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Introduction 

Starting by the premise that in highly developed societies there are no coups d’etat1, Collier and Hoeffler 

(2007) argue that in Africa nearly 93% of coup plots, attempts and successful coups are initiated by 

members of the armed forces. As a countermeasure, the government might be attempted to adjust military 

spending according to the probability of coup risk. In doing so, it faces a paradox choice: the government 

needs someone that will back and protect it in case of necessity, however it also needs someone who is 

able to do so. Therefore, the government must do what it will dislike most: assign power and resources to 

external sources, in most cases the armed forces, thereby implicitly creating a threat to its own power. 

Collier and Hoeffler (2007) argue further that a coup can be launched from many positions within the 

military hierarchy, however, they just speak loosely about “each officer in the army which has the same 

underlying scope to plot a coup” and do not specify exactly the officers’ rank or status within the military 

hierarchy (certainly not because of superficiality, but because it is not in their major research aim and 

probably because empirical data is hard if not impossible to find).  

A further avenue of research would then be to try to identify in more detail from which specific positions 

within the army this coup threat is coming from. This would fit in the broader literature that focuses on the 

choice between investing in fruitful activities by different parties who attempt to win control of a prize. 

Several papers explicitly model this choice in the context of a large group of people who are revolting 

against a regime2. Another stream of the literature focuses on the choice confronting an individual of 

whether to personally exert effort as part of a wider campaign of collective action3. 

As a first step in a subsequent analysis, it could be helpful to divide the army personnel into three 

categories and analyze separately their potential incentives in plotting, attempting or carrying out a coup. 

                                                           
1
 Throughout this comment, I follow O’Kane (1987) who defines coups as “attempts to overthrow a government that is illegal; 

carried out by a small group based within the state apparatus; speedily effected; and involve the threat or actual use of violence”. 
2
 See e.g. Collier and Hoeffler (2000), McGuire and Olson (1996) and Usher and Engineer (1987). 

3
 An example includes Kuran (1991) who shows how protests can trigger a cascade of more protests that lead to the collapse of the 

regime. 
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Kirsch (2004) makes a reasonable separation into the following three main groups according to military 

ranks: lower, middle and upper part of officer ranks. 

 

Lower part of officer ranks (up to lieutenants and sergeants) 

Concerning the ability and willingness of sergeants to plot a coup, it is likely that they will only succeed if 

they are able to mobilize large parts of the troops and because each has just the command over a relatively 

small troop size, Taylor (1988) states that they need to arrange a coordinated action. However, here comes 

in Olson’s “logic of collective action”4. Even if all lieutenants would wish to overturn the government, 

probably everybody would wait that somebody else initiates the action. Invoking the Coase theorem, a 

written reciprocal commitment for a collective action would not be a (feasible) solution because of high 

transaction costs and the danger of the early discovery of the conspiracy. 

So it seems that from the military’s lower part of the officer ranks the government has not to fear a great 

coup risk. Not just because sergeants are not able to materially turn the weapons against the government, 

but also because they simply would not do it. As Wintrobe (1998) claims, a change in regime (same logic 

applies to a coup) is like a public good that apathetic bystanders can enjoy as much as dissidents who risk 

their lives. Sergeants would carry all the inherent cost of a coup such that in case of success potentially the 

whole community would profit (this is even more true if a democracy would follow a dictatorship or 

autocracy).  

It should be pointed out that the selective incentives of sergeants might be to take the former 

government’s inheritance, however, for each single it would be very unlikely that he/she can win the fight 

over other claimants so that cost, risks and dangers should outweigh those incentives.  

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 After Mancur Lloyd Olson, an American economist and social scientist.  
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Upper part of officer ranks (general officers) 

Naturally, one would guess that general officers are the main source of coup risks within the armed forces. 

The number of general officers is small and each has substantial power and influence. In case of doubt each 

can move a whole army and their number is so small that even together they can take inheritance of the 

overturned government (catchword: junta).  

However, the upper part of the officer ranks should be only in rare cases a major threat for the 

government. As Usher and Engineer (1987) argue, not because general officers would not have the power 

or means to do so, but because they can be easily controlled by government. When being equipped with 

vast privileges, they would not have any incentive to not back the government since they possibly could 

lose a lot. Also, government can replace them frequently so that no single general gains too much influence 

and power. However, this might not be an optimal solution since in case of an internal or external armed 

conflict the efficiency and strategic strength of the armed forces might be significantly weakened without 

talented and experienced general officers. 

 

Middle part of officer ranks (colonels and majors) 

What is left are majors and colonels or the middle segment of the military hierarchy scale. According to 

Kirsch (2004) members of this group seem to be the main source of coup risk within the army (just think of 

colonel Stauffenberg as an example). Why is this so? To answer this question it is helpful to call upon the 

theory of collective action again.  

In contrast to sergeants, majors and colonels reside on the upper scale of the hierarchy and dispose of 

substantial instruments of power in terms of soldiers, information, etc. so that a relative small group would 

be sufficient to succeed in a coup. Accordingly, a collective action cannot be excluded a priori. 

Now the relevant question is not whether any colonel is able to plan and carry out a coup, but if he/she is 

willing to do so. Following the logic of public goods, colonels would become active only when the ultimate 

goal is to replace the existing government (by themselves) and not just to make an end to its term (maybe 
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by introducing democracy then). This hypothesis is intuitive because colonels would have relatively higher 

positive selective incentives in the first case than in the second case. If the coup aims to finish the illegal 

government’s term, then everybody who was oppressed by the former ruling class would freely benefit 

from the efforts of the conspirators, implying that their selective incentives would be relatively low.  

A completely different situation arises when the existing government is replaced. Now there would be 

enormous selective incentives. If the coup succeeds, there would be a high chance that one or several 

colonels occupy the vacant ruling position and are able to reap substantial privileges (which they had not 

enjoyed before as maybe general officers). 

 

Conclusion 

As a concluding remark, it can be noted that further (empirical) research could, if data is readily available, 

specifically single out from which position within the army the major source of coup risk is coming from. 

This research should not be seen as an aim to provide (illegal) governments a toolkit for effective coup 

remedy, but rather as a testing of the above mentioned economic theories (or better hypotheses). Such an 

analysis may be helpful in further understanding and exploiting the relationship between military spending 

and coup risks both theoretically and empirically. 
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