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ABSTRACT 

 

PARSING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  

COUP ATTEMPTS AND CIVIL CONFLICT ONSETS 

 

By 

Petra Hendrickson 

The separate developments of the civil war and coup literatures has meant that potential 

connections between the two forms of political violence have remained undertheorized and largely 

empirically unexplored. This dissertation seeks to remedy this, introducing three potential 

frameworks for understanding the relationship that exists between coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets. The three proposed frameworks are the independence of events framework, the constraints 

framework and the trade-offs framework. The independence of events framework assumes no 

systematic relationship between the two phenomena, the constraints framework assumes a 

systematic relationship in which similar factors cause both events, and the trade-offs framework 

assumes a systematic relationship in which factors that make one event more likely make the other 

event less likely.   

 In order to test these frameworks, I employ both large-N time-series cross-national 

bivariate probit analyses as well as qualitative analyses of Nigeria from 1966-1967 and Burma 

from 1948-1962. The results of the quantitative analysis provide strong support for the constraints 

framework. The ρ parameter, which measures the relationship between the error terms of the two 

equations comprising the bivariate probit, is consistently significant and positive, suggesting that 

the unobserved factors that make one even more likely also make the other event more likely. 

Additionally, measures of model fit reveal that modeling the two events as part of the same 

underlying process provides more accurate coefficients and understanding of both phenomena than 

does modeling the two events as independent processes.  



 
 

The qualitative analyses provides a more nuanced approach. Indeed, the case studies reveal 

that the trade-offs framework is nested within the constraints framework – the constellation of 

social, political and economic challenges facing a leader limit the range of possible policies they 

can implement, while the decisions they make about what policies to pursue within this range have 

the ability to manipulate the relative risks they face as well as the specific timing and order of coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets.  

Overall, this dissertation has sought to shed light on the similarities between the dynamics 

leading to coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. This is accomplished through new theorizing 

and the development of new frameworks concerning the actors, preferences and interactions that 

tie the two processes together. Quantitative and qualitative assessments of the theoretical 

frameworks reveal that not only are there systematic connections between the two phenomena, but 

that those connections can be understood as the interaction between leaders’ decisions and the 

social, political and economic environment they find themselves confronted with.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

ESTABLISHING CONNECTIONS 

BETWEEN COUP ATTEMPTS 

AND CIVIL CONFLICT ONSETS 
 

Introduction 

Although some might suggest that political violence is dissipating around the globe (Goldstein 

2011; Pinker 2011), notable and recent examples of political violence around the world – from the 

Boko Haram kidnapping of school girls in Nigeria, sectarian violence in the Central African 

Republic, police-community confrontations in the United States, reaction to renewed Israeli 

campaigns in Gaza and the mounting threat of the Islamist State organization to a number of social 

groups in Iraq and Syria to religious minorities and Western journalists alike – serve as a reminder 

that the study of the causes and consequences of political violence, whatever form it may take, is 

just as important as ever.  

Moreover, the variance in conflict – its timing, location, targets and forms – are still relative 

mysteries, as is starkly illustrated by Ward et al.’s (2010) finding that only GDP and population 

are particularly useful and consistent predictors of civil war. One reason that more progress has 

not been made could be that the literature has tended to analyze distinct forms of conflict as 

separable and discrete categories of events.  

For example, there are well-developed literatures on international conflict and civil 

conflict, and it is only recently that scholars have begun to analyze their interconnections with 

sustained attention (Buhaug and Gleditsch 2008; Chiozza et al. 2004; Cunningham and Lemke 

2013; Gleditsch 2007; Gleditsch, Salehyan and Shultz 2008; Gleditsch et al. 2010; Thyne 2006). 
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Thyne (2006) and Gleditsch (2007) both examine how interstate relationships and events can 

contribute to civil war onset. Thyne’s focus is on how the signals from one interstate opponent can 

impact domestic events in the other opponent. Using bargaining theory to examine a state’s 

involvement in a potential conflict in another, Thyne finds that costly signals have no effect on the 

likelihood of civil war, while anti-government cheap signals on the part of the interstate opponent 

are much more disruptive, reducing the bargaining space between government and opposition and 

making civil war onset more likely. Gleditsch (2007), on the other hand, argues and finds support 

for the proposition that the regional environment states are situated within can have an impact on 

the likelihood of civil war, and that exclusively domestic factors cannot account for the onset of 

civil wars. For instance, as Buhaug and Gleditsch (2008) note, the presence of ethnic kin across a 

proximate border makes civil war onset more likely in a state, because ethnic rebels have an 

external base of support not subject to the same constraints and hardships they are. Gleditsch, 

Salehyan and Shultz (2008), on the other hand, develop an argument for intrastate-interstate 

linkages, noting that countries engaged in civil war are much more likely to also become involved 

in international disputes. Given the important role transnational ethnic kin can play, it should be 

no surprise that interstate tensions may arise as a result of a civil war. Salehyan (2008) likewise 

finds that transnational ethnic kin participating in a civil war can encourage interstate conflict 

between the target and refuge states.  

Similarly, even when we focus on domestic conflicts over control of a regime, the 

literatures on coups and civil conflicts have been bifurcated: knowledge about the causes and 

consequences of coup attempts remains largely separate and distinct from knowledge about the 

causes and consequences about civil war onsets. To the extent that these literatures overlap, mainly 

through studies examining one of the events but choosing simply to control for the other, we have 
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reason to believe there are interdependencies. However, simply grafting one event onto a model 

of the other – for example, adding civil war as a predictor of coups – is unlikely to answer questions 

about why these interconnections are present and what they tell us about the dynamics of political 

conflict and the chances at reconciliation. In addition, keeping analyses of coups and civil conflicts 

as separate literatures leaves scholars wondering whether results are complementary or divergent 

and how different models and scopes of analyses could contribute to a more holistic and integrated 

understanding of politics around the globe.  

 To help fill this gap and explore the relationship between distinct forms of political conflict, 

in this chapter I theorize about the possible connections between coup attempts and civil war onsets 

in the existing literature. Although both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets are relatively rare 

events1, they collectively represent the most severe repercussions rulers may face when they lose 

their ability and legitimacy to maintain control over the totality of their population and territory 

(in the case of civil conflicts) or even within the innermost circle of their base of support (in the 

case of coup attempts). This assessment of the existing literature helps set the stage for the 

remainder of the dissertation, which establishes that coup attempts and civil conflict onsets are 

best understood as layered processes – leaders are faced with a constellation of social, political 

and economic challenges, and the policies they pursue against this backdrop have the potential to 

heighten or dampen the relative risks they face and the order and timing of the coup attempts and/or 

civil conflict onsets they ultimately experience.  

 

 

                                                 
1 There were 29 instances of a coup attempt and civil conflict onset occurring in the same year between 1975 and 

2005, the years under consideration in the original analysis developed later in this chapter.  
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Conceptual Commonality and Empirical Difference 

To the extent that the separate literatures on coup attempts and civil war onsets explore the same 

potential causes, there are some crucial similarities. Studies of both tend to focus on underlying 

characteristics of the state, and how those characteristics structure social interactions. In addition 

to coming from the same general theoretical position, the empirical results of many of these studies 

coincide with one another. Other work that links international incentives and events to coups or 

civil conflicts is less common, but has begun to illuminate some patterns for analysis.  

 

Underlying Characteristics of the State 

The most obvious connection in preexisting research on coups and civil wars is that they both 

commonly use similar sets of predictors. For example, studies of one or the other tend to use state 

capacity or ethnic diversity to explain the outbreak of an event of interest. However, the theoretical 

mechanisms linking these measures to violence have tended to differ across literatures.  

 

Ethnicity 

Concerns about the potentially destabilizing effects of ethnic diversity have loomed large in the 

intrastate conflict literature, sparking some theorizing in the coup literature as well. Measures of 

ethnic diversity have often been used in intrastate conflict studies as proxies for the degree of 

ethnic tension, if not outright conflict, within a country (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier et al 

2009; Fearon and Laitin 2003). A number of studies (see Collier 2001; Elbadawi and Sambanis 

2002; Sambanis 2001) have identified potential problems with using a measure of ethnolinguistic 

fractionalization to tap ethnic tensions, an issue revisited in more detail in Chapter 3. Coinciding 
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with this controversy, there has been little empirical support for the idea that measures of 

ethnolinguistic diversity within a country are significantly related to conflict onset.  

The use of a new measure of ethnic dominance, however, has begun to uncover more 

consistent evidence on the relationship between ethnicity and conflict. Diversity in itself should 

not necessarily be expected to have much influence on conflict. After all, if a country is comprised 

of a large number of ethnic groups, none of them very large, the level of ethnolinguistic 

fractionalization will be high, but it is unlikely that one of those numerous small groups will be 

able to gain and retain repressive or violent control over the others. Rather, those states that do 

have such a sufficiently large ethnic group should be more expected to have political and economic 

tensions between groups. When one group is large enough to be able to gain and retain power and 

control without the participation and input of other groups (and perhaps at the expense of other 

groups), violent interactions should become more likely as smaller groups lash out against their 

marginalization. And indeed, studies using ethnic dominance as a measure do find that it is 

associated with civil conflict onset (see Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier at al. 2009; Montalvo 

and Reynal-Querol 2005); the political exclusion that ethnic dominance facilitates outbreaks (see 

Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009) and in the case of minority rulers, may necessitate (see Fearon 

et al. 2007) is also a trait associated with civil war.  

In the coup literature too, questions of the impact of ethnicity have begun to arise, with 

ethnic diversity assumed to reflect underlying sociopolitical instabilities (e.g., Jackman 1978; 

Johnson et al. 1984). Jackman (1978), for instance, argues that ethnic diversity, or “cultural 

pluralism” in his parlance, can be a destabilizing force in society in and of itself, in part because 

“such primordial ties…compete with and often predate attachments to the civic state itself, thereby 

forming the basis of political conflict” (1263).  The potential destabilizing effects of ethnic 
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diversity might also be all the more powerful because when coupled with sociopolitical 

mobilization, ethnicity serves to form the foundation for societal identity, thus highlighting and 

emphasizing such differences among groups seeking power.  

The coup and civil war literatures diverge from one another in their conclusions about the 

role and impact of ethnicity, however. Auvinen (1997), for example, finds that coups and civil 

wars are more likely under different conditions of ethnic distribution in a country: ethnic 

dominance makes civil war more likely (a finding confirmed by others, like Collier and Hoeffler 

2004; Collier et al. 2009; Fearon and Laitin 2003), following the logic outlined above. However, 

ethnic diversity and competition between ethnic groups within the leader’s winning coalition is 

more likely to foster coups (a finding confirmed by Jenkins and Kposowa 1990, 1992; Kposowa 

and Jenkins 1993; Roessler 2011). Here, it is expected that the more control a leader has over her 

winning coalition, as through ethnic stacking, the less likely that leader is to experience an uprising 

from that winning coalition.  

 

State Capacity 

In the intrastate conflict literature, state capacity is a ubiquitous concept. No examination of either 

civil war or coups is complete without it (Collier and Hoeffler [1998] is one of the first studies to 

consider economic causes of civil war; in the civil war literature, see also Blattman and Miguel 

2010; Chassang and Padró i Miquel; Collier 2007; Collier et al. 2003; Fearon 2008. In the coup 

literature, see for example Belkin and Schofer 2003, 2005; Londregan and Poole 1990), and there 

is general consensus that states with higher GDP are less vulnerable to coup attempts and civil war 

onsets. States with weak capacity are more vulnerable to any challenges because they lack the 
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resources to effectively bolster themselves. These challenges may arise from the military or rebel 

groups, each seeking to maximize their access to and control of the power structures of the state.  

 

Legacy Effects 

Although state capacity and ethnic diversity have been the most consistent recurring 

themes in the coup and civil war literatures, research has also considered the potential legacy 

effects of each event: are coups/coup attempts and civil war onsets one-time affairs, or do they 

have some broader impact on society? 

The finding that states that have recently experienced a civil war are more vulnerable to a 

recurrence is widely accepted (see, for instance, Collier 2007; Collier et al. 2003; Quinn et al. 

2007; Walter 2004), though there is debate over the exact reasons for that vulnerability. The 

relationship between coup attempts and future coup attempts is a bit more complex and raises 

questions about the role of various forms of instability on coup attempt occurrence. For example, 

there is strong evidence that once a leader falls victim to a successful coup attempt, successful 

coup attempts are more likely to occur in the future (Belkin and Schofer 2003, 2005; Jackman 

1978). However, that finding sharply contrasts with Sanhueza’s (1999) conclusion that leaders 

who are able to withstand a coup attempt (that is, the coup attempt fails) are less likely to be 

unseated by a coup attempt in the future.  

 

Additional International-Domestic Linkages 

Research that examines how involvement in interstate conflict, affects leaders’ tenure looks to 

bridge a gap between phenomena traditionally considered international in nature and its domestic 

consequences. Involvement in such an international dispute can in itself be interpreted as a policy 
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failure, given that all wars are costly, albeit to varying degrees, and that there would have been 

some range of compromises that would have left both parties satisfied enough to not pursue a 

revisionist conflict (Fearon 1995). Accurate inventories of military strength and capability are 

private information, which means that actors are unable to make fully-informed decisions about 

their chances of victory should they decide to pick a fight or the costs they may face if they opt to 

retreat. Absent this information about capacity and capability (and thus their prospects for success 

if such an attack breaks out), it is much more difficult, if not impossible, for states to reach mutually 

acceptable agreements and avoid spiraling into an otherwise-preventable conflict.2  Nonetheless, 

the outbreak of war is a policy failure, and leaders who find their states engaged in war should 

expect a greater chance of punishment.   

One shortcoming of this strand of literature is that much of it is focused on the impact of 

international conflict on an incumbent (Bueno de Mesquita and Siverson 1995; Bueno de 

Mesquita, Siverson and Woller 1992; Blimes 2009; Chiozza and Goemans 2004; Colaresi 2004a, 

2004b; Gelpi and Grieco 2001; Goemans 2000, 2008; Wolford 2007), with no real similarly well-

developed literature looking civil war and other domestic factors.3 An exception is Desch (1999), 

who takes on the question of civil-military relations in times of both internal and external threat 

and finds that civilian control of the military tends to be stronger when there is low or no internal 

threat, but high external threat. Given this, leaders are less likely to face removal in times of 

international conflict, but face a higher risk when there are other forms of domestic turmoil.4 

                                                 
2 Other potential causes of bargaining breakdowns are credible commitment problems and issue indivisibility.  
3 But Bienen and van de Walle (1989, 1992) buck this trend, and Bueno de Mesquita and Smith (2009, 2010) explore 

the consequences of rents on revolutionary threats within states.  
4 This logic is supported by Colaresi (2004a), who finds that leaders who face instability as a result of war costs and 

external threats are less likely to lose power than leaders who face only war costs. Likewise, Blimes (2009) finds that 

leaders who reciprocate challenges are less likely to be removed from power and Goemans (2008) finds that initiating 

conflict (as opposed to being the target) decreases the risk of turnover. These findings all suggest that leaders can use 

external threats to their survival advantage.  
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A second shortcoming is that even to the extent that there is consistent evidence that civil 

wars make leaders more vulnerable to removal (Arriola 2009; Chiozza and Goemans 2004; Debs 

and Goemans 2010), the findings for international conflict are more varied, and are conditional on 

regime type. To the extent that democratic regimes have been investigated, the (mis)fortunes of 

war seem to affect elected leaders less than they do nondemocratic leaders – defeat makes regular 

removal of democratic leaders from office more likely, but democratic incumbents do not benefit 

much in terms of job security as a result of a victory.5 For nondemocratic leaders, conflict outcomes 

strongly affect the likelihood of removal from office, with losses making turnover – particularly 

irregular turnover (i.e., coups) – more likely (Debs and Goemans 2010). Most vulnerable, though, 

are leaders of mixed regimes, who face the highest risk of post-tenure punishment after even a 

moderate war loss. It is worth noting, however, that leaders do not face additional costs from wars 

as compared to militarized crises (Chiozza and Goemans 2004).  

Whatever the costs faced by incumbents following an interstate conflict, they are likely to 

be amplified following an intrastate conflict, given that any war costs (in terms of battle deaths, 

increasing financial burden, destruction of infrastructure and civilian casualties) will be more 

visible to all segments of the population, whereas they might be more concentrated to a few 

localized areas in the case of interstate war, such as areas directly adjacent to border skirmishes. 

The relationship between war performance and the status of the incumbent vis-à-vis the military 

is not an automatic one. As in the case of interstate conflicts, not all conflict losses hurt incumbents 

uniformly, nor do all conflicts victories help them uniformly. A sweeping victory will not likely 

result in special protection of democratic incumbents by the military as it might for autocratic 

                                                 
5 Nondemocratic leaders consistently suffer as a result of war losses, though military, civilian and monarchical 

dictatorships, like democratic regimes, do not receive much benefit from a war victory (Chiozza and Goemans 2004; 

Debs and Goemans 2010).  
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leaders, and especially severe losses by autocratic leaders may overwhelm the benefits the military 

accrues from the provision of private goods and encourage a military revolt against the leader, 

while simply making the public policy offerings of a democratic challenger more appealing than 

the continued public policy provisions of a demonstrably incompetent incumbent.  

 

Three Models Broadly Considered 

Based on the theories and evidence from the literature, we can categorize the potential relationship, 

or absence of such a connection, between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets into three types 

or models.  These frameworks have not been explicitly discussed in the literature previously, 

highlighting the lack of theorizing about these connections. The three types of connections, then, 

are models that contribute to the study of the coup attempts and civil conflict onsets.  

 

Independence of Events 

 The first model encapsulates the argument that there exists no relationship between the two 

phenomena: coup attempts and civil conflict onsets are independent events, unaffected by one 

another. The preponderance of the literature on these phenomena, for all intents and purposes, is a 

reflection of this model.6 However, even cursory theorizing suggests that this assumption of 

independence between the occurrence of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets is problematic, if 

not implausible. Both are a sign of, and the product of, a breakdown in the legitimacy of the regime, 

albeit vis-à-vis two different sectors of the population. Rebellions (a necessary predecessor to civil 

wars) result from a loss of popular legitimacy, while coup attempts signal that the incumbent no 

                                                 
6 Most research makes no comment on any connection between the two. A much smaller body of literature suggests 

such a relationship might exist, but does so only anecdotally, with neither a clear articulation of the specific nature of 

the relationship nor an empirical analysis that demonstrates that such a relationship does indeed exist 
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longer has the confidence of his7 own winning coalition. The latter is particularly telling, given 

that members of the current winning coalition have no way to guarantee that a new leader will a) 

be any more competent or b) include members of the current winning coalition in the new winning 

coalition. Although significant, the latter concern really only applies to civilian elites8, while the 

competence of the incumbent, or potential replacements, will always be of concern to the military. 

The competence, or perceived competence, of the incumbent is particularly relevant to the military 

because assessments of the leader’s resolve made by external powers affects the severity and 

frequency of challenges to the leader (Wolford 2007) and, by extension as representatives of the 

state, the military. Indeed, scholars like Posen (1984) argue that competent civilian leadership is 

required for military effectiveness. However, because this model has not been specifically tested 

against the alternatives (discussed below), the implausibility of this lack-of-connection remains a 

conjecture. 

 

Constraints  

  The second model highlights the role of political and social constraints. Here, coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets share the same general causes, which primarily take the form of 

limitations on the state, be it low income and economic growth or extreme sociopolitical divisions. 

According to this model, using the resources at their disposal, leaders trying to avert crises that 

threaten their rule, may use those resources successfully and not experience either a coup attempt 

                                                 
7 The decision to use the masculine pronoun is deliberate: the vast majority of leaders, historically speaking, have been 

male. 
8 This uncertainty about inclusion in a successor’s winning coalition helps foster the loyalty norm (Bueno de Mesquita 

et al. 2003); the fact that members of the winning coalition have survived any previous adjustments to the incumbent’s 

winning coalition, their continued inclusion is contingent on their support for the incumbent. These members are 

inclined to remain loyal, as doing so virtually guarantees that they will continue to receive private goods, a promise 

that any potential challenger is unable to credibly make; once in office, the new incumbent can renege on all such 

promises, with the now-excluded civilian elites all but powerless to do anything about it.  
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or a civil conflict onset. On the other hand, if their states are especially weak and they are 

particularly limited in terms of the policies they can enact, leaders may face the risk of both coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets, but be able to address neither adequately. In this case, we would 

expect to see both civil conflict onsets and coup attempts occur in similar circumstances. Further, 

knowing when a coup was likely could be informative as to when a civil war might also be likely. 

Yet importantly, this perspective suggests that there is little a leader can do to mitigate one risk 

over another, as both are assumed to be caused by similar social and political forces. 

 

Trade-Offs 

The third model brings to the forefront the potential trade-offs that leaders may face in 

response to risks of coups versus civil wars. Leaders confronted with the risk of a coup attempt or 

civil conflict are likely to respond with policies that will increase their chances of survival. 

According to the framework of this model, however, in attempting to prevent one attack on their 

regime, they may actually increase the chances they will face the other threat as well. In these 

cases, leaders are successfully able to prevent the first phenomenon, but in doing so actually foster 

the second; in preventing a civil conflict onset, leaders fall victim to a coup, for instance, or they 

are able to avoid a coup, but in so doing provoke a civil conflict. If this third model is operable, 

we might observe policies designed to decrease coup risk instead increase the probability of civil 

conflict. It is this form of connection that Pilster and Böhmelt (2011) attempt to test when 

analyzing the consequences of military counterbalancing – creating additional and alternative 

paramilitary organizations – on a military’s fighting capacity.  

 Roessler’s (2011) study is in line with the expectations of the trade-offs model: leaders 

may be able to put off the occurrence of a coup, but in doing so (and with varying degrees of 
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consciousness) increase the risk of civil war. In coming to power, especially if they do so through 

extraconstitutional means, leaders may use the assistance of other ethnic groups, who then become 

members of the ruling coalition. Leaders may soon feel threatened by these additional groups, who 

become possible obstacles to the leader’s continued rule. In order to prevent these other ethnic 

groups from rising to power, he expels all ethnic groups but his own from the ruling coalition. This 

essentially eliminates the risk of a coup, but carries with it an increased risk of civil war instigated 

by the expelled groups. These groups, no longer able to extract concessions as part of the 

government, are forced to resort to more drastic measures to obtain favorable police outcomes. 

The key to Roessler’s (2011) argument is that coup risk and civil war risk are interrelated: by 

tampering with the make-up of the ruling coalition, leaders are able to manipulate the likelihood 

of a coup, which has a direct bearing on civil war risk, as it is the method of coup-risk mitigation 

that increases civil war risk. Also key to Roessler’s argument is the suggestion that leaders 

consciously exchange risk. By expelling other ethnic groups from their winning coalitions, leaders 

know they are increasing the chances of broader discontent within those groups.  

 While Roessler (2011) addresses exchanging coup risk for civil war risk, he does not 

address the possibility of a relationship in the opposite direction, where leaders, in effect, trade 

civil war risk for coup risk. That is, leaders may be able to reduce the risk of a civil war but increase 

the risk of a coup in the process. Roessler’s contribution to the coup and civil war literatures is 

quite important, since it lays out for the first time an explicit explanation for why and how these 

two forms of political violence are related to one another. Although Roessler’s theory and analysis 

were centered on sub-Saharan Africa, it is possible both to expand his logic and explore the scope 

of his empirics.  
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Outline of the Dissertation 

In this dissertation, I will be examining which of these three models is most useful for 

thinking about the relationship between civil wars and coups. In order to accomplish this, employ 

a mixed-methods approach to testing the theory I develop. 

Chapter 2 contains the theoretical model, focused on modifying the a selectorate model 

developed by Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003), which provides a common framework and language 

to discuss the new theoretical models I develop as well as reconcile the seemingly contradictory 

findings that emerge between the quantitative and qualitative analyses. For example, the types of 

risk a leader faces can be understood as the function of dynamics within a leader’s winning 

coalition, as I illustrate below.  

I then focus on modifying the selectorate theory to apply more directly to cases involving 

the outbreak of political violence. After those modifications have been discussed and incorporated 

into a broader theoretical base, I explicitly consider the three potential forms of the relationship 

between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. First, and as implicitly argued by the vast majority 

of literature on the two topics, there could be no relationship all -- what I term the independence 

of events framework. To the extent that both phenomena occur (or do not occur) in a state, it is 

purely coincidental: there are no underlying similarities or differences in the risks or occurrences 

of the two events. The second framework is the constrain framework, which argues that there is 

indeed a systematic relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, and it stems from 

similarities in the underlying causes of the two events: the same types of factors and conditions 

that put a state at higher risk of one also put it at higher risk of the other. The final framework is 

the tradeoffs framework, which also conceives of a systematic relationship between coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets, but one in which the underlying causes are in contrast to one another. 
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That is, factors and conditions that put states at higher risk of one event decrease the risk of the 

other. 

Chapter 3 contains the statistical assessment of the theoretical frameworks. I conduct 

several bivariate probit analyses to systematically test the relationship between coup attempts and 

civil conflict onsets. I first construct models that combine past research on coup attempts and civil 

conflict onsets to establish that even without the possibility of a connection being held in mind by 

the researchers, there is evidence that the two phenomena are related and more exploration is 

merited. I then construct my own models with additional covariates that bear both events in mind. 

The models – both those constructed from previous research and those developed for the purposes 

of this study – consistently produce statistically significant and positive values on the ρ term, 

suggesting that the constraints model is most useful: there is an underlying relationship between 

the two phenomena, with the causes of one similar to the causes of the other. An additional 

significant contribution of this modeling approach is that my statistical models fit the data more 

accurately. That is, including information typically associated with coup attempts in civil conflict 

onset equations and vice versa enhance the explanatory power of the models.  

Chapter 4 provides a very brief introduction to the two case studies. Key to the 

implementation of the case studies is being able to utilize finer-grained data that are consistent 

within the case, but may be idiosyncratic across cases and thus missed in the statistical analyses. 

Using this more micro-oriented approach, the case studies also assess the fit and usefulness of the 

three theoretical frameworks. 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 contain the case studies of Nigeria and Burma, respectively. In 

each case study I track economic and sociopolitical factors beginning in the colonial era. I assess 

if and how these factors evolved over time and what impact they had on leaders' decision making. 
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I subsequently follow the consequences of these decisions and identify how the states under 

consideration transitioned from the risk of one or both events to the actual occurrence of one and 

the eventual occurrence of the other. In both Nigeria and Burma, I find that both the constraints 

and tradeoffs frameworks are useful in understanding the connections between events. The 

decisions leaders made certainly produced tradeoffs in the relative risks of each event, but these 

scenarios were unlikely to have unfolded as they did without the overarching environment of 

constraints leaders were situated within. 

Chapter 7 provides a conclusion to the study. I briefly review the main theoretical 

propositions and the most notable findings from the qualitative and quantitative analyses. I then 

consider the limitations of the present study as well as possible future avenues of research to further 

parse the relationship between forms of political violence. I end with a discussion of some of the 

practical and academic implications of the theory and findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

MODELING THE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN COUP ATTEMPTS AND 

CIVIL CONFLICT ONSETS 

 
Introduction 

In this chapter, I develop a model of the relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets based on the selectorate theory developed by Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003). The 

selectorate theory is designed to explain leaders’ survival in office as a function of the political 

institutional environment in which they are situated. This institutional environment helps shape 

the incentives facing leaders in their quest to retain power. The selectorate theory offers the 

foundation for a common framework to understand the coup and civil war literatures in a more 

comprehensive and holistic manner than is currently possible. I describe the basic logic of this 

selectorate framework, and make three additional contributions to the framework. The first is to 

discuss additional actors that are unique to considerations of civil wars and coups, but common 

across the three models. I then explore the preferences of those actors, which are in line with the 

selectorate theory but again, more specific to the particular phenomena being examined in this 

dissertation. The final contribution is an exploration of the interactions of those actors based on 

their unique preferences in each of the three conceptual models. In the course of discussing those 

interactions, I derive expectations about the observable implications of each of the three models, 

which will be tested quantitatively in Chapter 3 and qualitatively in Chapters 5 and 6.   
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The Common Framework: The Selectorate Theory  

Actors 

For Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003), society can be divided into “three nested and changeable 

groups, as well as a national leadership9 and prospective substitutable leaders10” (38). They 

identify residents as the largest of the three groups. Residents, in turn, are divided into two groups: 

the selectorate and the winning coalition11. The selectorate is defined as the “group that has a 

formal role in expressing a preference over the selection of the leadership that rules them, though 

their expression of preferences may or may not directly influence the outcome” (38). The winning 

coalition is nested within the selectorate, and is the group without whose support the incumbent is 

unable to retain power (38). The key link between the selectorate and the winning coalition is that 

“each member of the selectorate has some chance, albeit the probability may be small, of becoming 

an important supporter of the incumbent” (38). That chance is driven by the size of the winning 

coalition relative to the selectorate, which in turn drives the relationship between the winning 

coalition and the leader, the policy outputs of the leader and the kinds of threats to her tenure the 

incumbent is most likely to face.  

 

Preferences  

 The preferences of each actor are relatively straightforward, and shape the interactions 

between the various actors. The foremost preference is the incumbent’s desire to remain in power. 

                                                 
9 Although the leadership is assumed in the selectorate theory and here to be a single, unitary incumbent, in reality 

“the national leadership” is a large number of different actors operating in different areas of the government (executive, 

legislature, judiciary, bureaucracy, etc.) carrying out a vast array of actions. 
10 These challengers, like the incumbent, are assumed to be unitary actors.  
11 Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003) also discuss the disenfranchised, those excluded from both the selectorate and the 

winning coalition, at length, but do not identify them as a distinct subset of residents, despite their potential 

participation in civil wars. Indeed, the disenfranchised are simply “those not in the selectorate” (Bueno de Mesquita 

et al. 2003, 39).  
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In her efforts to do so, the incumbent will set tax rates and spending levels that maximize the 

welfare of those inside her winning coalition. With beneficial tax rates and spending levels in 

place, members of the winning coalition are more likely to remain loyal, providing the incumbent 

an opportunity to siphon off some resources for her own, discretionary use. Challengers, in turn, 

seek to gain office, and will try to encourage residents – particularly members of the current 

incumbent’s winning coalition – to support him in his quest to depose the incumbent. In order to 

encourage this support and woo defectors from the incumbent’s winning coalition, the challenger 

will make promises regarding tax and spending rates and levels.  

All residents, from the disenfranchised to those in the selectorate and those in the winning 

coalition, also seek to maximize their welfare. Based on the tax rate set by the leader, residents 

determine how much energy they devote to labor and how much energy they devote to leisure. 

Based on their specific group membership (i.e., whether or not they are in the winning coalition), 

residents will be provided with a particular assortment of public and private goods12. Those not in 

the winning coalition will receive only the public goods produced by the government. Those who 

have membership in the winning coalition, in addition to those public goods that benefit all 

members of society, are privileged with the provision of private goods that benefit only those 

inside the winning coalition. In terms of welfare maximization, “public and private goods produced 

by the leader are normal goods for all actors; more is always better” (58).  

 

Interactions 

 Bueno de Mesquita, et al. (2003) establish the selectorate theory as an infinitely repeated 

game in which incumbents and challengers compete for the support of residents. Under 

                                                 
12 A more detailed discussion of public and private goods, their provision by the incumbent and the relationship 

between them is included below.  
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equilibrium conditions, discussed in further detail in this section, “the incumbent can always 

survive in office,” matching the challenger’s best offer to the members of the incumbent’s winning 

coalition while also holding back some resources for herself (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 87). 

Although in equilibrium the incumbent always retains office, the challenger’s actions influence 

the leader’s, and so it is necessary to also explore the dynamics of the challenger’s attempts to 

unseat the incumbent.  

 At the beginning of the selectorate game, the incumbent chooses a winning coalition from 

the selectorate13 and offers them a mixed portfolio of public and private goods. For reasons 

discussed in greater detail below, if the winning coalition is small, the leader will provide a 

portfolio weighted more heavily toward private goods (and if the selectorate is very small, so too 

will the portfolio be weighted very heavily toward private goods), while the leader will emphasize 

public goods in her policy portfolio when the winning coalition is larger.  

 Because members of the winning coalition are drawn from the selectorate, members of the 

selectorate have some chance of being in a future winning coalition. The size of this chance 

depends on the size of the winning coalition relative to the size of the selectorate. When the 

selectorate and winning coalition are both large, the chances a member of the selectorate will make 

it into the winning coalition is fairly good; we can think here of elections in a presidential 

democracy. All voters are members of the selectorate, and those who vote for the victorious 

candidate are in that candidate’s winning coalition. In the next election, the process repeats. 

Assuming for a moment that the incumbent wins re-election, although there is likely to be 

                                                 
13 Although in order for the incumbent to gain office in the first place she must be chosen by a sufficient number of 

members of the selectorate in order to form a winning coalition that contains at least some members of the old 

incumbent’s winning coalition, after the incumbent is in power she is able to determine which of her supporters is 

vital to her ability to retain office and provide enough goods to maintain the loyalty of only the minimally-necessary 

number of coalition members. That is, in order to gain office, a winning coalition chooses the leader; after the leader 

is in office, she chooses who will remain in her winning coalition (of course, if she dips below a minimum threshold 

of support, she will lose office).  
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considerable overlap between the two, her winning coalitions across the two elections are unlikely 

to be identical – some previous supporters will have become disillusioned and voted for the 

challenger and she will have gained some new supporters who had not previously voted for her – 

allowing more members of the selectorate with opportunities to be in the winning coalition. If she 

loses, of course, the two winning coalitions – hers after the first election and the challenger’s after 

the second – are likely to have significantly less overlap, providing an even wider variety of 

individuals in the selectorate with the chance to be in the winning coalition. A similar dynamic 

exists when the winning coalition is small but the selectorate is also small – there are fewer 

positions in the winning coalition, but not such a large pool of potential members, either.  

 A key dynamic unfolds when the selectorate is large but the winning coalition is small: 

those in the selectorate have a very slim chance of making it into any future winning coalition. 

This serves to make those in the winning coalition quite loyal, since they receive private goods 

only because they belong to the winning coalition (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 59). However, 

the high risk of exclusion from future coalitions in such systems means that members of the 

winning coalition are more loyal to the leader than the leader is to the winning coalition; the 

reduced risk of defection means that leaders do not have to spend quite as much on such coalitions 

as they would on larger coalitions or on small coalitions pulled from a small selectorate.  

 Also central to the selectorate theory are the expectations about what mix of public and 

private goods the incumbent produces; these expectations derive from the size of the winning 

coalition. In order to keep her winning coalition – and herself in power – the incumbent provides 

the members of her coalition with policy outputs, or goods. These goods can be public or private; 

the latter solely benefit the winning coalition, while the benefits associated with the former spill 

over to all members of the selectorate and even the disenfranchised. Private goods benefit specific 
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people or groups and may include things like “booty…favorable tax policies, [or] subsidies to 

special interests,” among other things (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 29). Public goods, on the 

other hand, are much broader in their effect and include things like “the rule of law, transparency 

and accountability…general access to education…antipollution legislation…communication and 

transportation infrastructure, and the like” (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 29). When the winning 

coalition is small, the leader will emphasize the provision of private goods over public goods, 

ensuring that the winning coalition is amply rewarded for their support while relatively neglecting 

those outside the winning coalition. When the winning coalition is larger, it becomes increasingly 

and prohibitively expensive to provide a steady supply of private goods to the winning coalition, 

and the incumbent will shift to a policy portfolio that emphasizes the provision of public goods. 

These public goods benefit those in the winning coalition in a more cost effective manner, with 

the side effect that everyone else in society benefits, too.  

 Although in equilibrium the leader always stays in power, on occasion the challenger is 

able to muster enough support to unseat the incumbent. Because those currently excluded from the 

winning coalition have no reasonable expectation of being included in the incumbent’s future 

winning coalitions, the challenger should have little difficulty in wooing them over to his side with 

the promise of private goods, even if for a single time period. However, the support of those 

excluded from the incumbent’s winning coalition alone is not sufficient for a challenger to win 

against the incumbent. Although he is unable to credibly commit to including the supporters who 

helped him defeat the incumbent in his post-transition winning coalition14, those in the 

                                                 
14 Like the incumbent, the challenger is going to build the smallest possible winning coalition to keep him in power. 

In order to unseat the leader, though, the challenger is going to accept and encourage help from all quarters of society. 

In order to convert this oversized transition coalition to a minimally-sized post-transition coalition, some members of 

the transition coalition will have to be jettisoned. Those offering their support to the incumbent know and understand 

this process, so the challenger cannot realistically promise to retain the entire transition coalition in his post-transition 

coalition.  
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incumbent’s winning coalition may nonetheless calculate that despite this risk of future exclusion, 

the private goods they will receive in the challenger’s first period in office as part of his transition 

winning coalition and the possibility of continued provision of private goods in the future are 

sufficient that supporting the challenger will increase their overall welfare more than will their 

continued support of the incumbent. If the incumbent is defeated and the challenger takes power, 

he will pursue the same policy strategies as the incumbent: reward the winning coalition as cheaply 

as possible while siphoning off as many resources as possible for his own discretionary use.   

 With the foundation laid by the selectorate theory in place, it becomes possible to explore 

the dynamics between actors involved in coup and conflict processes more specifically. This in 

turn allows us to explore whether any connections exist between the two processes as well as a 

fuller understanding of the nature of those connections.   

 

Coup Attempt and Civil Conflict Processes  

Actors  

Building on the framework of the selectorate theory, I organize the politically-relevant actors in a 

society into four sets: the leader, the population (which includes the disenfranchised, the 

selectorate and part of the winning coalition), the military (which is an integral component of any 

incumbent’s winning coalition)15 and a rebel group16 (which may be included in the selectorate, 

but is excluded from the winning coalition). As the two actors common to and active in all 

societies, the population and the incumbent are often considered the primary political actors in a 

                                                 
15 While there are a few states, like Iceland, that do not have a military, the vast majority of countries do have some 

sort of military and rely on that military’s support as part of their power base.  
16 In practice, there may exist a number of rebel groups. For ease of theory development, however, assuming the 

existence of just one rebel group is sufficient.  
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society, with politics unfolding as the interaction between these two groups in isolation of inputs 

of or reactions by other, potentially smaller, societal groups. Although this conception is erroneous, 

most political interactions do take place within the broad population-incumbent principal-agent 

relationship17. Because of the focus on politics at this level, examining how the military and rebel 

groups alter political interactions within the state can be especially useful in explaining the 

(in)stability of the state.   

The military is a key component of a leader's winning coalition.18 Because it – and more 

importantly, the incumbent – knows it is a kingmaker,19 the military is the most likely to receive 

private goods, but also the most likely to press for more. While ethnic group members have an 

incentive to remain loyal (Amegashie 2008), knowing they will likely be excluded from the 

winning coalition if an individual from a different group takes power, the military does not have 

this incentive. Because the military is such an important part of the winning coalition, and one that 

cannot be removed without a dire threat to the leader's ability to stay in power, it has no real reason 

not to request more funding, autonomy and perquisites. As a permanent and guaranteed member 

of the winning coalition, the military is not bound by the loyalty norm in the same way other 

members of the winning coalition are.20  

                                                 
17 Although there is variation in the extent to which this relationship exists, in general, the population (the principal), 

in the interest of efficiency and practicality, delegates the responsibility of making and enforcing policy to the 

incumbent (the agent). The level of delegation is quite high, and the agent operates with a large degree of autonomy 

from the principal. Thus, the principal has only a very limited role in the daily operations of the government, but also 

in having any say over who the agent is. Indeed, only in elections, which are relatively infrequent even in democracies, 

and perhaps nonexistent in nondemocracies, is the population given any opportunity to choose the incumbent and 

reward (re-elect) or punish (decline to re-elect) him in subsequent elections. 
18 As with this other primary actors discussed above, the military is assumed to be a unitary actor with a single 

preference.  
19 A number of militaries have been described as historically playing this role, including the Egyptian (Gotowicki 

1997), Turkish (Çağaptay 2003) and Soviet/Russian militaries (Ball 1997).  
20 Here the differentiation between the military as a unitary actor and the military as a collection of actors becomes 

pertinent. Individuals within the military can be replaced just like any other individual in the winning coalition. Idi 

Amin, for instance, was known for replacing particular members of the military brass he viewed as threats to his power 

(Roessler 2011). However, for the reasons articulated above, the military as an organization cannot be excluded from 

the winning coalition in the way individual members of the military or the public as a whole can be. The importance 
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The military is always included in a leader's winning coalition because the military has the 

power and choice to protect or depose the leader; while a leader might be able to remain in power 

in the face of military indifference or ambivalence, it cannot survive if the military has an active 

interest in its removal. The Turkish military provides an example of the various kinds of 

relationships between incumbents and the military. The military has tended to view itself as the 

protector of secularism within Turkey, carrying on the political order put in place by Atatürk as 

the Ottoman Empire collapsed. Over time, Turkey has fluctuated in terms of the degree of Islamism 

supported and proposed by incumbents. While it has remained neutral in some cases of Islamist-

leaning politicians, it has, in the past, overthrown leaders whom it views as a threat to that secular 

order, most recently in 1997. Not only does the military choose to be viewed as the guardian of 

secularism within Turkey, it has the power to enforce that choice (Heper 2005; Narli 2000).  

A rebel group may be in the early stages of the organization process and not yet fully 

mobilized, or it may be actively engaged in anti-regime activities. The rebel group is comprised of 

dissatisfied members of the public. These individuals can be defectors from the winning coalition 

or people who were excluded from the outset. The rebel group challenges the authority of the 

leader, perhaps going so far as to initiate a civil war. These individuals have nothing to lose: they 

are not receiving any private benefits from the leader they could be, and cannot, in broad strokes, 

be excluded from using the public goods that are being provided.  

The portion of the public excluded from the winning coalition is nonetheless aware of the 

leadership's spending decisions. More precisely, they are aware of what, if any, public goods they 

                                                 
of members of the military to the incumbent’s winning coalition is further highlighted when considering that in 

addition to having the ability to stage coups, members of the military may also be able to credibly threaten the 

incumbent with rebellion against the state, as in the case of M23 in the Democratic Republic of Congo.  
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are receiving.21 That domestic factors have been overlooked in the literature obscures the fact that 

economic performance, a domestic-level factor, has a direct bearing on a leader's ability to provide 

goods. Because they do not expect to receive sufficient private goods from the incumbent in the 

future, those outside the winning coalition will look elsewhere for opportunities to improve their 

economic well-being. Therefore, the amount of public goods provided by the incumbent is 

compared to the level of private and public goods promised, or perhaps directly provided, by rebel 

groups. This increase in expected welfare between what is currently being provided by the 

incumbent and what is being offered by rebel groups may be an important component of decisions 

to rebel.  

The portion of the public that is included in the winning coalition is also acutely aware of 

leaders' spending decisions and the overall state of the economy. Producing additional public 

goods may reduce the utility of the leader’s portfolio to the winning coalition, as the public goods 

may not make up for the lost private spoils. Additionally, a poor economy means less to go around, 

again decreasing the level of private goods the winning coalition may receive. Those outside the 

winning coalition may try to recruit members from the incumbent’s supporters with financial 

inducements, addressing the material concerns of the members of the incumbent’s winning 

coalition.  

 

Preferences 

The exact dynamics of the interplay between the coup and civil war actors identified above and 

their preferences depend on whether the actors are in a world characterized more by trade-offs or 

characterized more by constraints. As will be discussed in much more detail below, in a world of 

                                                 
21 While Colaresi (2012), for instance, has noted that some public goods, like security, are very difficult for the public 

to measure in real time, this remains a useful simplifying assumption for the current study.  
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trade-offs, an incumbent’s quest to placate and promote policies that are closer to the ideal point 

of one societal group poses the very real possibility of moving sufficiently far away from the other 

groups’ ideal points. This can lead to either the military (from one direction) or rebel groups (from 

the other) to violently lash out against the incumbent. On the other hand, in a world more marked 

by constraints, the hard times a state is facing leads to a lack of resources for the incumbent such 

that they are unable to offer bundle of policies that satisfy the demands of the military, rebel groups 

and the broader population, thus endangering her hold on power from all segments of society.  

Following Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003), I assume that each of the three societal groups 

-- military, public and rebel group -- have perfect information and know their own ideal point for 

military spending. However, all actors – including leaders – are uncertain about where the ideal 

points of the other societal groups lie. In general, the military would like as much funding as it can 

get.22 However, it recognizes that at some point the next spending increment will not go as far as 

the last one, and the funding will be subject to diminishing returns. This suggests that the military's 

preference structure will be strictly increasing, such as in a positive logarithmic function – it will 

increase quickly and then level off, but will not decrease. The only time the military is prone to 

take action against the state is when military spending fails to reach the military's minimally 

acceptable funding level. 

In general, less military spending is better for the rebel group: at the point of no military 

spending, the rebel group stands a very high chance of defeating the military.23 As military 

spending increases from zero, the rebel group's utility initially decreases monotonically -- each 

                                                 
22 The military also has non-economic preferences, such as being valued and respected by the members of the society 

it serves. To this end, the military prefers to be used in ensuring domestic defense against external threats. Being used 

against domestic targets may take an eventual toll on members of the military as individuals as well as on the 

organization as a whole. In these cases, the military is no longer protecting society writ large, but has rather singled 

out a particular group or groups against which to take action.   
23 The extent of the military’s resourcefulness in acquiring weapons despite lack of funding would alter the relative 

balance of power in a situation such as this.  
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additional spending increment on the military decreases the chances of a rebel victory. In situations 

when the public is extremely sympathetic to the goals of the rebel group, increases in military 

spending above some optimal point may actually promote the rebel group's utility marginally. This 

can occur because overspending on the military, at the expense of other publicly beneficial policies 

can increase inflation, reduce welfare spending, promote inequality, and decrease the 

government’s popularity outside of the military Thus, rebel groups are able to benefit from both 

underspending below some optimal point and overspending, above some maxima, on the military. 

Underspending results in an underprepared state that is less able to repel a rebel attack. 

Overspending, on the other hand, decreases public benefits such as economic growth (Cappelen et 

al. 1984), increases the public's dissatisfaction with the state and opens up additional recruitment 

opportunities for rebels.  

The public must decide what they expect to be an appropriate balance between military 

spending and the provision of domestic public goods like education and infrastructure. Too little 

military spending and the country is at risk of being a target of an interstate attack by a predatory 

state or of an intrastate attack by the rebel group (assuming for the time being that the rebel group 

does not elicit public sympathies). Too much military spending, though, and public goods spending 

is eroded. This erosion may lead members of the public to support or even join the rebel group as 

they seek a reallocation of state funds. With the public's ideal amount of military spending come 

both security -- but not at the cost of economic growth -- and other public goods that actively 

improve the well-being of the populace, such as increases in healthcare quality and availability.  
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Interactions 

The preferences of these actors shape the expected interactions between the groups in each of the 

three models. By understanding what interactions are expected across the three models, we can 

identify observable hypotheses that allow us to compare the usefulness of these theories.   

 

Trade-Offs 

In a political world marked by trade-offs, the fundamental relationships between actors within the 

selectorate theory is different than those identified in Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003), where the 

only meaningful differentiation between the disenfranchised, the selectorate and the winning 

coalition is the chance any individual has of being in the incumbent’s winning coalition in the 

future. This carries with it the further assumption that all members of the winning coalition are 

equal in standing. The authors argue as much when they state that societal groups are “nested and 

changeable” (38) and that “private goods have unit cost and all members of the coalition receive 

the same level of private goods” (78).  

 However, if, as I argued above, the military as an organization is assured membership in 

every winning coalition, then the military is not like other members of the incumbent’s or potential 

challengers’ winning coalitions. Additionally, Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003, 58) echo Aranson 

and Ordeshook (1985) in noting that although public goods might be public in consequence, the 

production of such goods is still often private in nature. It makes sense that different types of 

groups would benefit differently from the production of different public goods. For instance, 

civilians in a winning coalition with no ties to anything remotely resembling the defense industry 

would not benefit from the allocation of lucrative defense contracts in the same way civilians with 

such ties or military officers would. Likewise, those defense civilians or military officers would 
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not benefit equally from education oversight authority as other groups more tied to the provision 

of education.  

Given this, it is instructive to think of the winning coalition as being comprised of two 

distinct groups: the military and those members of the winning coalition who are not in the 

military. As will be discussed in more detail below, given this distinction within the winning 

coalition, it may become in the interest of the civilian members of the winning coalition to align 

themselves with the other civilians, not in the winning coalition. In the pursuit of their own 

interests, these civilian members of the winning coalition may find that their interests are not 

wholly compatible with those of the military, and that the military, as armed kingmaker, is more 

likely to have its interests satisfied than is the rest of the winning coalition. In this sense, then, the 

trade-offs leaders face are at a macro-level, between blocs within their winning coalition that may 

have different preferences, rather than micro-level trade-offs, where particular individuals may be 

privileged or neglected, but the winning coalition can be thought of as a unitary actor with a single 

set of preferences.  

As a result of this relational configuration between actors, members of the winning 

coalition are more likely to be at odds with one another than if the members of the winning 

coalition had uniform interests, as in Bueno de Mesquita, et al. (2003). With these potentially-

opposed preferences, the incumbent faces a delicate balancing act: in trying to maintain the loyalty 

of one component of the winning coalition, the incumbent may sufficiently incentivize the 

defection of the other component that she faces overthrow from that segment.  

Politics in states facing considerable constraint is discussed in more detail in the next 

section; the trade-offs model operates in a political and economic environment with room for at 
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least some flexibility24. In these environments, where states have even slightly more capacity than 

the weakest states, incumbents will have the choice and ability to distribute a bit more widely than 

incumbents in states with the lowest levels of capacity. Enacting policies that benefit one societal 

group does not prohibit concessions to other groups in states with slightly more capacity.  

Politics in states with a modicum of capacity and flexibility is more than just a series of 

crises of varying severity strung together. Incumbents do not just have long-term policy 

preferences, they also have the resources and capacity to begin to enact those policies. Meaningful 

reform might be slow, in order to avoid sociopolitical or economic shockwaves that markedly 

decrease the state’s capacity, but those reforms are a genuine political possibility. Budget 

allocation decisions may still be contentious, but the choice of one policy will not completely 

remove the possibility of some steps toward another policy in the same way as in a state with very 

limited capacity.  

In terms of the situations leaders in these states are faced with and the policy choices 

available to them, the history of the incumbent’s tenure helps her assess which risks she finds more 

likely and what sectors of society she perceives as the most dangerous and threatening. For 

instance, given that Svolik (2009) finds that popular revolutions only very rarely succeed in 

removing a leader from power, if confronted with a dual risk of military and popular overthrow, 

an incumbent should be more concerned with ensuring the military has little incentive to stage a 

coup than trying to halt a popular uprising that is unlikely to result in a loss of power (at least in 

the short-term). Likewise, in light of Sanhueza’s (1999) finding that leaders who have already 

survived a coup attempt are particularly unlikely to be unseated by a coup in the future, leaders 

                                                 
24 Although politics (and especially redistributive politics) by definition involve trade-offs and the pursuit of some 

policy avenues at the cost of the pursuit of others, when constraints are considerable, the sheer limitations on the range 

of options available to incumbents have the potential to outweigh the impacts of budgetary trade-offs.  



32 
 

who have survived a coup attempt but fear another, as well as a civil war onset, should focus their 

efforts on preventing the civil war. Of course, there are factors, such as having been in office for 

only a short period of time, that may make leaders more vulnerable to misinterpreting the level of 

risk of each event, and thus of implementing counterproductive policies.  

From this perspective, the policies leaders enact are in response to the political climate as 

they perceive it, and are more broadly a reaction to the conditions they faced upon their arrival in 

office; the incumbent tries to continue building up factors that seemed favorable at the outset while 

trying to minimize those that had the greater potential to be detrimental to their tenure.  

Regardless of the level of ultimate control the incumbent has on the overall economic well-

being and performance of her state, she can certainly make spending decisions based on the actual 

economic health of her state and adjust spending priorities according to her threat perceptions. 

These adjustments based on the leader’s perceptions will have consequences based on the objective 

threats facing that leader25, affecting how likely a leader is to face a coup attempt and/or a civil 

war onset.26   

Sound national defense is in all of society’s best interest, but the non-military portions of 

society are much less likely to want an over-equipped military, especially when that funding comes 

at the expense of things like healthcare and education spending. Greater social spending can help 

address economic inequalities or other situations that, if left unaddressed, might promote 

resentment among the non-military portion of the winning coalition as well as among broader 

                                                 
25 Regardless of a leader’s perception and interpretation of the risks they face, leaders do face particular ex ante 

likelihoods of certain events. Their political choices will affect these likelihoods, potentially in ways the incumbent 

was not expecting, depending on the accuracy with which the incumbent had perceived the initial situation facing 

them. 
26 For each of the following hypotheses, the impact discussed is an overall impact; even if a leader does ultimately 

face a particular event, she still might have decreased the likelihood of experiencing that even through her policy 

decisions. Policies can be broadly considered to be public or private; likewise, spending decisions can be broken down 

into two broad categories – military and non-military (i.e., “social”) – which will have different impacts on a leader’s 

risk environment. 
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society. Greater healthcare or infrastructure spending, for instance, will generate private goods for 

portions of the winning coalition excluded from defense-related private-goods spending, as well 

as make broader society healthier and better able to engage in economic activity and generally 

traverse the geographical territory of the state, among other things. With potential economic 

grievances being mitigated through increased social spending, there is less reason for society 

groups to rebel, thereby lessening the chances of a civil conflict onset.  

In both cases, though, the prioritizing of one type of spending – and goods provision for a 

particular segment of society – results in the other type of spending – and goods provision for other 

segments of society – being relatively neglected by the incumbent’s policy portfolio. The neglected 

group or groups, in turn, have reason to seek a policy revision, and different avenues by which to 

seek those revisions. When the military is aggrieved, it should be a relatively straightforward 

process to rally enough troops to topple the neglectful leader, especially considering that coup 

attempts are typically carried out by very small groups of officers. When the civilian portion of 

the winning coalition is being neglected, though, their lack of weapons and institutional 

organization means that they will not by themselves be able to unseat an incumbent who, after all, 

would, in this case, still have the support of the military. Rather, those malcontent civilian members 

of the winning coalition know that the masses are also disaffected by the emphasis on perks for 

the military, and will thus have an easier time recruiting members of the public to participate in 

action against the incumbent. These civilian members of the winning coalition can foment anti-

regime activity, up to and including the onset of a civil war. This dynamic of placating one group 

(e.g., the military) by de-emphasizing support of the other (e.g., the civilian component of the 

winning coalition) leaders to the following hypotheses: 
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H1: Budgetary allocations favoring the military will decrease the likelihood of a coup attempt, but 

increase the likelihood of a civil conflict onset.  

H2: Budgetary allocations favoring social spending will increase the likelihood of a coup attempt, 

but decrease the likelihood of a civil conflict onset.  

 While budgetary allocations are the most visible component of the political environment 

in a state, they are not the only component; leaders also have non-economic policy options at their 

disposal. Looking within their own regimes, incumbents have alternatives they can pursue to 

increase their political strength and durability. Left to her own devices, it is in a leader’s best 

interest to shrink the size of the winning coalition while increasing the size of the selectorate 

(Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 377-378). Doing so markedly increases the loyalty of the winning 

coalition by reducing the likelihood of their inclusion in any future challenger’s winning coalition 

while simultaneously enabling her to skim off more state resources for her own discretionary use, 

because even this reduction in private goods produces an amount larger than the challenger can 

guarantee given that his future provision of these goods to the incumbent’s winning coalition is 

only probabilistic. Anyone still in the winning coalition after it is shrunk obviously also benefits 

from this decision by the leader and in a world of trade-offs, the military is more likely to see a 

greater increase in welfare after this type of institutional reform since it is assured a spot in the 

winning coalition, while it is members of the civilian portion of the winning coalition that would 

be purged by the incumbent.  

 Despite these incentives for leaders, however, the strength and durability of existing 

political institutions in a state may preclude a leader from being able to completely uproot the 

existing political system and replace it with a much narrower one Given the size of the population 

excluded from the winning coalition relative to the size of the winning coalition, even in states that 
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already have fairly large winning coalitions, the incumbent faces a much broader threat, and 

potentially multiple threats, from those outside the winning coalition than from those within the 

winning coalition, relying on those military and civilian members of the winning coalition to have 

enough buy-in to the system to help defend it against these societal threats.  

 In such cases, an expansion of the winning coalition toward more inclusive institutions can 

placate society by making the political process more transparent and participatory. With broader 

swathes of the population now involved in the political process, the disenfranchised and the 

members of the selectorate previously not included in the winning coalition have less incentive to 

begin any kind of rebellion. Likewise, the civilian component of the winning coalition, through 

the shift toward a more public-goods-oriented policy portfolio, also increases its wellbeing relative 

to the military component of the winning coalition, which will see a decrease in the provision of 

some of its private goods. This shift from a small-coalition to a larger-coalition system necessarily 

limits and weakens the influence of the military, which can be problematic in states that have not 

yet cemented civilian-dominated civil-military relations and a norm of non-interference by the 

military. Leaders are unlikely to completely disempower the mainstays of their old winning 

coalition in one fell swoop, though, as that would encourage a preemptive strike against them, so 

at least for a while, until the transition to a civilian-centric system is complete, the military will 

still be in a somewhat privileged position, benefitting from some institutions that are still 

authoritarian-leaning even as they lose prestige and a degree of power under the institutions that 

are more democratic. Thus,  

H3: Mixed political institutions will decrease the likelihood of a civil conflict onset, but increase 

the likelihood of a coup attempt.  
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 Regardless of political institutionalization, however, requiring the use of the military may 

have different effects among the different components of the winning coalition, depending on the 

type of missions to which the military is assigned. Although a leader cannot fully control whether 

her state has a rival, or whether her state is the target of some kind of interstate dispute, she does 

have control over how her state responds to that rival or dispute. Orienting the military to handle 

those external threats is likely to be good for the military’s morale, as they are being tasked with 

the type of responsibilities for which they are best equipped – and organized – and often given 

considerable autonomy to wage those campaigns most effectively and efficiently. Because it is 

difficult to know exactly how much is required in the way of resources to secure victory but avoid 

superfluous spending, leaders will err on the side of superfluous spending in order to shore up a 

victory, which will have the added benefit of helping secure her hold on power by providing that 

little extra infusion of private goods to the military, further increasing its loyalty.  

 This increase in goods provision and authority of the military will make civilian segments 

of the population, including the segment in the winning coalition, wary, however. The additional 

budgetary resources going to the military and the accompanying likelihood of overspending on the 

military (that is, spending more than is necessary to simply secure victory), as well as whatever 

additional legislation or policies may be required to help the military conduct its campaigns most 

effectively necessarily means a reduction in the provision of budgetary allocations to policies more 

directly benefitting those outside the military, and laws facilitating the waging of war may bring 

with them domestic limitations, all serve to disaffect the general population within a state. The 

desire for more societal goods and policies that place limits on society while increasing the relative 

standing of the military will provide the civilian-component of the winning coalition with points 

of protest that can be used to recruit those excluded from the winning coalition altogether. 
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Moreover, the externally-oriented attention of the incumbent and the military will provide such 

civilians with an opportunity of relative surprise in an attack by an anti-government movement 

seeking a substantive change in the state’s policy focus toward a more public-policy-oriented 

portfolio that again narrows the privilege-gap between the military and non-military portions of 

the winning coalition and increases the well-being of the segments of the population not included 

in the winning coalition. In these cases,  

H4: Engagement in an international dispute will decrease the likelihood of a coup attempt, but 

increase the likelihood of a civil conflict onset.  

 Although the military is likely to benefit from participation in external crises, and in turn 

reward the incumbent with their continued loyalty, being used in domestic crises, especially when 

such use is frequent, may ultimately produce disloyalty among the military’s ranks. Though the 

military may benefit from repression in terms of increased allocation of resources and materiel, 

the individual members of the military must pay the psychological costs of violently suppressing 

their fellow citizens time and again. It is one thing to benefit at the expense of others in terms of 

policies that favor the military over society at large; it is quite another to benefit at the expense of 

others in terms of increased budgets in exchange for physical harm against the population the 

military is ostensibly tasked with protecting (as in the case of external crises). These costs are 

particularly high when the ethnic and class composition of the military mirror that of broader 

society, so that members of the military see their own reflections in the people they repress. In this 

case, although the military and non-military members of the winning coalition, and those excluded 

from the winning coalition, operate in different spheres of the political and economic environment 

much of the time, the fundamental differences between the different sectors of society are reduced, 
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and as the military is able to more readily identify with the non-military components of society, 

the loyalty the military feels for the incumbent in the face of orders of repression is reduced.  

 In the short-term, before these psychological costs are fully borne by individual members 

of the military, repression absolutely helps the leader develop a strengthened hold on power, which 

provides greater assurance to members of the winning coalition about the continuation of the 

provision of private goods into the indefinite future. It is in the long-run that the costs to individual 

members of the military begin to outweigh the organizational benefits, arising first in the form of 

lowered morale. Such consequences of long-term repression have been evident at various points 

in history when militaries have refused to engage in continued violence against the civilian 

population, effectively abandoning the leader and removing the legitimacy of that incumbent to 

rule, as occurred in Romania in 1989 and Egypt in 2011. 

 Likewise, while short-term repression might instigate a civil war by an already-agitated 

public, in the long-run the nonmilitary portion of the winning coalition and the broader population 

are going to see any potential for reform slipping away as their efforts are continually quashed by 

the military, acting on behalf of the government, and as their repressors are continually rewarded 

for their heavy-handedness. The opposition, like the military, becomes demoralized through the 

persistent use of repression, though with a different outcome than when the military becomes 

demoralized: 

H5: Sustained repression will increase the risk of a coup attempt, but decrease the risk of a civil 

conflict onset.  

 In the next section I will explore more fully how the selectorate theory plays out in a 

political and economic world marked by severe constraints, and derive observable implications 

from the dynamics of the theory in such a setting.   
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Constraints  

In a political world marked by constraints, the basic relationships between societal actors are as 

described by the original formulation of the selectorate theory, but within a much tenser 

environment. The fundamental differences between groups depend on their relationship to the 

winning coalition and what options the different groups – disenfranchised, selectorate and winning 

coalition – have for increasing their chances of being included in future winning coalitions. While 

the military, as in the world marked by trade-offs, is always a member of the winning coalition, its 

preferences are not in tension with those of other components of the winning coalition. The biggest 

modification of the selectorate theory in a world of constraints is the role that those constraints 

play in affecting society’s level of patience – greatly diminishing it – which in turn has a bearing 

on the incumbent’s political survival (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 99) – opening it up to a wider 

variety of risks than it might ordinarily face.   

 As briefly mentioned above and in contrast to politics in a world marked by trade-offs, the 

biggest differences that exist in society are between the different nested sectors of society. The 

winning coalition can be thought of as a unitary actor with the single preference of maximizing 

the quantity of private goods it receives from the incumbent. Members of the selectorate and 

disenfranchised alike both want to belong to the winning coalition, but only members of the 

selectorate stand any chance of actually doing so in the future. Thus, the clashes of interest are 

between these groups as the winning coalition seeks to protect its supply of private goods and 

those excluded from the winning coalition seek to increase the emphasis the incumbent places on 

public-goods provision.  

 A political world marked by constraints is heavily influenced by those state characteristics 

– primarily, though not exclusively, economic and environmental – that are exogenous to an 
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incumbent who has just taken power and that remain difficult for an incumbent to bring firmly 

under her sole control27. These factors and conditions, such as limited economic and political 

capacity, loom large on the political horizon, and limit the degree of agency an incumbent has to 

enact any kind of significant policies that would generate both public and private goods. Whether 

or not she was previously included in the leader’s winning coalition, she did not have prior access 

to the centers of political power, and thus no control or influence over the state of the country when 

she enters office. However, she has come to power on the tide of the promises she made as a 

challenger about resource allocation and policy provisions, and the other societal groups will judge 

her leadership and apportion their loyalty on the basis of her ability to fulfill her promises.  

 The performance of the economy and the degree of willingness of disaffected social groups 

to work with the government, among other factors, weigh heavily on the incumbent’s ability to get 

a handle on negative conditions in the country and sustain, if not improve, any already-positive 

conditions. However, in an extremely vulnerable state, it is possible that the leader will never have 

an opportunity to gain enough control over the political system and environment to be able mitigate 

immediate development crises enough to have any kind of longer-term impact or consequences28. 

When an incumbent takes over a state with limited capacity, she may be fairly powerless to affect, 

let alone improve, her chances of a longer tenure.  

 In a world marked by constraints, the situations that arise must be dealt with in succession. 

There is no strategic balancing in the long-term because immediate crises that threaten the 

leadership and can lead to coup attempts or civil conflict are occurring regularly.  Given this, the 

                                                 
27 The condition of the state upon the incumbent’s assumption of power is extremely influential – although over time 

there is the potential to change some of these underlying conditions, in the short-term it is nearly impossible to do so, 

and these environmental features of the state can play large roles in the dynamics between the incumbent and the 

winning coalition and those excluded from the winning coalition, and thus the ultimate success or failure of a leader.  
28 Although not all policies are equally costly in terms of either financial or political capital, they do require at least a 

degree of forward thinking that remains difficult to accomplish in the most vulnerable states.  
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winning coalition and those excluded from the winning coalition, both those in the selectorate and 

even the disenfranchised, share commonalities and even have similar motivations in particular 

situations. Although the groups do share motivations, it is still important to note that economic 

suffering at the country level can hurt the winning coalition and the rest in different ways, 

especially in autocracies, where those in the winning coalition are entrenched in a system of 

relative privilege and spoils, and those excluded from the winning coalition, and particularly the 

disenfranchised, are stuck in a system of neglect. Nonetheless, economic shocks, especially large 

ones, affect the incumbent’s ability to provide all manner of goods, public and private29, and 

discontent over goods provision can lessen the difficulty any member of the population, whether 

in the winning coalition or not, faces in trying to mount a challenge to the incumbent should that 

member become sufficiently dissatisfied with the status quo.  

 Vulnerability to both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets may be structural as opposed 

to reactions to strategic choices on the part of the leadership. An example of this extremely limited 

agency by incumbents is the length of time it takes failing states to recover to even the weakest 

level of non-failure30. Although Somalia is the most notorious failed state and an extreme outlier 

in terms of the length of time it has been a failed state, the climb out of the trap of state failure is 

a slow and painful slog for all polities (Chauvet and Collier 2008; Rotberg 2003). After years of 

                                                 
29 However, extreme resource constraints can lead to drastic policy choices. For instance, in the poorest countries, 

spending choices may come down to paying civil servant salaries or the military's top brass, as was the case in Nigeria 

in early 2012 (Campbell 2012). As circumstances become direr, even small fluctuations in economic performance -- 

positive or negative -- can have major repercussions, as funding certain programs becomes either feasible or all but 

impossible. Hyperinflation in Zimbabwe in the late 2000s left the government unable to raise the salaries of healthcare 

workers; the police force was also substantially underfunded, with the specter of rioting raised by the capital's police 

chief (Wines 2007); in late January 2013, Zimbabwe had just $217 left in the bank after paying civil servant wages 

(Smith 2013). Health care or education cuts may be necessary to rein in overburdened budgets, while military spending 

remains stagnant or also decreases. Although without mutinous consequences, dire economic circumstances left the 

Russian government unable to pay the military in 1998, and in fact in broader stretches throughout the 1990s (Holmes 

1998). 
3030 At this level of recovery, relapses to failure are easy and a broader recovery is by no means assured. 
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suffering under (possibly several) regimes that have all proven incapable of raising the state up, 

and the decreasing patience of the population over time, it may be difficult for new leaders to keep 

loyalty of the public and military for a long enough period of time to begin to see the fruits of 

sound policies materialize in the form of a stronger, more stable and economically functional state: 

H6: States with low capacity are more likely to experience both coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets.  

 Given that the factors that limit and inhibit opportunities for the development of a strong 

state also increase the likelihood of both coup attempts and civil wars, weak leaders seem doomed 

from the outset, victims of the political and economic environment in which they come to power 

in the first place; with the odds stacked so strongly against incumbents in these regimes, deeply 

disruptive and violent instability carries with it an air of inevitability. 

 Despite the ongoing an unresolved debate about whether ethnic diversity is by itself 

determinative of policy in any way, it is safe to say that in states with a large number of ethnic 

groups, there are, quite simply put, more groups that can potentially be excluded from any kind of 

power31, repressed or otherwise dissatisfied with the status quo. The impact of this ethnic diversity 

can cut across societal groups, as entire groups may form part of the winning coalition or be 

disenfranchised, providing additional stratifications of society.32 This ethnic dimension to politics 

thus affects all groups in society; the manner in which it influences those excluded from the 

winning coalition is fairly straightforward, though the winning coalition is not immune from the 

effects of ethnic diversity. 

                                                 
31 Although “grand coalitions” that involve several ethnic groups are common in European states like Switzerland 

(Lijphart 1977, 1999), such societies typically have just a few larger ethnic groups. Additionally, such European states 

also have high levels of state capacity and the ability to absorb these different groups into broader society without 

destabilizing the economy or political system. 
32 This assumption about the importance of ethnicity as a method of dividing society is an alternative to the view that 

the constituent segments of the winning coalition are different from one another in fundamental ways that impact the 

extent to which they really have mutual interests.  
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 Because ethnicity is used by leaders as a heuristic33 for loyalty – or disloyalty – the 

loyalty/disloyalty of particular ethnic groups resembles a self-fulfilling prophecy. Members of the 

particular ethnic groups included in the winning coalition are the current recipients of private 

goods, and can reasonably expect to remain in the leader’s winning coalition, and thus continue 

receiving private goods, into the indefinite future (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 60). This 

encourages loyalty, because they would almost certainly be excluded from any challenger’s 

winning coalition, since that challenger would likewise use ethnicity as a heuristic and assume that 

ethnic groups loyal to the incumbent would be less loyal to him, and thus draw on other ethnic 

groups to help build his base of supporters. Without some kind of additional, negative, intervention 

by the incumbent, then, these members of the winning coalition have little incentive to defect to 

the challenger. Just as those already in the coalition can expect to remain included, so too can those 

not included in the winning coalition expect to be excluded (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003, 85-

86). Cut off from whatever private goods are being provided by the incumbent and receiving only 

a diminished supply of public goods, these individuals have a stronger incentive to defect. Groups, 

especially ones that are already organized to an extent, will have an easier time persuading those 

excluded from the winning coalition that the chances of victory – and with it, broad policy 

revisions – are high enough that the risks involved in a rebellion are worth bearing. The credible 

possibility of improvement is important, as not even the disenfranchised will want to sign on to a 

hopeless cause that has no chance of being able to follow through on its promises.   

 Nor is the winning coalition immune from the impact of ethnopolitics. While members of 

the military who belong to a particular ethnic group will certainly be members of the winning 

                                                 
33 The idea of ethnicity being used as a heuristic is not new. For more on ways in which ethnicity is used as a heuristic 

by scholars, see, for instance, Khan and Eriksen (1992). For more on ways members of societies use ethnicity as 

heuristic for evaluating public policies, see, for instance, Lieberman and McClendon (2013) and see Schnapper (2004) 

for the use of ethnicity as a heuristic for elites.  
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coalition, the incumbent has limited options in terms of her ability to truly exclude members of the 

armed forces from other ethnic groups. While they as individuals might not be particularly 

important to her political survival, to the extent that they comprise part of the organization of the 

military, they are still provided with some kind of access to private goods. While it is not 

uncommon for there to be an ethnic dimension to countries’ militaries – as was the case in Burma 

and Nigeria, among other places – the leader does not have cart blanche to alter the military strictly 

as she sees fit. Effectively barring members of some groups from the officer corps or simply not 

recruiting members of some ethnic groups at all has a direct bearing on the efficacy of the military 

as a fighting force. When the incumbent interferes with the military’s autonomy in this way, those 

individual members of the military in the leader’s winning coalition are more likely to retaliate in 

order to preserve the integrity of their organization. This suggests that  

H7: States with high levels of ethnic diversity are more likely to experience both coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets.  

 As argued above, ethnic diversity may contribute to the presence of rebel groups within a 

state. Not all rebel groups are ethnic in nature, though, and may form along ideological lines as 

well. Regardless of the identity foundation of a rebel group, though, the mere presence of a group 

that is already engaged in rebellious activities or is sufficiently organized to be able to do so 

without facing additional high barriers (such as those facing nascent groups seeking to initially 

formally organize) poses particular threats to states and leaders. With some degree of organization 

already in place, these organizations face much lower costs in trying to recruit members from those 

excluded by winning coalition by promising them at least some access to private goods and 

additional public goods, and lower costs in terms of mounting a full-blown revolt.  
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 Again, in its role as the defender of the state against harm, the military is attuned to broader 

society, from which attempts at harm may originate, and will take note if a leader proves incapable 

of dealing with groups threatening such harm. A rebellion – or persistent credible threat of a 

rebellion – signals the incompetence of the leader, giving the military pause. Members of the armed 

forces are unlikely to fully support an incompetent leader who may end up needlessly risking their 

lives in an otherwise-avoidable confrontation with a malcontent domestic opposition group. Rather 

than allow the situation to deteriorate to this point, the military will step in to restore social order 

and ensure its own interests and members are protected. Thus,  

H8: The presence of a credible rebel group in a state makes both coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets more likely.  

While the reasons a specific state experiences a coup attempt at a specific time as opposed 

to experiencing a civil war onset may well be idiosyncratic, once that last veneer of state stability 

is ripped away by the first event, reaching a large enough threshold of actors to carry out the other 

act (or an additional instance of the first) in the future will be less difficult, given that the first act 

already occurred, and occurred at a time when the state was stronger (even if only slightly) (Kuran 

1989).34 Put differently, although a loss of legitimacy may initially emerge and be isolated among 

members of one segment of society, a loss of legitimacy among any segment of the population 

indicates the vulnerability of the incumbent. This vulnerability will make any subsequent 

opposition easier, and more likely, since the incumbent’s weaker position may inspire individuals 

and groups unlikely to rebel as the sole voices of dissent to join an already-existent rebellion 

(Kuran 1989). This vulnerability also makes any subsequent opposition more threatening, since 

                                                 
34 Regardless of ultimate success, both coup attempts and insurgencies, if not full-blown civil wars, are extremely 

disruptive and damaging to a regime’s ability to appear competent with enough certitude to be able to consistently 

stave off any such future attempts.  
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the more protests a state faces, the more resources it must expend to defend against these protests. 

The more resources expended, the fewer resources the state has at its future disposal, and the more 

likely any given attempt to dislodge a leader is to succeed. As these weaknesses compound and 

the leader’s overall vulnerability (as well as the visibility of this vulnerability) increases, 

previously excluded and powerless segments of society may also be able to extract and extort 

concessions from the leader in exchange for loyalty (or at least not active opposition) that they 

previously would have been unable to, or perhaps to remove her from power altogether. Given the 

potential for low-level instability in the form of protests or strikes to escalate,  

H9: States experiencing lower-level instability are more likely to also experience both coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets.  

 Leaders of states with limited capacity do not just face internal threats, although those may 

seem the most pressing. A number of states also face external threats of various kinds, whether in 

the form of a rivalry or a generally unfriendly neighborhood, and leaders must be cognizant of 

external conditions as well, which might require the few resources a state has in order to fend that 

threat off. Leaders face an especially difficult task in the face of external threats. On the one hand, 

leaders must alleviate society’s fears that their livelihoods – and lives – are at risk because of this 

threat and ensure that the military is ready should the threat escalate into a more imminent, active 

danger.  

On the other hand, even as the leader is trying to protect society, that external threat, 

especially if it takes the form of a rival or rebel groups in neighboring states, might be using 

members of the winning coalition and excluded members of society alike to try to undermine the 

leader and gain a foothold of power and influence within the state. In the case of fledgling rebel 

groups within a state, external powers could gain traction by providing the resources to engage in 
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conflict as well as perhaps training and an external rebel base. Via-a-vis the military, it may be 

sufficient for that external power to meddle at a higher level, convincing the military that they (the 

military) are being undermined by the leader and that incumbent and the military have opposing 

interests. This latter method was undertaken by the United State in Chile, with a successful coup 

in 1973 overturning Allende’s socialist economic program and replacing it with a capitalism-

oriented economic structure.  

In addition to the states and groups behind external threats trying to woo domestic groups, 

if discontent is high enough within the country, these domestic groups might seek out external 

actors with whom to collude in order to gain some leverage over the incumbent. The greater the 

danger posed by domestic groups colluding with external threats, the higher the level of resources 

that will need to be expended in order to stave off the threat as well as win back the minimal loyalty 

of the rebellious factions in order to prevent future threats.  

Given the pressures that constraints place on the state as it tries to engage in constructive 

policy, and the interplay between these constraints, leaders will have a more difficult time ensuring 

the readiness of the military. While in the face of an external threat, the military would be a logical 

place to channel increased resources, the leader must strike a delicate balance. On the one hand, 

more resources could help buy the loyalty of the military, or possibly make it much easier for the 

military to carry out a successful coup should they decide to break away from the leader. On the 

other hand, the already-tough times preclude the ability to shuffle all that many resources; as 

members of the winning coalition, the military is already receiving a higher level of goods than 

many others in society, and there is very little slack in the remaining resources of the state to be 

able to divert.  
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External threats can increase the risk of civil conflict onset by providing domestic 

opposition groups with a convenient time to strike against the state, if not also provide those groups 

with an increased capability to directly engage the state in battle. External threats can encourage 

military disloyalty and defection away from the leader toward one of their own. Even if the military 

is inclined to remain loyal, however, the inability of the incumbent to provide additional resources 

to the military reduces its sense of efficacy and increases frustration and feelings it is being tasked 

with the impossible: protecting the state and staving off external threats without sufficient 

resources to be able to do so effectively or successfully. Therefore,  

H10: States faced with external threats are more likely to experience both coup attempts and civil 

conflict onsets.  

The final layer of the constraints argument centers on the fact that typically, though not 

always, correlated with level of development and capacity is regime type. Although democracies 

certainly encounter tough economic times – the Eurozone crisis being a case in point – and other 

similar challenges, the fact that incumbents focus on the provision of public policy – goods that 

are nonrivalrous and nonexcludable – means that everyone in society feels the hurt in similar ways 

and to a similar extent. The structure of democratic systems, and their focus on public policy rather 

than private goods, provides them with more flexibility in terms of policy options when confronted 

with economic, geographic and political hardships. And to the extent that the winning coalition or 

members of the public may feel particularly aggrieved, the system is structured such that the 

replacement of the leader is a relatively straightforward, institutionalized process that can occur at 

regular intervals. No drastic or dire steps are needed beyond the routine, institutionalized process.  

In small-coalition systems (i.e., autocracies), tough times mean even fewer public goods 

for the general population, giving them an increased incentive to rebel, and fewer private goods 
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for the winning coalition, giving them an incentive to defect to a challenger, if to recruit among 

themselves, namely from the military, to replace the leader directly. Autocracies tend to lack these 

strongly institutionalized political processes, so that there are rarely standardized, constitutionally-

provided-for routines for the replacement of an incumbent. In these systems, leaders tend to be 

deposed on an ad hoc basis by challengers who rely on institutions only as much as they minimally 

require to secure their hold on power and weaken the institutions they do not require but might 

pose a threat, who are themselves eventually turned out of office on an ad hoc basis35.   Based on 

the broad institutional strengths and successes of democracies and broad institutional weaknesses 

and failures of nondemocracies, I expect that 

H11: Nondemocracies are at greater risk for both coup attempts and civil conflict onset.  

 

Independence of Events  

The independence of events model suggests a much simpler set of interactions and empirical 

expectations as compared to the trade-offs and constraints perspectives. In this model, distinct sets 

of structural factors and policies lead to coup attempts and civil conflicts. Therefore, the risks 

underpinning one phenomena are exogenous to the risks underpinning the others. The coup and 

civil war literatures, explored in more detail in Chapter 1, identify factors expected to impact the 

occurrence of each event. If coup attempts and civil conflict onsets really are independent of one 

another, the variables that are unique to explanations of coup attempts should provide no leverage 

in better understanding civil conflict onsets, and vice versa.  

   

                                                 
35 While Hosni Mubarak came to power in Egypt constitutionally, he systematically engaged in the weakening of 

Egyptian political institutions so that they could not be utilized against him as he excluded greater portions of the 

population and built up his own hold on power.  
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Conclusion 

Influential research has assumed that civil conflicts and coup attempts as independent events. Only 

more recent research has begun to explore the link between coup attempts and civil conflict. While 

Roessler (2011) argues that civil wars may be long-term alternatives to coups, building on this 

work, I argue that the reverse relationship may also be true.  

Leaders exist in a world of political, economic and geographic pressures that constrain the 

choices they make. When faced with severe resource constraints, leaders are unlikely to have 

considerable agency over events within their state’s borders, meaning that both the winning 

coalition and those excluded from the winning coalition suffer, and thus both groups have 

incentives to seek a change in leadership. As a state becomes somewhat more developed, and there 

are sufficient resources to deal with the most pressing existential issues facing a state, leaders may 

find themselves presented with a risk trade-off between the potential threats they face from within 

their own winning coalition and from those selectorate members excluded from the winning 

coalition and from the disenfranchised. In making one phenomenon less likely by devoting 

resources toward the mitigation of that risk, they may, as a result, be making the other phenomenon 

more likely due to that resource diversion. Leaders divert resources from the military and society 

at their own peril; if they fail to strike a suitable balance between the two or shift too many 

resources away from one, they may fall victim to both a coup attempt and civil conflict. Tables 

2.1-2.3 summarize each of the three frameworks36.  

The next chapter will provide a statistical test of the hypotheses outlined above and assess 

whether and what kind of specific trade-offs in their quest to keep their countries peaceful. 

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the cases of Nigeria from 1960-1967 and Burma from 1948-1962 in 

                                                 
36 All tables appear in an appendix at the end of the chapter.  
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more detail, respectively, to explore the microprocesses underpinning events in those countries. 

These qualitative analyses provide an opportunity to carefully examine data that is not readily 

quantified or available for all countries in comparable forms, and thus serve as a complement to 

the quantitative analyses undertaken in Chapter 3.  
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Table 2.1. Summary of Expectations of the Trade-Offs Framework 

 

General Expectation Specific Hypotheses 

 

Factors that make one phenomenon more 

likely simultaneously serve to make the other 

less likely. 

 

1. Budgetary allocations favoring the military 

will decrease the likelihood of a coup 

attempt, but increase the likelihood of a 

civil conflict onset.  

 2. Budgetary allocations favoring social 

spending will increase the likelihood of a 

coup attempt, but decrease the likelihood of 

a civil conflict onset.  

 3. Mixed political institutions will decrease 

the likelihood of a civil conflict onset, but 

increase the likelihood of a coup attempt. 

 4. Engagement in an international dispute 

will decrease the likelihood of a coup 

attempt, but increase the likelihood of a 

civil conflict onset. 

 5. Sustained repression will increase the risk 

of a coup attempt, but decrease the risk of 

a civil conflict onset. 
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Table 2.2. Summary of Expectations of the Constraints Framework 

 

General Expectation Specific Hypotheses 

 

Factors that make one phenomenon more 

likely simultaneously serve to make the other 

phenomenon more likely 

 

6. States with low capacity are more 

likely to experience both coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets. 

 7. States with high levels of ethnic 

diversity are more likely to experience 

both coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets. 

 8. The presence of a credible rebel group 

in a state makes both coup attempts and 

civil conflict onsets more likely. 

 9. States experiencing lower-level 

instability are more likely to also 

experience both coup attempts and civil 

conflict onsets. 

 10. States faced with external threats are 

more likely to experience both coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets. 

11. Nondemocracies are at greater risk for 

both coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets.  
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Table 2.3. Summary of Expectations of the Independence of Events Framework 

 

General Expectation Specific Hypotheses 

 

The unique variables used to explain one 

phenomenon will provide no empirical 

leverage in trying to explain the occurrence of 

the other phenomenon 

 

n/a 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

QUANTITATIVE ASSESSMENTS 

OF THE RELATIONSHIP 

BETWEEN COUP ATTEMPTS 

AND CIVIL CONFLICT ONSETS 
 

Introduction 

The theoretical framework developed in Chapter 2 identified unique observable expectations from 

three distinct models of coup attempt and civil conflict onset risk that can help us determine which 

models is operable in the political world. This chapter contains a quantitative analysis of these 

expectations. Such an analysis is advantageous for several reasons. Statistical analyses allow for 

the assessment of large quantities of data with parsimonious models, and are able to concretely 

describe the impact of independent variables on the probabilistic occurrence of the dependent 

variables (Braumoeller and Sartori 2004; King et al. 1994). This provides a more tangible 

conception of the relationships that exist among the concepts of interest. Such methodologies also 

allow researchers to be more systematic and uniform in their analyses than do qualitative research 

designs, which can be conducted according to a common framework, but which will necessarily 

vary in their contexts and the types and forms of information available. In quantitative analyses, if 

data are missing along any dimension in any case, that entire case is removed from the analysis, 

ensuring that all cases are assessed based on identical criteria. The quantitative analyses conducted 

in this chapter are implemented in several steps.  

 In the next section, I will describe the primary statistical method utilized throughout the 

chapter, the bivariate probit model, including a comparison to the univariate probit model as well 
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as why the multiple equations are more appropriate in the present context. Following a discussion 

of the methodology I employ, I identify and describe the variables used in my analysis. I first 

present the logic underlying the inclusion of the specific variable, drawing connections between 

the conceptualization and the testable expectations identified in Chapter 2, and then discuss the 

operationalization of that concept and the data source for the variable.  

 The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to the empirical analyses themselves and a 

discussion of the results. The development and assessment of the empirical models to test the 

expectations of the theoretical framework proceeds in several parts. As an initial, prima facie test 

of whether the independence of events model is sufficient or if the constraints and trade-offs 

models are worth further exploration, I analyze existing models of coup attempts (Powell 2012) 

and civil conflict onsets (Buhaug 2006), both as single-equation analyses and as part of a bivariate 

probit analysis, which explicitly tests the relationship between the two outcome equations.  

 In the next step of the analysis, I explore additional variables that are suggested by the 

discussion in the previous chapter on trade-offs and constraints. As noted there, comparing and 

contrasting the coup and civil war literatures yields unique testable hypotheses. I test these to shed 

light on the benefits of bridging coup and civil war studies.   

 Third, in addition to updating the list of measurements, I also update the data in order to 

extend the empirical analysis and move beyond simple replications of previous models. The larger 

sample, which primarily includes more recent data than those included in the previous studies, will 

provide an illustration of the ongoing applicability of the theoretical framework as a way to 

understand some forms of political violence. The analyses in this third step, then, are the test of 

which model in the theoretical framework is most plausible given the observable trends across 

space and time in the occurrence of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets.  



58 
 

 Fourth, I discuss the fit of the various models I test throughout the chapter to determine the 

explanatory gains made with my new modeling approach. AIC and BIC measures of model fit 

consistently demonstrate a better fit to the data of the models that explicitly consider coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets as part of the same underlying process.  

After conducting all the analyses, I engage in a general discussion of the results and the 

insights those results provide. I conclude with a brief recap of goals of the chapter and the broad 

outcomes of the quantitative analyses as well as an introduction to the logic underpinning the 

qualitative analyses undertaken in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6.  

 

Primary Methodology: Bivariate Probit 

The basic structure of the bivariate probit model is similar to that of the univariate, or binomial, 

probit model (Long 1997)37. I will thus briefly describe the mechanics of the univariate probit 

model before expanding out to a discussion of the characteristics unique to the bivariate probit, 

relative to the univariate probit.  

 The univariate probit model has a binary dependent variable, expressed as a function of a 

continuous and unobserved latent variable. The structure of this latent variable is as follows:  

                                                                      𝑦∗=xβ+ε                                                                 (1) 

where y* is a vector of the underlying continuous variable for each observation, x is a matrix that 

holds the measurements of the independent variables, ß is the vector that holds the coefficients to 

be estimated, and ε holds the error term, where each realization is independent of the others and is 

normally distributed with a mean of 0 and a variance of σ2. Because the observed variable takes 

                                                 
37 To be clear, as discussed below, I use the term “univariate” to describe the single equation in the system, not to refer 

to the number of independent variables within the equation.  
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on only two values, however, 0 and 1, there must be some way to transform the latent variable into 

a dichotomous variable. This is done in such a way that the observed value of yi is 1 if the latent 

variables passes some threshold (indicated here as 0), and is observed as a 0 otherwise. That is:  

                                                               𝑦𝑖 = {
1 if 𝑦𝑖

∗ > 0 

0 if 𝑦𝑖
∗ ≤ 0

                                                           (2) 

In order to be able to identify the model, the threshold must be set at a specific value. By 

convention, that threshold is set at 0 with no loss of generality.  

 In the bivariate probit model, there are two such dependent variables, each with the same 

structure of latent variable and the link between the latent variable and the observed value. It can 

be represented as:    

                                                                 
𝑦1

∗ = 𝑥1𝛽1 + 𝜀1

𝑦2
∗ = 𝑥2𝛽2 + 𝜀2

                                                            (3) 

Further, in a bivariate probit, the error terms (and the relationship between them) are represented 

as: 

                                                           [
𝜀𝑖1

𝜀𝑖2
] ~𝑁 [(

0
0

) , (
1 𝜌
𝜌 1

)]                                                      (4) 

 Because I am interested in the occurrence of both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, 

utilization of the bivariate probit is appropriate. Indeed, examining the two events in separate 

probit equations may produce biased coefficients, because they could be omitting relevant 

information on the correlation across outcomes. While a multinomial logit model may seem like a 

viable alternative to the bivariate probit because of the existence of multiple categories of the 

dependent variable, the multinomial logit is nevertheless inappropriate in the present case. First, 

unlike the dependent variable categories in a multinomial logit, the two dependent variables in this 

study are not mutually exclusive: states may neither event, one phenomenon or the other, or both. 
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Second, the correlation across event types is of particular interest here, rather than simple 

classification into categories and placement in one category or another.   

The unique feature of the bivariate probit that makes it particularly useful in gaining insight 

to the theoretical model developed in Chapter 2 is the fact that the error terms of the two equations 

are correlated, measured by the ρ statistic. It is useful to think about this relationship as indicating 

that both processes share a common, but exogenous, component that is not otherwise observed in 

the model. In terms of testing the hypotheses derived in the previous chapter, if the error terms are 

indeed correlated, it is evidence that the unobserved processes of coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets are related, and that the independence-of-events model is less useful. If ρ is positive, the 

unobserved components of the two equations are positively correlated, and coup attempts and civil 

conflict onsets are being affected by that unobserved component in the same way, this would lend 

support to the constraints model. This could occur because unobserved, but important, structural 

constraints on leadership choices make both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets more likely. 

On the other hand, if ρ is negative, the two equations are negatively correlated, and are being 

affected in opposite ways by the unobserved component, this would provide support for the trade-

offs model. In contrast to the constraints model, this would be consistent with latent leadership 

strategies that improved one risk, but tended to worsen the other, systematically.  

 

Powell and Buhaug Replications 

As a first test of the basic premise underpinning this dissertation, I conduct replications of Powell’s 

(2011) analysis of coup attempts and Buhaug’s (2006) analysis of civil conflict onsets, with the 

samples of each modified so that they are identical, thus making it possible to compare the results 

of the univariate probit employed for each with the results obtained in the bivariate probit analysis 
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that combines the two models together. In this section I discuss my rationale for using these two 

models as the foundation for my analysis, as well as discuss the research designs of each before 

conducting the univariate replications and the new bivariate analysis.  

 While there is considerable research on both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets to 

choose from for replication analyses, the two pieces I have chosen, Powell (2012) for coup 

attempts and Buhaug (2006) for civil conflict onsets, offer distinct advantages. In the case of 

Powell, especially, the primary benefit is that this is a very recent study examining coup attempts 

in a new way. Because of the decline in the amount of coup research, Powell’s study is novel 

because of the sheer quantity and temporal relevance of the cases included in his sample, as well 

as the way he chooses to operationalize the biggest explanatory factors for coup attempts, namely 

background country conditions, including capacity, and variables directly impacting the military, 

such as military size and expenditures. Given that the military is the actor that stages coup attempts, 

understanding components of the military and their impact on the propensity of the military to 

attempt a coup is vital.  

 While the Buhaug study is a bit older than Powell’s, it is still fairly recent, and includes 

what has become the standard set of civil war covariates.38 Given that studies of civil conflict tend 

to make minor variations on this set of covariates, Buhaug’s study has the appealing quality of 

parsimony – the inclusion of variables that are generally accepted to be important in the 

explanation of civil conflict onset39 without numerous extraneous variables less relevant to the 

current project.  

                                                 
38 These covariates were identified and employed in Fearon and Laitin (2003), and served to establish the norm of 

what variables should be included in future examinations of civil wars.  
39 Ward, Greenhill and Bakke (2010) identify GDP and population as the only two variables consistently and robustly 

associated with civil war onset. While Buhaug’s study includes only GDP, I include both variables, among others, in 

the original models I develop later in this chapter.  
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 One challenge in examining these two pieces of scholarship is the need to maintain the 

same sample for the purposes of any kind of model comparisons. Powell’s (2012) original sample 

was states with a population over 500,000 from 1961-2000. Buhaug (2006) had a similar 

population constraint, but examined the years 1946-1999. In order to produce the same sample 

across both studies, the time frame under study in my replications is 1961-1999.  

 

Variables Employed in Powell (2012) and Buhaug (2006) Replications 

In order to conduct the replications of Powell (2012) and Buhaug (2006) as faithfully as possible, 

I utilize the variables used by each scholar in his original analysis. Although there are conceptual 

similarities between the two models, such as regime type and GDP per capita, the 

operationalizations of those variables differ slightly and the replication data provided by each 

author is used for the analyses involving that model. So, for instance, although both studies use 

measures of regime type, I use the variable as provided by Powell in the replications of Powell’s 

models, and the variable as provided by Buhaug in the replications of Buhaug’s models. This 

maintains consistency within each model and faithfulness to the operationalization of the variables 

developed by each researcher. In the original analyses I conduct later in the chapter, I update the 

data used for some variables so that I can examine more recent data than either Powell (2012) or 

Buhaug (2006) were able to.  

 

Variables Employed by Powell (2012) 

Coup Attempt  

Powell examines both successful and unsuccessful coup attempts, and in operationalizing both 

variables he relies on the definitions provided by Powell and Thyne (2011). An attempted coup is 
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an effort by elites within the governing apparatus, namely members of the military, to replace the 

incumbent via unconstitutional methods.  

 

Change in Military Expenditures 

This variable is measured as the percent change in the level of military expenditures provided by 

the Correlates of War Project (Singer, Bremer and Stuckey 1972) from year t-1 to year t.  

Soldier Quality 

In order to tap the concept of the quality of the military, Powell the totality of military expenditures 

divided by the number of military personnel, providing the amount of military expenditures per 

soldier.  

 

Military Personnel 

Once again relying on the Correlates of War Project, Powell provides the log of the number of 

military personnel in a state.  

 

Effective Number of Military Organizations 

In order to provide a gauge of the degree of coup-proofing that has occurred within a state, Powell 

employs the measure of the effective number of military organizations. This measure is discussed 

in greater detail below.  
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Change in GDP Per Capita (t-1) 

Much like his measure of change in military expenditures, Powell provides the percent change in 

GDP from year t-1 to year t, then lags this value one year. Powell uses real 1996 dollars, obtained 

from Gleditsch (2002).  

 

GDP Per Capita (t-1) 

Powell uses Gleditsch’s GDP data and provides a one-year lag of GDP per capita for each country-

year.  

 

Instability 

Instability is measured as an index of events taken from Banks’ (2001) data, including the 

following types of events: government purges, riots, strikes, protests and assassinations.  

 

Democracy and Autocracy 

These measures of regime type consolidate data from the Polity IV scale (Marshall, Gurr and 

Jaggers 2014) into dummy variables: democracy is indicated as a 1 if a country’s Polity score is 5 

or higher in a particular year, and autocracy is indicated as a 1 if a country’s Polity score is a -5 or 

lower in a particular year. Powell excludes anocracies as the comparison category.  

 

Military Regime 

This variable is a simple indicator of whether a military regime is in power in a given country-

year, with information again taken from Banks (2001).  
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Peace Years and Peace Years Splines 

Powell’s last variables are a counter of the number of years since the previous coup attempt and 

cubic splines of that counter.  

 

Variables Employed by Buhaug (2006) 

Civil Conflict Onset 

Buhaug uses the UCDP/PRIO armed conflict data, and includes conflicts with a threshold of 25 

battle deaths and greater.  

 

Democracy (t-1) and Mixed Regime (t-1) 

Like Powell, Buhaug uses the Polity IV dataset (Gurr, Jaggers and Moore 1989) to create indicator 

variables of regime type. Buhaug uses autocracies as the reference category, and codes 

democracies as states with a score of 6 or greater on the Polity scale and mixed regimes as states 

with Polity scores between -5 and 5. He lags this variable, designed to tap state capacity, by one 

year.  

 

GDP Per Capita (t-1) 

GDP per capita is used as a measure of a state’s economic capabilities, and is also lagged one year.  

 

Oil Exporter 

States that receive at least one-third of their export revenue from fuel exports in a given country-

year are indicated with a 1; country-years that do not meet this condition are coded with a 0, 

following Fearon and Laitin (2003). 
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County Land Area 

This variable, measuring the logged geographical area of the country’s land mass, was obtained 

from the World Bank (2002).  

 

Ethnic Fractionalization  

The measure of ethnic fractionalization is taken from Fearon and Laitin (2003) and ranges from 0 

to 1, denoting the probability that two randomly selected people will be members of different 

ethnic groups.  

 

Conflict Onset Decay Function 

Buhaug also includes “a decay function of the time since the end of the previous civil war or year 

of independence to capture country-specific temporal effects” (Buhaug 2006, 699).  

 

Additional Observable Indicators for Testing the Constraints and Trade-Offs 

Models 

Dependent Variables  

Civil Conflict Onset  

I have used the civil conflict data contained in the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict dataset (Themnér 

and Wallensteen 2014; UCDP/PRIO 2014) to code all conflict-related variables. Because the 

PRIO/Uppsala dataset codes two different levels of conflict, it allows a degree of nuance not 

available in other conventional datasets like the Correlates of War Intrastate War dataset, which 

only codes conflicts that have reached the 1000 battle-deaths threshold. In general, I have coded 

an onset of an episode of violence (and there may be several distinct episodes of violence within 
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the same, larger conflict) with the highest level of violence achieved during that episode, even if 

the highest level of violence did not occur in the first year of that episode. 

If an episode of violence did have one or more years of 1000 battle deaths per year, the 

dynamics of that episode are different than if there were no years of violence that produced 1000 

or more battle deaths.40 I expect that episodes of violence that reach the level of a civil war (with 

the higher casualty threshold) more accurately measure the rebel threat discussed within the 

constraints and trade-offs models. If more than one distinct conflict was occurring within a state 

in the same year, I employ the highest intensity of conflict. I code conflicts using both the 25 battle-

deaths threshold and the 1000 battle-deaths threshold.  

 

Coup Attempts  

I use Powell and Thyne’s February 2015 update to their original 2011 data, which notes all 

successful and unsuccessful coup attempts. They define a coup attempt as “illegal and overt 

attempts by the military or other elites within the state apparatus to unseat the sitting executive” 

(252); because my dissertation is interested in what encourages militaries to revolt against the 

incumbent, the attempts need not be successful to provide an adequate test of the theoretical 

framework identified in Chapter 2. This is also consistent with the coding of civil conflict, as a 

civil conflict does not have to successfully topple the government to be counted.    

 

 

 

                                                 
40 The distinction between 25+ and 1000+ battle-deaths thresholds in the literature is common, with scholars like 

Collier and Hoeffler (2004) and Fearon and Laitin (2003) arguing in favor of only 1000+ and other scholars, such as 

Buhaug (2006), Gleditsch et al. (2002) and de Soysa (2002) taking the position that insight can be gained from studies 

of 25+ battle deaths.  
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Independent Variables  

Each of the independent variables can be tied to both the constraints model and the trade-offs 

model. I briefly describe the connection to each before discussing the measurement of each 

variable.  

 

Ongoing Civil Conflict  

Continuing civil conflicts might make coup attempts and new conflict onsets more likely by 

demonstrating the ongoing inability of leaders to deal with internal challenges. Conversely, 

although rebel organizations may be inspired to begin new conflicts, the military is quite obviously 

needed and its ability to defend the leadership puts it in a good position to seek concessions without 

having to dislodge the leader in order to obtain them.  

In order to account for correlation across years within the same state, I indicate whether 

there was an ongoing conflict in a given country-year. If a conflict episode was contained within 

one calendar year, the onset variable is coded “1,” and the ongoing indicator is coded “0.” If a 

conflict spans from one year into another, onset in the first year is coded “1” and ongoing is coded 

as a “0.” In the next year, onset is coded “0” and the ongoing indicator is coded as a “1,” since the 

conflict that began in the previous year carried over into a new year.  

Because a state can experience more than one conflict at a time, there are cases where both 

the onset and ongoing indicator variables are coded 1 for a given country-year. In this case, onset 

is coded 1 because a new conflict episode began, and ongoing is coded 1 because a conflict episode 

that had begun previously has carried over into that year.  
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Previous Civil Conflict Involvement  

Previous involvement in a civil conflict signals past difficulties on the part of incumbents in 

dealing with domestic tensions and might make future conflict more likely. It is also possible that 

this past reliance on the armed forces have increased the prestige of the military and made it a 

more powerful actor with greater access to resources, making a coup attempt less likely.  

This variable provides a counter for the number of previous civil conflict onsets a state has 

experienced in any given year. Because past civil conflict occurrence has a positive impact on 

future civil conflict occurrence, it is important to control for this participation.  

 

 

Credible Rebel Group  

The presence or absence of a group that has the potential to credibly threaten the authority and 

reach of the state is hypothesized to make both a civil conflict onset and a coup attempt more 

likely; civil conflict is more likely because of the risk of domestic rebellion, while a coup attempt 

is more likely because appeasement of the rebel group by the incumbent may involve the diversion 

of resources from the military. It could also be the case, however, that reliance of the leadership 

on the military in countering such a threat makes coup attempts less likely even though the risk of 

civil conflict onset remains high.   

In order to most accurately assess whether a state is faced with the threat of a potential 

rebel group, I use data from the Global Terrorism Database produced by the National Consortium 

for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (2013) to identify attempted terror attacks 

(like with the measurement of coup attempts, the success or failure is distinct from what leads to 

the attempt in the first place) carried out by an organization that claims responsibility for an attack. 
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To that end, attacks carried out by individuals, unknown perpetrators or suspected perpetrators are 

not included. While the last exclusion may seem somewhat controversial, a group seeking 

concessions from the state is likely to ensure the state knows its identity (and thus to whom to 

allocate any concessions). That is, any group that may openly challenge the state is going to be 

just that – open.41  

 

International Threats and Disputes  

A tough international environment can make coups and civil conflicts more likely because the 

extra pressure on the state reduces the resources at the executive’s disposal to placate military and 

rebel leaders. They also have the potential to increase the chances of a domestic opposition at 

dislodging a state’s leadership while simultaneously increasing the prestige of the military, which 

is tasked with protecting the state against such threats and disputes.  

States’ involvement with their external environments are measured in three ways. Two are 

based on whether a state was involved in an international dispute in a given year. Two different 

thresholds are used; one dichotomously measured as participation in a militarized interstate dispute 

that reached the level of a display of force, the other dichotomously measured as participation in a 

MID that reached the level of a use of force or higher. Data are taken from the Correlates of War 

Militarized Interstate State Dispute dataset, version 4.1. 

                                                 
41 Groups who engage in terror attacks have incentives to make sure their identities are known both to the state and to 

the broader public. By making themselves known to the state, terror groups are able to ensure that any concessions 

that come about as a result of the terror attack are appropriately distributed to the responsible parties. Likewise, being 

known to the broader public can help with recruiting, especially when several groups are vying for support in the same 

general geographical space (Pedahzur and Perliger 2006). For instance, in the Philippines in 2013, the Moro National 

Liberation Front stepped up attacks on the state at the same time the government was negotiating with the Moro 

Islamic Liberation Front, an organization with similar goals for increased autonomy for the island of Mindanao but 

rival interests (Jennings 2013). With any deal leaning in favor of the group engaging in negotiations, the MNLF had 

the incentive to utilize tactics that brought it back to the forefront of the public eye, reminding the government that it 

still has the capacity to create difficulties for the state and populace alike.   
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The second measure is whether a state has a contiguous rival. As discussed by Salehyan 

(2007, 2008) and Salehyan and Gleditsch (2011), contiguous states can serve as extraterritorial 

bases for rebels, and rival states would have even more incentive to provide such shelter or perhaps 

outright meddling in the affairs of the other, such as through government financing of rebel 

movements. Contiguity data are taken from Stinnett et al. (2002), while rivalry data are obtained 

from Thompson and Dreyer (2011).  

 

Political Exclusion 

By decreasing the size of the winning coalition and possibly the selectorate, political exclusion 

makes coup attempts and civil conflict onsets more likely by increasing the chances that key 

individuals in society will be excluded on the basis of particular group memberships (e.g., ethnic 

affiliation). However, by favoring some groups and individuals over others, the leadership of a 

state curries favor with the included groups, helping ensure their loyalty, while fostering 

resentment among and an increased chance of retaliation by those excluded from power.  

These data come from the Ethnic Power Relations data set (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 

2009), and provide two measures of the population excluded from government. The first is the 

total number of excluded ethnic groups, while the second is a measure of the proportion of the 

population that belongs to those excluded ethnic groups. While the notoriously poor-performing 

ELF (see Collier 2001; Elbadawi and Sambanis 2002; Sambanis 2001) provides a simple measure 

of diversity, with no commentary on what diversity means, the Ethnic Power Relations is a direct 

indication of the ethnic dynamics in a state. Those ethnic groups excluded from power have no 

guarantee of a meaningful voice in the state, and with no routine voice, groups would have only 

more extreme methods available to them to make their demands known. The greater the portion of 
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the population excluded from power, the more stark are the differences between those included in 

the selectorate and those excluded from it and as discussed in Chapter 2, the greater are the 

incentives for the incumbent to completely ignore the disempowered and to instead focus on 

providing spoils to those already entrenched in power.  

 

Government Spending  

Low levels of government spending are likely to leave all groups dissatisfied. However, higher 

levels of spending on public goods are more likely to satisfy the public while leaving the military 

dissatisfied, while elevated levels of military spending are likely to have the opposite effect.  

The first measure of government spending comes from the US Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency/State Department World Military Expenditures and Arms Trade publication 

and reflects military expenditures. Military expenditures are defined in the WMEAT publications 

as “current and capital expenditures to meet the needs of the armed forces; expenditures of national 

defense agencies for military programs; expenditures for the military components of such mixed 

activities as atomic energy, space, and research and development; military assistance to foreign 

countries; military stockpiling; retirement pensions of career personnel; and expenditures as 

certain paramilitary forces” (US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 1975, 10-11).42 The 

WMEAT measures had the advantage over Correlates of War military expenditures data of being 

measured in constant US dollars, which facilitates comparison of expenditures across time and 

space. In the data under examination here, military expenditures are reflected as a percentage of 

GDP so that it is more readily compared to the social welfare spending variable described below. 

                                                 
42 Only paramilitary forces that “resemble regular units in their organization, equipment, training, or mission” are 

included (US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 1975).   
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Better-funded militaries have greater capacity to maintain their fighting fitness through the 

acquisition of more sophisticated weaponry, more recruits, and higher-quality officers. 

 The second measure of government spending is total government expenditures on social 

welfare programs as a percentage of GDP, compiled by Taydas and Peksen (2012). This variable 

includes government expenditures on health, education and social security, obtained from Burgoon 

(2006), Kugler, Feng and Zak (2002) and the World Bank (2009) and has had its missing values 

filled in using multiple imputation (Taydas and Peksen 2012, 278).  

 

Military Readiness 

A well-equipped and autonomous military may discourage both coup attempts, out of lack of 

necessity, as well as civil conflict onsets, by decreasing the chances any such rebel movement 

would succeed. Conversely, such a military would have a higher probability of success were it to 

attempt a coup, and be able to secure for itself more resources, though the chances of a rebel victory 

would remain low, again discouraging an insurrection at all.  

Military readiness is measured in three ways, all designed to tap the extent to which the 

military is adequately maintained as a fighting force with the capability to carry out its defense 

mandate. Military spending obviously helps proxy the materiel readiness of the military, while 

these variables account for the effective allocation of personnel.  

The first measure is from the Correlates of War Project, and is the number of military 

personnel in a state. These data are combined from the US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 

and The Military Balance, published by the International Institute for Strategic Studies, and are 

provided up to 2007. The second measure uses this data, as well as population data, to create a 

ratio of the number of military personnel to the population as a whole. States with a higher 
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proportion might have more intense security requirements, but those militaries may also be at least 

somewhat bloated, and be larger than is strictly required for defense purposes, hinting instead at 

bribery by the incumbent to keep the military as an organization loyal.  

The third indicator is taken from Pilster and Böhmelt (2011, 2012), and is a measure of the 

effective number of military organizations. This takes into consideration the extent to which the 

armed forces in a state have been undermined by the creation of paramilitary forces and the pulling 

of personnel away from the primary military into these other organizations. Higher numbers of 

effective military organizations signifies “higher coup-proofing efforts in the form of creating an 

artificial balance between various rivalling military organizations” (Pilster and Böhmelt 2011, 

340).  

 

Regime Type 

The regime type of a state has a direct bearing on the extent to which the public has a voice in the 

political process. In nondemocracies, the public has not meaningful voice in the policy process. In 

mixed regime types, there is some room for societal participation, which may decrease the risk of 

a civil conflict onset, while simultaneously increasing the risk of a coup by decreasing the 

prominence of the military in the winning coalition of such regimes.  

I measure regime type based on the standard Polity Scale (Marshall, Gurr and Jaggers 

2014), but follow Vreeland’s (2008) prescription for removing the portions of the measure that 

themselves contain indicators of political violence. Because I am interested in explaining forms of 

political violence, it would be inappropriate to retain these components of the original Polity 

measure in my measurement of regime type. While the original Polity scale is 21 points and ranges 
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from -10 to +10, the measure of regime type with the problematic components removed ranges 

from -6 to +7.43  

 

Capacity 

Capacity is expected to have a similar effect on both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, such 

that lower levels of state capacity will increase the risk of both types of events, while increased 

capacity will decrease the risk of both types of events, as incumbents have more resources at their 

disposal with which to implement policy.  

Three variables are used to capture the idea of state capacity, which has a direct bearing on 

the government’s ability to maintain control over the entirety of its territory. 

GDP per capita is a measure of the state’s wealth. As discussed in chapter 2, the less money 

a state has overall, the less it will be able to use fiscal policy to try to ensure the loyalty of any 

groups within broader society. GDP data are taken from Gledtisch (2012), and lagged one year, 

since changes in a state’s overall ability to perform and function is likely to change over time, 

rather than instantaneously. That is, state weakness is more of a culmination of hard times than the 

result of a one-time shock; the time lag helps account for this gap between income and 

performance.   

The second and third variables are both known correlates of civil conflict onset, and are 

included for control purposes. The population of a state is measured in thousands, and data are 

drawn from Gleditsch (2012). Additionally, higher proportions of mountainous terrain in a state 

                                                 
43 Another measure of regime type, the Scalar Index of Polities (SIP), developed by Gates et al. (2006) combines non-

problematic components of the Polity measure with Vanhanen’s (2000) measure of voter turnout. As Vreeland (2008) 

notes, however, although these measures have the advantage of being free of contamination from measures of political 

violence, neither is found to be significantly correlated with civil war (though Gleditsch et al. [2008] find more 

promising results for the level of conflict used in this dissertation). Additionally, Vreeland’s alternative measure is 

more prevalent in the literature than is Gates et al.’s, with 129 works citing Vreeland (2008) and only 90 citing Gates 

et al. (2006).  
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also affects conflict onset (Fearon and Laitin 2003) and duration (De Rouen and Sobek 2004), as 

it is more difficult for any state to project its authority over such topography. As the US experience 

with al-Qaeda in Afghanistan just after September 11 or Pakistan much more recently, 

mountainous terrain provides excellent cover for groups seeking to avoid the reach of the state 

(and in former case, two states, as neither Afghanistan nor the United States was able to dislodge 

the al-Qaeda operatives from the Tora Bora region) (Corera 2011; Schorzman and Nazish 2014).  

 

Instability 

Acts of rebellion such as protests and strikes have the ability to increase the risk of both coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets by making the regime more vulnerable in general.  

Instability data are taken from Banks and Wilson (2014), and measure anti-government 

actions on the part of the populace. I have chosen three specific components of Banks and Wilson’s 

instability indicators – number of strikes, number of riots and number of anti-government 

demonstrations – because they represent anti-government actions that are not necessarily direct 

predecessors to other variables already captured in my dependent variables, such as guerrilla 

warfare and revolutions. More specifically, Banks and Wilson (2014, 11) measures “any strike of 

1,000 or more industrial or service workers that involves more than one employer and that is aimed 

at national government policies or authority;” “any violent demonstration or clash of more than 

100 citizens involving the use of physical force;” and “any peaceful public gathering of at least 

100 people for the primary purpose of displaying or voicing their opposition to government 

policies or authority, excluding demonstrations of a distinctly anti-foreign nature.” 
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Repression  

Unlike instability, which may increase the risk of both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, 

repression is expected to increase the possibility of a civil conflict onset by further alienating the 

targeted societal groups, but decrease the risk of a coup attempt by raising the prestige of the 

military, and making more resources and funding available to the military as a result. 

To measure repression, I use Gibney et al.’s (2014) Political Terror Scale data. The Political 

Terror Scale data is comprised of two scales – from Amnesty International and the United States 

Department of State -- measured from 1-5, with higher values indicating more wonton disregard 

for individuals’ civil and political rights as well as personal integrity. I follow Besley and Persson’s 

(2009, 294) specific coding of repression, “[taking] the maximum value of the two series in any 

given country and year and [using] a cutoff of 3 and above to classify it as repression.”  

 

Sample of Cases in Original Quantitative Analyses 

Due to the constraints of data availability for some of the key independent variables, the sample 

under consideration here spans from 1975 to 2005 and includes states with populations larger than 

500,000.  

 

Modified and Extended Replication Results 

In the first step of the analysis, I ran modified replications of Powell (2012) and Buhaug (2006). 

The replications are modified in both cases because of the constrained sample size, and in the case 

of Buhaug because I employ a probit analysis rather than a logit. These modified replications 

produce some results that differ from those presented in the original articles. I discuss those 

differences below.  
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 Table 3.1 presents the results of the modified replication of Powell (2012)44. Country-years 

with at least one coup attempt represent around 5 percent of Powell’s entire sample, but only about 

4 percent of the portion of his sample under consideration here. In Powell’s original analysis, 

military expenditure per soldier, the log of the number of military personnel and the number of 

years since the most recent coup attempt were statistically significantly and negatively associated 

with coup attempts. Instability and the presence of a military regime in a state were both 

significantly and positively associated with coup attempts. In my modified replication, the log of 

military personnel, instability and the presence of a military regime retained their signs and 

significance. The decrease in sample size from 3,467 in Powell’s study to the 2,837 cases under 

examination here, and the concomitant reduction in the number of observed coup attempts could 

account for the altered results; nonetheless, the results of the modified replication still suggest that 

manipulation of the military has an impact on the propensity of the armed forces to attempt a coup.  

 Table 3.2 displays the results of Buhaug (2006) modified replication. As with the Powell 

replication, constraining the sample to allow for comparisons alters the overall composition of the 

data under consideration here. In Buhaug’s entire sample, about 3.72 percent of country-years have 

a conflict onset. In the constrained sample used here, about 4 percent of country-years do. In this 

case too, the results from the modified replication differ somewhat from the results from the 

original analysis. In his article, Buhaug finds that mixed anocracy, being an oil exporter, country 

size, ethnic fractionalization and a recent conflict onset all increase the likelihood of a conflict 

onset, while higher levels of GDP per capita make conflict onsets less likely. In the current 

analysis, country size and recent conflict both make conflict onset more likely, while higher GDPs 

make conflict less likely. Although differing from Buhaug’s (2006) results, the results here are 

                                                 
44 All tables and figures appear in an appendix at the end of the chapter.  
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consistent with other civil conflict research; indeed, Sambanis (2001) finds that GDP per capita is 

one of only two variables that has a consistent impact on conflict onsets across studies.45 

 Table 3.3 presents the results of a bivariate probit analysis that combines the separate 

Powell (2012) and Buhaug (2006) equations into a single model. This bivariate probit is treated as 

a seemingly unrelated regression, with each equation retaining its unique variables, rather than 

being combined in such a way that each equation included all the variables under consideration. 

That is, even though they are now included as a bivariate analysis, the Powell and Buhaug 

equations are distinct in their identification.  

For the most part, the results within the bivariate probit framework are the same as in the 

single-equation frameworks. In the Powell equation, the log of the number of military personnel 

and a higher GDP per capita decreases the likelihood of a coup attempt, while instability and 

military regimes increase the likelihood. In the Buhaug equation, higher GDP per capita makes 

civil conflict onsets less likely while larger countries and states that have recently experienced a 

civil conflict are more likely to experience a conflict onset.  

Most insightful of the results, however, is the ρ parameter. The results indicate that we can 

reject the null hypothesis that ρ is equal to zero at the .05 level, which suggests that there are 

unobserved factors that affect both equations, and that they should be modeled together, rather 

than separately, as in Tables 3.1 and 3.2. The second component of ρ is its sign – here, the error 

terms of the two equations are positively correlated, which means that those unobserved factors 

are affecting each equation in the same way. This lends support to the constraints model identified 

and discussed in Chapter 2 – the unobserved factors that make one phenomena more likely also 

                                                 
45 The other variable identified by Sambanis as a consistently robust predictor was population size, a variable which 

Buhaug did not include.  
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make the other phenomena more likely. For example, an unexpected economic crisis would be 

modeled as making both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets more likely.  

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 illustrate the coefficients and 95% confidence intervals produced by 

the separate models and the Powell/Buhaug combination bivariate probit. Figure 3.1 shows how 

the results of the probit estimating coup attempts compares to the bivariate probit, and Figure 3.2 

displays the results of the civil conflict model compared to the bivariate probit model. Although 

the results of each model compared to the bivariate probit seem similar to one another, it is apparent 

that there are differences in the estimates produced by each model, indicating that considering the 

two equations together in the same model does produce tangibly different results than the two 

probits run separately. This also helps build the case that pursuing an understanding of coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets through the use of a bivariate probit model is a useful enterprise, 

and does shed a different light on the occurrence of these events.  

 The results of the Powell and Buhaug replications with a more-constrained sample that will 

facilitate comparison with the original model I develop are presented in Tables 3.4 and 3.5. The 

sample is decreased by approximately 800 cases, but the results remain largely consistent with 

those found in Tables 3.1 and 3.2. The major difference is that in the Powell model, GDP per capita 

is no longer statistically significant in the more constrained sample while the peace-year counter 

gains statistical significance. The Buhaug results are consistent across the two sample sizes.  

Likewise, Table 3.6 presents the results of the bivariate probit with the more restricted 

sample size to facilitate comparison with the original bivariate probit model later in the chapter. In 

the Powell equation, the number of years since the most recent coup attains statistical significance 

(which it had lost in the bivariate combination with a larger sample). Instability and military 

regimes retain their significance and signs, while the number of military personnel loses its 
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statistical significance. In the Buhaug equation, GDP per capita remains negatively associated with 

civil conflict onsets, larger countries are still at greater risk for conflict onset and states that have 

recently experienced an onset are more likely to experience another. The largely similar results 

across the more- and less-restricted sample models contributes to the validity of examining the 

relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets as part of a bivariate probit as opposed 

to separately-estimated probit models.  

 Figures 3.3 and 3.4 further corroborate the validity of this exercise. Much like in Figures 

3.1 and 3.2, the coefficients and confidence intervals from the bivariate probit clearly differ from 

those from the single-model probits. That is, doing nothing more than looking at the two models 

as part of the same underlying process, rather than as two distinct processes, changes the statistical 

results.  

 

Extensions to the Powell and Buhaug Models 

In models developed and tested in the following section, I operate from the premise that if coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets are indeed not independent of one another, as the previous 

analyses have demonstrated, it may be fruitful to develop a model that explicitly considers the two 

phenomena together, rather than still treating them as independent in seemingly unrelated bivariate 

probit analyses, as was the case in the models presented in Table 3.3 and Table 3.6. In those 

models, each of the two equations had some variables unique to it. 

To continue testing the utility of the bivariate probit enterprise, I develop new empirical 

models.  All variables are included in both equations of the bivariate model in order to test the 

hypotheses identified in Chapter 2 and provide an indication of whether the constraints model 

(identified by a positive ρ) or trade-offs model (identified by a negative ρ) is more useful. 
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Throughout the analysis, I consider not only the bivariate probit equations, but also test each 

equation in the bivariate models as their own separate probit models. This allows me to check that 

given the new covariates, the bivariate probit is still the more appropriate model choice. Because 

of the previous strong pattern in support of the bivariate probit methodology and the continuation 

of that pattern in the models that follow, I will briefly summarize the results of the separate probit 

analyses, but focus the majority of my attention on the bivariate probit models. The sample sizes 

for the models presented in Tables 3.7-3.9 match the sample size for the previous several equations 

to provide a basis for comparison, examined in more detail in the following section.  

 Table 3.7 displays the results of the coup attempt probit with additional covariates. As past 

research has suggested (see, for example, Belkin and Schofer 2003, 2005; Jackman 1978; 

McGowan 2003), the greater the number of previous coup attempts a state has experienced, the 

more vulnerable it is to coups in the present. Additional, ongoing civil conflict also makes a coup 

attempt more likely, suggesting support for the argument that the incumbent’s inability to maintain 

enough control over society to prevent rebel movements signals incompetence to the military. The 

higher the number of effective military organizations, the lower the likelihood of a coup, perhaps 

because the military is too divided to muster enough coherent support within itself to pull off a 

coup attempt (Belkin and Shofer 2003, 2005). More consolidated regimes face a lower risk of coup 

attempts, while states engaged in repression face a higher risk. 

 In looking at the causes of civil conflict onsets, the past vulnerability of states to coups 

does not have a significant impact, but the presence of an ongoing conflict and larger numbers of 

prior civil conflict onsets both make states more likely to experience a current onset. Likewise, the 

presence of a credible rebel group makes the state more susceptible to a conflict onset, as does an 

international dispute involving the use of force. Unlike in the coup attempt analysis, military 
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manipulation and regime strength do not have much impact. States that employ repression are also 

more vulnerable to civil conflict onsets, although the continued use of repression over time 

mitigates that vulnerability, another departure from the coup attempt analysis.  

Moving to the bivariate probit model with the additional covariates, if the independence-

of-events framework is the most helpful, we should see no specific relationship between the 

coefficients across the two models, and a statistically insignificant ρ. On the other hand, if either 

the constraints or trade-offs model are more useful, we should see a statistically significant ρ – 

positively signed for the constraints model and negatively signed for the trade-offs model. 

Likewise, the relationship between the coefficients across the two equations should also differ 

based on whether the constraints or trade-offs model is more useful. If the constraints model has 

stronger support, the coefficients should be similarly signed – factors that make one phenomenon 

more likely should make the other more likely as well. If, however, the trade-offs model is more 

strongly supported, coefficients should be oppositely signed – factors that make one phenomenon 

more likely should make the other less likely. That is, we should see evidence of one framework 

over another in both the observable components (coefficients) and unobservable components (ρ) 

of the model. 

The results of the inclusive original model with sample size restricted to overlap with the 

Powell and Buhaug modified/extended replications are presented in Table 3.9. This restricted 

sample size is also designed to make comparison between the models possible. Table 3.3 

demonstrated that combining the Powell and Buhaug probit models into a single bivariate probit 

model was a useful enterprise. Based on that, it is helpful to think about what this original model, 

that introduces a number of new variables, provides us in terms of leverage as compared to the 

simple combination bivariate probit.  
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In looking at the substantive results of the analysis, only ongoing civil conflicts affects both 

the likelihood of a coup attempt and the likelihood of a civil conflict onset, in each case making 

the phenomenon under consideration more likely. The number of previous coup attempts is 

strongly related to the likelihood of a coup attempt: more consolidated regimes, be they autocratic 

or democratic, are less likely to experience a coup attempt. Additionally, states with a greater 

effective number of military organizations – that is, states that engage in more counterbalancing, 

are also less likely to experience a coup attempt, in large part because the actual armed forces in 

such states have been stripped of some of their capability. In the civil conflict equation, the number 

of previous conflict onsets is very strongly linked to the likelihood of outbreak of a new conflict 

episode. The presence of credible rebel groups and participation in an international dispute that 

involves the use of force also makes conflict onset more likely.  Short-term use of repression makes 

civil conflict onset more likely, while longer-term use of repression by a regime makes such an 

onset less likely, suggesting that it may be possible to keep even disgruntled populations quiescent 

through sustained violation of civil and political liberties.  

The failure of some variables in particular to reach statistical significance was surprising. 

None of the standard control variables – GDP per capita, population and mountainous terrain – 

was significant in either equation, suggesting that when the variety of other factors examined here 

are taken into consideration, they are not such robust predictors after all. I use a Wald test to 

examine the joint impact of those variables on the explanatory power of the model. A non-

significant result of the Wald test would indicate that the inclusion of the variables has no 

significant bearing on the model. Indeed, when I perform the Wald test on the three variables, the 

null of no contribution cannot be rejected, meaning the variables do not jointly significantly 
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contribute to the model fit across both equations. With six degrees of freedom, the 𝜒2 is only 5.47, 

far below the threshold for statistical significance.  

More surprising from a theoretical standpoint was the poor performance of the spending 

and military variables. The spending variables were at the core of the trade-offs model, with 

increased spending on one group expected to increase the animosity of the other, resulting in an 

attempt at the removal of the incumbent by that disaffected group. The military-oriented variables, 

namely the size of the military and the extent to which incumbents engage in counterbalancing, 

were expected to affect the loyalty and readiness of the military, which would have a bearing on 

both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. A Wald test on the spending variables reveals that 

these variables too are jointly non-significant: the 𝜒2, with four degrees of freedom, is 6.11. The 

military manipulation variables fare little better: with six degrees of freedom, the 𝜒2 is 6.78, again 

indicating that these variables do not jointly make a significant contribution to the fit of the model.  

Turning to a consideration of ρ, however, a clearer picture emerges. The value of ρ is 

positive, and it is statistically significant, indicating that using a bivariate probit model was 

necessary in order to avoid inefficient and biased coefficient estimates. This holds with the findings 

from both Powell and Buhaug bivariate probit models. Although the individual variables shed only 

limited light on the phenomena at hand, this is a broader problem in conflict literature more 

broadly, as both studies on interstate conflict (Gartzke 1999) and civil conflict demonstrate (Ward, 

Greenhill and Bakke 2010) indicate; because there have been so few studies on coups in recent 

years, model fit and predictive power have not been as widely examined, but the extent to which 

Powell’s (2012) approach differs from previous approaches in both model and variables indicates 

that there exists even less consensus in the coup literature than in the conflict literature as to what 

factors might be the most helpful in explaining particular phenomena. The fact that the ρ parameter 
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is remaining positive and significant across the different bivariate probit models is perhaps more 

telling. While there is more work to be done in explaining these phenomena, an issue I will in more 

detail later in this chapter, it is becoming quite clear that it is detrimental to maintain that they are 

wholly distinct events and that understanding one event will provide no assistance in understanding 

the other.  

 Figures 3.8 and 3.9 are consistent with previous figures demonstrating that coefficient and 

confidence interval estimates for variables do indeed differ between the separate and bivariate 

probit models. This again provides evidence that looking at the two phenomena as independent, 

wholly distinct events produces flawed estimates as compared to looking at them as part of a 

similar underlying process.  

The last component of the statistical analysis presented in this chapter is to expand the 

sample under consideration for the model with additional covariates. The data for the model with 

additional covariates ranges from 1976-2005, beginning and ending later than either the Powell 

(2012) or Buhaug (2006) datasets. When the sample restriction is relaxed so that the models will 

no longer be compared with those from the Powell and Buhaug modified replications, there is a 

gain of more than 1000 cases. In the cases of both the separate probit analyses and the bivariate 

probit analysis, a number of interesting results emerge in the results obtained from this sample size 

that depart from the findings obtained from the smaller sample size. 

Looking at the separate coup attempt probit model, the results of which are presented in 

Table 3.10, most of the variables that were significant in the smaller sample – number of previous 

coup attempts (+), ongoing civil conflict (+), regime consolidation (-) and repression (+) – are 

again significant and in the same direction in the larger sample. Differences in the findings between 

the two sample sizes emerge, however. The number of effective military organizations loses its 
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significance, no longer dampening the risks of a coup attempt. GDP per capita and years of 

repression gain significance with a negative impact, and instability becomes statistically 

significant with a positive impact. With the larger sample size comes a more nuanced view of the 

world.  

 In the results from the separate civil conflict onset model, displayed in Table 3.11, all of 

the statistically significant variables in the restricted-sample model are again statistically 

significant. With one exception, discussed below, the variables also retained their direction of 

significance: number of previous conflict onsets (+), credible rebel group (+), international dispute 

involving the use of force (+), repression (+) and years of repression (-).    

Ongoing conflict had a positive impact on current onsets in the smaller sample size, but 

has a negative impact on conflict onsets in the larger sample. With more data points available come 

more conflicts and the potential for more ongoing conflicts, so the exact relationship between the 

two can be more thoroughly assessed in the larger sample. Many countries had more than one 

conflict ongoing at any given time, and as conflicts accumulate, new rebel groups may be less 

inclined to join the fray, perhaps deciding it would be difficult to gain the state’s attention given 

all the other groups vying for contention and concessions. Such a process is highlighted in the 

struggles of some groups in the Philippines to gain traction against the state in the face of stronger 

groups already in contention with the government (Jennings 2013) with more data points available, 

has a negative impact on conflict onsets.  

Two additional variables gained statistical significance in the larger sample size. Social 

welfare spending has a negative impact on civil conflict onset, lending credence to the argument 

that more attention to the public’s needs will help reduce any acrimony between societal groups 

and the state and lessen the willingness to rebel. Additionally, instability became significant and 
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has a positive impact on the onset of civil conflict. Given that instability involves the active display 

of dissatisfaction with the state on the part of the populace, it makes sense that conflict of a more 

violent nature might follow from this lower-level show of resistance.  

 Table 3.12 contains the results of the bivariate probit with additional covariates. In the coup 

attempt equation, a history of previous attempts make an attempt in any given country-year more 

likely. Ongoing civil conflicts also make coup attempts more likely, lending support to the 

argument that the military views civil conflicts as an indication of the incompetence of the 

incumbent – short conflicts may flare up for reasons beyond the direct control of the incumbent, 

but the inability to bring a conflict to a close is a symptom. The -6 to +7 measure of regime type 

fails to reach statistical significance, meaning there is no linear relationship between regime type 

and coup attempts. However, that same measurement squared – so that more consolidated regimes, 

be they autocratic or democratic, have higher values – is negative and significant, suggesting that 

regime type in itself matters less than regime strength. GDP per capita has a significant negative 

impact on the likelihood of coup attempts as well, lending support to the view that state capacity 

matters. Instability and repression both make coup attempts more likely, while longer-term 

repression makes coup attempts less likely. This is counter to the expectation identified in 

Hypothesis 5, which was that sustained repression would increase the risk of a coup attempt. It is 

possible that the initial burden of repressing the public might be traumatizing to members of the 

military, making a coup attempt more likely, but as such activities become part of the standard 

operating procedures of the military, and thus more routine, they becomes less of a psychological 

burden on the armed forces.  

In the civil conflict onset equation, a history of coup attempts and ongoing civil conflict 

actually make a new civil conflict onset less likely, counter to expectations. In both cases, it could 



89 
 

be that potential rebels see the state already breaking down internally (in the case of coup attempts) 

or facing strong external threats (from other rebel organizations) and feel less need to try to 

overcome the collective action problem. If the goal is a new regime, it is less costly in terms of 

both time, lives and resources  to let the military or another organization bring about that change 

than to take on the effort oneself. However, a history of civil conflicts makes a new onset in any 

given country-year more likely, in line with previous findings. The presence of a credible rebel 

group is also strongly associated with civil conflict onset, as is participation in an international 

militarized dispute involving the use of force. Social welfare spending significantly lowers the 

likelihood of a civil conflict onset, suggesting that the public does respond to spending oriented to 

their needs. Instability and repression both increase the likelihood of a civil conflict onset, while 

long-term repression makes a rebellion less likely. This is in line with the expectation in 

Hypothesis 5, but since that hypotheses predicted a trade-off situation, the hypothesis as a whole 

must be rejected. Instead, the evidence supports a constraints explanation.   

As with the previous bivariate probit models, ρ is positive and significant, once again 

supporting the constraints framework.    

 Consistent with the other graphical evidence presented thus far, Figures 3.7 and 3.8 again 

demonstrate the additional leverage gained in coefficient and confidence interval estimation by 

modeling coup attempts and civil conflict onsets as part of a bivariate probit rather than separate, 

independent probit models.  

 

Model Fit 

One way to gauge the utility of the modified and extended replications as well as the original 

model developed here is to compare the fit of the models to one another. If the models where coup 
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attempts and civil conflict onsets are modeled separately from one another fit the data better than 

the models where they are modeled as part of the same underlying process, there would not have 

been no meaningful information gained from the latter. If, however, the models where the two 

phenomena are modeled together fit the data better than when they are modeled separately – as is 

indeed the case – then modeling civil conflict onsets and coup attempts together sheds new light 

and reveals new information about both phenomena. Although the coefficients on the independent 

variables do contain information about relationships and how processes unfold, the measure of 

model fit speak to the utility and improvements in understanding gained by the overall pursuit 

carried out here.  

The assessments in this section are why consistent sample compositions were particularly 

important – the extent to which the models fit the data can only be meaningfully compared if the 

same set of data is under examination in each model. In this section I will consider the fit of each 

model and compare across models based on two criteria: the log-likelihood and the Akaike and 

Bayesian Information Criteria (AIC/BIC).   

 Tables 3.13-3.15 provide a summary of the log-likelihood, AIC and BIC for each of the 

models discussed above, sorted by sample size to highlight comparison groups. Probit models are 

often estimated using maximum likelihood estimation techniques, which seek to identify the value 

of the unknown θ parameter such that the observed data are as likely as possible (Rodríguez 2001). 

Thus, models with higher log-likelihoods (a greater maximized likelihood) fit better than models 

with lower log-likelihoods. The concept of the AIC is to measure the information lost between the 

parameterized model and the “true model” (Burnham and Anderson 2004). The less information 

lost, the better the model. “Penalties” are built into the calculations of the Information Criteria, so 

that the number of parameters is taken into consideration; models with more parameters may 



91 
 

explain more variance, for instance, but may not do so as efficiently as a model with fewer 

parameters that perhaps also explains less variance. The BIC is akin to the AIC, but imposes a 

harsher penalty for each parameter than the AIC. This is designed to penalize models that might 

overfit the noise in the data.   

 Figure 3.9 shows the in-sample coup attempts fit of Powell’s (2012) model and the Powell-

Buhaug seemingly unrelated bivariate regression model in separation plots. Separation plots have 

the advantage of being able to provide “a quick and easy-to-understand summary of a model 

without the loss of information associated with a single number statistic,” (Greenhill, Ward and 

Sacks 2011, 995) because contained within each separation plot is an array of information, 

including:  

1. The relative number of 0s and 1s in the actual data. This provides an indication 

of the sparsity of the events in the data used to generate the model.  

2. The range and degree of variation among the predicted probabilities generated 

by the model;  

3. The degree to which high predicted probabilities correspond to actual instances 

of the event, and low predicted probabilities correspond to nonevents – in other 

words, a visual summary of the fit of the model; 

4. The total number of events predicted by the model. (Greenhill, Ward and Sacks 

2011, 995) 

 

The data in separation plots are arranged in order, from left to right, of increasing predicted 

probabilities. Actual occurrences of a coup attempt are indicated by a vertical red line, and the 

predicted probability of cases are displayed with a line. The better the fit of the model, the more 

completely separated are occurrences and non-occurrences, and occurrences will be concentrated 

among cases with higher predicted probabilities of that event, while non-occurrences will be 

concentrated among cases with low predicted probabilities of the event.  

 From the separation plot of Powell’s (2012) model in Figure 3.9a, and the Powell-Buhaug 

seemingly unrelated bivariate probit separation plot in Figure 3.9b, we can obtain information 
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about the worst-fitting cases in each plot (that is, coup attempts that occurred despites having very 

low predicted probabilities given the model) as well as how those cases fit in the other model. The 

five worst-fitting cases from the Powell model were the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (predicted 

probability of 0.0047), Paraguay in 1989 (0.0057), Qatar in 1995 (0.0057), Tunisia in 1987 

(0.0066) and Turkey in 1971 (0.0068). In the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate 

Probit Model, those same cases had the following predicted probabilities: United Arab Emirates 

in 1987 (0.0061), Paraguay in 1989 (0.0051), Qatar in 1995 (0.0062), Tunisia in 1987 (0.0058) 

and Turkey in 1971 (0.0076). The five worst-fitting cases from the Powell-Buhaug model were 

Paraguay in 1989, Tunisia in 1987, the United Arab Emirates in 1987, Qatar in 1995 and Venezuela 

in 1992. While Qatar in 1995 and the United Arab Emirates in 1987 fit better in the bivariate probit, 

Paraguay in 1989, Tunisia in 1987 and Venezuela in 1992 fit better in the separate Powell probit 

model (Venezuela in 1992 in the separate Powell model had a predicted probability of 0.0101).  

 Similar, albeit more modest, results can be seen in the separation plots comparing the 

model fit of Buhaug’s model and the model fit of conflict from the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly 

Unrelated Bivariate Probit model. The five least accurate predictions in the separate Buhaug model 

were the United Kingdom in 1998 (predicted probability of conflict onset of 0.0047), Trinidad and 

Tobago in 1990 (0.0068), Lebanon in 1975 (0.0072), the United Kingdom in 1971 (0.0084) and 

Saudi Arabia in 1979 (0.0101). The Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit model 

had the same worst-fitting cases in the same order: the United Kingdom in 1998 (0.0048), Trinidad 

and Tobago in 1990 (0.0066), Lebanon in 1975 (0.0079), the United Kingdom in 1971 (0.0083) 

and Saudi Arabia in 1979 (0.0102). Of these five cases, only Trinidad and Tobago in 1990 and the 

United Kingdom in 1971 fit better in the separate Buhaug probit model.      
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Figure 3.11 illustrates the Powell single-equation probit model, Powell-Buhaug seemingly 

unrelated bivariate probit model, and the model with additional covariates presented as both 

separate single-equation probit models and a bivariate probit model in separation plot form for the 

more restrictive sample that allows for model-fit comparison across all models. Looking at Figure 

3.11, which focuses on coup attempts, the bivariate models appear to fit the data better than the 

single-equation probit models, for both the replication model and the model with additional 

covariates. Like in Figure 3.9 above, there is heavy overlap in the worst-fitting cases for the 

separate Powell model and the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit model, and 

in the cases from the single-equation model with additional covariates and the bivariate probit 

model with additional covariates, although the two sets of equations are more different than similar 

in terms of the cases they fit worst. Given the very different sets of variables in these separate 

models, this makes sense. However, it can be noted that the very lowest predicted probability in 

the models with additional covariates is higher than the lowest predicted probability from the 

replication models.  

Figures 3.12 and 3.13 display the point predictions for each of the four models for the worst 

fitting cases from the separate Powell and Powell-Buhaug bivariate probit models (Figure 3.11a 

and Figure 3.11b) and from the separate and bivariate probit models with additional covariates 

(Figure 3.11c and 3.11d). The five worst-fitting cases in the Powell separate-equation model were 

Paraguay in 1989 (0.0038), the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (0.0058), Tunisia in 1987 (0.0060), 

Argentina in 1988 (0.0079) and Syria in 1982 (00087). In the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated 

Bivariate Probit model those cases fit as follows: Paraguay in 1989 (0.0031), the United Arab 

Emirates in 1987 (0.0084), Tunisia in 1987 (0.0052), Argentina in 1988 (0.0091) and Syria in 1982 

(0.0111). The fits for the model with additional covariates are as follows, with the predicted 
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probabilities for the separate equation listed first and from the bivariate probit model second in 

each case: Paraguay in 1989 (0.0343, 0.0300), the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (0.0125, 0.0117), 

Tunisia in 1987 (0.0386, 0.0398), Argentina in 1988 (0.0544, 0.0623) and Syria in 1982 (0.2625, 

0.2931). Without fail, the model with additional covariates, whether in separate-equation or 

bivariate form, fit those cases better than the replication models.  

For the five worst-fitting cases from the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate 

Probit model, I will list the predicted probabilities from that model, the separate Powell equation, 

the separate-equation model with additional covariates and the bivariate model with additional 

covariates, respectively, to facilitate comparison across models. The five worst-fitting cases form 

the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit model were: Paraguay in 1989 (0.0031, 

0.0038, 0.0343, 0.0300); Tunisia in 1987 (0.0052, 0.0060, 0.0386, 0.0398); the United Arab 

Emirates in 1987 (0.0084, 0.0058, 0.0125, 0.0117), Argentina in 1988 (0.0091, 0.0079, 0.0544, 

0.0623) and Venezuela in 1992 (0.0099, 0.0150, 0.0297, 0.0311).  

With the exception of the United Arab Emirates in 1987, there was no overlap in the sets 

of worst-fitting cases between the replication model and the model with additional covariates. For 

the worst-fitting cases in the separate-equation model with additional covariates, I will present the 

predicted probabilities for that model, the single-equation Powell model, the Powell-Buhaug 

Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit and the bivariate model with additional covariates, 

respectively: Nigeria in 1983 (0.0054, 0.0855, 0.0742, 0.0063), Madagascar in 1992 (0.0082, 

0.0371, 0.0320, 0.0101), Spain in 1981 (0.0091, 0.0260, 0.0195, 0.0169), the Philippines in 1987 

(0.0125, 0.1879, 0.1572, 0.0222) and the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (0.0125, 0.0058, 0.0084, 

0.0117).      
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Nigeria in 1983, Madagascar in 1992 and the United Arab Emirates also proved 

particularly difficult for the bivariate model with additional covariates to accurately predict. For 

the worst-fitting cases in the bivariate model with additional covariates, I will present the predicted 

probabilities for that model, the single-equation Powell model, the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly 

Unrelated Bivariate Probit and the separate-equation model with additional covariates, 

respectively: Nigeria in 1983 (0.0063, 0.0855, 0.0742, 0.0054), Madagascar in 1992 (0.0101, 

0.0371, 0.0320, 0.0082), the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (0.0117, 0.0058, 0.0084, 0.0125), 

Lesotho in 1994 (0.0154, 0.1178, 0.1142, 0.0163) and Panama in 1989 (0.0157, 0.1703, 0.1841, 

0.0180). Although the bivariate model with additional covariates fit Nigeria 1983 and Madagascar 

1992 better than the separate-equation model with additional covariates, the separate equation fit 

the United Arab Emirates in 1987, Lesotho in 1994 and Panama in 1989 more accurately. Except 

for the case of the UAE, the replication model – both single-equation and bivariate probit – fit 

these data points better than the model with additional covariates. 

Figure 3.14 illustrates the Buhaug single-equation probit model, Powell-Buhaug seemingly 

unrelated bivariate probit model, and the model with additional covariates presented as both 

separate single-equation probit models and a bivariate probit model in separation plot form for the 

more restrictive sample that allows for model-fit comparison across all models. Figure 3.14 follows 

the same pattern as Figure 3.11, though for conflict onsets rather than coup attempts. There is only 

slight variation in which cases fit most poorly across the four models, with most of the same cases 

appearing in each. Just as in Figure 3.11, comparisons can be made between the separate-equation 

Buhaug replication and the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit model, and 

between the model with additional covariates in both its separate conflict onset probit equation 

and as a bivariate probit. The lowest predicted probability from either of the versions of the model 
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with additional covariates is higher than the lowest predicted probability from either of the versions 

of the replication model, by more than 1 percentage point.  

 Figures 3.15 and 3.16 follow the pattern of Figures 3.12 and 3.13, illustrating the worst-

fitting cases for the separate Buhaug and Powell-Buhaug bivariate probit models and the separate 

and bivariate models with additional covariates. The five worst-fitting cases from the separate 

Buhaug probit are: the United Kingdom in 1998 (0.0041), Trinidad and Tobago in 1990 (0.0050), 

Yugoslavia in 1991 (0.0083), Saudi Arabia in 1979 (0.0101) and Haiti in 1989 (0.0117). The 

predicted probabilities from the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit model, 

separate probit model with additional covariates and bivariate probit model with additional 

covariates, respectively, are: the United Kingdom in 1998 (0.0044, 0.0626, 0.0657), Trinidad and 

Tobago in 1990 (0.0051, 0.0129, 0.0108), Yugoslavia in 1991 (0.0093, 0.0334, 0.0366), Saudi 

Arabia in 1979 (0.0098, 0.0063, 0.0060) and Haiti in 1989 (0.0131, 0.0086, 0.0082).  

 The first four worst-fitting cases from the Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate 

Probit model are the same as in the separate Buhaug probit model. The fifth worst-fitting case in 

the bivariate probit, however, is Spain in 1980 (0.0118). The predicted probability for this case in 

the separate Buhaug probit, separate equation model with additional covariates and bivariate probit 

model with additional covariates is 0.0122, 0.1432 and 0.1387, respectively.  

 For the two versions of the model with additional covariates, Saudi Arabia in 1979 and 

Trinidad and Tobago in 1990 continue to be poorly predicted. Haiti in 1989, Spain in 1985 and 

Ghana in 1981 are among the worst-fitting in both versions of the model with additional covariates, 

although they were not consistently worst-fitting among the versions of the replication model. For 

the separate equation model with additional covariates, the five worst-fitting were: Saudi Arabia 

in 1979, Haiti in 1989, Spain in 1985 (0.0112), Trinidad and Tobago in 1990 and Ghana in 1981 
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(0.0129).  Although Spain (0.0109) and Trinidad and Tobago switched places in terms of fit in the 

bivariate model with additional covariates, Ghana in 1981 (0.0115) remained the fifth-most-poorly 

fit case. The predicted probabilities from the separate Buhaug probit and the Powell-Buhaug 

bivariate probit were: Spain in 1985 (0.0050, 0.0051) and Ghana in 1981 (0.0346, 0.0323). 

 Figures 3.17 and 3.18 provide a point of comparison between the separate-equation and 

bivariate versions of the model with additional covariates. Figure 3.17 presents separation plots 

for coup attempts, and Figure 3.18 presents separation plots for civil conflict onsets. Each set of 

worst-fitting cases is same across the two versions of the model: the same five worst-fitting coup 

attempt cases in the separate-equation version are the five worst-fitting cases in the same order in 

the bivariate version, and likewise with the worst-fitting conflict onset cases. Three of the worst-

fitting coup attempt cases fit better in the bivariate version of the model, while only one of the 

worst-fitting conflict onset cases does so.  

 The five worst-fitting coup attempt cases from the separate-equation and bivariate models, 

with predicted probabilities, were: Spain in 1981 (0.0033, 0.0041), Pakistan in 1999 (0.0053, 

0.0050), Nigeria in 1983 (0.0054, 0.0065), the United Arab Emirates in 1987 (0.0103, 0.0093) and 

the Philippines in 1989 (0.0114, 0.0145). The five worst-fitting civil conflict onset cases from the 

separate-equation and bivariate models, with predicted probabilities, were: Saudi Arabia in 1979 

(0.0027, 0.0027), Turkey in 2005 (0.0031, 0.0029), Venezuela in 1982 (0.0085, 0.0075), Spain in 

1985 (0.0087, 0.0089) and Chad in 1976 (0.0099, 0.0094).  

 

Discussion 

While the findings reported in the previous sections hinted back to the three theoretical models 

and which one seems to be most useful in gauging the relationship between coup attempts and 
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civil conflict onsets, this section will focus on a more explicit discussion of the findings as a whole 

and the theoretical frameworks. To that end, this section will proceed in two primary parts: first, 

identification and discussion of the overall trend in the statistical models and the theoretical 

framework that receives the most support, and second, the development of a deeper understanding 

of the relationship between the two phenomena within that broad theoretical framework. 

 Although the variables and cases vary across models, there has been a consistent finding 

of a positive and statistically significant rho. The rho and associated confidence interval from each 

bivariate probit model – the results of which have been presented in Tables 3.3, 3.6, 3.9 and 3.12 

– is  depicted in Figure 3.19. This suggests that the constraints framework is the most useful in 

understanding the relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, with the 

unobserved factors across the two equations having a similar effect on each equation – the 

unobserved factors that make one event more (less) likely also make the other event more (less) 

likely.  

 It is also possible to examine the effects particular variables have on the likelihood of each 

phenomenon. To do so, I have chosen three independent variables from the model with additional 

covariates with the unrestricted sample (presented in Table 3.12) that have statistically significant 

impacts on each dependent variable – instability, the use of repression and the number of years of 

repression use – to also demonstrate the consistent effects across equations. I look at the marginal 

effects of each of these equations to show more precisely the impact that these specific variables 

have, holding dichotomous variables at their mode and all other variables at their median. The 

consistency of results for these variables also provides support for the constraints model, with the 

same observed factors that make one event more (less) likely also making the other event more 

(less) likely.  
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 Figure 3.20 shows the marginal effect of instability on the probability of coup attempts and 

civil conflict onsets. Larger numbers of events like strikes and protests markedly increase the 

probability of both coup events and civil conflict onsets. Indeed, the probability of each event 

exceeds 50% for greater numbers of events. Again, this is the expected pattern given the constraints 

framework: instability weakens regimes and makes them more vulnerable to attack, both from the 

military and rebel groups. That is, a regime that has lost legitimacy – and protests, strikes and riots 

are a symptom of that loss of legitimacy – faces risks to its survival from various quarters of 

society, both within and outside the regime itself.  

 Figures 3.21 and 3.22 show the short- and long-term marginal effects of repression on the 

probability of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. In the short term, the use of repression makes 

both events more likely, albeit less dramatically than instability. In the longer-term, however, 

sustained use of repression makes both events less likely. Both results are consistent with a political 

world characterized by constraints. On a day-to-day basis, acts of repression do not overwhelm 

those targeted, and may heighten their resolve, increasing their inclination to take aim at the leader. 

An incumbent’s use of repression also takes a psychological toll on the members of the military 

who are forced to take action against their fellow citizens, increasing frustration with the 

incumbent.  

Over time, however, the use of repression becomes part of the basic mission of the military, 

an expected and routine mode of operation. Likewise, the sustained use of repression continually 

reinforces to society that anti-regime will not be tolerated, and that any such activity will be dealt 

with harshly. This discourages would-be dissidents by increasing the costs of collective action. 



100 
 

Taken together, the model-level results of the ρ and the equation-level results of consistent 

effects point to the constraints framework as an effective lens through which to view the processes 

of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter contained a statistical examination of the three theoretical frameworks developed in 

Chapter 2 and sought to identify which of the three models was the most helpful in understanding 

the relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. To build this investigation, I first 

conducted modified replications of two prominent studies – one examining coup attempts (Powell 

2012), the other civil conflict onsets (Buhaug 2006) – to test whether a more detailed examination 

had merit. I first ran these two very different models testing different expectations about different 

events separately to create a baseline sets of results. I then combined the two single-equation probit 

models into a single bivariate probit model to check whether the error terms were correlated. They 

were, indicating that similar unobserved factors were having an impact on both equations. 

Moreover, this correlation was positively, suggesting that those unobserved factors were affecting 

both equations in the same way.  

I then developed an original bivariate probit model with a wider range of covariates to test 

the various relationships hypothesized in Chapter 2. Using an unrestricted sample, instability, 

repression and years of repression had strong and consistent effects on coup attempts and civil 

conflict onsets – instability and repression make both events more likely, while more sustained use 

of repression makes both less likely. Although factors like the presence of a credible rebel group 

or participation in a militarized international dispute involving the use of force positively affected 

the likelihood of a civil conflict onset, they did not have a significant effect on the likelihood of a 
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coup attempt. Likewise, stronger regimes were less likely to experience coup attempts and states 

with higher GDPs per capita were less likely to experience a coup attempt, but neither of these 

factors had a significant impact on a state’s risk of a civil conflict onset.  

When looking at the overall fit of the models to the data, the analyses in which coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets were explicitly modeled together consistently had lower AIC and 

BIC values – that is, fit better – than those models where they were assumed to be independent 

events. This was true of both the modified/extended replications as well as of the original analyses. 

These results point to a better understanding of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets when they 

are assumed to be part of the same underlying process than when they are assumed to be 

independent of one another.  

Taking the empirical enterprise undertaken in this chapter in its entirety, all results point to 

the limited use of the independence of events model – model after model – some comprised of 

very different samples and very different covariates – demonstrates that there is a systematic 

relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. Further, these models demonstrate 

that both the observed and unobserved factors affect the two phenomena in similar ways, so that 

factors that make one event more likely also make the other event more likely, and vice versa. This 

points to the constraints framework as a consistent reflection of the political world.  

 Given the consistent rejection of the independence of events model and the coarse nature 

of country-year statistical data, the next chapter introduces the main issues under consideration in 

the case studies, and the subsequent two chapters present the case study investigations themselves 

– of Burma from 1948-1962 and Nigeria from 1966-1967 – of the constraints and trade-offs 

frameworks to get a more nuanced view of the political decisions and processes in states facing a 
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higher risk of these events. This will help illuminate whether the constraints framework is 

sufficient or if the trade-offs model gains any traction at a more micro level of investigation.  

 

  



103 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 

 

 

 

 

  

  



104 
 

Table 3.1. Powell (2012) Modified Replication 

 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

Change military exp. -0.058 (0.128) 

Mil. exp. per soldier -0.019 (0.066) 

Military personnel -0.092* (0.038) 

Effective # mil. orgs. -0.070 (0.095) 

Change GDP t-1 0.192 (0.770) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.205** (0.078) 

Instability 0.083*** (0.013) 

Democracy -0.183 (0.176) 

Autocracy -0.118 (0.120) 

Military regime 0.949*** (0.127) 

Peace years -0.069 (0.044) 

Peace yrs. spline 1 -0.001 (0.001) 

Peace yrs. spline 2 0.001 (0.001) 

Peace yrs. spline 3^ -0.007 (0.260) 

Constant 0.342 (0.611) 

N 2837  

Log-Likelihood -349.472  

AIC  728.945  

BIC 818.202  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100  
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Table 3.2. Buhaug (2006) Modified Replication  

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

Democracy t-1 0.003 (0.124) 

Mixed regime t-1 0.027 (0.121) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.062** (0.020) 

Oil exporter 0.208 (0.128) 

Country land area 0.096** (0.035) 

Ethnic frac.  0.307 (0.186) 

Conflict onset decay func.  1.229*** (0.138) 

Constant -3.174*** (0.437) 

N 2837  

Log-Likelihood -392.579  

AIC  801.159  

BIC 848.763  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  
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Table 3.3. Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Combination of Powell (2012) and Buhaug 

(2006) Modified Replications 

 

 Powell Equation Buhaug Equation 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient  Std. Error 

Change military exp. -0.062 (0.127)   

Mil. exp. per soldier -0.018 (0.065)   

Military personnel -0.088* (0.037)   

Effective # mil. orgs. -0.084 (0.094)   

Change GDP t-1 0.200 (0.755)   

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.177* (0.077)   

Instability 0.070*** (0.013)   

Democracy -0.182 (0.176)   

Autocracy -0.105 (0.119)   

Military regime 0.890*** (0.125)   

Peace years -0.079 (0.043)   

Peace yrs. spline 1 -0.001 (0.001)   

Peace yrs. spline 2 0.001 (0.001)   

Peace yrs. spline 3^ -0.016 (0.026)   

Democracy t-1   -0.013 (0.123) 

Mixed regime t-1   0.034 (0.119) 

GDP per cap. t-1   -0.060** (0.019) 

Oil exporter   0.190 (0.127) 

Country land area   0.091** (0.035) 

Ethnic frac.    0.278 (0.185) 

Conflict onset decay func.    1.244*** (0.135) 

Constant 0.198 (0.606) -3.105*** (0.438) 

N 2837    

ρ 0.421 (0.087)   

Log-Likelihood -727.245    

AIC  1502.491    

BIC 1645.303    

Likelihood ratio test of ρ=0     

χ2=29.613     

Prob. > χ2 = 0.000     

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

^ coefficient/standard error*100    
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Figure 3.1. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Coup Attempts in Separate Powell 

Model and Simple Powell-Buhaug Combination Model  
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Figure 3.2. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Conflict Onsets in Separate Buhaug 

Model and Simple Powell-Buhaug Combination Model  
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Table 3.4. Powell Modified Replication with More Restricted Sample 
 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

Change military exp. -0.019 (0.142) 

Mil. exp. per soldier 0.028 (0.092) 

Military personnel -0.083 (0.049) 

Effective # mil. orgs. -0.055 (0.117) 

Change GDP t-1 0.193 (0.938) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.189 (0.102) 

Instability 0.069*** (0.017) 

Democracy -0.065 (0.212) 

Autocracy -0.080 (0.153) 

Military regime 0.900*** (0.160) 

Peace years -0.121* (0.054) 

Peace yrs. spline 1 -0.002 (0.001) 

Peace yrs. spline 2 0.001 (0.001) 

Peace yrs. spline 3^ 0.005 (0.040) 

Constant -0.104 (0.772) 

N 2028  

Log-Likelihood -220.102  

AIC  470.204  

BIC 554.426  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100   
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Table 3.5. Buhaug Modified Replication with More Restricted Sample 
 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

Democracy t-1 -0.018 (0.141) 

Mixed regime t-1 -0.135 (0.148) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.066** (0.022) 

Oil exporter 0.203 (0.149) 

Country land area 0.115** (0.044) 

Ethnic frac.  0.317 (0.222) 

Conflict onset decay func.  1.316*** (0.159) 

Constant -3.389*** (0.542) 

N 2028  

Log-Likelihood -277.267  

AIC  570.534  

BIC 615.453  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  
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Table 3.6. Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Combination of Powell (2012) and Buhaug 

(2006) Modified Replications with More Restrictive Sample 

 

 Powell Equation Buhaug Equation 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient  Std. Error 

Change military exp. -0.023 (0.140)   

Mil. exp. per soldier 0.034 (0.092)   

Military personnel -0.077 (0.048)   

Effective # mil. orgs. -0.083 (0.117)   

Change GDP t-1 0.259 (0.916)   

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.150 (0.100)   

Instability 0.059*** 0.017   

Democracy -0.096 (0.209)   

Autocracy -0.072 (0.152)   

Military regime 0.811*** (0.158)   

Peace years -0.131 (0.053)   

Peace yrs. spline 1 -0.002 (0.001)   

Peace yrs. spline 2 0.001 (0.001)   

Peace yrs. spline 3^ -0.006 (0.038)   

Democracy t-1   -0.048 (0.140) 

Mixed regime t-1   -0.126 (0.146) 

GDP per cap. t-1   -0.062** (0.022) 

Oil exporter   0.163 (0.149) 

Country land area   0.102* (0.044) 

Ethnic frac.    0.294 (0.221) 

Conflict onset decay func.    1.347*** (0.157) 

Constant -0.326 (0.766) -3.213*** (0.545) 

N 2028    

ρ 0.443 (0.087)   

Log-Likelihood -486.654    

AIC  1021.309    

BIC 1156.064    

Likelihood ratio test of ρ=0     

χ2=21.429     

Prob. > χ2 = 0.000     

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001    

^ coefficient/standard error*100    
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Figure 3.3. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Coup Attempts in Separate Powell 

Model and Powell-Buhaug Combination Model with More Restricted Sample 
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Figure 3.4. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Conflict Onsets in Separate Buhaug 

Model and Powell-Buhaug Combination Model with More Restricted Sample 
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Table 3.7. Coup Attempt Analysis with Additional Covariates with More Restricted Sample. 

 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts 0.089*** (0.015) 

Ongoing conflict 0.991* (0.428) 

# prev. conf. onsets -0.013 (0.039) 

Credible rebel group -0.006 (0.173) 

Intl. dispute -0.065 (0.173) 

Excluded population 0.029 (0.254) 

Social welfare spend t-1^ 0.052 (1.971) 

Military spend t-1 -0.039 (0.025) 

Military personnel^ 0.011 (0.041) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.255* (0.118) 

Xpolity -0.019 (0.028) 

Xpolity sq.  -0.016* (0.007) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.140 (0.096) 

Instability 0.006 (0.026) 

Repression 0.325* (0.016) 

Years of repression -0.008 (0.016) 

Mtn. terrain -0.053 (0.047) 

Population -0.058 (0.047) 

Mil.-pop. ratio -0.771 (16.389) 

Constant 0.577 (1.320) 

N 2028  

Log-Likelihood -227.593  

AIC  495.186  

BIC 607.482  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100  
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Table 3.8. Civil Conflict Onset Analysis with Additional Covariates with More Restricted Sample. 

 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts -0.025 (0.017) 

Ongoing conflict 0.656* (0.316) 

# prev. conf. onsets 0.207*** (0.031) 

Credible rebel group 0.501** (0.160) 

Intl. dispute 0.452** (0.151) 

Excluded population 0.509 (0.284) 

Social welfare spend t-1 -0.038 (0.022) 

Military spend t-1 -0.011 (0.022) 

Military personnel^ -0.030 (0.022) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.011 (0.107) 

Xpolity -0.002 (0.027) 

Xpolity sq.  0.002 (0.007) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.008 (0.091) 

Instability 0.013 (0.020) 

Repression 0.597** (0.199) 

Years of repression -0.031* (0.015) 

Mtn. terrain -0.040 (0.055) 

Population -0.055 (0.081) 

Mil.-pop. ratio -8.431 (15.460) 

Constant -1.344 (1.373) 

N 2028  

Log-Likelihood -203.229  

AIC  446.457  

BIC 558.754  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100  
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Table 3.9. Coup Attempt and Civil Conflict Onset Bivariate Probit Analysis with Additional 

Covariates with More Restricted Sample  

 
 

 Coup Attempt Equation Conflict Onset Equation 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient  Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts 0.088*** (-0.015) -0.026 (0.017) 

Ongoing conflict 1.109** (0.405) 0.619* (0.315) 

# prev. conf. onsets -0.021 (0.040) 0.204*** (0.031) 

Credible rebel group 0.048 (0.168) 0.523*** (0.159) 

Intl. dispute -0.082 (0.171) 0.469** (0.149) 

Excluded population 0.068 (0.252) 0.496 (0.282) 

Social welfare spend t-1 -0.049^ (1.962)^ -0.036 (0.021) 

Military spend t-1 -0.044 (0.026) -0.012 (0.023) 

Military personnel^ -0.014 (0.045) -0.025 (0.021) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.243* (0.115) -0.036 (0.107) 

Xpolity -0.023 (0.025) -0.005 (0.027) 

Xpolity sq.  -0.014* (0.007) 0.002 (0.007) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.152 (0.095) -0.004 (0.091) 

Instability 0.006 (0.025) 0.014 (0.020) 

Repression 0.301 (0.160) 0.616** (0.201) 

Years of repression -0.008 (0.016) -0.032* (0.015) 

Mtn. terrain -0.055 (0.046) -0.038 (0.054) 

Population -0.036 (0.077) -0.046 (0.080) 

Mil.-pop. ratio 1.238 (16.438) -7.294 (15.360) 

Constant 0.294 (1.317) -1.510 (1.370) 

N 2028    

ρ 0.517 (0.097)   

Log-Likelihood -419.860    

AIC  921.720    

BIC 1151.927    

Likelihood ratio test of ρ=0    

χ2=21.923     

Prob. > χ2 = 0.000     

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001    

^ coefficient/standard error*100    
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Figure 3.5. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Coup Attempts in Separate Probit 

Model with Additional Covariates and Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates with 

More Restricted Sample46 

 

  

                                                 
46 The original military-population ratio variable has been multiplied by 100 so the scale of coefficients and confidence 

interval is more comparable to those of the other variables for the purposes of this graph. 
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Figure 3.6. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Conflict Onsets in Separate Probit 

Model with Additional Covariates and Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates with 

More Restricted Sample47 

 

  

                                                 
47 The original military-population ratio variable has been multiplied by 100 so the scale of coefficients and confidence 

interval is more comparable to those of the other variables for the purposes of this graph. 
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Table 3.10. Coup Attempt Analysis with Additional Covariates with Unrestricted Sample 

 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts 0.082*** (0.011) 

Ongoing conflict 0.477*** (0.147) 

# prev. conf. onsets -0.010 (0.023) 

Credible rebel group 0.162 (0.123) 

Intl. dispute -0.005 (0.121) 

Excluded population -0.108 (0.199) 

Social welfare spend t-1 -0.014 (0.016) 

Military spend t-1 -0.012 (0.015) 

Military personnel^ -0.007 (0.029) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.055 (0.082) 

Xpolity -0.028 (0.021) 

Xpolity sq.  -0.012* (0.005) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.144* (0.065) 

Instability 0.034** (0.013) 

Repression 0.370** (0.131) 

Years of repression -0.037*** (0.010) 

Mtn. terrain -0.057 (0.036) 

Population -0.106 (0.058) 

Mil.-pop. ratio -10.188 (11.459) 

Constant 1.140 (0.998) 

N 3402  

Log-Likelihood -402.818  

AIC  845.637  

BIC 968.279  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100  
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Table 3.11. Civil Conflict Onset Analysis with Additional Covariates with Unrestricted Sample 

 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts -0.038** (0.013) 

Ongoing conflict -0.908*** (0.150) 

# prev. conf. onsets 0.143*** (0.014) 

Credible rebel group 0.592*** (0.107) 

Intl. dispute 0.428*** (0.102) 

Excluded population 0.266 (0.205) 

Social welfare spend t-1 -0.049** (0.016) 

Military spend t-1^ 0.015 (1.174) 

Military personnel^ -0.026 (0.015) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.054 (0.073) 

Xpolity 0.017 (0.019) 

Xpolity sq. ^ 0.042 (0.465) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.084 (0.055) 

Instability 0.023* (0.010) 

Repression 0.726*** (0.153) 

Years of repression -0.023** (0.008) 

Mtn. terrain -0.046 (0.038) 

Population -0.044 (0.054) 

Mil.-pop. ratio 1.484 (7.484) 

Constant -0.653 (0.946) 

N 3402  

Log-Likelihood -456.261  

AIC  952.523  

BIC 1075.165  

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001  

^ coefficient/standard error*100  
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Table 3.12. Coup Attempt and Civil Conflict Onset Bivariate Probit Analysis with Additional 

Covariates with Unrestricted Sample 

 

 Coup Attempt Equation Conflict Onset Equation 

Variable Name Coefficient Std. Error Coefficient  Std. Error 

# prev. coup attempts 0.081*** (0.011) -0.042** (0.014) 

Ongoing conflict 0.478*** (0.145) -0.913*** (0.150) 

# prev. conf. onsets -0.025 (0.025) 0.142*** (0.014) 

Credible rebel group 0.204 (0.120) 0.604*** (0.106) 

Intl. dispute -0.008 (0.118) 0.443*** (0.101) 

Excluded population -0.065 (0.196) 0.258 (0.203) 

Social welfare spend t-1 -0.017 (0.016) -0.048** (0.016) 

Military spend t-1 -0.012 (0.015) -0.011^ (1.183)^ 

Military personnel^ -0.009 (0.294) -0.029 (0.014) 

# effective military orgs.  -0.050 (0.081) -0.063 (0.072) 

Xpolity -0.024 (0.021) 0.015 (0.019) 

Xpolity sq.  -0.012* (0.005) 0.000 (0.005) 

GDP per cap. t-1 -0.151* (0.065) -0.081 0.055 

Instability 0.036** (0.013) 0.023* (0.010) 

Repression 0.362** (0.130) 0.740*** (0.154) 

Years of repression -0.036*** (0.009) -0.023** (0.008) 

Mtn. terrain -0.060 (0.036) -0.045 (0.038) 

Population -0.090 (0.058) -0.034 (0.054) 

Mil.-pop. ratio -9.863 (11.310) 2.212 (7.431) 

Constant 0.964 (0.985) -0.843 (0.944) 

N 3402    

ρ 0.544 (0.072)   

Log-Likelihood -838.137    

AIC  1758.275    

BIC 2009.927    

Likelihood ratio test of ρ=0    

χ2=41.885     

Prob. > χ2 = 0.000     

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001    

^ coefficient/standard error*100    
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Figure 3.7. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Coup Attempts in Separate Probit 

Model with Additional Covariates and Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates with 

Unrestricted Sample 48 

 

  

                                                 
48 The original military-population ratio variable has been multiplied by 100 so the scale of coefficients and confidence 

interval is more comparable to those of the other variables for the purposes of this graph. 
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Figure 3.8. Plot of Coefficients and Confidence Intervals for Conflict Onsets in Separate Probit 

Model with Additional Covariates and Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates with 

Unrestricted Sample49 

 

  

                                                 
49 The original military-population ratio variable has been multiplied by 100 so the scale of coefficients and confidence 

interval is more comparable to those of the other variables for the purposes of this graph. 
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Table 3.13. Bivariate Probit Log-Likelihood and Information Criteria for Combination Powell and 

Buhaug Modified Replications 

 

Model Name Sample Size -2*Log-Likelihood AIC BIC 

Combination if No Correlation 

between Equations 

2837 1484.10 1530.10 1666.97 

Seemingly Unrelated 

Combination  

2837 1454.5 1502.49 1645.30 
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Table 3.14. Bivariate Probit Log-Likelihood and Information Criteria for Combination Powell and 

Buhaug Modified Replications and Model with Additional Covariates with More Restricted 

Sample 

 

Model Name Sample Size -2*Log-Likelihood AIC BIC 

Powell/Buhaug Modified 

Replications if No Correlation 

between Equations  

2028 994.76 1040.73 1169.88 

Seemingly Unrelated 

Powell/Buhaug Modified 

Replications  

2028 973.3 1021.31 1156.06 

Model with Additional 

Covariates if No Correlation 

between Equations  

2028 861.64 941.64 1166.24 

Model with Additional 

Covariates  

2028 839.72 921.72 1151.93 
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Table 3.15. Bivariate Probit Log-Likelihood and Information Criteria Information for Model with 

Additional Covariates with Unrestricted Sample 

 

Model Name Sample Size -2*Log-Likelihood AIC BIC 

Model with Additional 

Covariates if No Correlation 

between Equations  

3402 1718.16 1798.16 2040.44 

Model with Additional 

Covariates 

3402 1676.28 1758.28 2009.69 
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Figure 3.9. Separation Plots of Powell Coup Attempts  

 

Figure 3.9a. Separate Powell Probit Model 

 

 
 

Figure 3.9b. Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Model 
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Figure 3.10. Separation Plots of Buhaug Conflict Onsets  

 

Figure 3.10a.  Separate Buhaug Probit Model 

 

 
 

Figure 3.10b. Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Model 
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Figure 3.11. Separation Plots of Coup Attempts with More Restricted Sample  

 

Figure 3.11a. Separate Powell Probit Model  

 

 
 

Figure 3.11b. Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Model  

 

 
 

Figure 3.11c. Separate Probit Model with Additional Covariates  

 

 
 

Figure 3.11d: Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 
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Figure 3.12. Fit of Each Model on Five Worst-Fitting Coup Attempt Cases from Powell and 

Powell-Buhaug Models  
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Figure 3.13. Fit of Each Model on Five Worst-Fitting Coup Attempt Cases from Separate and 

Bivariate Models with Additional Covariates 
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Figure 3.14. Separation Plots of Conflict Onsets with More Restricted Sample  

 

Figure 3.14a. Separate Buhaug Probit Model  

 

 
 

Figure 3.14b. Powell-Buhaug Seemingly Unrelated Bivariate Probit Model  

 

 
 

Figure 3.14c. Separate Probit Model with Additional Covariates  

 

 
 

Figure 3.14d. Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 
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Figure 3.15. Fit of Each Model on Five Worst-Fitting Civil Conflict Onset Cases from Buhaug and 

Powell-Buhaug Models.  
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Figure 3.16. Fit of Each Model on Five Worst-Fitting Civil Conflict Onset Cases from Separate 

and Bivariate Models with Additional Covariates.  
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 Figure 3.17. Separation Plots of Coup Attempts with Unrestricted Sample 

 

Figure 3.17a. Separate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 

 

 
 

Figure 3.17b: Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 
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Figure 3.18. Separation Plots of Civil Conflict Onsets with Unrestricted Sample 

 

Figure 3.18a. Separate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 

 

 
 

Figure 3.18b: Bivariate Probit Model with Additional Covariates 
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Figure 3.19. Plot of ρs and Confidence Intervals for Bivariate Probit Models  
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Figure 3.20. Marginal Effect of Instability on the Probability of Coup Attempts and Civil Conflict 

Onsets  
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Figure 3.21. Marginal Effect of Repression on the Probability of Coup Attempts and Civil Conflict 

Onsets  
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Figure 3.22. Marginal Effect of Years of Repression on the Probability of Coup Attempts and Civil 

Conflict Onsets.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE CASE 

STUDIES 
 

Introduction 

The previous chapter contained the statistical analyses of the three theoretical frameworks 

developed in Chapter 2. The following two chapters will contain in-depth case study analyses 

examining the micro-foundations of those frameworks in Nigeria and Burma. Although the 

statistical tests allow for findings that are typically generalizable across a large number of cases, 

one of the strengths of case studies is that they are able to examine processes in much greater 

detail, exploring nuances that may not be repeated in any other specific instance. To clarify, 

though, just because particular nuances may be unique to a particular case does not mean that there 

are not patterns that occur across cases. Nonetheless, the case studies provide an opportunity to 

zoom in on the micro-level processes and probe the interconnections between events and 

frameworks.  

 In this chapter, I outline the logic of the case studies presented in the next two chapters. I 

provide a general discussion of the broad expectations of each of the three theoretical frameworks. 

I then identify the major components of each case study and the general pattern of presentation 

that they will follow. I conclude with a discussion of the key finding of the case studies that will 

be highlighted more thoroughly in the individual analysis chapters and in the conclusion, but which 

is also useful to consider at the beginning.  
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Case Selection 

I used three primary criteria for selecting the cases under consideration in the next two chapters. 

First, I wanted cases where there was a co-occurrence of events. While this means the cases were 

not selected randomly, they do provide an excellent opportunity to explore the dynamic processes 

that led to the occurrence of each event as well as being able to pinpoint the ways the frameworks, 

especially the constraints and trade-offs frameworks, interact with one another. Second, I selected 

cases that were not included in the samples for the original statistical analysis. Given that the cases 

were not randomly selected, I wanted to ensure that I was not selecting outlier cases that were 

driving the statistical results without being in some way representative of the rest of the sample. 

Finally, I selected cases where enough information was available to produce a qualitative 

assessment of what happened and the reasons why. Without sufficient documentary and historical 

evidence available, the in-depth case analyses required for this micro-level examination would 

have been impossible.  

 

Background/Brief Historical Lead-Up to the Period under Consideration 

Because both Burma and Nigeria were colonies shortly before the period of primary concern, I 

will provide a brief overview of the colonial era, including the sociopolitical challenges the 

colonial power was faced with and the policies it put in place. The general condition of the 

economy will be noted, and special focus will be paid to the state of political institutions as well 

as the nature of the social landscape (demographic features, etc.) at the time of independence for 

each country. For instance, various regions of both Nigeria and Burma were ruled separately from 

one another, and the forced combination later in the colonial era did not always make for smooth 

political and societal functioning. Thus, even though the events of primary concern here all 
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occurred while Nigeria and Burma were independent states, the policies implemented and general 

sociopolitical environment during the colonial era profoundly shaped the early years of 

independence of each country. And it was how each state reacted to and handled these early 

conditions that shaped the nature and timing of political turmoil in later years.  

 

Broad Expectations of the Three Frameworks 

Although the specific nuances of how each of the three theoretical frameworks fits the data of the 

case studies varies across cases, it is nonetheless possible to characterize the basic expectations of 

each framework.   

 

Independence of Events 

When thinking about the independence of events framework, it may be more instructive, especially 

in the first years of each case study, to think of the independence as referring to risks rather than 

necessarily to actual event occurrences. For the independence of events framework to have 

explanatory traction in the case studies, regardless of the timing and/or sequence of coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets, we should find no tangible link between the risks of each phenomenon. 

Any risk or actual occurrence of one phenomenon should be unrelated to any risk or occurrence of 

the other.  

 Admittedly, this framework faces a high initial evidentiary burden, as both the previous 

chapters and Roessler (2011) provide evidence and strong arguments that there are indeed links 

that exist across such risks and events within a given country. The specific case studies chosen for 

further exploration here further heighten the burden, since the occurrence of both types of events 
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in each country prima facie supports the possibility of a connection between coup attempts and 

civil conflict onsets.  

 

Constraints 

The constraints framework broadly hypothesizes that the risks and occurrences of coup attempts 

and civil conflict onsets are not independent of one another, and that the links between them are 

low state capability and a challenging geopolitical environment and climate. In order for this 

framework to have explanatory power in Nigeria and Burma, we should see economic and 

sociopolitical hardships in each state.  

While GDP per capita is the traditional cross-national measurement of state capability, 

much more nuanced and idiosyncratic indicators become available at the level of the individual 

case. And these indicators need not be identical across cases; because the exact political, economic 

and social configurations differ between the two cases, it is both plausible and likely that the 

functioning and level of state capacity will be revealed in somewhat different ways. For instance, 

while ethnic diversity and weak political institutions created more complicated environments 

within which incumbents operated in each case, there were nuanced variations in those indicators. 

In Nigeria, ethnic diversity is most aptly described as three primary ethnic groups, one of which is 

a numerical majority across the country, with several small ethnic minorities. In Burma, on the 

other hand, there is one overwhelmingly dominant ethnic group and several notable minority 

groups. And while both states began at independence as parliamentary democracies, Nigeria’s 

political competition came from the jostling between regional parties. Burma’s, on the other hand, 

came from intra-organizational turmoil in the primary umbrella political organization, the Anti-

Fascist People’s Freedom League. These types of factors make both coup attempts and civil 
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conflict onsets more likely, and in their presence, we should not be surprised to see one or both 

phenomena actually occur.  

 

Trade-Offs 

The trade-offs framework, like the constraints framework, expects a systematic connection 

between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, in this case in the form of problematic 

consequences of incumbents’ actions. In trying to mitigate the risk of one event, incumbents create 

or heighten the risk of the other, making themselves vulnerable to both. In Nigeria, for example, 

as an attempt to deal with the after-effects of a coup in January 1966 and counter-coup that July, 

the incumbent who gained power in July undertook policies designed to stabilize the political 

system. While he did so sufficiently not to face another coup attempt, these stabilization policies 

had the consequence of further upsetting already-tenuous societal relations between two of the 

major ethnic groups and regions. This worsening of inter-ethnic relationships culminated in the 

Biafran Civil War of 1967-1970. In Burma, on the other hand, the incessant threat of insurgencies 

and uprisings by various rebel and ethnic groups created political tensions and divisions that lead 

to a complete breakdown of the parliamentary system that had been in place since independence. 

As a coping strategy, the civilian regime voluntarily turned over power to a military-controlled 

“caretaker” government from 1958-1960. Power was returned to a civilian regime without 

incident, only for a resurgence in rebel activity to again push the political system into petty 

infighting and subsequently broader turmoil, yielding a coup in 1962. 

 

 

 



  
  
 

146 
 

Narrative of Period under Consideration 

The historical narrative of the progression and deterioration of events forms one half of the core 

of the case study chapters. The historical narrative is divided into three primary sections: the lead-

up to the first event, the interlude following the first event and the short-term lead-up to the second 

event. In Nigeria, the period of time from the occurrence of the first event (the January 1966 coup) 

to the occurrence of second event (the Biafran Civil War) was approximately 19 months. The 

process was much more protracted in Burma, taking more than a decade to completely unravel 

from civil conflict onset in 1948 to a coup in 1962, including the peaceful regime changes in the 

interim. Despite the difference in the timeline, each series of events can be thought of as following 

this three-part sequence.  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Following each section of historical narrative, including description of the colonial era, I engage 

in an analysis of the fit of each framework to the events during that time span, constituting the 

second part of the core of the chapter. I consider the extent to which the data lend support to one 

framework over another, and what components of each time span could be interpreted as 

compatible with each framework. There are four such analysis sections corresponding to the 

historical narrative, as well as an overall assessment of the frameworks given the case in its totality.  

 

Nested Frameworks 

Probably the biggest insight from the case studies is that rather than being mutually exclusive 

frameworks, the constraints and trade-offs frameworks co-exist, the latter nested within the former. 

While the consequences of leaders’ decisions pushed Nigeria and Burma over the edge into a coup 
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attempt or civil conflict onset, it is improbable incumbents would have found themselves in such 

a precarious position without such an unfavorable environment. Indeed, the incumbents in power 

during the periods under consideration in the case studies found themselves in situations where 

one miscalculation destabilized the state; the overarching, pre-existing environment of economic 

and sociopolitical hardship ensured such fragility of the political system.  

Once a state faces serious constraints, then, we should expect that they are more prone to 

further political destabilization as a result of trade-offs. In these situations, the efforts of leaders to 

mitigate one risk may do more harm than good, not only failing to prevent that first risk from 

coming to fruition, but also putting themselves at heightened risk of the other phenomenon. This 

was the case in both Nigeria and Burma, and it is not unreasonable to believe that similar dynamics 

unfold in other cases where states are already economically, socially and politically vulnerable.   

 

Conclusion  

The case study analyses in the next two chapters will explore in greater detail the micro-processes 

tying together the risk and occurrence of coup attempts and civil conflict onsets. Although the 

specific details of each case vary, both case studies are comprised of four sections of historical 

narrative, four accompanying assessments of the three theoretical frameworks and one overall 

assessment of the frameworks based on the case in its totality. Additionally, the underlying 

conclusions of the two cases are the same: the trade-offs framework is nested within the constraints 

framework, and both shed light on the difficulties facing incumbents confronted with the risks of 

coup attempts and/or civil conflict onsets, since the risk of one can ultimately produce the risk and 

even the occurrence of the other.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

NIGERIA, 1966-1967 
 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines in-depth the series of events in Nigeria that led to an initial coup in January 

1966, a counter-coup in July of that year and the slide to a civil war which began in July 1967. 

Four historical periods are outlined: the colonial period and early years of independence, the 

deterioration leading to the January 1966 coup, the period from the January coup to shortly before 

the civil war and finally the run-up to the civil war. Each historical period is analyzed with respect 

to the three frameworks discussed in Chapter 2. After these narrower analyses, the chapter 

concludes with an overall assessment of the performance of each framework.  

 

Colonial Period and First Years of Independence  

Historical Background 

Although hailed at independence as “the most promising hope for democracy on the African 

Continent” (Diamond 1988, 2), Nigeria has had a long history of internal division, tension and 

overt strife. It is comprised of three larger ethnic groups – the Hausa-Fulani in the North, the 

Yoruba in the West and the Ibo in the East – accounting for about 2/3 of the population and 

hundreds of smaller ones, constituting the final 1/3 of the population (Diamond 1988). With each 

group and each region having experienced, at a minimum, a slightly different history, Nigeria 

epitomizes diversity on a variety of dimensions. Most important of these dimensions are those 

concerning the structure of society and government, an issue that Nigerians have struggled with 



  
  
 

149 
 

since the colonial era (Kirk-Greene 1997; Nigeria 1965; Olugbade 1992; Tamuno 1970; Ukpabi 

1989).  

Britain first established a serious foothold in what it now Nigeria in 1861 with the 

annexation of Lagos, but it was not until 1914 that Nigeria came to encompass its current territory, 

with the amalgamation of the Protectorates of Northern Nigeria and Southern Nigeria. The 

description as an amalgamation rather than a unification is apt (Ukpabi 1989), for Northern and 

Southern Nigeria had been administered quite differently, and the legacy of those differences 

permeated Nigeria’s social and political culture for the entire period under consideration here and 

arguably even into the present.50  

The biggest cleavage in colonial Nigeria existed between the Northern and Southern 

territories (Amuwo 1992; Anglin 1965; Nigeria 1965; Siollun 2009; Tamuno 1970; Ukpabi 1989), 

and perhaps the biggest distinction between them was the extent to which the ethnic groups in the 

territories adopted many of the sociopolitical customs (language, religion, educational and 

economic structures, etc.) of the colonial power. The Northern part of the country, inhabited 

primarily by the Hausa-Fulani, actively resisted such assimilation, and thus trailed behind the 

Southern part of the country – populated primarily by the Yoruba and the Ibo – on most 

development indicators leading up to and after Nigeria gained independence in 1960.  

Initial recommendations of quotas favoring the North with a plurality of seats in the 

legislature51 were rejected by the North, which insisted on at least 50% of the seats, lest it secede 

from greater Nigeria (Amuwo 1992; Anglin 1965; Oyeweso 1992; Siollun 2009; Tamuno 1989). 

                                                 
505050 Boko Haram, for instance, operates much more actively in the northern, primarily Muslim, portion of the country, 

targeting those Muslims deemed to be insufficiently conservative. The southern portion of the country, on the other 

hand, is predominantly Christian.  
51 Under this plan, the East and West (the Mid-West did not yet exist) would each receive a smaller, equal number of 

seats.  
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In the end, the North did not secede, and had a degree of representation greater than the other two 

regions combined. Southern politicians rejected the 1952/1953 census figures that this division of 

representation was based on, as they were convinced the British had inflated population figures in 

the North (Anglin 1965). Attempts to conduct a new census in 1962 and again in 1963 were fraught 

with similar controversies (Anglin 1965), though the results of the latter were eventually accepted. 

The South resented domination by a region seen as “backwards,” while the North had disdain for 

the large number of Southern civil servants dispatched to the North because so few Northerners 

met the education and training requirements for the Nigerian Civil Service (Jinadu 1985; Nigeria 

1965).  

Indeed, the North had been trying to combat the development gap for quite some time, 

shifting the prevailing anti-education viewpoint at the time so that “the development of modern 

education and training was now not a threat to emirate class structure but a condition essential for 

its preservation” and, in 1952 upon the assumption of power, that “qualified northerners would be 

given explicit preference over southerners in hiring for the Northern Region’s civil service” 

(Diamond 1983, 473). Such decisions proved hard on the political institutions at the time, and the 

decision to privilege qualified northerners over similarly qualified southerners marked a break in 

the government structure at the time, indicating a need for a more flexible structure.   

With all this contention between regions, care had to be taken to establish a political system 

in which all Regions could coexist, even if they would never fully cooperate. In 1954, all parties 

agreed to a federal system, which was “seen then as the only feasible way by which the various 

ethnic groups could stay together within a geographical entity called Nigeria…federalism was 

perhaps the only way by which the different ‘nations’ in the country could stay together because 

it emphasized, among other features, noncentralized powers” (Olugbade 1992, 296-297). 
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Nonetheless, as already suggested above, these debates over what form the post-independence 

government should take were frequently contentious, with the regions frequently raising the 

possibility of opting out of the Nigerian system through secession.  

The North had threatened secession over the question of representation in 1950. The West, 

during the 1954 Resumed Conference on the Nigerian Constitution advocated for the right of 

secession to be included in the constitution. Even within the federal, noncentralized structure, 

groups wanted more autonomy: “the political organization of ethnic minorities gathered 

momentum in the twilight of colonial rule, spurred by mounting apprehension of political 

repression, socioeconomic discrimination, and even cultural extinction by the majority groups 

when they took unfettered control of regional governments after independence” (Diamond 1983, 

474).  Had these groups gained their sought-after concessions, the Nigerian political landscape 

would have been significantly different from the form it took (Diamond 1983). Of course, radically 

altering the structure of the Nigerian government was the whole point, since even under a federal 

system, minority groups within each region were largely at the mercy of the political whims of the 

majority groups. Advocacy for these separate states never completely subsided, and the desire to 

shore up minority support for the national government played a role in the declaration of a twelve-

state federation in 1967, a development that will be discussed in greater detail below.  

 It was North-South conflict, however, made starker by the wide gulf in the level of 

development, and centered on the degree of representation each Region (North, West, East and 

later Mid-West) would receive in the national-level House of Representatives that garnered the 

most attention in the years leading up to independence. But while this was the moment prominent 

division in the colonial era, intra-South tensions and divisions existed as well: within the Action 

Group, the most prominent political party in the Western Region (Madiebo 1980); between the 
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Yoruba and Ibo (Diamond 1983; Nigeria 1965); and between the Ibo and surrounding minority 

ethnic groups (Ukpabi 1989), tensions that will be discussed more in the next section.  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

Given the volume of past literature, discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, that highlights the 

importance of low state capacity as being a consistent factor in the occurrence of both events, there 

is reason to believe that Nigeria did face the risk of both types of events in this historical period.  

 In the first years surrounding independence, the divisions and cleavages between regions 

fostered broad social discontent. Chief Awolowo of the West presciently noted prior to 

independence that “Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere geographical expression. The word Nigerian 

is merely a distinctive appellation to distinguish those who live within the boundaries of Nigeria 

from those who do not” (qtd. in Anglin 1965, 188). This observation speaks volumes about the 

lack of social cohesion within Nigerian society, and suggests the real possibility of upheaval along 

the dividing lines of society – the Regions. With subnational units and territories garnering more 

loyalty than national identity, and with those subnational territories closely tied to ethnicity, 

differences and inequalities would come to be drawn along regional and ethnic lines.  

 Although these regional and ethnic affiliations crept into the military, they were not the 

most serious issue facing the cohesion of the armed forces. Rather, the early stages of reliance on 

the military for sociopolitical stability created and repeatedly affirmed the proactive and 

interventionist role required of the military by the political leadership (Adekanye 1989; Inyang 

1989; Luckham 1971; Madiebo 1980; Otubanjo 1989). The initial barrier separating the military 

from society had been broken and a culture of active interference in, rather than protection of, the 
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home front had been introduced. The threshold for future military involvement had been lowered, 

and continued to be lowered with each repeated use of the military in such situations, until no real 

division between the military and the civilian elites tasked with maintaining law and order existed, 

which would make the absorption of the state’s governing structures a question of governmental 

efficiency. 

 The increasing politicization of the military by elites, then, through multiple deployments 

to contain civil unrest, alienated both the military, which was being used for purposes outside its 

normal purview, and the public, which was being confronted with multiple occasions when the 

military was repressor rather than protector. Based on its role in keeping the civilian leaders in 

power and the country in a state of (fragile) peace, it is clear that the potential for civil war and the 

durability of the regime were inextricably linked together by the military. Given this, there is thus 

far no evidence to support the Independence of Events framework’s expectation of systematically 

unrelated risks, and, in fact, strong evidence against it.  

 

Constraints 

At independence, and the years following it, Nigerian elites were faced with very challenging 

social, economic and political landscapes. The biggest of these challenges were the cleavages 

between regional and ethnic groups and the ripple effect of this fractionalization. The ability of the 

North to dominate the national political scene, discussed in further detail below, caused discord in 

the West and East, which were significantly more developed. The educational and economic 

dominance of the South, then, was incongruous with the political reality, which created tensions 

in both portions of the country: the South believed it should have political power to match its 

prestige in other areas of national life, and the North believed it should receive South-subsidized 
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assistance in its effort to catch up to the South in these areas (Nigeria 1965). These social and 

economic inequalities between regions had major implications for the level of political inequality 

in Nigeria, both between North and South and within East and West between the majority and 

minority ethnic groups.  

 Perhaps the biggest consequence and difficulty for political elites created by regional and 

ethnic divisions in Nigeria was the subsequent fragility of the country’s political institutions (see, 

for example, Diamond 1988). These were particularly affected by the composition of the winning 

coalition. Because of the apportionment of representation and the strength of the North in national 

politics, the North would have to be in any leader’s winning coalition. While the support of the 

East or West would be helpful in presenting a united front, neither en bloc was absolutely necessary 

for any incumbent, and both together would still be insufficient without the support of the North.  

 This simple political reality led the East and West to believe that the national-level 

government was more or less a puppet of the North, and thus did not strongly support it, instead 

favoring strong and fairly autonomous regional governments. And the North, although it did have 

this political dominance, was perpetually wary of the South, worried it would somehow wrest away 

control of the government, in addition to its continued advantage in the realms of 

education/training and the economy. Ethnic minorities, too, had qualms with the current governing 

structure, as they felt they had been abandoned and left to struggle to have their voices heard by 

the majority ethnic group in each region.   

 With all these rivalries, national politics, and especially any policies impacting budgetary 

allocations, were quite contentious. However, disputes were less about categories of spending and 

more about the proposed recipients. Consensus might have existed about the need to spend on both 

the military and on more publically-oriented policies, but not about what portions of the public 
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should be privileged by certain spending. In this case, spending that benefitted one region or group 

more than the others was typically viewed as essentially providing private goods, rather than public 

goods. Just as with the political structures, great care had to be taken with any budgetary 

allocations. While spending more on the North would keep the North content and loyal, it could 

also encourage rebel groups to form and take up arms against in the state in other regions. Ethnic 

diversity very much permeated all realms of Nigerian society and politics, and though it was not 

an especially prosperous country, it was non-budgetary concerns that ultimately trumped concern 

over economic allocations to the military and various areas of public policy. Distribution of money 

was certainly a concern, but not as big of one as the distribution of power across regions and 

groups. It was this distribution of power that made civil conflict more likely, and also facilitated 

the use of the military for domestic purposes, making a coup attempt more likely as well.  

 In this first period, the constraints model performs well: Nigeria faced a wide variety of 

challenges, especially in terms of demography and political institutionalization. These challenges 

all served to narrow the range of issues leaders could realistically focus on (namely allocation of 

political power and development efforts), as well as limit their options in how to deal with those 

issues (for instance, given the North’s dominance in national politics, policies not favoring the 

North were at risk of being rejected immediately).   

 

Trade-Offs 

An analysis of the underlying risks of coups and civil conflict allows us to consider how the 

decisions leaders made served to mitigate or bolster one risk over another. As the colonial era 

wound to a close and in the first years of independence, it was clear that national-level elites were 

concerned with social cohesion and the peaceful interaction between ethnic groups and regions. 
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The numerous compromises on issues such as representation and structure of the national 

government as a federal system are a testament to this concern. While it is difficult to know if coup 

attempt risk or civil conflict risk was being impacted more, there is support for the argument that 

the actions taken by the national-level government only served to make the social and political 

situation worse, as  

the leadership of the First Civilian Regime adopted a policy of benign neglect or 

even non-decision. But…supposedly non-decisions turn out to be decisions for the 

negative goal and quite naturally, such ‘decisions’ have their own unsavoury 

consequences for the system. One unsavoury consequence in this case was that 

narrow partisan and sectional interests exploited the absence of a positive national 

policy to sow seeds of discord and disintegration. (Onyeoziri 1989, 37).  

 

This discord and disintegration certainly affected popular politics and the social landscape. 

During this period of time, clear evidence for the trade-offs model has yet to emerge, as the extent 

to which the military was affected by the decisions of the civilian leadership did not begin to 

manifest itself until a few years later, a process discussed more in the next section. At the beginning 

of Nigeria’s independence, then, the military appeared to be content and loyal, while unrest in 

various parts of the country was not just a possibility, but a reality that had already emerged on 

more than one occasion.  

 

Deterioration Leading to the January 1966 Coup 

Historical Background 

The North had broader disunity issues, namely the outbreak of protests over time by the Tiv, one 

of the minority ethnic groups in the Middle Belt region of the North. Even before threatening 

secession in 1965, the Tiv had had a history of unrest: protests had erupted in Tivland in 1929 and 

1960, and when they recurred in 1964, they prompted a more general crisis. The Nigeria Police 

Force alone was insufficient to bring the area under control, and portions of the Army eventually 
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had to be sent in to reassert government authority in the area. This use of the army “[gave] 

demonstration to [the incumbent government’s] conception of the role of the Armed Forces…as 

an instrument for maintaining domestic order and security” (Otubanjo 1989, 50) and served as 

another symptom of the increasing politicization of the Armed Forces by the government 

(Adekanye 1989; Luckham 1971). 

In the South, the primary divisions were between within the Western Region, between the 

Yoruba and Ibo and between the Ibo and the ethnic minorities residing in the East. The former 

occurred primarily in the pre-independence era, but profoundly shaped the nationalist movement 

advocating for independence from Britain: “alarmed by [the challenge to the educational, 

economic and political dominance of the Yoruba by the rapid rise of the Ibos along these 

dimensions], the Yoruba elite organized politically and culturally in defense of their privileged 

position, and there ensued in the 1940s a struggle for socioeconomic power… that permanently 

split the nationalist movement along largely ethnic lines” (Diamond 1983, 471). For ethnic 

minorities in the East, “the pre-colonial wars between [Ibo] groups and their neighbors and the 

penetration of the [Ibo] into all parts of Eastern Nigeria during the colonial period created…a 

feeling of insecurity which could only be assuaged through their being given their own separate 

states” (Ukpabi 1989, 111). This insecurity contributed to ongoing tension between the Ibo and 

ethnic minorities and also bred discontent among the ethnic minorities, who were not granted any 

kind of separate territories until very shortly prior to the onset of the civil war in 1967.  

In the West, the splintering of the Action Group and friction between its two most powerful 

members culminated in 1962 when the elected leader of the Region, Chief Akintola, was ejected 

from the party, accused of conspiring with Northern politicians against the good of the West 

(Madiebo 1980). As part of this disintegration, there was a “violent confrontation” in the Western 
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Regional legislature which brought about the declaration of a state of emergency and “the 

dissolution of the legislature of the Western Region, the disbandment of its executive, and the 

appointment of a federal official as administrator of the Region during the period of emergency” 

(Otubanjo 1989, 50).  

The expulsion and its fallout led to the disempowerment of the Action Group and its leader, 

Chief Awolowo, creating upheaval by members of the party when it was marginalized in the 1964 

federal election52 and the 1965 Western Regional elections. The Action Group had already been 

pushed out of the coalition at the national-level following the 1959 federal elections by the 

Northern People’s Congress and the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons, the major 

parties from the North and East, respectively. During its period of relegation, the Action Group 

made sure to oppose all substantive legislative output by the national government and the NPC-

NCNC coalition (Otubanjo 1989). The conduct of the Regional elections in 1965 were hotly 

contested, with the Action Group hoping to regain the power lost in 1962 and voters generally 

hoping to replace Chief Akintola, who had grown increasingly unpopular in the interim (Dare 

1989). For most of the post-independence period, the West had been “the major battleground,” 

(Post and Vickers 1973, 229) and the 1965 election has been described as “the final straw that 

broke the back of Nigeria’s first experiment in nation-building” (Dare 1989, 119). While the 

election may have been a significant milestone in the demise of the First Republic, it would be 

another few months before it officially came to an end.  

The use of the Nigeria Police Force and Army to regain control over situations of unrest 

became a perennial feature of the Nigerian political landscape, occurring several times between 

                                                 
52 The legitimacy of the 1964 federal election was more generally contested, with the leader of the East advocating 

for the Region to “opt out of the Federation” afterwards (Oyeweso 1992, 96).  
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the gaining of independence and the January coup: in the West twice, in 1962 and again in 1965; 

in the wake of two disputed rounds of census results (1962-1963 and 1963-1964); in the Mid-West 

region shortly after its creation as ethnic groups jockeyed for control; in the midst of a general 

strike in 1964 and conflict over the awarding of a key position at the University of Lagos in 1965; 

in the national-level general elections of 1964-1965; and in riots in Tivland, which had occurred 

on and off since 1960, but were especially intense after 1964 (Adekanye 1989, 191-192). This 

persistent reliance on the military is argued to have muddled the societal role of the military in the 

minds of both society and the members of the armed forces (Luckham 1971), making military 

interventionism increasingly the norm, rather than the exception.  

 In early January 1966, the government began picking up rumors of a planned uprising in 

the West for the latter part of the month and possible plans by the leaders of the Northern and 

Western Regions to lead some kind of government takeover. The compounding of the prior litany 

of military interventions and this new round of speculation of unrest resulted in a coup staged by 

a number of Majors of Eastern origin on January 15-16, 1966. Once the coup began, “it is doubtful 

whether anything less than the complete seizure of power would have enabled [the highest-ranking 

military officer in the country, Major General] Ironsi to regain control of the army. The revolt left 

[Inronsi] exposed to conflicting pressures which required firm leadership” (Luckham 1971, 25).  

Enlisted soldiers in the North were disinclined to obey their commanding officers, taking 

hours if not days for more senior officers to eventually regain control over those troops. The 

problem of insubordination was not limited to enlisted men, however: “there were many middle-

ranking officers who, though they knuckled under to threats or calls to discipline from Major 

General Ironsi after he had shown his hand, were said to have been sympathetic to the political 

objectives of the Majors” (Luckham 1971, 26). Once Ironsi had announced, at midnight on January 
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16, 1966, that he had assumed control of the country, the participating and sympathetic officers 

were reined in and deferred to General Ironsi.  

While the timing of the coup coincided with renewed potential for unrest, the plot itself 

was much broader. It sought to alter the general political construction of Nigeria, “clearly aimed 

at destroying the political dominance of the North,” as “[m]any army officers, like other groups of 

Southern intellectuals, tended to attribute all of the political shortcomings of the regime to the 

Northern Peoples Congress’s Control of the political life of the Federation” (Luckham 1971, 41). 

Not just the 1964 and 1965 election crises, then, but also the way in which the national-level 

government responded (declaring a state of emergency in the West in 1962 after a relatively-

narrow incident of violence in the legislature but not in the face of widespread rioting and protests 

after the 1965 Regional election).  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

The Independence of Events framework continues to perform poorly in this second time. If 

anything, with the passage of more time, the framework falters even more. As time goes by, it 

becomes increasingly clear that the coup was a reaction to the deteriorating political situation, 

which was itself partially a function of continued competition between the regions.   

Leading up to the January 1966 coup, it was obvious that Nigeria continued to face social 

and political unrest in a variety of locations and for a variety of reasons. The North-South cleavage 

continued to exist and was joined by a splintering in the West in which opposing political factions 

seemed incapable even of mere coexistence without incident. As a consequence, there seemed to 

be an increased risk of more general civil conflict onset stemming from this tension and unrest.  
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 The leadership was also coming to rely heavily on the military, repeatedly drawing them 

into strictly domestic situations to impose a return to law and order. Given the problems very 

politicized militaries can create in states, from increased intervention to a split in civilian elites 

(Finer [1962] 2009; Huntington 1965; Janowitz 1964), the coup risk also seems to have been 

increasing during this period of time, as the military became the pillar the regime relied on for its 

survival.  

 

Constraints   

The constraints Nigeria faced at independence only grew more problematic as they were left 

unchecked – and in some cases, as discussed in more detail below, exacerbated – in the years 

following independence. As previously described and discussed, the regional and ethnic cleavages 

in Nigeria, which served to reinforce one another, posed a considerable challenge for all 

governmental entities. Tensions between groups threatened not only the delicate balance between 

regions, but also raised the potential of unrest within regions as minority groups tried to break free 

of control by the majority ethnic groups (as the unrest in Tivland illustrates). Moreover, the 

majority ethnic groups could not always remain united among themselves (highlighted by the 

splintering of the Action Group). The conflicts also manifested themselves in nonviolent ways; the 

refusal of the Southern regions to accept various rounds of the census, for instance, indicated a 

refusal to work within the existing political system.  

 Leading up to the coup, Nigerian politics operated in many ways in lines with the 

predictions and expectations of Bueno de Mesquita et al.'s (2003) selectorate theory. Northerners 

knew they were safely in the winning coalition so long as the North retained its privileged political 

position vis-à-vis representation. However, a shift in the power dynamics would almost certainly 



  
  
 

162 
 

decimate the influence of at least the Hausa-Fulani, one of the big three ethnic groups, given 

Southern resentment of the North. Although it was not necessary by the numbers since the North 

had a 53 percent representation share, the Northern People’s Congress nonetheless sought 

additional support outside the North, creating competition between the primary Eastern and 

Western political parties for inclusion in the last few national governing spots. The split in the 

Action Group also fostered loyalty in the faction currently included in the government, though, 

since a change in the political fortunes of the excluded faction would likely block the former 

faction from remaining in office. At least some cooperation with the East and Northern elements 

would be necessary to maintain a majority hold on power. Nonetheless, aligning with these select 

Northern elements (possibly the oft-ignored minorities) would not be the same as aligning with 

Western collaborators who conspired with the North to disempower fellow Westerners.  

 All members of the winning coalition, then, had an incentive to remain loyal, especially 

given the quasi-private public goods allocations on the basis of region. A national newspaper 

opined in 1965 that “since the North is the poorer section of the country, it is right that more federal 

money should go to the North at the present moment” and that “if Nigerians accept a federal logic, 

Northerners are being reasonable in insisting that for some time to come they should receive some 

preference in federal public service posts” (Nigeria 1965, 2). Noble though this view may have 

been, it was shared by neither the elites nor the public at large in the southern regions. 

 Despite a fairly stable national winning coalition and the resolution of individual crises, 

bigger issues always simmered near the surface: 

The resolution of Nigeria’s immediate political crisis [of the 1964 and 1965 

elections] did not solve any of Nigeria’s fundamental problems. On the contrary, 

Northern domination, Yoruba disunity and Eastern aggressiveness were all 

highlighted; as were bitter personal animosities, the ugly scramble for jobs, the 
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resort to force and fraud, the glaring inequalities of opportunities and the growing 

economic disparities which remain to plague this troubled land. (Anglin 1965, 187).  

 

Accompanying this regional and ethnic cleavage were increasingly weak political institutions, in 

terms of both stability and legitimacy. After the 1962 split in the Action Group and the 1965 

Regional elections, the government in the West had all but completely broken down in what was 

nonetheless recognized as a “Nigerian crisis,” not just a Western one (Nigeria 1965, 44). Although 

all institutions face the potential for breakdown, the possibility that fragile institutions will suffer 

such a fate is much more likely (Diamond 1999; Huntington [1968] 2006). Given the various 

sociopolitical tensions in the country, even as fragile and in need of reform as those institutions 

were, no guarantee existed that any alternative set of institutions would be more amenable to all 

the relevant factions. This left Nigeria with a weak government and no concrete possibility of a 

more stable one; no group in the winning coalition was willing to give up the certainty of inclusion 

for the slight change that they would continue to be included following any substantive reforms to 

the system.   

 

Trade-Offs 

Leading up to the January 1966 coup, it was clear that leaders were aware of the regional and 

ethnic cleavages that divided Nigeria, evidenced by the repeated use of the military to quell 

episodes of social unrest. Conflict within broader society, which perhaps would be more difficult 

to contain, even with the military, was certainly a concern. The use of the military – and perhaps 

more importantly, the inconsistent use of the military – only served to foster more problems. For 

instance, the flare-up between the two factions of the Action Group led to the declaration of a state 

of emergency and the dispatching o federal military troops to the West in 1962, while the 

widespread riots after the 1965 Regional election festered for significantly longer before any 
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national-level action was taken. Although large number of troops were eventually sent in and came 

to essentially occupy the West,that action was not nearly as quickly forthcoming as in 1962, and 

the rationale behind the delay was not made clear (Madiebo 1980).  

While each use of the military may have succeeded in restoring law and order to whichever 

affected area, the continued use of the military primarily for that purpose, coupled with the fact 

that it was not always called in, only served to further politicize the military and create and confirm 

a domestically-interventionist mission. So while there may have been relative societal peace as a 

result of this military action, it also became increasingly clear to the members of the armed forces 

that “the survival of the existing political order depended on them” (Luckham 1971, 17). This is a 

clear indication that not all members of the national government’s winning coalition were equally 

important; rather, the military was the deciding factor in the regime’s survival. Thus, when a 

sufficient number of officers decided that the existing political order was no longer acceptable, 

there was little political infrastructure that could have withstood their desertion; when they 

abandoned their loyalty to that order, there were no non-military forces strong enough to prop it 

up.    

 As the regions continued to be the locus of many political decisions in Nigeria, the role of 

the Federal government became more contentious. Attempts by the national and regional 

governments to deal with some of the challenges facing Nigeria at independence in many cases 

simply further exacerbated the underlying issues. Often the elites at the various levels of 

government tended to focus on strategies of exclusion and personal/group political 

aggrandizement: “The conclusion that can be drawn is that despite the imperfections of the 

structural frame, if the political actors had been more accommodating, it would still have been 

possible to work out an arrangement which would have guaranteed to all, a sense of participation” 
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(Dare 1989, 121). And as the southern regions, particularly the East, gained stronger autonomy, 

anything the national government did counter to its wishes only served to further confirm its view 

that the center was dominated by the North (which was viewed as concerned only with its own 

interests, rather than a broader national interest). As a result, actions taken by the national 

government were inherently divisive, continually pitting region against region and calling into 

question the stability of the federation. With the same policy producing both strong support and 

strong opposition, national political actions and decisions were doomed to be contentious. With 

not even public goods being viewed as benefitting Nigerians across the whole country, leaders 

were not doing much to dampen the risk of civil conflict, but the fact that the dysfunctional status 

quo largely remained in place, the overall risk may not have been increasing as much as the risk 

of coup brought on by the frequent use of the military in domestic settings by the politicians and 

their socialization as an interventionist force.  

 Indeed, in light of the state of Nigerian society and political structures, the January coup 

“was the result of the inability of the political elites to moderate their conflicts in the interest of 

the common good” rather than “the failure of security policies or security institutions” (Otubanjo 

1989, 51-52). In addition to the non-security policies of the incumbent elites, the increasing 

reliance on the military to regain social control did have a marked influence on the interventionist 

proclivities of the military. Previously considered a coherent institution within the Nigerian state 

(Luckham 1971), the reliance on the military in times of heightened unrest continued to increase 

the chances that at some point the army would decide that actually being the government rather 

than just its lynchpin would be more efficient.  

 Strong evidence for the trade-offs framework begins to emerge surrounding the January 

coup. The price of years of heavy reliance by the government on the military for survival in the 
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face of societal unrest revealed itself in January 1966. Every time the government needed the 

military to restore law and order in the face of disturbances in the regions, the military became a 

little more politicized and a little less removed from the actual governance of the country. While 

full-blown civil conflict may have been avoided as a result, it became apparent that the military 

was the true governing apparatus. The coup simply removed the last façade of civilian control of 

the government. Without this use of the military by the civilians, though, the military would have 

likely remained far less politically active. In trying to keep the peace internally by dispatching the 

military, then, the civilian government sowed the seeds of its own downfall one deployment at a 

time.  

 

Fallout from the January 1966 Coup and the Slide to Civil War 

Historical Background 

The coup had a large and deleterious impact on Nigeria’s political culture. The civilian regime had 

been preventing the ordinary awarding of promotions, leading to a backlog, and Eastern and Mid-

Western officers (both predominantly Ibo) were worried that their own career advancements would 

be interfered with by Northern politicians, contributing to hostility on the part of these soldiers. 

With the advent of the coup in the face of these political developments, the army, which had long 

been relied on to keep the population in order and the Federation thus united, was now divided 

against itself, Northern troops resisting the command of officers of Eastern origin. During the 

staging of the coup, the Federal Prime Minister, Tafawa Balewa, had been killed, as had the 

premiers of the Northern Region and the Western Region, the Sardauna of Sokoto and Chief 

Akintola. Conversely, no prominent Easterners had been attacked, leading to speculation that the 

coup was the result of a broader Ibo conspiracy.  
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Those in the North, especially, were inclined to think that the coup was a specifically Ibo-

driven conspiracy against the rest of the Federation. The views that the coup was aimed at 

destroying the political domination of the North (Luckham 1971) and that it was an Ibo conspiracy 

are not inherently compatible with one another. The South more broadly construed opposed 

Northern domination, and the desire to weaken its hold on the political system of the entire country 

was not just an Ibo sentiment. The fact that most of the officers involved were Ibo also contributed 

to this view, but most officers in the Nigerian military were Ibo (in 1961, 75% of officers were Ibo 

[Peters 1997]), a function, in part, of the development gap between North and South and the East’s 

particular desire to catch up to and exceed the West. “Nonetheless, in absence of information to 

distinguish between the roles played on 15 January and afterwards by Major General Ironsi and 

…senior Ibo non-participants on the one hand, and the Majors on the other, it is understandable 

that the Northern Officers and NCOs tended to assimilate the two in their definition of the 

situation” (Luckham 1971, 52-53). Indeed, to the North, despite “patriotic motivation” to deal with 

a deteriorating political situation throughout the country, “looked to the North as an Igbo 

nationalist conspiracy, a calculated attempt to eliminate the top Northern military and political 

class. For apart from the preponderance of Igbo officers in the planning and execution in the coup, 

there was also the preponderance of Northerners on the casualty list” (Oyeweso 1992, 101).  

Although Ironsi did ultimately install himself as the Head of the Federal Military 

Governemnt of Nigeria on January 16, 1966, and seize control over the rest of the country by 

January 18, “[b]efore the coup [Ironsi] was believed to have been strongly opposed to military 

intervention in politics, an attitude which was epitomized in his terse reply of ‘I hope not’ when 

asked two days after the coup by a journalist whether he would remain in charge of the government 

after things had been normalized” (Luckham 1971, 46). On Irosni’s part, then, the coup was not 
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about aggrandizement of his own position, but rather an attempt to stop the further spread of 

violence throughout the country once the Majors had made their move. Indeed, once in power, “he 

did not show favouritism towards his own tribe [the Ibo] in appointments and promotions; and 

indeed surrounded himself with Northern aides. Northern ministers present at the first meetings of 

15 January vouchsafed that Ironsi was in tears and appeared genuinely upset by the whole affair. 

Thus the most convincing reason for his seizure of power on the 16th must still be his organisational 

loyalties rather than personal ambition or ‘tribal’ politics” (Luckham 1971, 46).  

Despite Ironsi’s appointment of Northern aides and his sincere regret at the development 

of the situation in which he found himself, with only two exceptions, all major army positions 

were held by Ibos for the first month after the coup. Even once Ironsi had appointed some 

Northerners to important roles, top positions were still predominantly held by Ibo officers. 

Nonetheless, once the rebellious troops had been brought back under control, Ironsi appealed to 

broad and diverse segments of Nigerian society: “Radicals reveled in the fall of the old regime; 

the Southern bourgeoisie…was glad to be rid of ‘northern domination,’ conservative 

elements…were obviously relieved by the figure of a politically moderate supreme commander, 

who appeared to have thwarted the perilous designs of his rebellious subordinates” (Sklar 1967, 

531). Although the potential seemed to exist at the beginning of Ironsi’s rule for a real shift in the 

tenor and conduct of Nigerian politics, in practice, the implementation of a “new deal” that 

diminished the importance of tribalism and prevalence of corruption (Sklar 1967, 531) proved 

much more contentious and divisive.  
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The January Conspirators  

Another source of confusion and tension between the military government and members of the 

armed forces and public at large from the North and West was the treatment of the Majors who 

had led and participated in the January coup. This confusion and tension was also bound up in 

views of an Ibo conspiracy as the driving force behind coup Those from the North, and lower-

ranking soldiers, felt they should be harshly punished for their insurrection and the murder of 

leading national politicians. In the East, those Majors were considered by some to be heroes. At a 

minimum, general public opinion in the East favored the release of the Majors without having been 

administered much in the way of disciplinary action. The Ironsi regime balked on this matter, 

failing to do anything decisive with regard to the majors, a consequence of lack of “political 

courage” on the part of the Ironsi government (Luckham 1971, 53).  

 This lack of political courage was evidenced by the fact that an investigation into the 

conspiracy behind the coup and the officers responsible for it took more than four months to 

complete, and for reasons that are not clear (Luckham 1971), nothing was ever done with the 

findings of the investigation.53 Additionally, one of the primary conspirators, Major Nzeogwu, 

publicly announced that upon his surrender to Major General Ironsi, he received assurances that 

none of the conspirators would be formally punished for their participation. The disparate views 

of the conspirators in the Nigerian public, as both heroes and traitors, made any decision 

concerning the consequences all the more complicated for the military government. The stories 

and rumors that circulated about the deaths of the Prime Minister and Northern and Western 

premiers, and the lack of any public statement by the military government, did not help either.  

                                                 
53 The officer in charge of the investigation, Lt. Colonel Gowon, would become the military leader following the July 

counter-coup 
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The decision on the part of the military government that the conspirators would be dealt 

with through normal military channels rather than through public trials “inevitably allowed the 

development of suspicions in the North that the government was at one with the conspirators; that 

Ibo blood was thicker than water between Ironsi and the Majors and that the North had been unduly 

and improperly deprived of power” (Falola and Heaton 2008; Luckham 1971, 267). However, it 

is also unclear to what extent the Majors were actually dealt with through normal military channels 

– while they were not punished, neither were they released at any point in the short-term, still in 

detention in May.  

 

Ironsi and the Unification Decree 

Probably the most consequential policy implemented by the Ironsi regime was Decree No. 34, 

which abolished federalism and replaced it with a unitary system. A commission to investigate the 

feasibility of a unitary system was launched in mid-February, the Decree itself was announced in 

late May, and officially implemented on June 2. By removing the Regions, along which political 

loyalties had largely been drawn since before independence, Ironsi aimed to “remove what was 

considered to be one of the major causes of instability and insecurity in the Balewa years: 

regionalism and regional competition” and “create a legal framework for national integration and 

national consciousness” (Otubanjo 1989, 54). Accompanying Decree No. 34 in May was another 

decree abolishing a number of political organizations, most notably political parties, and 

announcements in June and July of further reforms to shore up the centralization of power. 

However, “these reforms were of no avail. There was an increasing breakdown in patterns of 

communications and control within both the military and the administration during the weeks 

before Ironsi’s overthrow” (Ajagun and Odion 2010; Luckham 1971, 277; Mwakikagile 2002).   



  
  
 

171 
 

 Even though there was nominally an enormous change in the government of Nigeria, much 

of the functioning remained the same, and the change from a federal system to a unitary system 

was “slow to express itself in concrete terms” (Panter-Brick 1970, 15). For example, the word 

“Federal” remained in the official name of the government at the beginning, and “the federal 

structure was left to function much as before. Regional authorities were not abolished but replaced 

by Military Governors who inherited their legislature and executive powers in a modified 

form…Thus the central authority retained a quasi-federal character and the regional administrators 

continued to act in much the same autonomous fashion as under the 1963 Constitution” (Panter-

Brick 1970, 15-16). This provided some continuity for the people of Nigeria, who were confronted 

with a number of other major changes in the political landscape, from the almost immediate loss 

of Northern supremacy to life under a military dictatorship. Despite such continuity, however, 

Decree No. 34 ultimately “generated a lot of misgivings all over the country and, consequently, 

led to a spate of riots, particularly in Northern Nigeria” (Inyang 1989, 70).   

 

May 1966 Anti-Ibo Riots 

Following the announcement of the Unification Decree, riots broke out both among students and 

in Northern cities at the end of May. These riots “brought tensions to a head” (Luckham 1971, 

272; Mwakikagile 2002) and “demonstrated compellingly the regime’s loss of legitimacy in the 

region” (Luckham 1971, 59; Mwakikagile 2002). They led to a further breakdown of trust within 

the military, with Ibo officers suspecting the deliberate involvement of Northern officers, leading 

the former to desire a tighter grip over the national government. The violence against Ibos in the 

North also facilitated the rise of Lieutenant Colonel Ojukwu, military governor of the Eastern 

Region, who came to be viewed as “a man of the moment, a savior of his people willing to play 
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that role” when “the spate of civilian killings increased from May 1966, and aggrieved Igbos feared 

genocide and felt insecure in parts of the Federation other than their own” (Tamuno 1989, 9-10). 

Ojukwu was “a convenient rallying-point” for the Ibo, and would largely remain so as he advocated 

for greater Ibo rights under Gowon and eventually guided the East to secession and civil war, 

discussed more below (Tamuno 1989, 9-10).   

 

July 1966 Counter-Coup 

After the large changes put in place by the unification decree and the subsequent protests in the 

North, Ironsi recognized the importance of selling the country on the benefits and strengths of the 

unitary system. To that end, he had embarked on a nation-wide tour to extoll the virtues of the 

Decree and follow-on policies. Ironsi had further announced in mid-July 1966 several new policies 

that would result in greater centralization of the government. In addition to this announcement, 

which had only served to rattle the North even more, Northern officers were also hearing rumors 

of shake-ups sometime in August, including the replacement of Ironsi and the removal of many 

Northern officers from their posts. Ultimately, though, “Ironsi’s Union Government idea and 

adverse reactions to it in Northern Nigeria, as well as suspicions concerning his role and that of 

other Igbo officers in the January 1966 coup d’etat, resulted in his own assassination soon after he 

and [Lt Colonel] Fajuyi were kidnapped by soldiers of northern origin, in Ibadan [in the Western 

Region], on 29 July 1966” (Tamuno 1989, 9). With Ironsi’s abduction and murder, the Northern 

soldiers staged a successful counter-coup.   

Although the North had successfully regained control over the central government, in the 

days and weeks immediately following the counter-coup, popular opinion in the North and 

especially among soldiers and officers favored the secession of the North from the rest of Nigeria. 
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The North also favored Lieutenant Colonel Gowon, the highest-ranking officer of Northern origin, 

as the new head of state, which would have involved skipping over several higher-ranking 

(primarily Ibo) officers. It was clear, however, that without such a concession, the Northern troops 

still in rebellion would be unwilling to halt their mutiny and insist instead on full secession from 

Nigeria (Elaigwu 1986; Luckham 1971). However, even after Gowon had quelled the mutiny in 

the North and declared himself the Supreme Commander and Head of the Military Government, 

Lieutenant Ojukwu of the East never acknowledged the legitimacy of Gowon to hold that position, 

heightening tensions between North and East. 

   In the days following the restoration of order after the July counter-coup, the Northern 

troops who had previously advocated for secession began to advocate instead for the return to a 

strong Federation. Indeed,  

As an act of messianic vengeance, the July ‘return match’ for the swathe cut through 

the Northern officers’ ranks by the ‘January boys,’ was a resounding success. 

Revenge was certainly one of the motives. Separation from the South, in the early 

stages, was another, but this changed as tempers cooled and senior Northern 

officers reasserted their control over the mutinous rank and file. It then became 

evident that if the North was not going to secede, it was determined to fill the power 

vacuum in Lagos and the empty slot at the head of the army. (De St. Jorre 1972, 

75-76) 

 

In further attempts to consolidate his power, Gowon soon announced the abrogation 

of the Unitary Decree and promised a phased return to civilian rule. He also released a 

number of political prisoners, although the decision to do so had been taken under Ironsi, 

just not implemented. Public and political debate about the future of Nigeria began, and 

politicians were “much more prominent than they had been” in this debate (De St. Jorre 

1972, 81). “Groups of spokesmen, consultative assemblies and ‘leaders of thought’ 
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proliferated on all sides, and people began to question the continued existence of the 

Federation in a way rarely done in the past” (De St. Jorre 1972, 81). 

Aside from the swing in the North from secession to a stronger Federation, the other 

significant shift in the Regions. The East “began to knit together, and overnight Ojukwu 

and his government were transformed from probably the most criticised of all the new 

military governments into the most popular” (De St. Jorre 1972, 81). With these two shifts 

and the recognition for a more deliberate debate on the future of Nigeria, Gowon 

announced an “Ad Hoc Constitutional Conference,” where he proposed four main 

alternatives for the future government of Nigeria: federalism is a strong national 

government; federalism with a weak national government; a confederation; or “an entirely 

new arrangement which may be peculiar to Nigeria and which has not yet found its way 

into any political dictionary” (qtd. in De St. Jorre 1972, 82). The regions had largely 

conflicting preferences for the structure of the national government. With the exception of 

the Mid-West, which favored a federal system with a strong national government, the 

Regions’ preferences favored the basic status quo of regions dominated by the majority 

ethnic group in each region without much regard for the minorities who also resided within 

them.    

 

September 1966 Anti-Ibo Riots 

Riots broke out around the North in September 1966. These were similar to the May riots, though 

Ibos were much more specifically targeted in September. These riots coincided with the occurrence 

of the ad hoc Constitutional assembly, which was itself designed to encourage the Eastern Region 

to fully rejoin the social and political life of the country, halting its drift away from the center. 
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“The September massacres were the clinching factor which transformed secession from a 

contingency plan – one of several alternatives – into an inevitability…because the secessionist 

forces within the Eastern government used them in such a way that agreement in the deepening 

atmosphere of mutual suspicion and mistrust became impossible” (De St. Jorre 1972, 114). 

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

The January coup had been a reaction to the deterioration of the sociopolitical situation after 

independence, and the unification decree had been an attempt to remove what Ironsi saw as the 

major stumbling blocks to social and political cooperation. Likewise, the July counter-coup was a 

reaction to the unification decree. Coup begot counter-coup, then, a claim which is not all that 

contentious, given past research on the vulnerability of regimes to future coup attempts after a 

successful coup has been carried out (see, for example, Belkin and Schofer 2003, 2005; Jackman 

1978).  

However, the military was not the only societal group bothered by post-independence 

events and the turn the country took after January 1966. Other components of the winning 

coalition, especially in the North, were also concerned. After the July counter-coup, the East, 

largely excluded from the new winning coalition put in place following Gowon’s assumption of 

power, was more deeply troubled by events than the North. In this case, too, though, the impact 

was broader than just the military or civilian portions of the winning coalition. The public and 

armed forces alike were being affected by the sociopolitical policies being implemented by elites. 

Members of the public, namely members of the various minority groups that had long been 

marginalized, and Easterners, who found themselves increasingly disregarded after the July 

countercoup, had reason to try to change their circumstances. Likewise, members of the military, 
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particularly Eastern officers, concerned by Gowon’s disregard for the chain of command also had 

interest in pushing for reforms that would ensure increased existential security for the East and the 

other regions. Since both groups can be agents of change and had incentives to try to effect changes 

to Gowon’s vision for the country, it is difficult to make the argument that the risk of civil conflict 

by minorities and Easterners would be truly independent of the risk of backlash by non-Northern 

members of the military.  

 

Constraints 

The development of a unified social culture has long proven difficult for Nigeria, both before and 

well after independence (Ukpabi 1989, 108). In light of the societal divisions that reinforced 

regional and ethnic acrimony and distrust between the winning coalition and the portion of the 

selectorate excluded from the winning coalition, Nigeria faced particular hurdles in establishing 

sufficiently strong political and economic institutions and structures to keep Nigeria politically 

united even in the face of societal discord. That was, after all, the motivation and rationale for the 

installation of the federal system leading up to independence, though even it was not resilient 

enough in the early days of the country.  

The coups only served to further complicate the already convoluted political landscape. It 

has even been claimed that “it can hardly be controverted that the coups destroyed Nigeria’s fragile 

political unity and put the country on the path to the thirty-month civil war” (Oyeweso 1992, 101). 

The breakdown of political equilibrium keeping incumbents in power and society reasonably 

stable preceding the January coup and the inability of the Ironsi regime to patch it back together 

put in place the conditions that made the July counter-coup possible. Indeed, with a total loss of 

legitimacy in the existing political institutions – both those in place before the January coup and 
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those in place after Ironsi’s reforms following it – meaningful action taken within that 

governmental structure became virtually impossible. The winning coalition did not have much 

support of any part of society excluded from it, but these excluded actors favored trying to press 

for some change as strongly as possible, since a change to the status quo might carry with it large 

favorable changes to their political fortunes, while a continuation of the status quo would only 

foster further discord (see, for example, Omotola 2010).  

 There is also speculation that the anti-Ibo riots in the North following the July counter-

coup were supported by foreign powers (Balogun 1973), making the task of maintaining internal 

stability all the more difficult.54 And while certain government actions may have contributed to 

the outbreak of more riots and protests, once they began, they simply provided yet another hurdle 

the Ironsi and later the Gowon regimes would have to overcome in order to regain legitimacy at 

the national level. Despite Gowon’s efforts to regain that legitimacy, discussed below, “the 

political problems remained intractable. These included the unequal size of the regions making up 

the Federation, the political aspirations of the minorities and the healing of the wounds brought 

about by the two coups” (Ukpabi 1986, 125). In the midst of all the upheaval and changes, then, 

the basic problems facing Nigeria remained the same.  

 Compounding these problems further, the July counter-coup, even more so than the 

January coup, decimated the Nigerian military. In addition to the tensions arising between troops 

of different regional origins, “the Federal army had also been thrown into a serious state of 

disorganization by the sudden withdrawal of nearly all Ibo and a very high percentage of other 

officers of Eastern origin...While the majority of rank and file were of Middle-Belt and Northern 

                                                 
54 Nigeria and Ghana had ongoing diplomatic tensions during this time period, and Nigeria sought the assistance of 

the Organization of African Unity in 1965 to limit Ghana’s meddling in Nigeria’s domestic affairs (Stremlau 1977).  
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origin, the officers’ corps had drawn heavily from the East, and a vacuum was created by the 

departure of these officers” (Balogun 1973, 79-80). 

 The floundering of Nigeria’s civic and political cultures alienated both citizenry and 

soldiers alike. Those who felt overlooked in the regional battle, namely the minority groups, tried 

to draw attention to their plight in other ways, often unrest, while the military was not strong 

enough to withstand the infiltration of these social and political divisions into the armed forces. 

As a consequence, soldiers grew more restive as civilians and senior officers tried to manipulate 

the army to suit their own needs with seemingly little regard, from the collective perspective, for 

the good of the country as a whole.55 

 

Trade-Offs 

Ironsi faced a number of challenges when he assumed power in January 1966. Following the coup 

came a growth in political conflict in the army because it became the focus of all 

political allocations, the military leaders having become the government. This 

contributed to the spread of indiscipline and to a loss of solidarity between military 

“brothers.” These trends acquired extra salience from the killing of Northern and 

Western officers in the January coup and the foreshortening of the hierarchy of 

command that resulted; both tending to generalise revolt from the right knot of 

conspiracy to a wider circle of mass rejection of authority at all lower levels of 

command. The result was the July counter-coup, an outburst of revolt against 

authority from below by junior officers and NCOs in an attempt to effect a transfer 

of political power but also as an outburst of hostility against a particular ethnic 

group, the Ibos. (Luckham 1971, 83).  

 

Despite the initial optimism after the January coup and the hope that the politicians’ mess 

had been set aside, Ironsi was unable to really regain full control over the country after he assumed 

                                                 
55 It is clear that different groups had different views of what would be good for the country as a whole, but one also 

gets the sense that many, especially the ethnic minorities, felt completely alienated from the political system and 

process, with little presumption that politicians had anything but parochial concerns at heart.  
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power. When coupled with the differences of opinion that existed between the various groups 

(majority vs. minority) and regions (namely East vs. North) on a wide variety of dimensions, any 

decision he took was likely to rankle some societal and military groups even if there were many 

others who supported it. The unification decree proved particularly divisive in this regard, and the 

North’s growing fears of Ibo domination contributed greatly to the decision by Northern officers 

to stage a coup and remove Ironsi from power. Indeed, rather than mitigating regionalism and 

tribalism, as the unification decree had been intended to do, its implementation has been called 

“the wrong step” (Wey 1989, 158), and as a result, “the policy precipitated further controversies 

and friction which were ultimately to consume the Ironsi regime itself and threaten the survival of 

Nigeria as a nation” (Otubanjo 1989, 54).  

In the interregnum between January and July 1966, just as in the lead-up to the January 

coup, the underlying risk factors favoring civil conflict onset were not addressed and reduced, but 

neither were they severely stoked. Much more obvious and problematic were tensions within the 

military, directed toward both the civilian regime (which was perceived as incompetent) and senior 

(namely Ibo) officers. So while the civil conflict risk remained, it also remained fairly steady, 

while the risk of a coup attempt continued to rise.  

 Anti-Ibo protests, especially in the North, following the unification decree and again in the 

months following the counter-coup had the effect of planting the seeds of suspicion among the Ibo 

that the North could not be trusted at all. This viewpoint was primarily the result of the deliberate 

targeting of Ibo in the region. Although the May riots were problematic, the September riots were 

particularly troubling. That Gowon did not take a fast and firm stand against them – much like 

Ironsi had done in the case of the January conspirators – only further confirmed to the Ibo their 

precarious situation in Nigeria and the kinds of potential threats they faced in the future. This 
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increased suspicion that the Gowon did not care about their wellbeing gave the Ibo pause, and 

reason to contemplate other political arrangements for the future so they could be assured of their 

safety as well as some political autonomy (see, for example, McKenna 1969).  

 There was widespread mutinying and revolting by soldiers in the wake of the counter-coup, 

and it was not immediately clear how these troops could be brought back into a state of semi-

discipline. Strong leadership by many junior officers kept the mutinies from spreading and began 

to bring calm, but the efforts to keep Northern soldiers at bay alienated required concessions, 

namely his assumption of power, that alienated the broader Ibo public, though especially the 

military officers. Gowon’s accession to the political leadership outside the normal military chain 

of command, however, meant that “the lines were drawn for the East’s de facto withdrawal from 

the political control of the centre, and the secession and civil war that followed in 1967” (Luckham 

1971, 79). But his unorthodox assumption of power was only the first such move on his part that 

pushed the Ibo further and further from a Nigerian identity and more entrenched in ethnic loyalty 

 After the counter-coup and Gowon’s ascendance in a manner to the North’s satisfaction 

and the East’s consternation, the risks the political elites faced began to shift. Gowon still faced 

risk from Eastern soldiers, but the military action involved in the counter-coup had a much more 

profound effect on the public in the East, which almost at once began to distance itself from the 

center in favor of a stronger Eastern identity with increased autonomy and decreased association 

of any kind with the North.  

The trade-offs model expects that decisions by the incumbent to mitigate one risk will have 

the consequence of increasing the other risk. By taking power, Gowon managed to effectively 

eliminate the risk of continued (and perhaps increased) rebellion by Northern troops, and the risk 

of that rebellion spreading to the Northern public at large. However, this same action did not 
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diminish the risk of civil conflict altogether. Rather, it primarily shifted it from North to East; his 

becoming leader angered Eastern military contingents, and his lack of response to anti-Ibo rioting 

raised fear and anger among the broader population of the East. It was Lt. Colonel Ojukwu who 

basically ensured there would be no follow-on coup by the East (but with the overall consequence 

that Gowon was able to consolidate his hold on power without strong fears of reprisal by the 

military). However, Ojukwu simultaneously fomented secessionist support by essentially breaking 

the Nigerian military along regional lines and stoking Ibo fears and concerns. In this period, 

although the relative risks Gowon faced did shift from coup to civil conflict, the actions of the 

military governor of the East was perhaps equally, if not more, responsible for this shift, as he 

garnered the loyalty of those under his command and the public in the East. Thus, his troops 

listened when he chose insulation and preparations for secession as an alternative to a reprisal coup 

as a response to Gowon’s coming to power and ambivalent actions toward anti-Ibo sentiment and 

actions afterwards.    

 

Final Descent to Civil War 

Historical Background 

In the midst of the Ad Hoc Constitutional Conference and the strengthening preferences of each 

region for the future governmental form of Nigeria’s government, Lieutenant Colonel Gowon 

found himself faced with the increasingly difficult task of trying to keep Nigeria united as a single 

country, but also ensuring readiness in case the East did secede. The skipping of the normal chain 

of command required for Gowon to take control of the government had outraged the Military 

Governor of the East, Lt. Colonel Ojukwu, who in turn supported a breakup of the country more 

strongly than the idea of accepting Gowon as leader of the country. Despite this, Ojukwu and 

Gowon did try to negotiate a resolution to the crisis, in the form of the Aburi Accords. The Aburi 
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Accords, concluded in January 1967, were aimed at de-escalating relations between the East and 

the center, and included the renunciation of the use of force in the conduct of relations between 

the two.  

 Despite the formal agreement of the Aburi Accords, and the promulgation of Decree No. 

8 on the part of the Federal government, debate over the implementation of Aburi and its contents 

continued. For nearly two months, the Accords existed on paper but not in practice. In late 

February 1967, “Ojukwu threw down the gauntlet,” vowing to unilaterally implement the Aburi 

Accords if Gowon did not do so by March 31, 1967 (De St. Jorre 1972, 102). This speech was 

widely considered to be Ojukwu’s official foreshadowing of the East’s secession (De St. Jorre 

1972). On the heels of this public broadcast by Ojukwu, Gowon privately addressed a group of 

visiting African dignitaries that he would use force is necessary to keep the federation together, 

despite assurances in Aburi that force would not be used under any circumstances.  

 As uncertainty about what, if any, form a united Nigeria would take in the future, minorities 

and diaspora groups from the North began advocating for the creation of new states in September 

1966. Beginning in this period, “the West and Mid-West held the balance politically if not 

militarily. Neither Region had any vital interest in giving outright support to Lt-Col. Ojukwu’s 

demand for a loose confederation of existing Regions or to Lt-Col Gowon’s demand for a closely 

integrated federation of eight to twelve states” (Panter-Brick 1970, 44). After months of vacillation 

and uncertainty concerning the issue, on May 27, 1967, he announced both a state of emergency 

effective throughout the entire country and also the creation of 12 new states: six created out of 

the old Northern Region, three out of the East, part of the West carved out to become part of Lagos 

State, West and Mid-West. Gowon’s creation of states was the last move on an issue which had 

had varying amounts of popular support throughout the history of late-colonial and independent 
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Nigeria. With the notable exception of the Ibo, the announcement was strongly supported by a 

number of groups in Nigeria, in part because in creating the new states, 

Gowon took a political initiative that took the sting from Ojukwu’s subsequent 

action. Ojukwu was now on the offensive; he had to react to Gowon’s political 

move on Nigeria’s chess-board. Thus when secession was formally declared…it 

was an anti-climax. The Federal Government had expected it. Gowon had made up 

his mind that violence could no longer be avoided. (Elaigwu 1986, 104) 

  

The East made two major announcements of its own around this time. The same day, May 

27, the Eastern Assembly passed a resolution demanding that Ojukwu declare an independent 

Republic of Biafra in the very near future, which prompted Gowon’s declaration of a state of 

emergency. On May 30, 1967, the old Eastern Region formally seceding from the Federation of 

Nigeria as the Republic of Biafra. War, however, did not begin until July 6, 1967 with the Federal 

government’s invasion of the East from the North. It began as a police action on the part of the 

Federal government to arrest Lt. Colonel Ojukwu, but quickly expanded from that narrow scope 

with the East’s invasion of the Mid-West and march into the Western Region on August 9, 1967. 

On August 11, Gowon declared total war against the Republic of Biafra.   

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

Although the independence of events framework has performed poorly in each of the historical 

time periods, it performs especially poorly here, as there continues to be strong evidence for the 

constraints model and clear evidence emerges supporting the trade-offs model, as will be discussed 

in further detail below.  
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 It is obvious that Gowon did not have much maneuvering room upon his assumption of 

office. The Nigerian military’s new penchant for coups kept that risk alive, and Gowon’s narrow 

maneuvering space shrank further as the Ibo, led by Lieutenant Colonel Ojukwu, tried to regain as 

much autonomy as they could from the central government. These attempts and their general 

thwarting by Gowon also began increasing the possibility of some kind of broader social conflict, 

almost certainly along regional lines. The circumstances under which Gowon found himself taking 

control of Nigeria, and the reaction of the East to the decisions and actions he took to try to preserve 

the unity (but not unitary system) of the country, then, lend themselves to the ready dismissal of 

the independence-of-events framework for understanding the final political deterioration in 

Nigeria and the outbreak of civil war. As time wore on, events – not just risks – did begin to piece 

themselves together in a more nuanced way, further negating the usefulness of the independence 

of events framework in understanding events in Nigeria in the lead-up to the Biafran war.  

 

Constraints 

As in previous historical periods, Nigeria faced the same types of constraints it had in the past, 

though the intensity of them continued to grow: as the Ibo grew more bellicose, many minorities 

in the East began to ally themselves more with the federal government, generating more discord 

in the East and raising the potential for a second conflict based around the region. This conflict 

would take the form of the East against the center, and the ethnic minorities against the Ibo. In the 

aftermath of the July counter-coup and the flip-flop between North and East in level of support for 

centralized versus federal government, political institutions broke down even further, especially in 

light of the refusal of at least some Eastern officers, most notably the Military Governor of the 

East, to accept the leadership of Gowon as legitimate.   
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In the lead-up to the secession of the East, Nigeria found itself confronted with a new 

constraint. The evidenced willingness of foreign countries to sell weapons and other military 

technology and of foreign companies to negotiate contracts with the soon-to-be Biafrans indicates 

that Nigeria’s sovereignty and legitimacy were not wholly respected by external powers, either. 

The fact that the Biafrans could count on other countries for at least some material support was a 

big problem for the national government.  

Continued rivalry along ethnic lines and on the basis of the old regions, coupled with 

Ojukwu’s and the East’s reactions to Gowon and the declaration of new states, limited the chance 

that Gowon would be able to use policy to maneuver out of his tight position. The external support 

for the Biafran movement further compounded these difficulties, as the national government would 

by no means have an assured preponderance of military strength in the approaching fight, raising 

the prospects of a Biafran victory in the impending conflict.  

 

Trade-offs 

The more Gowon tried to keep his options open in dealing with the East, the further he seemed to 

alienate Lt. Colonel Ojukwu and the Ibo, and the more he seemed to push them out of the 

federation. “In its drive towards secession, Enugu [the capital of Eastern Region] was often aided 

and abetted by the actions of the Federal government” (De St. Jorre 1972, 115). Indeed, vacillation 

in the reaction to the massacres of Ibo and inconsistent upholding of the Aburi Accord by the 

national side “all made the Eastern government’s task of convincing the people that Gowon and 

his supporters were devils incarnate immeasurably easier” (De St. Jorre 1972, 115). In light of this, 

the East’s actions contributing to the final outbreak of civil war can be seen as a direct response to 
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actions taken by the national government, first concerned with yet another coup and only later – 

perhaps too late – with the disintegration of the country.  

Shortly after Gowon named himself Supreme Commander of the Military Government, 

Ojukwu said that as a result of the events of the counter-coup and the North’s increasingly 

belligerent and hostile approach to the South, including the favoring of force to bring it in line, he 

knew “that we were heading for something terrible” (qtd. in Luckham 1971, 143, emphasis added). 

In such a situation, there seemed to be little hope that any future decisions by Gowon would do 

anything other than ratchet up the already-high tensions between the East and the central 

government, pushing the East closer to war.  

The carving up of the regions into new states, for instance, very deliberately disempowered 

the Ibo, and led to their almost immediate secession: the Ibo went from being in the majority in a 

large region to the majority in just a single landlocked state. From Gowon’s point of view, 

however, the calculation of the costs and benefits of the creation of the states did favor the national 

government: the creation of states specifically for ethnic minorities in the East helped to win their 

loyalty, and although the creation of states was the final move the East was looking for to leave, 

Gowon’s maneuvers did keep the West from opting to exit the federation alongside the East. The 

invasion of the Mid-West and entry into the West by Biafran troops also ultimately hurt the rebels’ 

cause, as this violation of agreements between the leaders of the Southern Regions also helped 

ensure that neither the West nor Mid-West would secede in solidarity with the East, even though 

the West had been leaning strongly in the opposite direction as recently as April 1967. So while 

Gowon had some success in limiting the scope of the conflict, by the time he felt comfortable with 
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his own hold on power, he had ignored the festering societal discord for too long and could not 

successfully prevent a conflict altogether.56  

 

   

Overall Assessment of the Frameworks 

Based on the narratives above, it is clear the January 1966 coup was related to the July 1966 

counter-coup, and both were related to the July 1967 secession of Biafra and the ensuing civil war. 

Indeed, those events have consistently been viewed as inextricably linked to one another, with 

scholars arguing that a) “the ‘majors’ or January boys’ coup…was, in reality, the first round of the 

Nigerian civil war…Both the coup itself and the legends, which quickly grew round it…split 

Nigeria in two and sent it rolling down the road to a fratricidal war” (De St. Jorre 1972, 43); b) 

“[the January 1966] coup is generally regarded as the first of the immediate causes of the Nigerian 

civil war” (Amuwo 1992, 12); and c) “the civil war [was] a direct consequence of the 1966 coup” 

(Peters 1997, 15). On the basis of these strands of evidence, the independence of events framework 

seems to offer very little by way of a greater understanding of events in Nigeria between January 

1966 and July 1967, and fairly easily be rejected. The overall assessment of the constraints and 

trade-offs frameworks, however, is more complex.  

 It is clear that Nigeria faced a number of constraints at independence, and that those 

constraints were not dealt with in a constructive way and thus persisted throughout the period 

under consideration in this case study. However, given that these constraints were in place, it is 

equally clear that they affected the range of possible actions available to elites. And those actions 

                                                 
56 Given that the final outcome was total war between Nigeria and the Republic of Biafra, limiting the scope of the 

conflict to just the East was a marginal success, though it nonetheless suggests that leaders’ decisions do have tangible 

impacts on the intensity and type of risk they face.  
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and decisions built upon one another, affecting the range of possible actions available to elites in 

the future. Without these initial constraints of regional and ethnic rivalry and weak political 

institutions in place, therefore, it is likely elites would have found themselves with a broader array 

of potential courses of action at their disposal. If there had been meaningful agreement on the form 

of government and the degree of representation of each region, and less tension between regions 

and the different ethnic groups in those regions, the resort to fraud and electoral manipulation by 

the civilian incumbents would have been less necessary as a condition for remaining in power. 

Rather, there was so little support among the population and politicians for the status quo system 

that conducing politics backed by legitimacy was essentially impossible. Without the development 

gap between North and South and the ensuing resentment between regions, the population 

dominance of the North, and its subsequent control over the federal government, might have been 

less threatening to the South, and particularly the East.  

Given the failures of the civilian regime to effectively address any of these issues, both 

Ironsi and Gowon found themselves in more complicated positions, since these old problems were 

compounded by high passions and tensions following each military coup. The two coups were 

followed by demands for a re-ordering of the political system, but the military leaders had even 

less widespread legitimacy than the politicians had had. This made their decisions more 

controversial and divisive, further reinforcing the preexisting mistrust and suspicion between 

groups and regions. The civilian leadership’s refusal to deal with crises in the West in a coherent 

and consistent fashion frustrated both the West and the East, Ironsi’s unification decree outraged 

the North and the timing of Gowon’s announcement of new states convinced the East that their 

best option for survival was complete exit from the existing system.  
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 In order to more fully understand the interconnections between events in the late years of 

the colonial era, through the early years of independence to the coup, counter-coup and outbreak 

of civil war, both the constraints and trade-offs frameworks must be considered together. The 

constraints framework does an excellent job helping provide an understanding of the social, 

political and economic contexts states find themselves in. The trade-offs framework, meanwhile, 

helps account for the types of decisions that incumbents and elites make, and the ripple effects that 

those decisions have. While each framework by itself is incomplete, viewing the trade-offs 

framework as nested within the constraints framework brings into clearer focus the layers of 

complexity and hardship present in Nigeria since the colonial era and extending even beyond the 

period considered in this chapter.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have carried out a qualitative analysis of Nigerian politics from the period before 

independence to 1967 in order to identify and assess the micro-processes leading up to a coup in 

January 1966, a counter-coup six months later and the outbreak of civil war in July 1967. As the 

colonial period ended, Nigeria was endowed with a parliamentary democracy, but also a vast array 

of social, economic and political challenges. Nigerian politics unfolded along largely regional 

lines, and those geographic regions more or less coincided with the major ethnic divisions within 

the country. In this climate of regional rivalries, public goods like development assistance that 

tended to benefit one region more than the others were viewed with suspicion and as semi-private 

goods by the other regions, making almost all policies extremely contentious. Despite the deeper 

divisions these rivalries sowed, regional elites were generally content to exploit them for their own 

political benefit, pitting the regions and primary political parties against one another to ensure their 
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incumbency. At the national level, the military became a standard tool of internal enforcement as 

it was dispatched to various areas of unrest throughout the country.  

 It was against this backdrop that the first coup occurred, in January 1966. As Major General 

Ironsi sought to stabilize the country through policies of centralization, namely the unification 

decree, the North panicked that its domination of the center under the democratic rules would be 

immediately ripped away. Despite evidence that the political system still functioned similarly in a 

number of ways under Ironsi as under the civilian regime before him even after some centralization 

measures were implemented, the North fought back against this feared possible future by staging 

a counter-coup in July 1966. Ironsi was replaced by Lieutenant Colonel Gowon, the darling of the 

North, as leader, and. Gowon quickly undid many of the policies aimed at centralization. While 

lauded by the North, these same policies antagonized the East, which viewed itself as the victim 

of the North’s military and political machinations. Even the Aburi Accord, which was supposed 

to ease tensions between the East and the national government, made the situation worse through 

lack of clarity on the part of the Accord to ambivalence over implementation on the part of the two 

sides. Further actions by Gowon, especially the declaration of new states in April 1967 to replace 

the old regional system, pushed the East to secession and the country as a whole to civil war.  

 With a different set of political, economic and demographic factors in place at 

independence, and a different colonial legacy, Nigerian elites would not have faced quite so many 

major problems at the onset, and would have had a wider set of alternative policies to choose from 

in trying to get a handle on the political process in the country.  At a minimum, without the regional 

and ethnic rivalries, a far broader range of redistributive and development policies could have been 

explored and possibly implemented. So while the case does indeed show that incumbents’ choices 

and policy decisions raised one risk at particular times while leaving the other risk more or less 
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stable, in support of the trade-offs model, it also shows that elites only took these courses of action 

when it seemed there were very few others. Incumbents did often make matters worse, but things 

were hardly ideal to begin with, lending support to the constraints framework.  

 To develop a fuller understanding of how and why politics played out in the way they did 

in the 1960s, neither the constraints nor the trade-offs framework by itself is sufficient. Both are 

necessary for insight into not just the decisions that were made, but why they were made – how 

the regional/ethnic troubles and disparities in the levels of development in different areas limited 

the range of possible policy avenues so that the chosen courses of action were the most appealing 

and rational at the time. For instance, it is in a dire environment that policies made by the military 

governors that really only appealed to one region or group (the East’s favoring of the unification 

decree and the minority support for the new states) were the best decisions that could have been 

reached. Each framework provides only one slice of the explanation, but together they can be 

layered on top of one another for a clearer and more sophisticated view of the past.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

BURMA, 1948-1962 
 

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the social and political events in Burma that resulted in an outbreak of civil 

conflict by two different groups shortly after the achievement of independence in 1948, a gradual 

breakdown of the political system resulting in a rather dramatic temporary turnover of power to a 

military regime for 19 months beginning in 1958 and the military voluntarily turning power back 

over to civilians in 1960, only to seize it permanently in 1962. In order to provide the necessary 

context for an understanding of these events, I will consider the impact of the colonial era, as well 

as the dominance of political life in Burma by a few key personalities. As with the case study of 

Nigeria, I will also provide an assessment of the three theoretical frameworks from Chapter 2 in 

light of events in Burma. The timeline will be broken into four primary sections: the colonial era, 

the period immediately surrounding the outbreak of hostilities by the Communists and Karen, the 

political morass that slowly unfolded throughout the 1950s, and the state of affairs that had a more 

direct effect on the head of the military’s decision to stage a coup in 1962, just two years after he 

had turned power back over to the civilians. I also include an overall assessment of the performance 

of each of the theoretical frameworks to determine which are most helpful in understanding how 

events unfolded in Burma.  
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Colonial Era 

Historical Background 

The British began ruling Burma in 1885, administering the Irrawaddy Delta and southern plains 

separately from the northern hills and frontier areas. The south was populated overwhelmingly by 

ethnic Burmans, while Burma’s numerous minority ethnic groups tended to reside in the northern 

portion of the country. This general pattern of governance was resilient, surviving transitions from 

Burmese kings to the British in 1886 to the Japanese in 1942 and back to British control in 1945. 

The direct rule of the lowlands and plains and indirect rule of the frontiers and hills that would be 

the hallmark of British rule in Burma was largely inherited. When the British authority replaced 

that of the kings in 1886, this differentiation was already in place. Efforts at Burmanization in the 

hills under the kings had been none too effective, so in exchange for their “nominal allegiance and 

service in the Burman armies, they were allowed to retain their identity, language, customs, dress 

and other aspects of their culture” (Silverstein 1959, 98). Nonetheless, compared to “their Burman 

predecessors, the British established much more effective rule over all the peoples under their 

authority,” including the institutionalization of the plains-frontier divisions already tacitly guiding 

national policy. This division between the Delta/plains and the hills/frontiers was the dominant 

one in Burmese society, and one that would feature prominently in discussions prior to 

independence about the scope and form of government in Burma, and the extent to which the 

distinct historical and political heritage of the minority groups would be acknowledged and 

respected (Lintner 1984; Silverstein 1959; Silverstein 1990; Selth 1986).  

 The nationalist movement in Burma did not really begin until the late 1920s and into the 

1930s. It was dominated by two big personalities: Aung San and Thakin (later U) Nu, both of 

whom were active in the student movements in the early 1930s and would go on to be the faces of 
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Burma’s push for independence both before and after World War II. Although the nationalist 

movement was born well before World War II, most progress was not made until after the British 

returned, following their hasty flight from Burma when the Japanese invaded in 1942. There are 

two primary issues of particular note in this pre-war period. First, until 1930, the nationalist 

movement never made an effort to contextualize the traditional differences in governance between 

Burma proper and the hill/frontier areas, essentially conceding that separate rule made sense (Selth 

1986). This was probably due in part to the fact that the nationalist movement was primarily 

concerned with Burman issues: “the use of Burmese as the national language, the restoration of 

Burman national dress, and Burmanization of the schools and the unification of all the peoples in 

the country under indigenous rule” (Silverstein 1959, 78). These goals in fact made the minority 

groups cling more tightly to British rule, which they viewed as protection against Burman 

encroachments.  

Second, the Burmese military prior to World War II was almost entirely comprised of 

ethnic minorities, in particular the Karen. Indeed, Burmans had been effectively barred from 

participation in the regular armed forces by the British after 1925, when all Burmans already in 

the military were dismissed and recruitment efforts came to focus on the Karen, Kachin and Chin. 

It was only in 1935 that the British “recognized the need to open the ranks to Burmans, but little 

effort was made to do so” (Selth 1986, 488-489). Thus, when the war started in 1939, the Burmese 

armed forces were overwhelmingly comprised of non-Burmans. The composition did not change 

dramatically even after the 1941 declaration of war by the Japanese, and many of the Burmans 

who had joined the military deserted after the Japanese invasion in 1942 to join the Burma 

Independence Army, the military wing of the almost-exclusively Burman nationalist movement.  
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After World War II began, the nationalist movement seized the war and Japan’s plan for 

an invasion and occupation as an opportunity to further its own goals. The Japanese were viewed 

as a potential ally in the Burman quest to overthrow British colonial power, and multiple 

organizations reached out to initiate contact with them. At this same time, the Japanese were 

“studying each group and only at about the close of 1939 it was suggested to the Burmese groups 

to unite into one to deal collectively with the Japanese Government” (Win 1959, 4-5). Contact 

between nationalists and the Japanese was made prior to the invasion, and young nationalists were 

covertly transported to and from Japanese-controlled territory to receive military training for the 

fight against the British, forming the Burma Independence Army. On the eve of the invasion, 

Thakin Nu and Aung San tried to extort independence from Britain, naming it as the price for 

Burmese loyalty and assistance in the war effort.  

When the British did not agree on this point, the nationalists moved forward with their 

plans to collaborate with the Japanese, and managed to secure the formation of a subordinate 

government in 1942 and a declaration of independence in 1943, although Japan had not been 

honest with the nationalists about how quickly that independence would be forthcoming, given 

that the nationalists had agreed to help the Japanese with the invasion on the condition that Burma 

be declared independent once Japan reached the city of Moulmein in 1942.   

 Although the Japanese had deceived the nationalists, the nationalists were quick to return 

the favor. Nationalists, most prominently Thakin Nu, who served in the Japanese puppet 

government in part as a means of protection for the Burmans began working and conspiring against 

the Japanese as early as 1942 (the year of the invasion). At this point, the nationalists, primarily 

through contacts with the Communists and the Karen, reached out to the British to plot against 

Japan. The Japanese forces had eventually grown suspicious of the Burmese, and by 1945 the 
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majority of Burman troops were located near the capital, surrounded by Japanese troops. It was, 

however, from this position that General Aung San asked for and was granted permission to march 

out of Rangoon with the Burma Independence Army (now renamed the Burma Defense Army) to 

attack incoming British paratroopers. Before he departed, Aung San made sure to leave some of 

the nationalists behind, as ostensibly loyal partners, to retreat with the Japanese. However, they 

were really there to help rescue any nationalists who were captured by the Japanese after Aung 

San’s subterfuge became apparent.  

 Burmese cooperation with the Japanese, however limited or opportunistic, was scorned by 

many British. Following the Japanese invasion, the Allied Powers viewed malcontent minorities, 

who were becoming increasingly convinced that their best hope for future autonomy and protection 

was under British rule, as crucial to their war effort, an internal weapon against the Japanese in 

control in Rangoon and their Burman collaborators. The Burma Independence Army had engaged 

in brutal, targeted violence against some minority groups, particularly Indiana, Chinese and 

Karens, who were none too eager to welcome the Burmans with open arms. And while active 

moves against retreating British had been limited, they were more than enough to get post-war 

conciliation efforts and independence negotiations off to a rocky start.  

  Once the British returned to Burma in 1945, they continued to actively encourage 

distinctions between the Delta/plains and the hills/frontier areas. When approached by the Burman 

nationalists about a united Burma, Britain insisted that any possible joining of the two areas would 

require the express consent of the hills/frontier peoples. The ongoing use of the “divide and rule” 

strategy “was a policy designed both to encourage the expectations of the hill peoples and further 

to alienate those nationalists seeking immediate independence for the whole of the country” (Selth 

1986, 499). Indeed, “by the time of the Second World War, Burma was still a divided land with 
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sharper distinctions between its ethnic groups than had existed over one hundred years ago at the 

outset of British rule” (Silverstein 1959, 78). And by the time World War II ended and the British 

returned, the slaughter of some minority communities by the Burma Independence Army on the 

heels of the Japanese invasion, those distinctions were sharper still, with the “war period probably 

[seeing] a greater hardening of divisions between the majority Burmans and minority hill peoples, 

as well as the development of new rifts that were to lead directly to the many attacks on the 

Burmese Union after 1948” (Selth 1986, 484).  

 In addition to the collaboration between the nationalists and the Japanese, the other major 

political development for the nationalists during the war was the formation of the Anti-Fascist 

People’s Freedom League (AFPFL), a conglomeration primarily of Army, Socialists and 

Communists. It was recognized by the British colonial administration as the foremost political 

organization operating in Burma at the time, as it was the most popular, inclusive and largest of 

any ethnic persuasion, and as such was the primary vehicle of representative government moving 

forward through negotiations for independence.57 While there was an elected Constituent 

Assembly and other bodies, these were all dominated by the AFPFL.  

 The first two years after the end of the war were spent by both the British and the 

nationalists jockeying for bargaining power and leverage. The British did not want Burma to 

outpace India on the road to independence, but it was also untenable to hold Burma back simply 

for the sake of letting India go first. The vast majority of the negotiations, and particularly the most 

contentious, were headed by Aung San. After a shake-up in the British colonial administration in 

Burma, negotiations progressed much more quickly and smoothly, with the Burmese receiving 

                                                 
57 Although the AFPFL came to be recognized as such, it was not immediately recognized, with the apparent view 

that the British did not want to provide any legitimacy to the primarily Burman organization to use as leverage in any 

post-war negotiations. 
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most of the concessions they sought. The pace quickened considerably more in January 1947, 

when the British Prime Minister and Aung San agreed to the rapid timeline for the creation of an 

independent Burma. The Delta/plains and hills/frontier would be governed together, with the 

consent of the various minority groups needed in order for the Burmans to exert political authority 

over them. The Panglong Agreement, negotiated in February 1947 between Aung San and the 

Chin, Shan and Kachin, exchanged autonomy and representation for the minority groups in Burma 

for cooperation in presenting a united front against continued British rule. While not all groups felt 

represented by the agreement (the Karen, in particular, had been hoping for British support in 

pressing for a separate, independent state), the united front it presented was invaluable to Aung 

San’s efforts to gain independence within a year. After Aung San was assassinated on July 19, 

1947, Thakin Nu became the president of the AFPFL and continued to court the minority groups 

in order to win their approval and support for the constitution that would govern independent 

Burma. However, the Karen especially were divided on the question of cooperation with the 

Burman leadership, with some continuing to support the AFPFL and others withdrawing and 

preparing for conflict. As 1947 wore on, the milestones needed for independence to be achieved 

in January 1948 were achieved, and Thakin Nu announced Burma would follow a leftist ideology 

focused on “the common people” and that the different ethnic groups across Burma “have shed 

the past and are becoming more united than ever before” (qtd. in Tinker 1986, 478).  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

Although Burma had yet to experience a coup attempt or civil conflict onset during the colonial 

era, trouble was certainly brewing, even while the British were still on the ground. At a macro 
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level, the state’s capacity had been fundamentally damaged by the fighting that took place there 

during World War II, and limited capacity has been shown time and again to raise the risks of both 

types of phenomena. The bombing and ground fighting decimated agricultural production, which 

was the backbone of the economy. Even for wealthier countries, like Britain, the cost of rebuilding 

after the war was enormous and burdensome; this was even more the case for smaller, less affluent 

societies. And Britain and Burma were not on the friendliest of terms after the war. Burma resented 

having its nominal independence, granted by Japan, revoked, and the British resented that Burmese 

soldiers had taken part in violence against British troops and government officials during their 

exodus from the country surrounding the Japanese invasion. By the time independence arrived, the 

economy was beginning to show small and tentative signs of improvement and some infrastructure 

was being repaired, though things were still much worse than they had been in the pre-war period. 

And the country certainly faced a unique sociopolitical situation, with the military as one 

of the three core groups in the dominant indigenous political organization (the AFPFL) and two 

distinct sets of potential insurgents, the ethnic Karen and the Communists, who were themselves 

dived into two factions: the Red Flag group, which even in the colonial era took a very oppositional 

stances to the AFPFL, and the White Flag group, which had had the roller coaster relationship with 

the AFPFL (expelled by Aung San, reconciled with U Nu and expelled again). The portion of the 

military forces  who had remained in the People’s Volunteer Organization that Aung San had 

established were questionably loyal to the civilian regime, as will be discussed in more detail in 

the following section. Although no threats had been made by the PVO against the civilian regime, 

reliance on one portion of the military as part of the AFPFL tripod and a paramilitary organization 

of unknown loyalty did not offer any sense of reassurance that the civilian government would be 

able to carry out its work unimpeded.  
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Constraints 

By the end of the colonial era, Burma had secured paper unification of the country as a single 

quasi-federal entity58 and stable leadership (U Nu – formerly Thakin – had taken over as leader of 

the AFPFL after Aung San’s assassination and kept that position for the first decade after 

independence, as well). Despite this seeming success, it also faced a number of hardships, 

including continued encouragement by the British of the minority groups to push for a separate 

existence. Indeed, 

The state of affairs in Burma when it achieved its independence in 1948 could 

hardly have been worse. The country had suffered some of the severest air-strikes 

in Asia during the war; the countryside was ravaged and the infrastructure almost 

destroyed. The inner circle of competent leaders had been murdered even before 

independence had been proclaimed. The new leader and independent Burma’s first 

Prime Minister, U Nu, was a talented, intellectual politician but criticized for not 

being the strong statesman Burma needed during its first difficult years of 

independence. Army units rose in mutiny, the Karen minority took up arms and 

demanded a separate state and the Communists went underground to organize 

guerrilla forces. (Lintner 1984, 408-409) 

 

The conflicts involving the PVO, Karen and Communists will be discussed more in the next 

historical background section, so preceding challenges (including acrimony leading up to the 

outbreaks of conflict) will be the focus of this subsection.  

 The troubled relationship between the Burmans and the many ethnic groups was perhaps 

the most encompassing challenge facing Burma as it neared independence, permeating many other 

facets of society. Not only had the hill/frontier areas been administered separately for essentially 

the entirety of colonial Burmese history, those hill and frontier groups were wary of any potential 

Burman acquisition of power in those areas. For instance, as early as the 1880s the Karen were 

pushing for a territorial entity distinct and separate from the rest of Burma (Silverstein 1990). The 

                                                 
58 Burma proper was ruled as a unitary state while federal principles were applied to the minority areas.  
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treatment of the minority groups, especially the Karen, by the Burma Independence Army as they 

swept through the countryside after the Japanese invasion only further exacerbated concerns about 

what might happen under Burman control. In the early days of the Japanese occupation, entire 

villages were placed under arrest and subjected to violent repression for their cooperation with the 

British by members of the Burma Independence Army, which was comprised almost exclusively 

of Burmans.  

The degrees of support for a united Burma were varied among the different groups, even 

those that participated in the Panglong Agreement. The Shan, for instance, pressed for and received 

a constitutional right to secession after 10 years. Most groups did not receive such an assurance, 

and thus had less recourse for protection from pushes for Burmanization. With these intergroup 

differences in rights and privileges and intragroup differences of opinion in the degree of support 

that should be given to the government and the AFPFL, the uncertainty about where the minority 

groups really stood – both in outlook and in policy – vis-à-vis the Union government “went 

unresolved in the pre-independence period, [and as a result] it continued and intensified afterward” 

(Silverstein 1959, 100).  

 Also problematic were the divisions between the two factions of the Communists and 

between the Communists (broadly considered) the other major political units in the country. 

Especially significant among the latter were the divisions between the Communists and the other 

two legs of the AFPFL tripod, the Socialists and the military. Early on in the nationalist effort, 

Marxism was understood broadly and generally accepted. However, as time went on the core of 

the AFPFL leadership came to see itself as Socialist, and to see Communism as being in conflict 
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with its goals.59 Viewing Communism as incompatible with the mission and goals of the AFPFL, 

Aung San had carefully removed White Flag Communists from positions of power the League 

before expelling them completely. By this time, the Red Flag Communists were already in the 

process of becoming an underground organization and preparing for an assault on the state. After 

Aung San’s assassination in July 1947, efforts were made later that year to bring the Burma 

Communist Party back into the political fold, a move supported by the broader population. This 

attempt was short-lived, though, and the White Flags were expelled again shortly thereafter; at this 

point, they too began to seriously consider an organized resistance against the government, which 

refused to allow their legal participation in the political process.  

Challenges on the political front were closely tied to challenges on the military front, and 

centered on the role of the latter in the former. These challenges can be understood in part from 

the viewpoint that a key feature of pre-independence Burmese political life was the kha piet saung 

tat, or pocket army (Badgley 1958).  

Life under the Burmese Kings was clouded with unrest during intervals when 

central authority was weak. Provincial groups would form their own military force, 

for both protective and aggressive reasons, usually under an inspired leader. The 

British fought for years against renegade forces of this type and were never able to 

quench the dynamic militant quality in Burmese provincialism…Under the 

Japanese after 1942 the young Thakin…nationalists, for perhaps the first time in 

Burmese history, organized most Burman and minority leaders with military 

propensities into the Burma Defense Army. It was largely these men that General 

Aung San utilized in his own post-war pocket army (the People’s Volunteer 

Organization) which was so effective an instrument of latent force in the 

independence negotiations with the British in 1947. (Badgley 1958, 338).  

 

                                                 
59 The Communists were themselves internally divided into “Red Flag” and “White Flag” Communists, with the latter, 

under the egis of the Burma Communist Party, remaining on slightly better terms with the government for a slightly 

longer period of time.  
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The People’s Volunteer Organization remained a paramilitary force even after agreements 

were reached for independence and Aung San was assassinated, creating some problems for the 

civilian government, to whom they were not as strongly loyal. Indeed, it refused to give up its 

paramilitary identity, and viewed itself as distinct from the other coalition members in the League. 

This in particular could pose serious problems in the future, since the PVO and other former 

members of the various incarnations of the Burma Independence Army were a necessary 

component of the AFPFL and could not be removed as easily as the Communists. If anything, the 

remaining members of the initial AFPFL coalition were all the more reliant on these military forces 

now, following the removal of the Communists as a secondary balancing group. The dubious 

loyalty – much more to Aung San than to the League in its entirety – of the PVO was problematic 

as well, as they were an integral component of the winning coalition with only one well-known 

preference: to remain armed and a powerful political force. Even among minority groups pocket 

armies were prevalent, with each traditional ruler in the 30 principalities of the Shan States having 

his own private military force, capable of causing trouble if the state took unwanted action (Lintner 

1984).  

There were two additional challenges facing Burma on the eve of independence. First, 

although U Nu was highly popular among Burmans and minorities alike, he seemed questionably 

committed to being the leader of the country. Before Aung San was assassinated he had tried to 

step away from politics, but was called back following the assassination. Once the remaining 

details surrounding independence were shored up, he tried to exit again, only to once more be 

encouraged by various groups to serve as the leader of the Constituent Assembly, which would 

become the Parliament upon independence. Each time he tried to remove himself from the political 

arena he was persuaded to return, but this, coupled with the fact that the AFPFL was the only 
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significant mass political organization meant that the functioning of the government rested on the 

draw of U Nu’s personality and popular appeal as an individual as much as in his role as a 

politician. With functionally just one party, Burma was sparsely and weakly institutionalized as it 

approached independence.  

 

Trade-Offs 

In the lead-up and conduct of World War II, the nationalists were faced with a choice – ally 

themselves with the British, from whom they sought independence, or ally with the Japanese in 

exchange for the ability to self-govern, long refused by Britain. Siding with Britain would have 

brought eventual independence, and perhaps a more coherent plan for incorporating the frontier 

and plains areas that had for so long been governed separately. Alliance with the Japanese meant 

an earlier declaration of independence and entrenchment of the ethnic Burmans and their military 

forces as the key actors with whom the returning British would have to interact. The explicit 

empowerment of the Burmans by the Japanese elevated their negotiating position vis-à-vis the 

British, but also guaranteed tensions with the groups who had subsequently been overlooked or 

trampled over during the Burmans’ ascendancy. To an extent, rough lines were drawn between the 

Burman components of the military as an organization and the ethnic minorities as a result of 

World War II.  

Three main sources of risk faced the civilian regime at the onset of independence: the two 

Communist factions, the ethnic minorities and the People’s Volunteer Organization (PVO). 

Among the ethnic minorities, some actively opposed being united within a single union; others 

were, at least for the time being, quiescent; and still others were fairly content, in part because they 

had won constitutional provisions permitting secession after trying the quasi-federal experiment 
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for 10 years. As for the PVO, it had been extremely loyal to Aung San, and was, as indicated 

above, his own private military force. But its loyalty to Aung San’s successor, U Nu, and his 

regime, was unknown. Given that Aung San was the one who had initially sought the expulsion of 

the Communists from the AFPFL, U Nu would have to tread lightly in seeking any rapprochement 

or conciliation with the Communists lest the PVO feel the wishes of their martyred leader were 

being betrayed.  

 On the whole, while it is unquestionable that Burma faced an imminent threat of civil 

conflict onset as it approached independence, the exact inclinations of the armed forces, still 

largely comprised of non-Burmans, and the paramilitary PVO, which was almost entirely Burman, 

were simply unknown. This is perhaps the most difficult position to be in, since there is no 

indication of whether particular actions are helping or hurting the already-uneasy relationship 

between government and military. While it thus cannot be said that Burma also faced the risk of a 

coup attempt on the eve of independence, it can be said that the actions of the civilian regime 

would be extremely important in coming years in determining whether the military and 

paramilitary forces and civilian regime would come together or be pulled further apart from one 

another.  

 

Immediate Civil War 

Historical Background 

With the sociopolitical situation deteriorating in Burma even before independence was achieved 

in January 1948, Thakin Nu had proposed in November 1947 a political coalition that would 

include the People’s Volunteer Organization, the Burma Communist Party and the Socialist Party. 

This offer was rejected by the Communists, however, who opted instead to go underground and 
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prepare for an uprising. The PVO would eventually break into factions – the White and Yellow 

Bands – based on the question of the inclusion of the White Flag Communists in the political 

system. While it was still a united organization, Nu had proposed its disarmament and the creation 

of a new political party with them as equal partners. Disarmament was unappealing, though, and 

no agreement on the issue was reached, eventually sparking the split in the PVO and the alignment 

of the White Band faction with the Communists and the Yellow Band faction with the AFPFL.  

The first two years of Burma’s independence were particularly difficult, with three distinct 

armed resistance movements breaking out. The Red Flag Communists and portions of the White 

Flag Communists rebelled first, three months after independence, followed by the White Band 

faction of the PVO and members of the armed forces who had been part of the Patriotic Burma 

Forces (formerly the BIA) in July and August 1948 and by the Karen (and military troops loyal to 

the Karen) in April 1949. The Communists and the PVO had access to various arms caches 

throughout the country that had been stockpiled during the war, some under the authority of Aung 

San, and never hauled in by the government. The leading Karen political organization, the Karen 

National Union, had rejected the subnational state offered to them within the Burmese Union prior 

to independence, preferring more territory than included in the proposal. A group of Karen 

hardliners then went on to form the Karen National Defense Organization, which advocated for 

full independence, and won strong support, even among some Karen moderates. These 

insurrections sparked further divisions, contributing to the mutiny of several components of the 

Burmese military forces.  

The White Band PVO, the KNDO and other Karen organizations and Burma Communist 

Party joined forces as the Joint Political Committee, making them that much more powerful and 

that much more difficult for the government to handle. Moreover, by the end of 1949 the various 
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rebel organizations controlled almost 75 percent of Burmese towns and posed a serious danger to 

the capital. By the end of 1950, however, the Burmese military had seized on slowed rebel 

momentum to successfully recapture considerable territory it had previously lost to the rebels. In 

this offensive against the insurrectionary movements, “the AFPFL leadership became heavily 

dependent upon the military for its survival. Hence, the ruling politicians incurred a heavy debt to 

the [armed forces] right from the start of their political lives” (Than 1993, 31). There was also 

some conflict of goals amongst the members of the Joint Political Committee, as the ethnic 

minorities in Burma tended to want a federal system with more autonomy for their territories, 

while the Burma Communist Party wanted a strong unitary system. As a result, the BCP fought 

against both the minorities and the Burmese military as part of its struggle.  

In addition to the domestic rebellions, fleeing Chinese Nationalists first entered the border 

regions of Burma in 1949, and clashed with the military throughout the 1950s. The Kuomintang 

incursions were primarily into the Shan States, and members of the Burmese military were shipped 

in to deal with this foreign threat. The necessity of having troops on the ground in the Shan States 

to combat the KMT was another burden for a government and military already stretched thin by 

multiple rebellions, but also caused greater friction among the locals, who had been shielded from 

interaction with the Burmans during the colonial period. Indeed, to those in the Shan countryside 

who had had virtually no contact with those from the Delta and plains, “the government troops 

were just as alien as the KMT,” and in their dissatisfaction with occupation began to develop a 

nationalist movement based on the unique characteristics of a Shan identity (Lintner 1984, 412).  

Although “the back of the organized insurrections was broken” by the end of 1950 and the 

government became more assured of its bare survival, the insurrections were not completely 

eradicated, but rather lingered on, with the potential to flare up again at any time (Wallinsky 1965-
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1966, 271). Following the defections of large portions of the military, the armed forces were 

restructured somewhat to help ensure the loyalty of the overall organization: some senior officers 

of ethnic minority option were relieved of their command, and an ethnic Burman, General Ne Win, 

was promoted to the position of commander-in-chief of the armed forces. And it should be noted 

that those first three domestic insurrections were not the only three to have ever occurred. In 

addition to the Karen, portions of the Mon, Kachin and Arakanese rebelled as well in the first few 

years of independence, as did a Muslim movement based in the Arakan region but distinct from 

the ethnic Arakanese rebellion. And more broadly, beginning with the Karen uprising in 1949, 

“the central government has been continuously at war with at least one – and frequently with 

several – of the country’s minority groups” (Bray 1992, 144).  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

With the onset of civil war so quickly after independence, the risk that brewed as the colonial era 

came to a close was realized. This civil war had broader reaching impacts, as well, bringing into 

sharp relief the relationship between the military and the government. Large segments of the 

military broke away from the government side and joined the rebel movements, some on the basis 

of ethnicity, others on the basis of ideology. The defections of the military were directly contingent 

on those of the rebels, since with no rebellion there would have been no immediate cause for 

defection and no pre-existing organizations for the defectors to join. And while it was not clear at 

this point if disloyalty in the military extended beyond those who willingly left to join up with the 

rebels, it was all too clear that anti-government action by members of the military was a very 
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distinct possibility, indicating the threat posed by members of the armed forces to the survival of 

the government.  

 

Constraints  

The rebellion of some segments of the armed forces comprised of the ethnic minorities only served 

to further underscore the precarious and fragile relationship between the majority Burmans and the 

minority groups. Care would have to be taken to ensure that other groups were not pushed to revolt 

out of a sense of solidarity with those groups which had already rebelled.  

If sociopolitical dealings from the colonial era contributed to the onset and continuation of 

the civil conflicts, Burma’s geographical circumstances did not make things easier: 

Several factors combined to make the pacification of the countryside a protracted 

struggle. Burma’s terrain permitted the insurrectionists to “fade away” in remote 

village and jungle areas. The monsoons made it difficult if not impossible to 

campaign from June through October. The government was severely handicapped 

by lack of trained manpower and materiel, especially in the early years of fighting. 

Burma’s trained fighting forces were sharply divided by the insurrection, and a 

majority of them actually went over to the rebels.  (Trager 1966, 116) 

 

The configuration of the countryside and the weakness of the government also made it all the easier 

for China to provide support to the Red Flag Communists and for Kuomintang troops who had 

been defeated in China to make incursions into the hill areas and wreak havoc there.  

Heavy reliance on the military to handle the domestic and foreign insurrections made the 

military an even more powerful member of the government’s winning coalition, which now had 

fewer members of the PVO as the White Band decided to join the movement against the 

government. The prime of place of the military was “a situation tacitly acknowledged by the 

military itself as well as its supposedly civilian masters in the AFPFL” (Than 1993, 31). It was 

apparent to all that without the military’s loyalty, the civilian regime could easily have been 
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vanquished by any one of the various rebel movements. To help ensure a military victory, a 

majority of national revenue in the first few years after independence was spent on combatting the 

insurrection, and although the military lacked sufficient personnel and equipment at the height of 

the conflict, after the worst of the fighting was over, the civilian regime made sure that military 

leaders and the military as an organization “have not had any problem…securing funds and 

recruiting personnel to build a force of approximately 125,000 officers and men” (Trager 1966, 

134).  

It should be noted that the ability of the military to secure Burma’s existential survival did 

partially relieve some constraints. The government, with the protection of the military, had proven 

itself strong enough to survive the multi-faceted rebellion and perhaps move on to other issue areas 

now that the biggest had been handed. However, the issue of the rebellions was not completely 

resolved, and thus remained capable of causing more problems in the future. Nonetheless, once it 

was clear the government would not fall to the rebels, some attention could be turned to pursuing 

U Nu’s vision of a Socialist society, focused on the development of a welfare state, an economy 

balanced between agriculture and industry and a foreign policy centered on neutrality (willing to 

accept help from both superpowers while being officially tied to neither).  

 

Trade-Offs 

While the survival of the state in its fight against the rebels was still in doubt, the government of 

Burma faced tough decisions in terms of how to try to bring the conflict to an end through political, 

rather than just military, means, but also to what extent these political options should be pursued, 

and the extent to which the military should be supported at all costs. One such decision about 

possible political solutions was whether to integrate the non-rebelling portion of the White Flag 
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Communists or keep them exiled from the political sphere. The latter course might halt the 

rebellion of the other White Flags by providing them with an institutionally empowered voice, but 

the divisions just within the AFPFL on the issue of Communism (the early alliance, but later 

expulsion) showed just how incendiary the issue was, and no guarantees could be made about the 

potential reaction by the military or the public to bringing the White Flags back in after some of 

them had been actively fighting against the state.  

With these questions lingering, in an apparent effort to give U Nu maneuvering room in 

negotiations with the Joint Political Committee to end the insurrections, the Socialist and Yellow 

Band PVO members of the government resigned en masse from the Cabinet. In reality, this was in 

itself a political crisis and led Nu to form a non-party Cabinet with the General Ne Win, 

commander-in-chief of the Burmese military, as a member. The military as an organization had 

been important to the survival of the government before, but now a specific member of the military 

became part of the government itself, foreshadowing a similar but more encompassing 

development later in the 1950s. The importance and prominence of the military grew with the 

seriousness of the ongoing civil war, and 

without this military leadership and a small group of loyal field officers and junior 

officers and men, the Union could not have survived the initial attacks of the 

Communist and Karen insurrectionists. Yet the army leaders were not only a 

military elite. Like the Socialist AFPFL political leadership, they participated in the 

struggle for independence and were known in the countryside as Burmese patriots. 

They could and did attract support even after the military units of the Karens and 

Communists defected. Typical of these men was their leader, General Ne Win, who 

had been a Thakin before he became a Bo, or military leader, and who since 1932 

had participated in nearly every phase of the development of the ardent nationalist 

movement. During the desperate and intricate peace maneuvers between the 

AFPFL government and the insurrectionists in the spring of 1949, he agreed to 

serve in U Nu’s Cabinet as Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Home Affairs 

and Defense. (Trager 1966, 133-134) 
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 Although portions of the military remained loyal throughout the worst of the civil war and 

the 1950s, the seriousness of the defection of so many personnel cannot be understated.60 Without 

the onset of conflict in the first place, troops would not have defected to join the conflict on the 

side of the rebels. But a bigger issue was the loyalty of the military to the regime. Clearly, a sizeable 

portion of the military was in no way loyal, and left as soon as a justifiable opportunity arose. But 

it is unknown whether the remaining troops were really more loyal than those who defected at that 

time, or just had not felt compelled to desert over that particular issue. Those who defected initially 

did so in opposition to government response to the rebels and in support of the rebel ideology and 

cause. Could and would another issue arise that would call into question the loyalty of the 

remaining troops? With no way to know, the civilian leadership could not formulate a 

comprehensive policy toward the rebels and feel secure in the continued fight of the military on 

the government’s side. Whether a firmer or softer stance would be best was not known, nor was 

whether keeping such considerations in mind would even have an impact on troop loyalty in the 

long run. And while defection was certainly one potential response for disloyal troops, it is not the 

only option: rather than join forces with groups opposing the state, such members of the military 

would certainly have the ability and access to weaponry to directly challenge the state themselves. 

Thus, the onset of civil war in the immediate wake of independence confirmed the risk of civil 

conflict, but also very much highlighted the very weak ties between portions of the military and 

the state, and the risk that members of the military would take action against the state.  

 

                                                 
60 While the Independence of Events framework would hold that the systematic turn of portions of the military away 

from the state and toward the rebels is unrelated to the causes of the rebellion, this is a hard case to make. The defectors 

were reacting to the initial rebellion itself, and also to the government’s response to that risk. The government’s 

mishandling of the rebel risk provided impetus and opportunity for the military to show its disgust at the situation.  
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The Uneasy 1950s 

Historical Background 

Continued Malaise  

Throughout the 1950s, insurrectionary activity continued, especially by the Karen, Communists 

and Kuomintang troops, although the state’s handle on the situation was slightly better than it was 

just after independence, following a long and aggressive campaign by the armed forces on a variety 

of fronts. In an effort to help in the fight against the insurgents, the government created its own 

pocket army, the pyusawhtis, or local defense units at the township level. They were designed to 

augment, rather than replace, the regular armed forces at the local level. While the intended 

purpose of these units were to assist in the overall effort against the Communists, they came to be 

associated with excessive violence in their communities and were viewed in generally as poorly 

controlled, causing more harm than they prevented. “As separate, small, armed groups the local 

defense forces were of national consequence only because of the popular sentiment they created 

against the founders, the AFPFL politicians” (Badgley 1958, 339). And in terms of permanent 

settlements with the rebel groups, the government continued to drag its feet on the Karen question, 

with a constitutional amendment for a separate Karen state within the Union only introduced to 

Parliament in 1951 and administrative authority for several Karen territories remaining in the 

hands of the central government until 1954.  

 As the 1950s progressed, various groups continuously vied for power. Political parties had 

initially held the position of the most privileged and prime actors in the political process; however, 

as the decade wore on, the presence of other groups trying to participate in this process challenged 

both the primacy and legitimacy of the political parties. Except for the insurrectionaries, who 

actively sought power through the use of force, “these groups may be categorized as those engaged 
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in influencing the power holders and the ‘neutrals which at any time can become active both as 

power seekers and influencers.’ The military may be classified as initially belonging to the latter 

category (which later shifted to a position of influence)…” (Than 1993, 25). In light of this assault 

on its dominant position in society and the political arena, the AFPFL sought to exercise its control 

over the bureaucracy in order to form a broad network of political patronage. However, “the 

patron-client network cultivated by the political leadership inevitably led to abuses of power, 

especially in the appointment of government personnel,” with those in the civil service based on 

merit being replaced by those with ties to the nationalist movement or individual high-ranking 

members of the AFPFL (Aung-Thwin and Myint-U 1992, 70).  

 Despite general elections held from mid-1951 to early 1952 in which the AFPFL won an 

overwhelming majority to both houses of Parliament, the ongoing troubles in the 1950s were 

further compounded by the outbreak of a Shan rebellion, partially egged on by the KMT and 

simultaneous economic and political crises in the Burman heartland, described more below. In 

addition, independence was closely followed by a recession, and U Nu had not been successful in 

his efforts to establish a welfare state in Burma.  

 

1956 Elections 

The National Unity Front, a pro-Communist party, became the first major party challenger to the 

AFPFL in 1956, taking far more seats than the latter had anticipated in the election that year, even 

amid allegations by the NUF that the AFPFL engaged in violent tactics leading up to the April 

election. In response, U Nu stepped down as Prime Minister in June to focus on reorganizing the 

AFPFL, which he believed had lost due to poor organization of the party structure itself and 

rampant corruption on the part of its members. In July, U Nu announced he would resign from 



  
  
 

215 
 

politics completely beginning in January 1957. This “created a power vacuum in the party, and 

increased tensions among the party leaders whose powers lay in the state executive and those who 

had organizational power bases” (Than 1993, 27-28), presaging more catastrophic divisions in the 

coming years. When U Nu resigned as Prime Minister, he appointed junior colleagues to take turns 

filling the post. While he was still in charge of the AFPFL and on his crusade to reorganize it and 

clean it up, Burma’s ambassador to China proposed that U Nu be kept from returning to power 

and instead be made into a figurehead, with nominal, but not actual, power. Upon hearing of this 

proposal second-hand (U Nu himself was not present at the meeting where the suggestion was 

made and was only told later by a colleague in attendance), U Nu vowed to return to the 

premiership as soon as possible. Upon his return in February 1957, he stepped up his crusade 

against corruption, which increased tensions between different factions in both the AFPFL and the 

government, who felt Nu was playing favorites in terms of which factions were being more 

severely targeted for mass arrests.   

 

AFPFL Split 

Nu ultimately joined one of the budding rival factions in the AFPFL, but prior to that, he authorized 

mass arrests of members of both factions. The Third All-Burma National Congress of the AFPFL 

had been an opportunity and attempt to reconcile the two sides, but to no avail, and in early May 

the League was formally split into two rival factions: The Clean faction led by U Nu and Thakin 

Tin, and the Stable faction led by Ba Swe and Kyaw Nyein. After siding with Thakin Tin, Nu 

continued to use his authority to order various forms of repression against his political rivals, 

particularly a number of mass arrests, ostensibly related to corruption, throughout the spring of 

1958. After the split in the political-party component of the AFPFL, all the accompanying 
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organizations at all levels of government split apart as well. Groups previously deemed undesirable 

or less important – minorities and communist sympathizers – were suddenly courted by both 

factions as the key to a majority vote and the retention or reclaiming of power. Perhaps more than 

for any other group, the split in the AFPFL was a victory for the Communists, who viewed the 

split as an opportunity to potentially regain legitimate political power as an ally to one of the 

factions. For instance, with the NUF’s pledge to the Nu-Tin faction came government concessions 

to the Communist insurgents, an exchange which deeply concerned the Army.  

 However, in the immediate aftermath of the split, the Army remained neutral in terms of 

support for the two factions. Both factions were warned not to use violence in their attempts to 

gain the political upper hand. The Army remained very much opposed to the Communists and any 

attempt to incorporate them into the political process or surrendered Communists into the armed 

forces, but Ne Win  warned against the military as an organization becoming involved, but he also 

warned the officers and soldiers against becoming involved as private individuals.  

As part of the stipulations surrounding the split, an emergency session of Parliament would 

be convened on June 5, 1958, to determine which faction would control the government until new 

elections were held. In the lead-up to a vote of no confidence in the Parliament on June 9, 1958, 

both factions did whatever they could to secure support. In an effort to secure the loyalty of the 

minority groups, Nu recanted previously stated opposition to the creation of more ethnic states by 

openly supporting calls for an Arakanese state. The protracted showdown on virtually all societal 

fronts between the two factions brought government functioning to its knees, as no political or 

governmental actor or entity was willing to anger either faction, lest they ultimately back the 

“wrong” faction and thus face retribution by the winning faction after the power struggle was 

decided.  
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On the day of the no-confidence vote, Rangoon was a veritable ghost town, “except around 

the Secretariat in which compound the Parliament is situated. Around it were drawn heavy armed 

guards comprising the Army, Navy, Air Force and Police. Magistrates were also on stand-by to 

give orders to shoot in case trouble broke out. Fire-engines, ambulances, armoured cars, and the 

Police in their wireless cars stood by on the alert” (Win 1959, 44). U Nu won the vote by 8 votes, 

mostly because he had secured the allegiance of the NUF and many of the minority groups.  

After surviving the vote, U Nu shored up his control over the government and continued 

to heighten tensions: he did not call the Cabinet again (which still had some members of the 

opposing faction) between the vote of no confidence and the takeover of the caretaker government 

in late October 1958. Even so, both the Clean/Nu-Tin and Stable/Swe-Nyein factions continued to 

jockey for position for the upcoming elections scheduled for November 1958. Part of the 

Clean/Nu-Tin faction’s overall strategy was to turn the country against the military, an 

organization it had deemed “Public Enemy Number One,” (Butwell 1969, 203; Win 1959, 75), 

more loathed even than the various rebel groups who had been waging war on the state for a 

decade. While this may have initially been prompted by a few specific military officers who 

publicly supported members of the Stable/Swe-Nyein faction, the Nu-Tin faction went much 

further, seeking to undermine the credibility of the organization and foster acrimony toward the 

military in the broader population. Nu-Tin had already undertaken such campaigns against the 

police, Union Military Police and the civil service without much backlash. Given the general 

popularity of the military because of its success against the insurgencies in the early 1950s and the 

profound weakness of U Nu’s government after the split of the AFPFL, but also in light of the 

successful ridding of other state organs of followers of the Stable/Swe-Nyein faction, “perhaps, 

Nu-Tin judged at the time that it was easier to weaken the strong Army than to strengthen their 
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weak Government” (Win 1959, 73), and thus levied all manner of charges against the armed forces. 

While this did have the impact of reducing somewhat the popularity of the military, it was much 

more successful at alienating and annoying the military, which (rightly) viewed itself as the reason 

for the government’s – and indeed the country’s – survival in the first years of independence.  

Also controversial was U Nu’s contemplation of the dissolution of Parliament and passing 

of the next year’s budget by presidential decree before calling for new elections. The budget was 

usually passed by Parliament in September and October, but the president was more partial to Nu’s 

faction than the more evenly-split Parliament was. The Stable/Swe-Nyein faction strongly opposed 

this plan, as it would strip them of the remnants of their political power. Accompanying the 

possibility of this maneuver were rumors that after doing so U Nu would make big changes in the 

high ranks of the Army, including sending some leading officers out into the heart of the country, 

away from the center, as well as possible assassinations of perceived political and military 

opponents, further increasing apprehension across all sectors of society.  

 

Caretaker Government 

As tension throughout the country in the aftermath of the split came to a head, it became 

apparent that elections conducted on schedule would produce considerable violence by those in 

both factions, and that the government as it currently stood would be unable to accomplish 

anything with just an 8-vote cushion of support over the rival faction. Moreover, the Army was 

alarmed by rumors circulating in late September 1958 about the leaders of the Clean/Nu-Tin 

faction’s plans to transfer and/or to assassinate key members of the Army. Paramilitary forces 

loyal to the Clean faction took up positions throughout Burma, including the capital. In response, 

an increasingly nervous military heightened its security positions in the capital and other major 



  
  
 

219 
 

cities, trying to retain a large edge over U Nu’s paramilitary troops. The increase over time in 

mistrust and suspicion on the part of the military and the Nu-Tin faction “was the main cause of 

friction between the two, leading to preparations by both sides. The situation then resembled the 

international politics where world powers justify their armaments as precautionary measures for 

defence” (Win 1959, 70). Thus was the situation when two close associates of Ne Win helped 

broker the details of the invitation by U Nu to Ne Win to take control of the regime as head of a 

caretaker government. As will be explored in further detail below, while there were complex 

factors at play, “Nu’s decision to turn over the reins of government to Ne Win was his own [and 

arguments that it was a coup are a misinterpretation of the factors at play]” (Butwell 1969, 207).  

The invitation to form a caretaker government was formally extended to Ne Win on 

September 26, 1958, and he was unanimously voted into the office of Prime Minister on October 

28, 1958. In his official endorsement of Ne Win, U Nu cited Ne Win’s cabinet experience from 

1949-1950, during the height of the insurrections, as qualification for taking over as Prime 

Minister, especially with the nonpartisan civilian government he would appoint to provide him 

with advice and guidance. One large and immediate consequence of Ne Win’s assumption of the 

premiership was that the elections originally scheduled for November 1958 could be legally 

delayed for six months. After Ne Win was ensconced as Premier, the Parliament was able to return 

to a more normal state of affairs, meeting several times, in part to discuss the budget. However, 

perhaps even more so under Ne Win than U Nu, the real power lay in the hands of the Prime 

Minister and those he deemed to be his closest advisers, rather than in the Parliament.  

Upon taking over as Prime Minister, Ne Win engaged in a major reorganization of the 

Cabinet, including a dramatic reduction in the number of ministers. Ne Win outlined the caretaker 

government’s missions as focused on four key goals: “the restoration of law and order; preparation 



  
  
 

220 
 

for free and fair elections within six months, if law and order were restored and the political parties 

cooperated; lowering the cost of living; and seeking remedies for the economic chaos in the 

country” (Trager 1966, 181). Except for among insurgents, Ne Win enjoyed a broad base of 

support in the Burmese public in the early days of his caretaker administration, relieved that the 

most major crisis facing Burma had been peacefully resolved and that the continued issue of the 

insurrections was being addressed. Indeed, the military focused most of its attention on the 

problem of the insurgencies, and managed to roughly halve the number of rebels, though Ne Win’s 

also inspired a new rebellion among the Shan, who did not much appreciate the military’s 

governing style.  

While significant attention was paid to the insurrections, the caretaker government 

accomplished more than a reduction in the number of rebels and the readiness of the country for 

fresh elections. The military also succeeded in “establishing new and higher standards of 

governmental efficiency and integrity” (Butwell and von der Mehden 1960, 145), bringing down 

the crime rate and lowering the cost of living. “In doing much that badly needed to be done, 

however, the administration frequently used vigorous methods which were a marked departure 

from the easy-going approach of the previous AFPFL politicians…The Ne Win regime got vitally 

needed work done quickly, but did not endear itself to some sections of the population” (Butwell 

and von der Mehden 1960, 145-146). 

Importantly, the Ne Win regime took great pains to adhere to the electoral rules and 

guidelines of the constitution. He came to power constitutionally, and when it became apparent 

that the country would not be ready for elections by the end of his constitutionally-set six months 

in office, Ne Win resigned. The Constitution was then amended so that an individual who was not 

a member of parliament could hold the post of Prime Minister for more than six months, and Ne 
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Win was reelected as Prime Minister to continue the work his caretaker administration had begun. 

Enough progress had been made for Ne Win to announce in September 1959 that elections would 

be held in February 1960, and the elected government would take power in April of that year.  

 

1960 Election Campaign 

The 1960 electoral contest was strictly between civilians – the military-led caretaker government 

did not attempt to remain in power by electoral means beyond the time limit it had specified. 

Although there were a number of political parties and independent candidates running in the 

February 1960 election, the main contest was really between just two: the Stable/Swe-Nyein and 

Clean/Nu-Tin factions of the AFPFL. Despite the hard campaigning by the Clean and Stable 

AFPFL factions in the lead-up to the elections – against the opposing faction in both cases and 

against the military in the case of the Clean AFPFL – “those elections turned out to be the freest 

and fairest since Burma’s independence” (Butwell and von der Mehden 1960, 146).  

 Although it did not compete outright, the military was deeply involved in the 1960 

elections. During the rule of the caretaker government, members of the Stable AFPFL had the tacit 

and sometimes even open backing of the military, which the faction believed would work in its 

favor in the February 1960 elections. In contrast to the Stable AFPFL, which courted the military,61 

the Clean AFPFL spent the duration of the caretaker regime opposing, if not openly antagonizing 

the armed forces. Indeed, U Nu had been preparing a civil disobedience campaign surrounding the 

increase in the duration of Ne Win’s administration: he had not set an official start date for his 

                                                 
61 There is debate on the extent to which the military outright supported the Stable faction. Butwell (1969) holds the 

view that the military did not strongly support the Stable faction as much as it preferred it to the Clean faction as the 

least awful of two thoroughly unappealing options; however, regardless of the level of support of the Stable faction, 

the military was quite actively opposed to the Clean faction, arresting its followers and trying to defame U Nu (Butwell 

1969).  
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campaign, “he left no doubt that he intended to begin it if the injustices about which he had 

complained [including the defamation of his character] were not remedied. The major speech of 

Nu’s preparatory effort was delivered on May 1 [1959] – symbolically at Martyr’s Hill [where 

Aung San and those assassinated with him were buried]. One hundred thousand persons turned 

out, and U Nu was repeatedly cheered” (Butwell 1969, 213). Moreover, the sometimes heavy-

handed tactics of the military in fighting the insurrections and accomplishing its other goals was 

not always popular with the broader public. To ordinary Burmese, “the laxity of the old AFPFL 

days were considered a lesser evil, in spite of its frequent corrupt and inefficient character, than 

the Army-led reform government with its demands for sacrifices” (Butwell and von der Mehden 

1960, 154), and “some of the votes for the Clean AFPFL were probably protest votes against army 

rule” (Bigelow 1960, 71).  

 The Clean faction overwhelmingly swept the 1960 election, winning more than a 2/3 

majority in each house of parliament. “Furthermore the unity of the victorious party was now 

strengthened by the elimination of those disruptive elements in the pre-split AFPFL, which had 

now become the ‘Stable’ faction” (Butwell and von der Mehden 1960, 152).  Although discontent 

with the military’s approach to governance certainly played a role, “probably the two strongest 

factors contributing to the Clean faction’s victory were the great popular trust in U Nu and the fact 

that he had promised, if elected, to make Buddhism the state religion” (Bigelow 1960, 70-71), an 

issue discussed more in the next section. While the Clean AFPFL had certainly been united for the 

purposes of the election, U Nu, as part of his campaign strategy, “recruited a large number of 

highly educated, retired bureaucrats and some retired military officials into his party, creating three 

different factions” (Hlaing 2008, 156), which would become more problematic following U Nu’s 
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official return to the premiership. The biggest exception to the Clean AFPFL sweep of the country 

was in the Karen state, which went almost unanimously for the Stable faction.  

 Following the victory by the Clean AFPFL, the Ne Win regime handed power back without 

incident to the Clean faction, headed by U Nu. While this was not the preferred electoral outcome 

of the military, which had spent its tenure governing effectively (if sometimes harshly) and 

building the capacity of the state, it nonetheless accepted the will of the populace.  

Other reasons for the withdrawal from office by the Army were Ne Win’s belief 

that the military would be weakened by protracted neglect of its main mission, Ne 

Win’s lack of personal political ambition, general support of constitutional and 

civilian government by most of the top Army leaders, and probably fear that U Nu 

would launch a civil disobedience campaign (which would not serve any of the 

Army’s objectives). Burma’s soldier-rulers also may have realized that they were 

becoming more like the civilian politicians they had displaced, slowly 

compromising their standards and differing among themselves – the result in part 

of the environment of political problems and traditions that they inherited. The fact 

that the elections were held, however, was a tribute both to the selflessness of the 

Army and to the effectiveness of Nu’s opposition. (Butwell 1969, 218) 

 

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

As the 1950s wore on, so did the insurrections that broke out just after independence. While they 

did not pose an existential threat to the Burmese state after about 1951, the military remained an 

especially important political actor. The military publically voiced concern when it felt the 

government was making too many concessions to the rebels, and warned U Nu on multiple 

occasions to not give up too much to the Communists as he fought members of his own political 

party to remain in power.  

 The relative standing of the rebels vis-à-vis the government influenced the government’s 

actions toward the rebels, and these actions were subject to scrutiny by the military. To the extent 
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that conciliation with the rebels would bring them into the legitimate political arena, the 

government faced retaliation from the military, which refused to have anything to do with the 

rebels, especially the Communists. Repeated warnings not to grant amnesty or allow rebels into 

the regular armed forces suggests that the military was quite serious in its scorn for the rebels. The 

condemnation of the rebels is also evidenced by the actions of the caretaker government, which 

spent considerable time and energy grinding down the insurgencies and weakening them 

sufficiently that continuing to exclude them from the political process posed no major 

consequences.  

 Throughout the 1950s, it became increasingly clear that the military would not tolerate any 

incorporation of former rebels into politically-active society, and that it viewed efforts to do so as 

a direct threat to the military. Thus, as the insurrections wore on and the government tried a variety 

of tactics, including conciliation, to bring them to a close, the government faced threats posed by 

ongoing civil conflict, but also the risk of military action to prevent or stop particular interactions 

with the insurgents.  

 

Constraints 

Although the actual existence of Burma was more or less shorn up by the end of 1951, other issues 

continued to face the country. The economy remained sluggish in the early to middle years of the 

decade, with “the failure of the AFPFL’s socialist policies…most clearly reflected throughout its 

tenure in the very slow rates of economic growth… much of the agricultural sector of the Burmese 

economy remained in non-Burmese hands…Burma’s economy by the early 1960s had barely 

reached pre-war levels. Remote areas disrupted by the war did not completely recover throughout 

the entire civilian period” (Aung-Thwin and Myint-U 1992, 70). This generally poor economic 
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performance continued into the later years of the decade, when 1957 brought both droughts and 

floods, harming the overall agricultural output that year as well as the 1958 price crop, and lower 

prices for other commodity exports like minerals dampened economic performance even more. 

More damaging than this economic uncertainty was the governmental uncertainty produced by the 

AFPFL split, which led to lower economic output and increased government inefficiency as 

businesses and bureaucrats alike opted to slow activity rather than anger either faction. The general 

outlook was bleak in Burma leading up to the handover to the caretaker government.  

 It should be noted that the force and power of U Nu’s personality was vital in the early 

years of independence: “The leadership of U Nu…was itself probably the decisive factor in 

holding the allegiance of the various hill peoples, especially the militarily significant Kachins and 

Chins” (Butwell 1969, 107). While such loyalty can be beneficial, it can also be detrimental, 

especially if the individuals to whom the masses are loyal come into conflict with one another, as 

they did in the mid- to late-1950s. Indeed, such patterns of loyalty by the masses “produced the 

divisive force underlying the…AFPFL split” (Badgley 1958, 339).   

 Another problem facing Burma after its basic existence was assured was the capability of 

its leaders to competently serve as such: 

U Nu’s lack of political experience and executive ability, need not have been 

terribly damaging, had a modicum of such experience and ability been present 

among his colleagues, and had he been inclined to delegate authority reasonably 

commensurate with the responsibilities assigned. Neither of these was the case. Of 

all U Nu’s colleagues, only [one] had any experience worth mentioning in the world 

of affairs, and even his was not great. Below ministerial level, the civil services 

unfortunately were also weakly staffed, even when measured only by the 

requirements of traditional government activities. But the socialist and 

development drives had burdened the government apparatus with a host of new, 

non-traditional responsibilities constituting an almost impossible burden for even 

an experienced, first-class civil service to which an appropriate degree of authority 

had been conveyed. U Nu simply could not recognize the need for administrative 
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reorganization to improve the quality of the public services and their managements, 

or to remove the bureaucratic shackles inherited from the colonial administration 

so that the services could at least perform up to the level of their limited capabilities. 

(Wallinsky 1965-1966, 274-275) 

 

 Between the limited political experience of the politicians, continued insurrections, the 

surprise performance of the NUF in the 1956 elections and the perceived threat to his continued 

role in the AFPFL, increasing factional animosity within the AFPFL, “U Nu moved from one crisis 

to another, always publicly holding aloft the ideal of a unified, federal, socially advancing Burma” 

(Trager 1966, 122). While this may have been the goal, the preceding circumstances and other 

factors conspired against Nu, making achievement of that ideal very difficult.  

 The pyusawhtis, or government-formed pocket armies, also proved to be an ongoing 

challenge for the civilian regime, with U Nu himself stating at one point that without reform, they 

would be the “death-knell of democracy” (qtd. in Fairbairn 1957, 303). Even though oversight 

committees existed at the district level headed by senior members of the military to provide 

training, equipment and discipline, “in practice, the pyusawhtis were difficult to control and in 

some districts they became unmanageable vigilante groups, committing crimes in the name of 

justice. In two or three areas they became outright criminal gangs” (Badgley 1958, 339).  

 In some ways, the assurance of the continued existence of Burma opened the door for new 

problems, since the government now had some maneuvering room. It no longer had to focus all of 

its attention on mere survival, but once it came time to govern, the lack of political experience by 

those in power became a major hindrance in moving the country forward normally. In this 

circumstance, the fact that the AFPFL was less a fully-developed political party and more a conduit 

for political patronage became more obvious and was in a position to create greater difficulty. 

Once the government was in a position to actually govern, the lack of necessary internal 
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infrastructure to do so caused the government to falter, and prevented it from carrying out much 

needed development tasks. For instance, appointment to top party positions (as opposed to election 

by party members) was relatively common and at the local level, power allocation was determined 

in large part by the strength of that party boss’ ties to the central leadership. While all this may 

have helped the AFPFL remain united for a time, it hindered its ability to adapt to the new needs 

Burma would encounter as it developed and grew from barely-maintained existence to a fully-

functioning country. Additionally, there was no meaningful counterweight to the AFPFL in the 

government. After 1956 the NUF was an opposition party in the parliament, but the parliament 

itself was viewed by U Nu as mostly serving an affirming function – he would make the primary 

governmental decisions and the parliament would sign off on them without question. The 

functional process by which policy was made centered on the Cabinet and the Executive Council 

of the AFPFL, so very few important matters were ever posed to parliament, meaning that 

government policy was almost wholly at the discretion of U Nu.  

 The survival of the regime and the country into the heart of the 1950s was an impressive 

feat, given the economic and demographic challenges it faced, to say nothing of the ongoing civil 

conflicts by multiple societal groups. Compounding these initial challenges, though, were 

difficulties stemming from the lack of political infrastructure in the state that affected not just the 

government as a whole, but also the AFPFL, which for the first several years of the decade was 

the only organization that existed with sufficient strength to populate and run the government. 

 

Trade-Offs 

The fact that “in Burma individual personality plays an immense role in shaping the destiny of the 

nation” (Win 1959, 69) meant that Burma’s fragile political culture could be shaken and potentially 
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destroyed on the whims of the individuals in power. Because U Nu was the dominant political 

player during this period, much of what happened throughout the 1950s was a direct consequence 

of actions by U Nu or reactions by other elites to those actions. Up until the AFPFL split in 1958, 

U Nu was viewed as “the only man for the job,” “a truly national figure” to lead the government 

(Butwell 1969, 156). This view was held by colleagues and competitors alike, and Nu was able to 

proceed on a variety of policy programs as a result. As this faith in Nu faltered when he chose 

sides in the AFPFL’s factional struggle after 1957 and sought to retain control of the government 

by any means necessary after doing so, so too did Nu lose the ability to carry out any actions 

whatsoever without appearing to his critics play favorites. In this light, the risks Nu faced from 

both the rebel groups and the military, especially beginning in the mid- to late-1950s, were entirely 

of his own manufacture: there was no way for Nu to satisfy both the Communists and the Army, 

but his frequent attempts to court the favor of one group at the expense of the other, combined with 

his repeated flipping of support from one group to the other, prevented him from enjoying either 

group’s true endorsement. In particular, Nu’s criticism of the military rapidly drove them to align 

themselves with the opposing Stable/Swe-Nyein faction of the AFPFL.  

 For instance, “did he relinquish office in 1956, fortified by the disappointing election 

results of that year, to reorganize and purge the AFPFL organizations in the districts – the apparent 

motive – or rather to demonstrate to his colleagues that they could not get along without him? The 

truth is, I fear, that they did not miss him very much, during this absence. In many ways, the 

business of government steadied down, and operated more smoothly” (Wallinsky 1965-1966, 

279).  

 Prior to the vote of no confidence on June 9, 1958, U Nu met with senior army officials to 

discuss the security and political situation in the country. The fighting between the two AFPFL 
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factions had permeated every level of society, and with the government distracted from the 

ongoing insurgencies and in some cases hoping for the cooperation and support of some of the 

insurgent forces, namely the Communists, security in Burma was tenuous at best. Faced with this, 

and an army of wavering loyalty, “U Nu made a big offer. He proposed formation of a 6-man inner 

circle with three Army Bosses and three from his faction to take a joint hand at the helm of the 

States. It was an astounding offer – an unofficial Coalition Government with the Army! But the 

Army leaders declined the offer on the spot and left him” (Win 1959, 76). Thus, in order to stave 

off the further spread of unrest and hostile political competition, U Nu, months before the caretaker 

government was actually formed, courted the military as a means to retain at least a marginal hold 

on power. However, Nu’s survival of the vote of no confidence did not bring a return to normalcy. 

Indeed, his winning of that motion has been called a “pyrrhic victory as the compromises made 

and concessions promised in exchange for support continued to circumscribe the actions of U Nu’s 

faction for the rest of its political life, that is, up to the coup of 1962” (Than 1993, 28).  

 Both before and after the vote of no confidence, U Nu’s Clean faction courted the ethnic 

minority and leftist politicians for support. It was Nu’s reliance on these groups that concerned the 

military and “subsequent peace overtures by the Clean AFPFL government and the heightened 

level of activity by pacifist groups and Communist-front organizations clamouring for 

unconditional cessation of the civil war increased the anxieties of the tatmadaw [Burmese armed 

forces] which perceived them as serious threats to the stability and integrity of the central state” 

(Than 1993, 34). Indeed, “it appeared that until the time of the political split, the Army had faith 

and respect for U Nu…But their respect…gradually waned with the development of factional wars, 

where U Nu’s side resorted to persecutions, infringement of constitutional provisions, and 

extension of excessive concessions to the Communists” (Win 1959, 69). It could be argued that U 
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Nu’s need for the loyalty of the ethnic minorities and Communists weakened the government with 

respect to the insurrection movements. Because of the courting of and heavy reliance on the loyalty 

of the rebels by U Nu between his victory in the vote of no confidence and the handover to Ne 

Win in his attempt to gain as much following and power as possible, “the multicolored62 rebels 

who were on their last legs and suing for peace and leniency just before the two factions broke up 

the AFPFL, stiffened their attitude and changed their appeals to demands” (Win 1959, 48).  

 The possibility of complete disloyalty by the military as a reaction to the anti-military 

rumors and propaganda originating from his followers was not lost on Nu, who had a speech 

broadcast addressing this very issue as he left on an official trip through Upper Burma. In the 

speech, he  

stated that the allegations against the Army by the Nu-Tin Convention had been 

made owing to the ignorance of the Nu-Tin leaders of the role of the Army. He 

said…that the Army was the saviour of the country: it saved the country from the 

clutches of the insurgents when it was only a two-finger breadth from the edge of 

the abyss and it fought and drove out the Chiang Kai-shek intruders; that the Army 

was a benefactor of the people and his AFPFL must defend the honour and prestige 

of the Army which had excelled itself in courage, perseverance and sacrifice, U Nu 

said. Perhaps, U Nu thought this “honey” would be enough recompense for the 

damage done to the Army. But the Nu-Tin action had stirred up a hornet’s nest 

making more District Army Officers become increasingly suspicious of Nu-Tin 

Government’s demarche in collaborating with the NUF, predominant with crypto-

Communists. The relations between the Army, and the Nu-Tin politicians, 

especially in the districts, turned from bad to worse. (Win 1959, 76-77) 

 

 There is an argument to be made that U Nu’s decision to turn the government over to Ne 

Win prevented broader society from completely disintegrating (Win 1959). While this may have 

been the case, U Nu was not an enthusiastic supporter of the caretaker regime, and in fact felt the 

                                                 
62 This is a reference to the propensity of the various ideological rebel groups in Burma to incorporate a color into 

their name: the Red Flag and White Flag Communists, the White Band and Yellow Band People’s Volunteer 

Organization, etc.  
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caretaker government took on too wide an array of actions, rather than limiting itself to preparing 

for the elections. Nu tried to push for elections even before the initial six-month term was over, 

promising desirable Cabinet positions to members of the military if his party won the subsequent 

elections. However, Ne Win disagreed that the country was ready, and did not call for any such 

elections. While “[the military’s] assumption of control, however temporary and legal, inevitably 

gives rise to other anxieties about the future of parliamentary democracy in Burma,” (Trager 1959, 

318), those anxieties should have also been increased by U Nu’s repeated attempts, both before 

and during the caretaker regime, to barter with the military for his own hold on power, including 

making the military an integral component of civilian administrations.  

 In the course of dealing with the insurrectionaries, U Nu increased concern among 

members of the military that he would make too many concessions in trying to bring the conflicts 

to a close. The conflicts wore on, though, and even as the military was growing increasingly wary 

of U Nu’s government, his regime crumbled due to internal rivalries and petty infighting. The need 

of each faction to secure societal support increased the importance of the rebel groups, and as such 

increased the consternation of the military when efforts at reconciliation with the rebels were 

broached. In order to prevent the complete political breakdown of society, U Nu agreed to turn the 

government over to General Ne Win, the Commander in Chief of the Burmese armed forces, in 

part to prevent a coup that could have easily been carried out in the fall of 1958. The rebel 

movements were severely weakened during that caretaker regime, but U Nu continued to perturb 

the military even while out of power. Nonetheless, U Nu won a huge electoral victory in 1960, and 

the military, though preferring a different outcome to the election, handed power back to U Nu, 

albeit it with some skepticism and reluctance. In various efforts to deal with the ongoing civil 

conflicts, then, U Nu managed to earn the distrust and in some cases disloyalty of the armed forces. 
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While the distrust and disloyalty were very real, they were also the direct result of the actions U 

Nu took in the political realm, particularly with regard to the various rebel movements and 

autonomy-seeking minority groups, in addition to his electoral strategy of demonizing the military, 

which only served to sow deeper seeds of discord, as he made the differences in governing style 

and preferences very personal.  

 

Final Decline to the 1962 Coup 

Historical Background 

When U Nu returned to power as Prime Minister in April 1960, he had been granted a huge 

electoral mandate by the people to carry out his promised policy proposals, including the creation 

of states for the Mon and Arakanese ethnic groups and the institution of Buddhism as the official 

state religion. In part because of the promises of statehood, once he returned to office, the Mon 

and Arakanese began pressing hard for their promised autonomy, and other ethnic groups also 

continued to seek similar autonomy, self-determination and even outright independence.  

To the chagrin of the military and non-Buddhist minority groups, U Nu also sought to 

follow through on his other major electoral promise, to make Buddhism the state religion of 

Burma. He passed two constitutional amendments in 1961 to achieve this, one officially 

acknowledging it as the state religion and the other assuring protections for religious minorities. 

This move in particular angered the Kachin, who outright rebelled as a result of the proposal. 

Additionally, the number of Shan rebels, who aligned themselves with the ongoing insurrection of 

the Karen, more than tripled between 1959 and 1961. By 1961, rebels controlled 10 percent of the 

country, a far cry from the case in the first few years of independence, but still a substantial amount 

of territory lost by the government.  
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 Grumblings about the policy pursuits of U Nu were particularly prominent in February 

1961, with senior officers openly questioning the civilian leadership and musing that the Army 

should step into the political scene once more. U Nu approached General Ne Win about this 

subversion, and Ne Win remained loyal to civilian rule. A number of the high-ranking officers 

involved in the rumblings were named to political positions, re-stationed outside the country, while 

still others resigned, ostensibly to enter the private sector or the political arena. 

 As the months wore on, “the political leadership faced three major problems in the form of 

escalation of ethnic dissent, economic uncertainty, and increasing demands for internal peace. The 

populace became disillusioned with the ruling party and developed apathy to the political process 

in general” (Than 1993, 30). Coupled with this apathy was the steady disintegration of the Union 

Party. Beginning with U Nu’s decision to foster distinct factions within the party during the 1960 

election campaign, the party had been splitting into three distinct factions, two of which aligned 

with one another against the third, based around U Nu’s personal role in the party, much like the 

AFPFL had in 1958. In December 1960, U Nu announced that he would step down as leader of 

the party at the next national party congress. Rapidly from that point forward, the party continued 

to factionalize and in-fight, culminating with the functional and practical (though not official) split 

in the Union Party when individuals from the Thakin faction (organized around the idea of strong, 

personalized leadership of the party) won the battle for the leadership positions in the party in 

February 1962.  

 In March 1962, during the Nationalists’ Seminar U Nu had convened to meet with the 

ethnic minorities to discuss possible reforms to the federal structure of the Union in order to 

accommodate each group’s desire for autonomy and self-determination to the greatest extent 

possible, the army, once again led by General Ne Win, staged a coup, placing U Nu under arrest, 
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abrogating the constitution and with it the guaranteed right of some ethnic groups to secede from 

Burma. Indeed, it was this possibility of a revision to Burma’s existing federal arrangement to 

favor greater autonomy for the ethnic minorities, as well as Nu’s insistence on making Buddhism 

the state religion, that pushed the military to intervene (Aung-Thwin and Myint-U 1992; Chang 

1969; McCarthy 2008; Min 2008; Schock 1999; Silverstein 1990; Trager 1963). However, 

although not discussed as vocally as the prior two policies, 

Probably no less important, the leading soldiers were fed up with what they 

perceived as the perpetual bickering and lack of unity of the country’s civilian 

political elite…Western-style democratic political institutions had been twice tried 

– and found wanting. And Burmese socialism had been too long delayed in its 

implementation because of alleged ties between the country’s civilian politicians 

and the still economically important Indian and Chinese communities. (Butwell 

1972, 901) 

 

Although Ne Win made no efforts to assure the public of the temporary nature of this 

military intervention, “there seemed to be little surface or undersurface expression of 

hostility to the coup. If anything, there was a feeling of relief: at last, the slide downward 

would be stopped” (Trager 1963, 321).  

 

Assessment of the Frameworks 

Independence of Events 

The independence-of-events framework continues to perform poorly in this final historical period, 

as U Nu’s actions toward the minorities were conditioned, at least in small part, by the reaction of 

the military, and the degree to which U Nu paid heed to the preferences of the military relied 

heavily on the potential gains he viewed as a result of a final settlement with the various ethnic 

groups. Regarding the former point, there were certain policies that were simply unacceptable as 

far as the military was concerned, such as open acceptance of Communists as part of the 
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government. U Nu understood that there would be swift and dire consequences if such policies 

were attempted. Vis-à-vis the latter point, U Nu perhaps paid less attention to the warnings of the 

military about his plans at revising the federal structure and trying to end the conflict with the 

minority groups because he perceived an enormous electoral and popular boost to himself and his 

colleagues if he ended at long las the conflict even the military government, with all its efficiency, 

had been unable to bring to a close. And while the victory of U Nu, with the help of General Ne 

Win, in the showdown with the military in early 1961 helped the regime survive to continue 

pressing for its policies of increased federalism and Buddhism as the state religion, “the 1961 

resignations by no means ended the military threat to Nu’s continuing in office” (Butwell 1969, 

231). While the resignations and reshufflings neutralized the immediate threat of specific mutinous 

officers, they left the underlying issue of chilly civil-military relations unaddressed.  

 

Constraints 

Although his sweeping electoral victory appeared to be a feather in the cap of U Nu, it belied the 

troubles and struggles still facing the state. For instance, despite his victory, several of the minority 

ethnic groups were still, and increasingly, restive, in part as a response to the increased laxity of 

the U Nu regime following that of the strong-armed methods of the military caretaker government. 

Once again, the threat of rebellion by multiple groups, coupled with the ongoing rebellions of 

others, constrained the range of options open to U Nu. He could not carry on as though there was 

peace throughout Burma, because this was simply not the case, but it was also unclear what tactics, 

other than those backed by brute military force, could succeed in quieting the insurrections.  
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 The economy had improved under the caretaker government, and a rebound in agriculture 

and world food prices further helped produce a stronger economic output than had occurred over 

the past decade. In the political, arena, though, 

all was not well. A number of overlapping factors combined to cause some 

uneasiness, and in the end and in combination, they brought to a close U Nu’s 

crusade for democracy. These were dissension and division in U Nu’s Union Party; 

the promulgation of Buddhism as the state religion; the rise of insurrectionary 

activity, particularly among the Karen National Defense Organization (KNDO) and 

other minorities and this problem was complicated by the Kuomintang (KMT) 

Nationalist troops still active in the Shan States; new demands for “federalism,” 

particularly among the Shans, demands which were interpreted as an indirect attack 

on the integrity of the Union; and U Nu’s apparent inability or unwillingness to use 

his great popular appeal to restore order where it was lacking or where it was under 

attack. (Trager 1963, 311) 

 

While some of those factors, like the pursuit of Buddhism as the state religion, were under U Nu’s 

direct control and are discussed further below, others were beyond the realm of his control, but 

nonetheless constrained him and increased tension among other groups in the winning coalition, 

namely the military.  

 With the strong emphasis on individual personalities in Burmese politics, the personality 

characteristics of the individual leaders can also be taken into consideration as assets or liabilities 

in their efforts to guide the state through the various challenges facing it. In the case of U Nu, his 

devout adherence to Buddhism was problematic, as it raised tensions with the military and further 

alienated the already-disgruntled non-Buddhist ethnic minorities. This especially became the case 

after his return to power following the caretaker administration, when “he appears to have become 

somewhat disorganized, never fully using his popular appeal, always preaching to leader groups 

hoping perhaps to convert them in one evangelical Buddhist effort…I believe that U Nu could no 



  
  
 

237 
 

longer reconcile the requirements of political leadership with his desire to achieve Buddhist 

religious integration and carry out in public life its consequences” (Trager 1963, 320).   

 

Trade-Offs  

After returning to office in April 1960, U Nu was caught between a rock and a hard place. The 

ethnic minorities to whom he had promised statehood in 1958 and again in 1960 were demanding 

follow-through. Portions of the military officer corps were openly hostile to U Nu and speculated 

on the necessity of another Army intervention. Moves to placate the minorities, some of whom 

were gearing up for a rebellion, caused further consternation in the military, and any bowing to 

military preferences by U Nu, while not really attempted, surely would have rankled the minorities, 

since the Army was in general opposed to new states or any other concessions to the ethnic 

minorities that would divide the Union.  

Stemming from its (albeit fairly recent and sometimes strained) role as one of the few 

multinational organizations in the country, the military also opposed the sanction of Buddhism as 

the official state religion, against the popular viewpoint among the ethnic Burmans, who 

constituted 75 percent of the population, and most of whom were Buddhist. Indeed, the military 

consistently favored unity in Burma – opposing federal reforms that would transfer considerable 

authority to subnational units as well as the culturally divisive state religion proposal that 

underscored differences between the majority and minority groups. Throughout his second regime, 

it U Nu’s attempts to appeal to the broader population, rather than to the armed forces, that proved 

fatal to his hold on power: 

Once returned to office, U Nu seemed to pay scant regard to maintaining his 

position: he antagonized the army by his insistence that Buddhism be made the 

State religion and failed to keep in check the wild schemes of federalism on the part 
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of Burma’s ethnic minorities. Such indifference to the views of the military proved 

a fateful mistake: and on 2 March 1962 the army acted. (Cook 1970, 259-260)  

 

From the beginning of his new period of rule, though the military “apparently returned to 

the barracks” after his electoral victory, “relations between the Union Party…and the military were 

fraught with apprehension and churlishness. U Nu’s reversal of [Ne Win’s] policies and 

institutional measures caused resentment and frustration in the military…On their part, some of U 

Nu’s followers…took a confrontational stance against the military establishment” (Than 1993, 35-

36). Despite these strained relationships between the state and the military, “it is probable that if 

U Nu could have proceeded constructively from this point forward (early 1961), he would have 

maintained control of the situation, for the country had rallied in the face of an external aggressor, 

the KMT’s [sic], and had soured on the claims of the Shan and Karen separatists and rebels who 

made common cause with the hated Kuomintang Chinese. But, once again, party friction and 

factionalism broke out…” (Trager 1963, 318).  

Finally, previous decisions of U Nu continued to have consequences on the functioning of 

the state. The centrality of the military to the survival of the country in the early days of 

independence and as its government from 1958-1960 meant that even once U Nu was restored to 

power in April 1960 the specter of military rule would still be large and recent: “it 

is…unquestionably likely that for several months and probably some years to come decisions will 

be partly made by the politicians on the basis of how they will be received in top military circles” 

(Butwell 1960, 23). While U Nu’s complete surprise at the coup (Butwell 1969) suggests that he 

had not carried out his policies with this consideration in mind, he would have perhaps been more 

successful in retaining control of the government, though constrained in what he could hope to 

accomplish, if he had. And although the circumstances at the time may have justified the bringing 

in of the military as a caretaker government in 1958, doing so “[made] it all the easier for the 
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military to justify intervening again (in 1962) the next time the civilian leadership [faltered]” 

(Lovell and Kim 1967, 117). The precedent set in the name of saving the country, then, had proven 

to be a dangerous one.  

 

Overall Assessment of the Frameworks 

There can be little doubt that the colonial era, and especially World War II, produced a tough 

environment for Burma. Divisions had existed between the ethnic Burman majority and the 

numerous minority groups even before the British arrived, but the British and Japanese policies of 

pitting the different sets of groups against one another exacerbated those divisions. The destruction 

of the country’s economy and physical infrastructure as a result of the waging of the war only 

created greater hardship for the fledgling government.  

 The issue of minority dissatisfaction weighed heavily on the leadership in the negotiations 

leading up to independence as the Burmans needed the support of the minorities as leverage against 

the British. The issue continued to preoccupy leaders in the first years of independence, when 

several distinct groups rebelled and nearly succeeded in bringing about the destruction of the 

country. This dire situation would be diminished but never eliminated, and continued as one of the 

primary issue areas throughout the entire parliamentary period.  

 In light of the ethnic troubles, the primary leader throughout this period, U Nu, faced the 

continuous political tightrope between the rebels and the military. Leaning too far in the direction 

of one would provoke the other. U Nu consistently erred on the side of the former, with the result 

not only of continued insurgent threats (as he did not completely court the rebels nor acquiesce to 

their demands), but also a disgruntled military that came to lose confidence in his ability to govern 

in a manner consistent with the national interest.  
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 Since rebel policy was the point of contention between citizens and soldiers, without the 

rebel groups the civilians would not have faced such decisions. In understanding Burma’s 

parliamentary period from 1948 to 1962, then, one must bear in mind the constraints framework, 

but also the trade-offs framework. The economic and ethnic constraints were the locus of Burmese 

politics, and it was in this environment that everything else came to pass. That is, constraints 

produced the civil war just after independence, but without the series of decisions and 

miscalculations in dealing with it, a coup would have been an unlikely response to the normal 

functioning of the political realm.  

 

Conclusion 

The historical narrative developed throughout this chapter points to the 1962 coup as the final 

interaction in a chain of events begun even before Burma achieved independence. Aung San’s 

negotiation of the Panglong Agreement explicitly acknowledged the presence of serious divisions 

between Burma’s various ethnic groups. The rebellion by Communists and Karens, and the 

defection of enormous segments of the military to join the insurrectionary movements, highlighted 

just how deep these divisions were. Against this backdrop of rebel activity that nearly destroyed 

Burma outright and which was always at the forefront of the sociopolitical environment, U Nu’s 

government faltered repeatedly.  

 Faced with the troubled post-war economy and tense social and political environments, 

Burma turned to the man who had been Aung San’s political heir and the only real leader the 

country had ever known – U Nu. Nu was a devout Buddhist, and his high moral ideal did not 

always mesh with the realities of running a developing country, bringing him into conflict with 

rival personalities in his own party as well as with the military establishment. The conflicts 
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ultimately concerned U Nu’s basic personality, which naturally influenced every decision he made 

as Prime Minister.  

 Beginning with the rebellions and continuing especially with the National Unity Front’s 

strong performance in the 1956 elections, the 1958 Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League split 

and the 1960 election campaign, other political actors and entities came up against the strength 

and force of U Nu’s personality and popular appeal. His attempts at conciliation with the rebels, 

for instance, were insufficient to pacify these groups, but were far more generous than other 

political actors, particularly the military, would offer, and thus earned the scorn of hardliners on 

both sides of the issue. Tensions within his own political party, the AFPFL, eventually forced a 

split in the organization, and necessitated an intervention, albeit a constitutional one, but the 

Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces.  

 Having already raised the ire of the military once with his perceived intransigence on the 

rebel issue and alienation of politicians preferred by the military, U Nu rode a popular tide back 

into office on promises of new states for select minority groups and the designation of Buddhism 

as the state religion, both of which had levels of support within the public. The military was vocally 

opposed to both policies, but U Nu determinedly plunged ahead, despite caution and advice to 

drop the policies. Although the economy was improving, more ethnic groups threatened to rebel 

based on the issue of statehood, making that long-standing constraint even more pressing. With a 

path more or less set for at least serious consideration of more states and Buddhism passed as the 

official religion of Burma, the military opted to remove U Nu from power in 1962 than to see what 

other problematic policies he would take it upon himself to pass.  

 Burma’s biggest hurdles originated during the colonial era, as a result of both British and 

Japanese policy. Ethnic diversity and tension loomed large in the political consciousness, and 



  
  
 

242 
 

despite repeated attempts and a number of tactics, the civilian leadership was never able to fully 

get a handle on the problem, which only continued to fester and flare up periodically. The 

breakdown of the ruling party based on conflicts between the leading politicians spread throughout 

Burmese society and prompted the civilian leadership to briefly hand power over to a 

constitutionally-approved military leader. The military was much better able to handle the 

insurgents, but curried no favor with the broader public, who viewed their army rulers as too harsh 

on a variety of fronts.  

 U Nu was able to leverage this discontent into a huge electoral victory in 1960, and 

however reluctantly, the military voluntarily handed power back to the civilians. This cooperative 

spirit did not last long, though, and as the rebel situation heated back up, so too did annoyance by 

the military at U Nu’s approach. They could tolerate it no longer, and within less than two years 

they seized power, this time with the force and outside the bounds of the constitution.  

 Without having to perpetually address the issue of the rebel groups, U Nu could have 

focused his government’s efforts on any variety of policy areas, including recovering from the 

economic and infrastructure damage caused by World War II. Instead, he was preoccupied by a 

problem with no solution backed by consensus; in fact, there existed a wide gulf between civilians 

and military personnel in terms of the perceived best approach. Whether conscious or not, U Nu 

had a particular knack for annoying the military, and his obliviousness to this fact meant that his 

attempts to deal with the insurrections had the effect of ratcheting up civil-military tensions with 

no attempts at abatement. The scorn of the military toward U Nu was entirely of his own 

manufacture, but it was the initial challenge of ethnic diversity and animosity that made the policies 

on which the two sides disagreed the most, the most salient.  
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 While understanding Burma’s situation at independence provides a hint of the possible 

direction of the country in the coming years, it was U Nu’s reaction and occasional provocation of 

this situation that eventually resulted in the 1962 coup. Both the constraints and trade-offs 

frameworks are necessary, then, for understanding Burma’s voyage from the Panglong Agreement 

of interethnic cooperation to a multifaceted civil war to a constitutional assumption of power by 

the military, return to civilian rule and at last a coup that would produce a military regime that 

would rule uninterrupted in 1988, and that following changes in leadership, remains in power to a 

considerable degree even today. The constraint framework provides an understanding of Burma’s 

initial position, and the decisions that were made in that environment, through the lens of the trade-

offs framework, account for its slow but assured downfall into multiple forms of political violence.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

LOOKING BACK AND  

MOVING FORWARD 
 

Introduction 

At its core, this dissertation has explored the nature of the relationship between two forms of 

political violence – coup attempts and civil conflict onsets – that, even if ultimately unsuccessful 

in their achievement, are deeply destabilizing to the affected societies and institutions. Past 

literature has tended to examine only one such form of violence at a time. While Roessler (2011) 

bucks this trend, it is just one example of the avenues still to be explored, not the totality and final 

word on those avenues. This study, then, has begun to pursue another open line of research, seeking 

to probe not just what relationship exists between the two phenomena, but also why it exists.  

 The previous chapters set up a progressive examination of the relationship between coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets, beginning with the development of new theoretical frameworks, 

a novel statistical analysis of the observable implications of those frameworks and two case studies 

to further probe the micro-processes underlying the progression of political violence from one 

event to the occurrence of the other. Since the primary contribution of this study has been to 

reframe the theoretical understanding of the potential connections between these events, I will 

begin with a summary of this framework and then move to reiterating the key statistical and 

qualitative findings from my analysis. I will also touch on some of the limitations of the present 

study and possibilities for future research on this area of interconnection between forms of political 

violence. I will end with a discussion of some of the implications of this study and the practical 

insights that can be gained from it.  
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Primary Contribution: Theoretical Approach and Nuance 

The single most significant contribution of this dissertation is my development of a more nuanced 

and sophisticated theoretical lens for understanding both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets as 

part of a single, underlying process as opposed to distinct and unrelated events. Previous research, 

namely the original incarnation of the selectorate theory (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003) and its 

subsequent iterations (see for example Bueno de Mesquita 2007; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 

2009, 2010), provides a foundation for the development of this framework. The selectorate theory 

provides a common language and understanding of actors, preferences and interactions that 

facilitates theorizing across diverging processes. Although leaders being constrained and unable 

to affect their political fates seems quite different from leaders having the ability to manipulate the 

relative risks they face, they can both be understood through the language of the selectorate theory, 

with leaders’ concern for the loyalty of their winning coalitions and members of the winning 

coalition wanting as many private goods as possible driving their interactions.  

With modifications, the selectorate theory can be tailored to more aptly identify actors 

relevant to the coup attempt/civil conflict onset processes as well as their preferences and predicted 

patterns of interaction. For instance, while the selectorate theory focuses on incumbents, 

selectorates and winning coalitions as the primary actors, the theory I develop parses those groups 

further, identifying specific subsets of societal actors, such as the military and potential rebels, that 

are of direct consequence and relevance to issues and questions of political violence.  

 In terms of the theoretical process, the major insight from this dissertation is to conceive 

of the potential relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets in three primary ways: 

as no relationship at all (the independence of events framework), which is the current tacit 

understanding of most of the literature on either phenomenon; as part of the same underlying 
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process(the constraints framework), where the same types of factors, conditions and circumstances 

that cause one form of risk contribute to the other; and as part of contradictory processes (the trade-

offs framework), where the factors, conditions and circumstances that make one event more likely 

actually serve to make the other less likely. 

 Honing in on some of the nuance, while the original selectorate theory (Bueno de Mesquita 

et al. 2003) constructs the selectorate and winning coalition as unitary actors with uniform 

preferences, my theoretical argues that there are distinct sets of actors in each group, and that the 

preferences of these disparate groups is not always identical. This leads to the possibility of 

conflicts of interest within the ruling elite that may manifest themselves in terms of a coup, with 

the military portion of the winning coalition turning its back on the rest of the government. 

Likewise, members of the disenfranchised public cannot simply be written off en masse. Here, too, 

there are distinct societal groups. Members of the potential rebel group will respond much 

differently to their disenfranchisement than more obsequious members of society, and must thus 

be considered as distinct from the quiescent portions of the population. Explicitly taking these 

types of actors into consideration makes it easier to see how leaders would face constraints that 

would make both groups more likely to revolt, as well as possible trade-offs, where attempts to 

placate the military increase the animosity of potential rebel groups and vice versa. The 

conceptualization of the winning coalition and selectorate in this way, leading to the three 

frameworks of the potential form of the relationship between civil conflict onsets and coup 

attempts is unique to this dissertation and also opens a host of future research possibilities, 

discussed later in this chapter.  
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Summary of Statistical Findings 

Chapter 3 focused on conducting statistical analyses of the performance of each of the three 

theoretical frameworks. For all analyses I employed bivariate probit models, which consider each 

phenomenon as a dependent variable and estimates the regression model for each in a recursive 

process. This method also includes the ρ parameter, which measures the correlation between the 

error terms of the two equations. This allows for the systematic assessment of the relationship 

between the two equations that would not be possible using a different statistical technique.  

 In considering the expectations of each of the three frameworks, evidence for the 

independence of events framework would have been no systematic relationship between the coup 

attempt and civil conflict onset equations of the bivariate probit models. A statistically significant, 

positive ρ would lend support for the constraints framework, and statistically significant, but 

negative, ρ would provide validation for the trade-offs framework. Across all of the model 

specifications, there was overwhelming and consistent support for the constraints framework. In 

every model, the rho was statistically significant and positive. This suggests that there is indeed a 

systematic relationship between coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, and that the types of 

factors and conditions that facilitate one event likewise facilitate the risk and occurrence of the 

other.  

 Although the findings vis-à-vis the operable framework were strong and consistent, there 

was significantly less support for my predictions about the impact of specific variables on each of 

the two equations. And when looking at the models constructed from existing studies of coup 

attempts and civil conflict onsets, many of the results that held in the single-equation probit models 

dissipated when they were included as part of a bivariate model. To a large extent, this shortcoming 

is consistent with much of the political violence literature more broadly, an issue I discuss in more 
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detail below. To the extent that specific variables achieved statistical significance, they were by 

and large variables more associated with constraints – GDP, population and previous instances of 

political violence – than with trade-offs. In the original models I developed, there was one key 

finding with respect to a variable initially expected to indicate with trade-offs, though which 

performed in a manner more consistent with constraints, with both risks responding to the variable 

in a similar manner: a leader’s use of repression in the short-term increased the risk of both events, 

though longer-term use of repression decreased the risk of both events.   

 Another core component of the statistical analyses was the identification and discussion of 

model fit. This helped gauge the modeling utility of considering coup attempts and civil conflict 

onsets as part of the same underlying process, as opposed to two, independent processes. 

Calculations of the AIC and BIC repeatedly indicated that explicitly modeling the two phenomena 

together fit the data better than modeling them separately. This was true for both the replications 

and the original analysis, providing even stronger support for the theoretical claims advanced here. 

That is, in addition to the ρ parameter consistently indicating a systematic relationship between 

coup attempts and civil conflict onsets, the model fits further revealed that estimating the 

likelihood of coup attempts with variables typically associated with civil conflict onset models and 

vice versa increased the ability of the model to account for both phenomena. That the addition of 

several variables to each equation did not result in the models overfitting the data is a testament to 

the potential gains still to be made in understanding the two forms of political violence, and points 

to considering them as part of the same underlying process a useful starting point.  
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Comparison of Case Studies: Similarities between Nigeria and Burma 

The case studies of Nigeria from 1960-1967 and Burma from 1948-1962 were designed to look 

more closely at the causal mechanisms linking coup attempts to civil conflict onsets in a more fine-

grained way than that possible with the statistical approach. The case studies were able to consider 

seriously idiosyncratic factors of importance in one state but not systematically important in other 

states that would thus be difficult to measure in a way conducive to statistical examination. The 

case studies were also able to consider a much longer time horizon, though the exact length varied 

across the two cases. In Nigeria and Burma alike, both events did not occur within the same 

calendar year, but there is nonetheless compelling reason to believe a single process ties the two 

events together.  

 Several insights arise from a comparison of the findings of the two case studies. First and 

foremost is that when looking in close detail at the nuances of a specific country over a specific 

period of time, the trade-offs framework cannot be dismissed, despite the seeming lack of support 

for it in the statistical analyses. It is certainly true that the constraints framework provides 

important context for understanding events of the case study. The constraints framework highlights 

the basic conditions and circumstances in a country and places bounds on what type of decisions 

by leaders and subsequent outcomes are within the realm of possibility. But it is the trade-offs 

framework that helps us truly understand why and how situations and climates deteriorated and 

underscores the air of inevitability of the occurrence of both coup attempts and civil conflict onsets 

in Nigeria and Burma.  

 At independence, neither Nigeria nor Burma were on particularly stable ground. Both had 

weak economies, and in the case of Burma, a domestic infrastructure that had been decimated in 

three years of hard-fought air and ground wars. Both had deep ethnic/regional divisions which, 
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despite federal governing structures, completely consumed politics at the center through the very 

real and perpetual (and in the case of Burma, realized) possibility of armed revolt by one or more 

of these groups/regions. And neither had particularly strongly institutionalized governments. 

Nigeria and Burma both had arrived at federalism as a compromise system with the greatest 

possibility of success, but the system mostly just further increased expectations and subsequent 

tensions. The Westminster-style parliamentary system, so effective and stable in England, was not 

as successful in either Nigeria or Burma, in large part because of these other factors that served to 

create a deeply divided polity.  

 Also of note is that at some point during the period under consideration in each case, both 

countries were governed by a leader with a personality that seemed to only breed and foster greater 

conflict. In Nigeria, Gowon’s accession to power by jumping over several senior officers of 

Eastern origin in July 1966 created immediate tensions with the military governor of the East. 

These tensions only continued to grow larger and more entrenched as the two men interacted with 

each other on the path to war. In Burma, U Nu’s personality seemed to have a particular knack for 

rankling close political allies until even mere coexistence was impossible. But U Nu was also 

extremely popular with the public and with most of the minority groups. This created a challenge, 

because the democratically-approved leader (prior to independence, in 1951, 1956 and again in 

1960) seemed incapable of maintaining a unified government capable of implementing democracy.  

 When looking through the lens of the trade-offs framework, though, the specific impacts 

of these constraints can be traced. In Nigeria, regional tensions made democratic government at 

the center all but impossible, and increased the power of and competition between the regions (and 

their majority ethnic groups) as a result. A military coup in January 1966 and the leader who 

assumed office afterwards tried to correct some of the perceived problems with federalism by 
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instituting a more centralized governing structure. This only heightened tensions, though, and led 

to a counter-coup in July 1966 by Northern troops who recognized federalism as the key to the 

North’s strength in the country. Controversy over who would actually take the top leadership spot 

following the counter-coup ignited the conflict between personalities that would gather speed and 

lead to a total breakdown of Nigerian society, the secession of the East as an attempt at self-

preservation and the national-level response of all-out civil war.  

 In Burma, an early outbreak of civil war essentially guaranteed that the question of the 

ethnic minorities and politically-bothersome Communists would dominate the national agenda. 

Conflicts began to arise in the governing party (which was also the only meaningful mass political 

organization for roughly eight years before the establishment of an opposition party capable of 

winning significant parliamentary seats) over what to do about the various insurgent groups, as 

well as other issues facing the state. U Nu himself became a participant in this conflict and 

subsequent power struggle, contributing greatly to the formal split of the ruling party and 

competition between the two factions for the right to govern. At this point an arrangement was 

brokered with the military to prevent further deterioration in the country that might prompt a coup, 

and U Nu used his time out of power to rally against the military and paint them and their 

supporters in the opposing faction as essentially being enemies of the people. Although U Nu’s 

popular appeal (and popular discontent with the rougher tactics of the military while it was in 

power) brought him back to power in 1960, it created an immediately awkward governing 

situation, with the military once again subordinate not just to the civilians, but specifically to a 

civilian who had spent a year and a half campaigning against them. U Nu’s efforts during the 1960 

election campaign included creating factions within his party to increase its appeal with various 

segments of the population. Once again his personality and vision came into conflict with those of 
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some of his colleagues, and as his party fractured apart and his policy pursuits threatened to 

formally divide Burma among the minorities, the military could no longer stand by idle while U 

Nu ignored their advice and admonitions. Without the initial civil conflict, though, the path of 

Burma’s policy at the beginning of its existence as an independent state could have taken a very 

different focus.  

 One thing that was apparent in both case studies was that regardless of the exact 

constellation and severity of the initial set of constraints, the decisions taken by leaders reinforced 

them and also narrowed the range of possible future policies. This had the effect of creating new 

risks while never fully or effectively managing the risks that existed when they entered office. 

 

Limitations of the Present Study and Possible Future Research 

Although this dissertation has broken new theoretical groups and used a less-common statistical 

method to appropriately assess that theory, like all research, the current study does face some 

limitations, the most obvious of which lie in the statistical analysis. Using the bivariate probit 

provided new insights about the relationships between phenomena not captured in previous 

research, but it was not able to incorporate all potential variables or time horizons. The biggest 

challenge the study faces is a consequence of carrying out quantitative cross-national research: the 

vast majority of data is macro-level and often measured, at most, yearly. This allows for only rough 

approximate operationalizations of the concepts of interest. This can be offset somewhat by the 

case studies, which can easily incorporate micro-level information and take a holistic approach to 

long time horizons, but there does not exist a remedy that can currently be applied with the same 

effect to the large-N analysis in its entirety.  
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 Despite these shortcomings, there are many options for future research to explore, both 

quantitatively and qualitatively. On the statistical front, single-country micro-level analyses 

similar to the conflict studies by Kalyvas (2006) and those utilizing the same general approach 

(see, for example, Kalyvas and Kocher 2009) could explore systematic relationships within a 

single country using more localized and, potentially, more frequently measured data.  

 Other statistical methods may also provide additional insights. For instance, multinomial 

logit analyses along the lines of Bodea and Elbadawi (2007) can provide clarity on when one form 

of political violence may be chosen over another. And survival analyses may shed light on the 

specific timing of events based on their risk configurations. The scope of study could also be 

expanded – although coup attempts and civil conflict onsets are two very prominent and 

destructive forms of political violence, they are by no means the only forms. And if these two 

forms are related, there is reason to think that other connections between different forms of 

violence may also exist.  

 Another limitation is also not unique to the current study. As emphasized by Ward, 

Greenhill and Bakke (2010) and various coup studies (see, for example, Belkin and Schofer 2003; 

Jackman 1978; McGowan 2003), we do not have many strong and consistent findings in terms of 

specific variables. In the civil war, literature, for instance, we know GDP and population frequently 

matter. In the coup literature, only GDP matters with such consistency. Obviously individual 

studies have more impressive statistical results, but as a broader research enterprise, what we know 

is still far and away trumped by what we do not know. So while there were few consistent variable 

findings in this study – instability, use of repression and years of repression being the exceptions 

– the new theory and use of method nonetheless ensure a meaningful contribution and simply 

confirms what we know more strongly than anything else: much more work remains to be done.  
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Implications 

While the new theory is the foremost contribution of this dissertation and the qualitative and 

quantitative assessments of that theory a supplementary contribution, the third is of direct relation 

to the objects of study. In coming to better understand the relationship between coup attempts and 

civil conflict onsets, it becomes possible to begin to identify potentially vulnerable states. Once 

states that may be at risk for one or the other have been identified, policy interventions to prevent 

the actual occurrence of events, or at least the decline from the occurrence of one event to the 

occurrence of the other, also become possible. The wealth of coup and civil war literature reviewed 

in Chapter 1 can help shed light on this first issue. This study has shown that states at risk for one 

event should be considered at risk of the other, given that the same types of unobserved factors 

contribute to the occurrence of both, and the decisions made and implemented by leaders can 

heighten additional forms of risk.  

 The statistical findings and certainly the case studies offer assistance with the issue of 

policy prescription. A top priority should be the development and fostering of strong institutions 

that are able to weather the storm of tough economic and demographic conditions. At the same 

time these institutions are being nurtured, efforts should be taken to facilitate societal harmony, 

which will make institutions stronger through consensus that they are the best institutions, but also 

diminish a number of conditions that put a strain on any institutions but which are apt to destroy 

weak ones. In both Nigeria and Burma, policies that put the various ethnic/regional groups on 

equal footing with one another would have considerably decreased competition and acrimony 

between minority and majority groups, but could have also increased each group’s buy-in to the 

extant institutions.  
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The Yoruba and Ibo in Nigeria probably would have supported the central government 

more if they were not consumed by the fear of being trampled over by the Hausa-Fulani. Likewise, 

the minority groups in each region would likely have been more content if they felt protected from 

potential excesses by the major groups. Likewise, groups in Burma would not have needed to seek 

secession as the primary alternative to complete and forceful Burmanization if the government had 

been structured such that those groups were given states within the country over which they had 

considerable autonomy, but would have still formed an integral component of a multinational 

Burmese Union. With these ethnic questions handled constructively, the government would then 

have bolstered institutions and the policy space to try to address the other constraints, especially 

economic hardships, confronting their state. Additionally, with stronger institutions and a general 

consensus over the form of government, the peculiar foibles of a particular leader’s personality 

would have less power to (a) make or break a state’s experiment with democracy and/or completely 

derail the functioning of the political process and (b) push portions of the population and/or the 

military to the point of a revolt. All of this is possible, but knowing which states are most 

vulnerable and their specific constellation of constraints could help NGOs and aid agencies to 

make the most effective use of their resources.  

In the end, then, and in combination with past research, the findings of this dissertation can 

be used to address constraint hotspots before the relevant leaderships have the opportunity to set 

their states on a deterministic path to multiple forms of political violence as they muddle through 

one crisis after another that is partially beyond their control and partially of their own design.  
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