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From the early years of independence to the present day, military takeovers have repeatedly reshaped governments, interrupted democratic processes, and redefined the relationship between power and the state across the continent. While often portrayed as sudden and irrational seizures of power, coups d’État are rarely spontaneous events. They are the outcomes of deep political, economic, and institutional crises that reflect broader struggles over authority, legitimacy, and governance. In Africa, the prevalence of coups cannot be understood without examining the legacies of colonial rule, which left behind weak political institutions, politicized militaries, and fragile national identities. Post-independence leaders inherited states designed for control rather than participation, and in many cases failed to transform them into inclusive and accountable systems. Within this environment, the military frequently emerged as both a political actor and a self-proclaimed guardian of national stability, often justifying its interventions as necessary correctives to civilian misrule. This book explores coups d’État in Africa not as isolated acts of military ambition, but as political phenomena deeply embedded in the continent’s historical and social realities. Through detailed case studies and regional analyses, it examines why coups occur, how they are executed, and what consequences they have for democracy, development, and civil–military relations. By placing African coups within both local and global contexts, this study seeks to move beyond stereotypes and provide a nuanced understanding of power, politics, and the ongoing struggle for democratic governance in Africa.

With thus said this book will be updated periodically to ensure that it is as current as possible.
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PART I: FOUNDATIONS AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Chapter 1: Understanding Coups d’État

	Definition of a Coup d’État


A coup d’État refers to the abrupt and unconstitutional seizure of executive authority by a small group that already occupies positions within or closely connected to the state apparatus. What distinguishes a coup from other forms of political change is not simply the use of force, but the manner in which power is transferred outside established legal and constitutional procedures. Coups are typically executed by actors who have privileged access to coercive instruments such as the armed forces intelligence services or elite security units, allowing them to neutralize opposition rapidly and assert control over key state institutions.

In most cases a coup is characterized by speed secrecy and centralization. Planning occurs within narrow circles and execution focuses on controlling the capital city the head of state and national communication channels. Unlike broader political upheavals coups do not depend on mass mobilization at the outset although public support may be sought afterward to legitimize the new authority. This distinction is critical in the African context where coup leaders frequently claim popular mandate after seizing power rather than before. The act itself remains fundamentally coercive even when accompanied by rhetoric of national salvation or democratic correction.

While the military has been the most common agent of coups in Africa the phenomenon is not limited to soldiers in uniform. Political actors judges parliamentary leaders and ruling party elites have at times collaborated in or initiated coups by undermining constitutional safeguards and enabling extra legal power transfers. These variations reflect the adaptability of the coup as a political instrument rather than its decline.

	Difference Between Coups, Revolutions, and Civil Wars


Understanding coups requires distinguishing them from revolutions and civil wars which are often incorrectly grouped together as forms of political violence. Revolutions are mass based movements that seek to fundamentally alter the structure of political authority and social relations. They involve widespread participation sustained mobilization and a redefinition of legitimacy rooted in popular sovereignty. Revolutions aim not merely to change rulers but to transform the state itself.

Coups by contrast are elite driven events. They rarely seek deep structural transformation and instead focus on replacing those at the top of the political hierarchy. Even when revolutionary language is used the institutional framework of the state usually remains intact. Ministries bureaucracies and security forces continue to function under new leadership reinforcing continuity rather than rupture.

Civil wars represent a further departure. They involve prolonged armed conflict between organized groups competing for control over territory political authority or resources. Civil wars fragment state authority generate competing centers of power and inflict large scale social and economic destruction. While coups are often quick and localized civil wars are extended and geographically dispersed. Importantly failed coups have in some cases escalated into civil wars particularly when political grievances overlap with ethnic regional or ideological divisions. Recognizing these distinctions allows for more precise analysis of African political crises and avoids oversimplified explanations.

	Types of Coups


Military coups have historically been the most visible and frequent form of coup d’État on the African continent. They occur when members of the armed forces overthrow a civilian government or displace an existing military leadership. These coups often emerge in contexts where civilian institutions are weak corruption is widespread and the military perceives itself as the only organized national institution capable of restoring order. Military coups are frequently justified through narratives of discipline national unity and moral authority. Yet once in power military regimes often face legitimacy deficits governance challenges and internal factionalism that undermine their stated objectives.

Palace coups differ in that they originate from within the ruling elite rather than from an external challenger. These coups typically involve the removal of a head of state by senior officials within the regime including top military commanders intelligence chiefs or ruling party insiders. Palace coups tend to be less violent and may be presented as orderly transitions but they remain unconstitutional because they circumvent legal succession processes. Their prevalence reflects highly centralized systems where political survival depends on elite loyalty rather than institutional checks.

Constitutional coups represent an increasingly prominent form of power seizure in contemporary Africa. They involve the manipulation of legal and constitutional mechanisms to entrench power or eliminate political competition. Actions such as extending presidential term limits dissolving legislatures or weaponizing courts to disqualify opponents undermine democratic norms while maintaining a veneer of legality. Constitutional coups erode trust in democratic institutions and often provoke military intervention or popular unrest thereby increasing the likelihood of overt coups.

Civilian backed coups occur when segments of the population political parties or civil society organizations actively support or welcome military takeovers. This phenomenon reflects deep dissatisfaction with incumbent governments and a loss of faith in democratic processes. Civilian support does not alter the unconstitutional nature of coups but it helps explain why some military interventions face limited resistance. Over time however such support frequently dissipates as the realities of military rule become apparent.

	Key Actors in Coups


Military elites remain the most decisive actors in most coups due to their control of coercive power and strategic infrastructure. In many African states the military has historically been politicized under professionalized and integrated into ruling coalitions. This blurring of civil military boundaries increases the likelihood of intervention during political crises. Officers may justify coups as acts of patriotism or institutional preservation even when motivated by personal or factional interests.

Political elites also play a central role in enabling coups. Civilian leaders who undermine constitutions marginalize opposition or manipulate elections often weaken the legitimacy of democratic governance and create openings for military intervention. In some cases politicians actively solicit military support to resolve political disputes thereby normalizing extra constitutional solutions.

Foreign actors have long influenced the trajectory of coups in Africa. External powers have provided military training financial assistance diplomatic recognition or tacit approval to coup regimes based on strategic interests. Such involvement has shaped outcomes and incentives often reinforcing a culture of impunity for unconstitutional power seizures.

Civil society occupies a more ambiguous position. Religious leaders labor unions student movements and the media have at times resisted coups and defended constitutional order. In other cases they have endorsed military interventions as necessary correctives to failed governance. This ambivalence reflects both the depth of public frustration and the weakness of democratic institutions.

	Why Africa Is Often Associated with Coups


Africa’s association with coups stems from historical patterns rather than inherent characteristics. The early post independence period witnessed a high concentration of coups as newly formed states struggled with inherited colonial institutions economic dependency and politicized militaries. Colonial powers had designed armies for internal control rather than national defense leaving a legacy of militarized governance.

These historical conditions were compounded by Cold War rivalries which incentivized regime change and reduced accountability. However similar patterns occurred in Latin America and parts of Asia during comparable periods. Africa’s experience has been selectively emphasized reinforcing stereotypes that obscure progress and variation across the continent.

	Myths and Misconceptions About African Coups


One persistent myth is that coups are driven solely by greed or ambition. While personal interests matter coups are more accurately understood as symptoms of systemic failure. Another misconception is that African societies inherently favor military rule. Popular support for coups is typically conditional pragmatic and rooted in disappointment rather than authoritarian preference.

Perhaps the most damaging myth is that coups are inevitable. This belief normalizes political failure and undermines reform efforts. Evidence from across the continent demonstrates that where institutions are strengthened civilian control of the military is enforced and leadership is accountable coups become increasingly rare. African political trajectories are diverse
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