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The overthrow of a top-level governm ent, called a coup 
d’etat, rem ains the m ost frequently attem pted m ethod for 
changing governm ent through force – and the m ost 
successful.

Translating literally to “stroke of State” in French, this regim e-

displacing effort is usually perpetrated by a sm all group of the state 

establishm ent – m ost com m only, the m ilitary.

W hen and where have coups occurred?

Som e of the m ost historically noteworthy coups include the overthrow 

of King Jam es II of England in 1688, also known as the Glorious 

Revolution and onset of British parliam entary dem ocracy, and the coup 

that brought Napoleon to power in 1799, kickstarting the Napoleonic 

W ars.

M ap courtesy of W ikim edia Com m ons. 

Between 1950 and 2010, there were coups in 94 states – m ost 

occurring in Africa and the Am ericas, according to a thorough study 

published in the Journal of Peace Research.

Since 2010, there have been additional coups in Tunisia (2011), Guinea

-Bissau (2012), M ali (2012), and the Central African Republic (2013), 

and m ost notably, during the recent Egyptian Revolution (2011-2013).
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The United States has allegedly had only one attem pted coup, when 

right-wing Am erican businessm en (with the help of half a m illion war 

veterans) plotted to seize the W hite House from  President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt in 1933.

Success and dem ocratic im pact

According to Pew Research, since the end of W orld W ar II there have 

been 223 successful coups in countries with populations greater than 

500,000 – m ost during the height of the Cold W ar.

Since 1947, the country with m ost successful coups is Thailand, with 

nine, followed by Bolivia and Syria with eight each.

W hile historically coups d’etat have hindered dem ocracy and created 

civil wars, it has been pointed out that m odern-day coups, though less 

frequent, have not only a greater success rate (80%  in 2010), but are 

often followed by com petitive elections.

O thers see this trend as a threat to dem ocratic stability – especially in 

Africa where it is currently m ost frequent.

W hat justifies a coup?

A survey by Vanderbilt University’s Latin Am erican Public O pinion 

Project (LAPO P) proves that despite decline, sizable am ounts of people 

in the Am ericas still believe coups are justifiable under certain 

circum stances.

The findings from  2008 and 2010, which focus on the Am ericas, show 

that corruption, high crim e, and high levels of unem ploym ent are 

considered justifiable reason for coups at varying percentages per 

nation.

Strangely, in the United States, which has only one attem pted coup, 

6.2%  believe high joblessness a reason to justify an overthrow- the 

sam e percentage as Haiti, where there have been six successful coups 

since 1946.
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O verthrowing a governm ent is nothing to take lightly, however, as 

coups are typically the result of desperate tim es –  and rarely without 

bloodshed or other significant consequences.

W hat are your thoughts on coups d’etat as they relate to historical 

tim es and m odern day? W hat do you think would theoretically justify 

governm ent overthrow? Tweet us @ curiousm atic.
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