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Note on Translation and Transliteration
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1Good Friends for the Soviet Union


At the Patrice Lumumba Peoples’ Friendship University students truly prepare for war against poverty and ignorance, against pain and illness, against the backwardness to which Asia, Africa and Latin America have been forced through colonialism. The weapons in this war are book and scalpel, microscope and calculator, slide rule and drawing board.1


Peoples’ Friendship University in Moscow was the single most important Soviet educational institution promoting cooperation between Soviet Union and the newly independent countries of the Global South in Africa, Asia, and Latin America since its foundation in 1960. This book is a story of the university and its students throughout the Cold War period. It analyzes this flagship institution of Soviet educational cooperation as a case connected to wider themes of transnational history of the Cold War era. The book covers the typical path of an individual student starting from student selection process, through lectures and holidays to the graduation day and beyond from an institutional point of view. The university is conceptualized not only as a space of transnational encounters and education but also as an institution dedicated to an ambitious task of creating new masses of Soviet-minded world leaders.


Globalizing Socialism Through Education

Welcoming thousands of foreign students to Moscow, providing them university education, and sending them back home to develop their countries was a process deeply connected to the wider context of Soviet global foreign policy during the Cold War era. The Thaw opened the Soviet Union to new influences and brought internationalism back to the center of Soviet state ideology. The new Soviet leadership with Nikita Khrushchev as the first secretary of the communist party sought to relax international tensions and open channels through which people, ideas, and goods could circulate. Simultaneously, decolonization processes taking place around the Global South created new independent states that were potential partners for cooperation and territories for spreading the Soviet sphere of influence. Education was a peaceful way of bringing these varying interests together.


Turning Socialism into a Global System

In the 20th Party Congress of CPSU in 1956 Khrushchev noted that time had come to turn socialism into a global system and spread it beyond the borders of the Soviet Union. Ideologically, this signified a return to internationalism of the 1920s Leninist socialism, and alliances with the Global South became a major interest of the Soviet Union, as this was seen as territory where socialism could spread and flourish, and Soviet Union could create new global networks.2 The process was tightly connected to decolonization3 that had started after the Second World War, which created competition between the Soviet Union and the United States for new spheres of influence. As a result, since the beginning of the 1950s a whole new set of connections, interactions, and trade links rapidly came into being.4 In other words, the period of idealism in Soviet history coincided with the globalization of the Cold War.5

This new openness toward the Global South broadened the Soviet concept of revolution and opened opportunities for collaboration, as the Leninist notion of a communist party as a vehicle of revolution, and thus a prerequisite for collaboration with the Soviet Union was abandoned. Instead, state-driven industrialization, progressive domestic political agenda, and friendly stance toward the Soviet Union were sufficient markers of progress toward socialism, thus creating friendly ties to the Soviet state. This did not mean that Soviet activities in the Global South were de-ideologized, but that the Soviet Union was willing to work with a wider spectrum of regimes than before and develop new strategies to strengthen its international influence. According to this new approach, transition to socialism could take many forms that the Soviet Union actively supported.6 In the eyes of Soviet theorists and policy makers, Soviet history provided the most adequate model to be carried over to the newly independent nations of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Anti-imperialist “national consciousness” instead of a class struggle was seen as the most important factor for potential transition to socialism. Thus, African and Asian intellectuals played a major role in strengthening the national conscience of their peoples against Western imperialism, embodied by the United States, and by aligning with this Afro-Asian movement, the Soviet Union hoped to reform and coordinate it.7

Considering the priorities of Soviet foreign policy, Soviet theorists created the theoretical scheme of “noncapitalist path of development” [nekapitalistitseskii put’ razvitiia], which could be implemented in countries where capitalism was still at a very early stage. The theory suggested that with the economic, scientific, and technological support of the socialist bloc, the less developed countries could avoid the capitalist stage of development and proceed immediately to construction of socialism. Socialist modernization could help these countries achieve their ultimate goals of national development, sovereignty, and social justice.8 Soviet foreign policy toward the decolonizing parts of the world combined a strong rhetoric of support for national liberation with the practical aim of installing socialist regimes. By the 1960s, Soviet ideology had reached a stage where competition for influence in the Global South was an essential part of the existence of socialism.9

International higher education epitomized the “battle for hearts and minds” in the Global South, but at the same time it was a part of a wider field of Soviet aid and cooperation that had come to existence due to the new internationalist Soviet foreign policy.10 By the beginning of 1960s, approximately 250 Soviet-directed aid projects in industry and agriculture had been established globally. The ideological component of Soviet foreign policy went through different channels, from revolutionary parties and military training camps to bilateral friendship treaties.11 The Soviet Union also notably increased its presence in the Global South through publications, radio broadcasts, and activities of friendship and solidarity organizations.12 At the same time the Soviet Union was channeling millions of US dollars through different UN-controlled development aid projects, Soviet experts and teachers were sent abroad, and several large-scale building projects took place.13

The decision to grant educational aid was taken by the CPSU under the Khrushchev leadership between 1957 and 1960, as higher education was considered a field where the Soviet Union could compete successfully with the West. It was also a peaceful way to build ties with postcolonial countries.14 The goal of this cooperation was not only to connect with the elites of the Global South but also to promote new elites from both non-privileged social groups and circles sympathetic to the communist ideology. Soviet educational cooperation was inseparable from the aims of the Soviet foreign policy in the context of East–West rivalry at the time of decolonization, which transformed the scene of international politics. The Soviet Union heavily invested in the Global South to interrupt North–South relations between ex-colonies and metropolises and replace them with East–South relations, which ultimately aimed at linking these regions to the Soviet sphere of influence.15


Development of Soviet Educational Cooperation

From its earliest years, the Soviet Union had modeled itself as the leader of the global anti-imperialist struggle.16 In the Second Congress of the Comintern in 1920, the theoretical foundations of communist policy concerning the colonial areas were established as Lenin demanded all Communist parties to provide support for the revolutionary movements of liberalization among nationalist bourgeoisies of the colonies.17 The Soviet Union also established international universities to provide anti-colonial education, in other words military and ideological training for future revolutionaries, soon after the October Revolution.18 While the role of educational aid provided in these institutions during the interwar period was to a certain degree similar to those of Cold War era universities, there were also significant differences concerning the ideological and political contents of education provided.

There were several
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