claimed that ‘you cannot inculcate communism with a bayonet’,
but the period we now know as the Cold War was a half-century marked by repeated
attempts to spread political ideas by force. Arne Westad has written of the Cold War as a
clash between ‘the empire of liberty’ and ‘the empire of justice’.9 Democracy was some-
thing that both sides claimed to value, and neither saw military rule as a good. But in
many instances, both the US and USSR found reason to back military rule when it sup-
ported other aims.

For the United States, there were two main reasons why military rule seemed at times
appealing during the Cold War. First, there were many well-armed enemies of pro-
American governments abroad, so military rule sometimes appeared the only means of
keeping friendly groups in power. Second, after decolonization, Washington found it diffi-
cult to promote governance by ‘modern’ groups in ‘traditional’ societies, so sometimes an
iron fist was required if Washington’s preferred policies were to be implemented.10 The
first rationale for military rule— fear of revolutionaries and other social and political forces
that opposed pro-American regimes — was present in nearly every region. Left-wing and
nationalist guerilla movements emerged in many countries in the 1950s, a trend that con-
tinued throughout the Cold War. Faced with enemies willing to use force to overthrow
pro-American governments, many US analysts argued that these regimes were justified in
using force to defend themselves.11 If, as social conflict intensified, Washington was left
with a choice between a military dictatorship and a revolutionary regime, choosing the
later was often believed to be the moral choice. As Jeane Kirkpatrick famously argued in
‘Dictatorships and Double Standards’, her Commentary article published in 1979, ‘there is
a far greater likelihood of progressive liberalization and democratization in the govern-
ments of Brazil, Argentina, and Chile than in the government of Cuba; in Taiwan than in
the People’s Republic of China; in South Korea than in North Korea; in Zaire than in
Angola’.12

The broader issue was that Third World countries, most American analysts believed,
generally lacked the social structures needed for democratic government. US president
John F. Kennedy’s speechwriter Arthur Schlesinger argued that America’s task was to
inspire a ‘middle class revolution where the processes of economic modernization carry
the new urban middle class into power and produce, along with it, such necessities of
modern technical society as constitutional government, honest public administration, a
responsible party system, a rational land system and an efficient system of taxation’.13

What, then, should be done with countries that lacked a sufficiently large urban middle
class, and thus also lacked the preconditions for constitutional government? Most of the
Third World was populated by peasant farmers, whose presence in society, American
social scientists had demonstrated, was not correlated with democracy. Was it better to
trust government of these countries to the whims of the uneducated peasant masses? Or
might a competent military government provide adequate tutelage until the urban mid-
dle classes developed sufficient political strength for responsible rule? From Pakistan to
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South Korea, military rule was often seen as a tolerable outcome, particularly when it was
accompanied by economic modernization.14

An additional reason for Western analysts to support military rule was the dilemma of
industrialization. Everyone recognized that Third World countries needed capital if they
were to industrialize. Accumulating capital for industrialization, however, was no easy
task. Some could come from foreign aid or from foreign investment. But despite Third
World countries’ attempts to emphasize their importance in Cold War competition, the
scale of aid from rich to poor countries was marginal as a share of total cross-border capi-
tal investment.15 Private capital in the form of foreign investment had the potential to
play a bigger role. But attracting capital depended on Third World countries’ ability to con-
vince capital holders in the West that their countries offered high returns on investment.
Despite the low wages of Third World countries — which should have offered opportuni-
ties to compete with high wage manufacturers in the West — net private capital flows
from rich to poor countries were small considering the scale of the need.16

Most Third World leaders looking to industrialize concluded that foreign capital flows
were too fickle to rely on. Most US economic advisers believed that this was a sensible
choice. Capital could be mobilized domestically, too, after all, which is how Britain accu-
mulated capital for its own industrial revolution in the early nineteenth century. But accu-
mulating capital at home meant increasing savings by deferring present consumption.
This was no easy matter. As Walt Rostow explained in his manifesto The Stages of Eco-
nomic Growth, ‘the rise in the rate of investment — which the economist conjures up to
summarize the transition — requires a radical shift in the society’s effective attitude’
toward a range of phenomena, from technical progress, to investment mechanisms, to
organizational leadership.17 ‘Agriculture must yield up a substantial part of its surplus
income to the modern sector’, either via higher taxation or voluntary increases in
investment.18

During the take off stage, Rostow noted, ‘real output per capita’must rise, but ‘whether
real consumption per capita rises depends’ on a variety of factors. It may not rise for some
time.19 Such a thesis may have been economically accurate, but the idea of rising invest-
ment and output without immediate increases in consumption was not easy to imple-
ment, especially in poor societies where consumption levels were already low. Deferring
consumption in a democracy, therefore, proved difficult. Autocracies such as South Korea
and Taiwan not coincidentally proved able to sustain high savings and investment rates
during the 1960s and 1970s.20 This, too, motivated support for military modernization in
the West.21

Given the Soviet Union’s authoritarian political system, it is perhaps less surprising that
Moscow was also interested in military-led modernization during the 1960s and 1970s.
True, the Red Army had a prime place in the Soviet domestic political hierarchy, and was
showered with resources that let it compete with the United States.22 But when Georgii
Mirskii began writing about the role of the military in Third World politics, setting forth a
theory of army-led modernization, his goal was not to replicate the USSR’s authoritarian
political system abroad. At home, he was a critic of authoritarian politics and an advocate
of reducing repression. Abroad, Mirskii saw military-led modernization as a method that,
under the right circumstances, could help Third World countries avoid violence — most
notably, the type of violence that had accompanied Soviet industrialization, when the
Soviet Union sparked a disastrous famine in the late 1920s and early 1930s when it
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attempted to ‘defer consumption’ in agricultural regions and use the funds to invest in
urban industry. The cost of Soviet industrialization policy was millions of unnecessary
deaths. Mirskii hoped that more rational military governments might avoid the violence
that marked Soviet industrialization.

2. Georgii Mirskii and the non-capitalist path

‘In all forms of transition to socialism’, declared Khrushchev at the 20th Party Congress in
1956, ‘the absolute and decisive condition is the political leadership of the working
class’.23 But just as American social scientists struggled to explain how bourgeois democ-
racy could emerge in countries too poor to sustain a large bourgeoisie, so too the Soviet
Union had to reckon with the future of proletarian democracy in countries that, by Soviet
definitions, were stuck in the feudal stage. The academics charged with explaining how
this would happen were drawn from the country’s growing ranks of vostokovedy, or orien-
talists. (Neither Edward Said-inspired sensitivities nor geographical realities prevented
Soviet scholars from describing the territory stretching from North Africa to Japan as ‘the
East’.)

Beginning in the mid-1950s, the Soviet Union began investing in a class of officials and
academics who could help the Kremlin understand the dozens of new countries emerging
from colonial rule.24 Before then, the Soviet Union had only sporadically dabbled in anti-
imperialist politics, focusing mostly on China.25 Decolonization, however, made necessary
a clearer understanding of politics in the region that would come to be known as the Third
World. The East was awakening, quipped Soviet leader Anastas Mikoian, but Soviet schol-
ars were still asleep.26 Not for long. IMEMO, the Institute of World Economics and Interna-
tional Relations, was created in 1956. The Africa Institute was founded in 1959, followed
by an Institute of Latin America in 1961.27 Soon, the Soviet Union was producing hundreds
of well-trained experts in international politics each year, fluent in foreign languages,
ready to work as diplomats, academics, trade representatives, journalists and spies.

One such young vostokoved was Georgii Mirskii, who had enrolled at the Institute for
Oriental Studies in the late 1940s, hoping to become a diplomat. He chose to study Arabic
because there were many Arabic-speaking countries, maximizing his changes of a foreign
placement. The son of a Jewish father and a Lutheran mother, Mirskii was born in Moscow
in 1926. His family was neither privileged nor well-off, living in a collective apartment with
five other families. Yet, by Soviet standards Mirskii had a lucky childhood, growing up on a
side street just off Patriarch Ponds, not far from Mikhail Bulgakov, whose Master and Mar-
garita is set in the neighborhood. Mirskii was lucky, too, to survive the war. He was too
young to join the army, but he and his mother spent the conflict in Moscow, struggling
like the rest of the city to dodge German bombs and find enough food.28

The end of the war brought economic reconstruction, and Stalin’s death less than a
decade later brought the thaw. For the child of a Jew at the time of the Doctors’ Plot, and
for a young academic whom the KGB was already keeping tabs on, it is easy to understand
why Stalin’s death in 1953 came as a relief.29 Like many intellectuals of his generation, Mir-
skii was a great believer in Nikita Khrushchev, whom he associated with energy, ambition
and (compared to Stalin) liberal politics.30 ‘We young people were terribly excited’, Mirskii
later wrote. ‘New times were coming’.31 Yet the thaw was only a partial, halting liberaliza-
tion. Khrushchev had his predecessor, Lavrentiy Beria, shot. Stalin was critiqued but not
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condemned. The KGB tried to recruit Mirskii when he was a student, and when he
declined, he says, to work with them, he was permanently banned from visiting non-
socialist countries — even the Arab countries on whose politics he would soon become
the USSR’s leading expert.32

Stalin was dead, in other words, but the battle with Stalinism continued. This was not
only a matter for domestic politics. In foreign policy, too, the question of Stalin’s legacy
persisted. In relations with the United States, Khrushchev promoted a new policy of
‘peaceful coexistence’, scrapping the idea that war with capitalists was inevitable.33 In rela-
tions with Third World countries, Stalin’s legacy was also being reassessed. Take economic
modernization. Stalin had moved the Soviet Union from farm to factory rapidly and with
great violence. Peasants were forced off their farms and onto collectives. Millions died in
famine, and the country forged an industrial base with remarkable speed.34 Must Third
World countries follow a similar path to reach socialism?

Mirskii and his colleagues did not think so.35 Scholars at IMEMO, the institute where
Mirskii worked, promoted the concept of the ‘non-capitalist path of development’. Newly-
decolonized countries, these experts argued, need not directly copy Soviet experience to
avoid capitalist development. Capitalist elements could persist so long as the government
was run by the left and society was developing in a socialist direction. Even to ‘orthodox’
experts who were committed to Stalinist practice, the non-capitalist path made sense,
given its similarities to Lenin’s New Economic Policy of the 1920s, a period when the
Soviet Union tolerated private farming and private trade as a means of economic stabiliza-
tion.36 To Soviet scholars and officials critical of Stalinist practice, the non-capitalist path
had one great virtue: Third World countries could avoid the horrors of Stalinist
collectivization.

Even though Soviet propaganda at home and abroad celebrated the creation of collec-
tive farms as a great triumph of socialism, private attitudes were more conflicted than the
official line suggested. Before collectivization, the Soviet Union had been a country of
peasants, and peasants were the great victims of collectivization. Their suffering could be
denied, but it could not be concealed. Urban residents saw the millions of peasants who
were driven off their farms in the 1930s. Mirskii worked with such people during the war.
Their complaints were straightforward: collectivization had punished the most responsible
and capable peasants (labelling them ‘kulaks’); benefitted ‘loafers’ and ‘drunks’; and led to
harassment by young Communist Youth League (Komsomol) members who cared little
and knew nothing about farming.37 The country achieved socialism, and millions starved
in the process. Mirskii was not alone in wondering whether Lenin’s New Economic Policy
could have lasted longer, or whether there was a path, as he put it, to ‘socialism without
kolkhozes’.38

3. Mirskii on Nasser and the role of the army

What did ‘socialism without kolkhozes’ mean in practice? No one was sure. The rapid end
of the British and French Empires from the late 1940s through the 1960s gave rise to doz-
ens of different political experiments in the newly free countries. Some of the new political
movements called themselves socialists, others nationalists, many both. Nearly all the new
states were given political institutions that, on paper, looked something like the govern-
mental structure in the West. Yet, behind rhetoric about socialism and newly-created
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parliaments and judiciaries were societies that looked far different from either the capital-
ist powers or their great socialist rival. In most of Asia and Africa (as well as much of Latin
America, which was often grouped in the ‘Third World’) living standards were far lower
than in Europe or the USSR. In many countries, three quarters or more of the population
lived in the countryside; the most common occupation was subsistence farming at a level
often just above starvation.39 In the West, Social theorists believed that democracy
required an educated, urbanized middle class.40 In the Soviet Union, social theory pre-
sented the urban proletariat as a motive force for social progress. The Third World had
neither.

Yet, though they lacked large quantities of the two social groups that Soviet and Amer-
ican social theorists believed drove modernity, Third World countries’ politics were
remarkably vital in the period that immediately followed independence.41 Because of his
language training, Georgii Mirskii focused primarily on Arabic speaking countries.42 During
the 1950s and 1960s, most of the Persian Gulf remained politically dormant, but from Iraq
through Algeria, the rest of the Arab world was in motion, as kings were toppled, states
forged, networks of local notables upturned, colonialists and neocolonialists chased out
and military rule declared. In Syria, the military toppled the government in 1949, setting
off a string of coups that would continue until the Baath Party took power in 1963. Jor-
dan’s right-wing King Hussein leaned heavily on his Bedouin troops to maintain power,
because his family’s installation by the British several decades earlier was a weak source of
legitimacy in a nationalist age.43

Yet it was Egypt, where Colonel Gamal Abdul Nasser consolidated power in the early
1950s as the colonial-era regime crumbled, that seemed a bellwether not only for the fate
of the Arab world but also of the Third World more generally. To Mirskii, Nasser not only
proved that a colonel could mobilize the masses to oust the imperialists and their local
puppets. He also demonstrated that a military regime need not be a tool of the right.44

Mirskii wrote about Nasser repeatedly, both in his books and in multiple articles.45 As Mir-
skii studied Egypt, he realized that Nasser was not the only example of a progressive mili-
tary regime. Often, of course, military takeovers were an attempt to crush popular politics.
At other times, though, militaries overthrew the ancien regime, nationalized big business,
cast out colonialists and adopted a foreign policy sympathetic to the USSR. Several such
experiments took place in the Middle East: not only Nasser’s Egypt, but also Baathist
regimes in Syria and Iraq seemed, at least in their early stages, to have some left-wing
characteristics.46 Burma’s Ne Win was another military leader who appeared during the
early 1960s to be supportive of leftist politics.47

What factors determined whether a military regime would adopt a right-wing or a left-
wing tack? Mirskii believed this question was central to any assessment of the fate of
socialism in the Third World, and he decided to tackle it in his second (doktorskaia) thesis,
‘The Political Role of the Army in Developing Countries’, which he defended in 1967. He
later published the research as a book, The Army and Politics in Asian and African
Countries.48

The book took as its starting point the divide between Third World countries undertak-
ing capitalist development, and those on the socialist-oriented ‘non-capitalist path’. In the
former — ranging from Nigeria to Thailand — Mirskii viewed the army as a right-wing
political force, either a tool of the bourgeoisie, or a constituent part of the ruling class.
Yet, in countries with ‘progressive’ governments guiding their countries along the
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non-capitalist path, military rule often had a different political valence. The view of the
army as a right-wing tool was a standard trope in Marxist–Leninist political thought, and
which matched Moscow’s experience watching nineteenth and early twentieth-century
European history. Historical examples of left-wing military governments were harder to
come by. But Mirskii believed the Third World provided a new set of historical circumstan-
ces. He supplied the theory that explained why a military regime in the Third World might
be a progressive force.

The key to understanding military regimes, Mirskii argued, is to realize that there are
multiple types, constructed from different social forces, with different levels of class con-
sciousness.49 Mid-century American theorists of the military and society such as Morris
Janowitz argued that civilian control of the military depended on the number of connec-
tions between military and civil society. Soldiers with deep connections to a broad swath
of a democratic society were more amenable to civilian control than armies without such
connections, Janowitz suggested.50 Mirskii adopted a similar theory: the connections
between the military and potentially revolutionary social classes could provide the basis
for a progressive, even revolutionary army. Mirskii cited Janowitz and several other Ameri-
can scholars of civil–military relations in making the case that an army’s class make up
shaped its political outlook.51

Not content with grouping all military regimes together, Mirskii divided them into four
categories

(1) Armies of partial colonies (Turkey, Iran, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Thailand)
(2) Former colonial armies now under the control of independent governments (India,

Pakistan, Iraq, Syria, Egypt)
(3) Armies that emerged from independence struggles (Burma, Indonesia, Algeria)
(4) Armies created after independence (most of Africa)52

Mirskii suggested, sensibly enough, that armies with different histories and social struc-
tures might play different political roles. Armies set up by colonial powers were likely to
be more conservative than those forged in anti-colonial wars. This was only partly
explained by the armies’ history and culture. More important was their social make-up. In
much of the Third World, Mirskii argued, ‘in contrast to Europe, officers were not and are
not representatives of aristocratic circles’.53 It depended, of course, on the country. In
some cases, colonial armies drew from a specific region or ethnic group, which may have
made the officers privileged and thus relatively conservative. But in much of the Third
World, Mirskii argued, the army drew in recruits and officers from the lower rungs of soci-
ety. ‘For the son of a peasant’, Mirskii noted, ‘army service was not only something honor-
able, it also opened new perspectives for social mobility’.54 Staffed as it was by
traditionally oppressed classes, given the right circumstances, this could make the army a
potentially revolutionary force.

One dilemma that Mirskii recognized was that, even if the ranks of the army were
included (incorrectly, in Mirskii’s view) into the proletariat, Third World countries’ working
classes were still far too small to serve as the basis for socialist revolution. Yet, Lenin had
long before recognized that a vanguard party, full of activists and intelligentsia, could
drive forward the revolution by organizing oppressed groups and inspiring greater class
consciousness.55 The military, Mirskii argued, could play a similar function. Officers
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themselves constituted a ‘military intelligentsia’, which could play a progressive role.56 The
‘colonels’ revolutions’ that several countries experienced were no accident: in the 1960s,
generals were commonly holdovers from the colonial area, whereas colonels were youn-
ger, having joined the army while their countries were beginning to cast off colonial rule.
The struggle for independence forged the political consciousness of the colonels of the
1950s and 1960s. What better basis for a progressive vanguard?

Given the backwardness of Third World societies, Mirskii believed that military regimes
were one of the few institutions with a chance of leading a progressive modernization
effort. The army was ‘the most modern institute of society’ in many Third World countries,
Mirskii argued. Armies were also ‘an important nationwide institute in government’, in a
region with few other such national structures.57 The officers themselves constituted a
national social and intellectual elite. ‘The minds of the officers’, Mirskii wrote, were under-
going the same ‘process as most intellectuals’ — a strengthening national identity and a
growing desire to modernize their country.58 In fractious and backwards Asian and African
countries, no other institution had the national reach and political perspective to lead
modernization efforts.

The best example of this process, Mirskii believed, was Egypt. His analysis of Egyptian
politics largely followed the Soviet mainstream, but his innovation was to generalize from
it a theory of leftist military rule. Upon seizing power in the early 1950s, Egypt’s military
had supported progressive measures, helping to push the old bourgeoisie out of politics
and empower small farmers.59 Farming was not collectivized (a positive decision, in Mir-
skii’s view, though he could not write this) but the government invested in heavy industry
and began economic planning. Mirskii believed an ‘evolution toward scientific socialism’
was already visible.60 Egypt was not the only example of a left-military regime, in Mirskii’s
view, and he devoted chapters of his book to analyzing Syria and Burma, too. But when
Mirskii began his research in the mid-1960s, Nasser’s Egypt provided the best example of
the revolutionary potential of military rule.

How can we as historians know that Mirskii’s book is representative of his views? And
how can we know that our interpretations today reflect the meaning he intended? Such
interpretive questions are relevant in any intellectual history, but they are made more
complex by the Soviet Union’s censorship and its official devotion to theory. First, there is
a wide category of beliefs that Mirskii could not have published, such as opposition to col-
lectivization in the USSR. Second, within the context of Soviet academia and of the con-
sulting role he played with the government, Mirskii faced powerful incentives not to
deviate from norms about political theory, lest he lose valuable status and perks. Yet, we
have access to two type of sources that verify Mirskii’s sincerity in his belief of the progres-
sive potential of military rule: interviews with him and his colleagues, and archival docu-
ments from the debate by other academics when Mirskii submitted an earlier version of
the book as his second (doktorskaia) dissertation. In such an environment, with only two
dozen professors in attendance and notes of the discussions not intended for widespread
distribution, there was no formal censorship. Self-censorship was present, but participants
could — and did — speak more freely.61 Professors often disagreed, including on key
ideological issues.62

At the defense of Mirskii’s dissertation, twenty-five academics from the Soviet Union’s
international research institutes participated. The defense was presided over by Nikolai N.
Inozemtsev, the director of IMEMO, where Mirskii worked. Inozemtsev was a friend and
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mentor of Mirskii’s. As was standard, the dissertation defense included a formal assess-
ment by official opponents, and the author was also subjected to questioning from the
assembled professors. The faculty praised Mirskii’s work for the quality of its research, its
‘anti-dogmatism’, and for the author’s use of Marxism ‘not as an icon’ but ‘as a method’.63

Yet, Mirskii’s Marxist method also sparked debate among the established scholars,
some approving of his class interpretation of the army, others disagreeing, others misun-
derstanding his purpose. Mirskii’s search for ‘socialism without kokhozes’ was not unique.
Many of the Soviet Union’s orientalists — and many of the officials in the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs and the party apparatus with whom they interacted — hoped to promote a
similar outcome in the Third World. Thus, the idea of a ‘non-capitalist path’ spread widely
across the Soviet Union’s research institutes, eventually affecting its policy-making pro-
cess. But Soviet analysts differed on the question of which class was best placed to lead a
country down the non-capitalist path in the absence of a revolutionary proletariat. Some
hoped that government bureaucracies could lead the process of economic development
in a non-capitalist way. Others placed their faith in a revolutionary intelligentsia.64 Mirskii
was unique in suggesting that sections of the military could be both sufficiently left-wing
and sufficiently powerful to promote the non-capitalist path.

This claim inspired vigorous pushback from some of Mirskii’s colleagues. A. B. Reznikov,
an expert in Indonesian politics and scholar at the Institute of the International Worker’s
Movement, rose to praise Mirskii’s conclusion that the government can act independently
of a society’s dominant class.65 Many people think that Marx and Engels wrote that ‘the
army is either a weapon of the landowners or a weapon of the petite bourgeoisie’, Rezni-
kov explained. But Mirskii’s analysis showed that ‘the government could play an indepen-
dent role’, as Marx and Engels had foreseen.66 The size of government had grown sharply
since the time of most of Marx and Engels’ writings, Reznikov pointed out, giving it space
to act independently. The military was the government institution most able to carve out
a role ‘independent’ of other class forces — perhaps even in contradiction to a society’s
dominant class.67 The political independence of the military from the dominant class was
key to Mirskii’s argument that the military could play a progressive political force in socie-
ties dominated by conservative elements.

Reznikov was not convinced that this divergence between army and society happened
often in practice. The country he studied, Indonesia, had just suffered a bloody purge in
which the military killed communists and alleged communists in the thousands.68 In Indo-
nesia, Reznikov pointed out, ‘the army acts like the officers’; so long as the officers held to
a conservative line, so too would the common soldiers.69 Mirskii agreed, but argued that
mid-level officers had more revolutionary potential that was often believed. ‘What is a sol-
dier in a developing country?’ asked Mirskii in his official response. ‘The son of a peasant,
a person who left the most terrible poverty’.70 Surely such people, having developed suffi-
cient class consciousness, had revolutionary potential.

Other critics at the dissertation defense questioned Mirskii’s claim that the army could
operate independently of other class forces, regardless of its orientation. A. G. Mileikovskii,
a specialist at IMEMO and one of the official opponents of Mirskii’s dissertation, doubted
that Nasser’s coup in Egypt represented a progressive political movement, given that ‘the
main marker of a revolution is mass participation’, while in Egypt ‘mass participation was
minor’.71 The official response from V. V. Volsky, the director of the Latin America Institute,
doubted the existence of left-wing coups, arguing that ‘the difference between simply
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nationalist and left-nationalist’ was practically indistinguishable.72 An additional critic
‘underscored that Mirskii’s thesis that the army represents its own military-political institu-
tion [korporatsiia], and not a weapon of a specific class, is debatable’.73

Yet, Mirskii stood by his claim: the military could act independently of the dominant
class, and under the right circumstances it could be a progressive force. ‘In his work the
18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, Mirskii reminded his critics at the defense, ‘Marx wrote:
‘On top of the authentic classes of society, Bonaparte had to create an artificial caste’,
which was integral to the preservation of the regime.74 ‘The army certainly has its own
interests’, Mirskii explained, ‘but it undeniably acts in the interests of some sort of social-
economic orientation’.75

Mirskii’s conclusion about the revolutionary potential of armies remained controversial
among theorists. The book on which his dissertation was based was published only with
help from his friend Karen Brutents, an official in International Department who worked
with Third World governments and who supported Mirskii’s conclusions.76 Yet, Mirskii’s
optimism about seemingly leftist military regimes in the Third World also fit the times: the
Soviet Union was looking to support anti-imperialist politics, and during the 1950s and
1960s, many Soviet experts and policy-makers were optimistic about the fate of what they
called the newly-free countries. Modernization and development really was possible, but
social change sometimes needed an impulse to get started. Once these processes began,
they might even be irreversible — and countries that in the 1950s and 1960s were domi-
nated by peasant agriculture and feudal politics could develop modern social structures,
economies and political systems. Without such modernization, socialism would be impos-
sible. Yet all signs, many Soviet analysts believed, pointed toward the eventual success of
progressive politics in the Third World. At the Aswan Dam in 1964, Khrushchev himself
declared publicly to Nasser that Egypt — governed by a clique of colonels — was ‘build-
ing socialism’.77

4. Mirskii’s loss of faith in military modernization

Yet, even as Mirskii promoted the idea of progressive military regimes, the course of Third
World politics piled up evidence against his thesis.78 Across Asia, Africa and Latin America,
dozens of coups occurred, few of which fit Mirskii’s theory. Often the coups brought right-
wing political forces to power; often they lacked a defined political ideology and were
motivated by desires for personal aggrandizement. From a socialist perspective, it was
hard to find optimistic examples. The coup most closely watched in the USSR was that
which toppled Chilean socialist Salvador Allende in 1973. Allende had raised Soviet hopes
that a Marxist could take power via peaceful means in an electoral democracy. Particularly,
for Soviet intellectuals who opposed authoritarian methods but remained committed
Marxists, Allende seemed to be perfect evidence that the Kremlin could back democracy
abroad while remaining true to its revolutionary goals. When Allende was toppled in a
bloody coup led by Chilean General Augusto Pinochet, these dreams were dashed.

The course of Third World politics created a dilemma for Mirskii’s theory. On the one
hand, the number of coups and military takeovers increased markedly during the time he
researched his doktorskaia dissertatsia and eventually published his book. Their results did
not confirm the thesis that coups could be progressive. Many of the coups in the Third
World, as in Ghana and Mali, toppled rulers that were sympathetic to the USSR.
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Meanwhile, the military governments that Mirskii hoped might prove progressive, such as
Nasser’s Egypt and Ne Win’s Burma, were increasingly difficult to distinguish in their
domestic policies from more ideologically conservative regimes. On the other hand, Soviet
policy was increasingly tending toward more active support of military movements and
regimes, such as the Derg in Ethiopia.79 Yet, the USSR’s shift toward backing military
regimes was far less connected with dreams of progressive social transformation than
was Mirskii’s vision of government by reformist left-wing colonels. The Derg, for example,
requested economic as well as military aid from the USSR. Moscow supplied the guns, but
Andropov warned his counterparts to keep realistic goals for economic modernization or
social transformation. ‘It is one thing to proclaim socialism as one’s goal, and it is quite
another to build it’.80 This was a very different sentiment than Mirskii’s optimistic support
for Nasser.

Yet, driven by the course of Third World politics, Mirskii himself began to question his
initial optimism. Six years after defending his dissertation on the army’s potential progres-
sive role in Third World politics, Mirskii rose at a discussion at IMEMO to discuss the lessons
of the coup in Chile.81 The Chilean coup was notable, he argued, because ‘For the first
time in history, in Chile there was a peaceful transition to socialism. For the first time in
history in Chile a Marxist-Communist, Salvador Allende, was elected to the post of presi-
dent’. Unlike most other Third World coups, the military toppled a regime that had begun
a ‘socialist proletarian revolution’.82

It was understandable why the coup occurred, Mirskii believed. The problem was not
that Allende ‘excessively forced revolutionary transformations’ as his critiques on the right
argued. Nor was the problem that he failed to ‘take decisive measures’ such as arming the
population to resist the military.83 The true problem was that ‘the most important part of
the bourgeois governing machine – the apparatus of force – remained untouched. Gov-
ernment that does not have armed forces, an army, retaliatory organs, a system of govern-
ment security— that is government on paper’.84 And the army remained dead-set against
Allende’s revolutionary agenda. Experts from capitalist countries believed that ‘there
would be no coup, because that was not Chilean-style, the army was different, etc. Non-
sense’, Mirskii insisted. ‘The generals of a professional bourgeois army are a privileged elite
of society, either the sons of large landholders and capitalists, or connected by many
threats to the bourgeois elite of society’.85 No wonder they opposed the coup.

Did this contradict Mirskii’s earlier theory about the potentially revolutionary nature of
the military? Not entirely, he claimed. He had always insisted that the military’s ‘caste soli-
darity’ was a powerful force, and it played a major role in Chile.86 No less important was
the political attitude of soldiers. As elsewhere, Chilean soldiers were ‘sons of peasants and
workers’ but they were also ‘members of a privileged group’ — the army. It is possible to
arouse the class consciousness of soldiers, but never guaranteed. In Chile, the political
work had not been done. The army remained on the right.87

The conclusion that Mirskii drew from the Chilean experience, however, seemed to tack
in an opposite direction from his previous work. He had few qualms about the onset of
military rule in Egypt, in part because it was difficult to call the pre-coup regime a democ-
racy. The choice was between two different types of non-representative regimes, and Mir-
skii believed the military type under Nasser more effectively spoke to the aspirations of
the masses. Chile was different. Its democracy was working, even for the left. ‘When right
wing forces saw that the people were on the side of Allende’, Mirskii argued, ‘they
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understood that only one forced remained, and that if they waited until [the election] in
1976 they would have lost completely’. Hence, the coup. But Mirskii underscored that
democracy was worth defending even for committed socialists, even after the disastrous
experience in Chile. ‘We must not fall into a panic and say that the entire conception of a
peaceful path to socialism is ruined and only armed uprisings remain’.88

Indeed, the fate of other armed uprisings that Mirskii had previously supported no lon-
ger looked like appealing models. The military regimes that appeared to Mirskii to have a
progressive political orientation in the early 1960s looked rather different by the 1970s
and 1980s. By the 1980s, Mirskii’s hope that military regimes might lead to progressive
outcomes had evaporated. His final scholarly work on the subject, The Role of the Army in
the Political Life of Third World Countries, took a decidedly pessimistic view of military rul-
ers. Mirskii began the book by listing the dozens of coups that occurred in the Third World,
from Algeria to Afghanistan, Sierra Leone to Somalia.89 African countries were particularly
vulnerable to coups because of its weak political institutions, he argued, but Asia and Latin
America had seen plenty of coups too.90

As in his previous work, Mirskii continued to emphasize the importance of the social
and political basis of a country’s military in understanding the ramification of a coup. As
before, he noted that the army could constitute a ‘military intelligentsia’, particularly in its
ability to promote ideas of nationalism throughout the country. As before, it is this capac-
ity which gives the army its ‘progressive potential’. But unlike his work in the 1960s, Mirskii
no longer had optimism in such a path. Maybe the military had progressive potential in a
theoretical sense, but ‘whether it worked or not — that’s a different question’, he now
wrote.91

The painful reality Mirskii faced was not only that armed forces had proven wholly inca-
pable of acting as modernizing forces. Third World governments of all types appeared to
have failed. The ‘non-capitalist path’ — which once seemed to offer hope of a non-
communist progressive politics in the Third World — had not delivered. There were three
reasons why: the strength of social and cultural traditions, the prevalence of corruption
and the reality that Third World militaries had not banished these first two vices, they had
intensified them.

Culture and traditions were not a focus of Soviet development thinking during the
immediate post-decolonization period. True, backwards social practices would have to be
overcome in the process of modernization — but there was little doubt that urbanization,
economic development and education would sweep away centuries-old oppressive prac-
tices associated with religion, caste and rural life.92 By the 1980s, though, Soviet certainty
that economic development would erode traditions had faded. Now, Soviet economists
feared traditions were restraining economic growth.93 As Mirskii wrote, ‘We underesti-
mated the influence of the low level of social consciousness, the prevalence of traditional
beliefs, tribalism, castes, clans, patron-client relations’.94

Particularly, in the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 — which at first
appeared to include leftist elements, before veering toward the Islamic right — the con-
tinued political potency of religion was impossible to ignore. For one thing, ‘Oriental and
African religions do little to familiarize people with private business activity’, which inhibits
modernization of these societies.95 Yet, religion was also used as a tool in Third World pol-
itics, Mirskii argued, particularly in the Middle East. He cited Iran and Saudi Arabia as two
such examples. Military regimes were no less capable of using religion to bolster their
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authority, and repeatedly turned to religion as a legitimizing tool. In Pakistan, for example,
a policy of ‘Islamization’ was used to bolster a military regime.96

The Third World’s style of ‘eastern capitalism’ — apparently less effective than its West-
ern variant — was, in Mirskii’s view, one reason that Third World politics remained dis-
tressingly feudal in nature.97 Yet, the problem was not simply that Third World countries
failed to develop their economies. It was also that, when governments sought to boost
growth by playing a bigger role in the economy, they often ended up fueling corruption.
Mirskii was not the only Soviet analyst to notice the role played by corruption in Third
World politics, but it helped discredit to him the notion that military regimes could be a
progressive force.

Other Soviet analysts such as Karen Brutents and Nodari Simoniia had promoted a the-
ory of the ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’.98 Like Mirskii’s innovative claim from the mid-1960s
that an army need not necessarily reflect the interests of society’s dominant class, Bru-
tents, Simoniia and the other theorists of the ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’ proposed that a
government structure could also have independent interests. The self-interest of the
bureaucratic bourgeoisie was most evident, these scholars believed, in the corruption that
infested nearly every government in the Third World.

As Mirskii reflected on the fate of Third World military coups, he found plentiful evi-
dence that militaries faced similar problems with corruption and self-dealing. The first
chapter in his book from the 1980s was titled ‘Generals, Bureaucrats, Businessmen’ — as if
it was difficult to tell the three groups apart.99 This was a common phenomenon, Mirskii
showed. Nigeria’s army was famed for its corruption. Burma’s army— once believed to be
a potentially progressive force— had dropped its political program and instead sought to
get rich. Turkey’s army was involved in business. The Thai army’s ‘corruption reached fan-
tastic levels’. Indonesia’s military had become ‘a new trading bourgeoisie’.100

After a quarter-century of independent post-colonial rule — and after dozens of coups
across Asia, Africa and Latin America — whatever optimism that revolutionary colonels
had inspired in the mid-1950s was wholly extinguished. The reality, he concluded, was
that all coups are launched in their own interest, rather than in pursuit of the public inter-
est.101 Corruption was the norm; ‘scandal followed scandal’.102 Even Nasser was just ‘one
man’ in a system not otherwise amenable to progressive transformations.103 By the 1970s,
it was difficult to see anything optimistic in the military-led system that Nasser con-
structed.104 Whatever the faults of the Third World’s civilian regimes — authoritarian or
semi-feudal, capitalist or neo-colonialist — they were generally no worse than the military
juntas, whatever leftist slogans the Third World’s revolutionary colonels waved. In any
case, anti-imperialism was the only genuine and widespread political conviction among
most Third World military regimes. Twenty-five years after most of the European empires
had retreated or collapsed, anti-imperialism was hardly a firm basis for a progressive
agenda. The types of politics that had emerged from Third World militaries — authoritar-
ian, religious and right-wing— were, to Mirskii, far from inspiring.105

Perhaps the failure of authoritarian modernization should have been more predictable,
particularly for an intellectual as learned as Mirskii. How was it that a leading anti-Stalinist
was at willing during the 1950s and 1960s to tolerate, perhaps even celebrate, the poten-
tial of rule by colonels in the Third World? A key reason was his lived history: in Mirskii’s
life, the Red Army won World War II, while Stalin’s Communist Party purged, deported and
murdered hundreds of thousands. The Red Army was hierarchical, to be sure, but it was
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no less democratic than the party. The army had saved the country from Nazism, whereas
the party was long dominated by a man that Mirskii considered to be little better from
Hitler.106

To a leading liberal-minded intellectual at the height of Soviet power, the need for
credible alternatives to the Stalinist model was a serious dilemma. Mirskii was never a dis-
sident on the model of Andrei Sakharov, but he paid a personal and professional price for
his opposition to Stalinism and its later manifestations in Soviet politics. He was interro-
gated by the KGB and his travels were restricted. American social scientists might hypoth-
esize about alternatives to democracy in underdeveloped countries; Mirskii had lived
through one, and he knew they came in multiple varieties. Given the realistic set of
choices in Third World politics, this survivor of Stalinism believed during the 1950s and
1960s that in certain circumstances, military rule might be the optimal available path for
achieving independence and development.
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