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Preface

In this book I examine the international dimension of coups d’état. In-
stead of viewing third world coups exclusively as internal affairs, of in-
terest only to those concerned with the countries in which they take
place, I consider the way coups affect outside states and the steps those
states can and do take to determine their outcome. I am less concerned
with how and why coups occur than with what countries have done to
maximize their own interests, given the prevalence of coups in third
world politics.

This book grew out of the conviction that the outcome of many third
world coups was simply too important to be left to the vagaries of do-
mestic politics. Because coups have international repercussions, they
are likely to generate outside international involvements. The temp-
tation to try to determine the outcome of coups to protect friendly re-
gimes from hostile interests or to replace unfriendly regimes with more
pliable leaders sometimes seems too great for many countries to resist.
This appears to be especially true of the superpowers. The interests of
the United States and the Soviet Union in the third world have already
been strongly affected by coups. Just how their positions in the third
world have been affected and what the superpowers have done (and
might do) to manipulate coups seems to be a subject worthy of exam-
ination and analysis.

Studying the international dimension of coups has proved par-
ticularly attractive because so little attention has been paid to it. There
has been a fair amount written on the broader implications of revo-
lutions, rebellions, and wars. Despite their central role in third world
politics, the international implications of coups d’état have not received
commensurate attention. This, even though coups arguably have had a
greater impact on the third world and on states with interests in the
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third world than any other type of political violence. By examining the
international dimension of coups, [ hope that this gap in the national
security literature will be partially filled, and that this book will stimu-
late additional works in this neglected but critical field. Despite its pol-
icy implications, this work is not an exercise in policy analysis. The spe-
cifics of American coup policies or the difficulties these policies
encounter in the United States’ government and military are not ad-
dressed. Insofar as policy implications are considered, they are raised in
connection with the need to enhance policy makers’ awareness of inter-
national involvements in coups, suggesting broad directions in which
the United States can move to meet the challenges coups pose.

It is also important to stress that this work rests mainly on secondary
sources. In part this is due to the breadth of the study. It would be vir-
tually impossible to examine and analyze the over three hundred suc-
cessful and unsuccessful coups that have taken place historically by
relying on primary sources. (As used in this work, a coup refers both to
a successful overthrow of a government and to an unsuccessful attempt
to do so. At times, I will use the words “coup attempt” to highlight the
fact that a coup did not succeed.) More important, primary sources
have not been emphasized here because they are not helpful in a study of
this kind. The contribution to be made by this work lies not in un-
earthing previously undisclosed information but in analyzing known
data in an original way. Thus, for example, the Sudanese coup of 1971
is shown to be significant not because the role of Egyptian forces in pro-
tecting the regime from a coup is revealed (a fact well known to students
of the Sudan). Rather, its significance is demonstrated by linking the
role of these Egyptian forces to similar actions undertaken by (among
others) the East Germans in South Yemen, and the Cubans in Angola
and the Congo.

The book is divided into six chapters designed to present an exam-
ination and analysis of the international dimension of coups and their
impact on the United States. Chapter One focuses on explaining what
coups are, why they occur so frequently in the third world, and how
American interests can be affected by such coups. Chapter Two con-
siders America’s experiences in deterring, defeating, and initiating third
world coups. Chapter Three examines the same questions with regard
to Soviet experiences with third world coups. Chapter Four focuses on
the suppression of third world coups by outside states and the lessons
such efforts have revealed. Chapter Five presents an overview of
foreign-backed coups, including various methods outside states have
employed for supporting coups. The book concludes with an exam-
ination of future challenges likely to confront the United States with
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regard to the international dimension of coups, and it examines pos-
sible American responses to these challenges.

Portions of Chapter One, Three, and Four have appeared previously
in International Security, the Washington Quarterly, and in a Harvard
University Center for International Affairs’ monograph, Defending
Third World Regimes From Coups d’Etat. I would like to thank the
editors of the two journals and Harvard University for permission to
include the material in this book.

A great number of people have offered advice and encouragement to
me during the completion of this work. I would like to acknowledge
especially the assistance of Samuel Huntington, Walter Laqueur, and
Michael Nacht for their helpful comments and criticisms. 1 am also
grateful to Harvard University’s Center for International Affairs and
Georgetown University’s Center for Strategic and International Studies
for their financial support. Most important, I would like to thank my
wife, Maureen, whose patience and support were especially note-
worthy because the birth of this book coincided with the birth of our
daughter, Sarah Rose. Final responsibility for the views and facts pre-
sented here rests with myself.
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Introduction

Coups d’état traditionally are thought of as purely domestic occur-
rences with little or no foreign involvements or effects. The persistence
of this conception is easy to understand because the overwhelming
number of coups do indeed fit this description. They arise from internal
causes, are carried out without assistance or interference from out-
siders, generate few changes in foreign policy, and occur in countries of
minor strategic significance.

Because the causes and effects of coups are usually confined to the
countries in which they take place, the study of coups has normally been
carried out by country specialists and by scholars concerned with politi-
cal development. Most of these studies of coups focus on a specific
country or region, or on the coup itself. They seek to understand why
coups occur, the motivations for coups, why so many coups are
launched and why so many succeed, the likelihood of coups continuing
to dominate the politics of the third world, and how regimes installed
by coups compare with governments that have assumed power through
more traditional means of succession.!

These areas of inquiry (which received the most attention during the
1960s) are certainly worthy, but they neglect the critical international
dimension of coups. A significant number of coups have been deterred,
suppressed, or backed by outside states that have a significant stake in
their outcome. Far from being isolated, internal events, coups are often
instruments of foreign policy for outside states seeking to expand or
preserve their interests. Therefore, the study of coups belongs as much
to students of international politics and national security affairs as it
does to its more traditional adherents.

Just how important is the role of foreign involvement in coups? From
1945 to mid-19835, there have been 183 successful and 174 unsuccessful



2 Third World Coups d’Etat

coups d’état in the third world.? Of this total, foreign involvements
played a significant role in support of at least twenty-four coups and in
efforts to suppress fourteen coups.

Because they make up only a little more than 10 percent of the total
number of coups, those with significant foreign involvement would ap-
pear to play only a minor role in third world politics. This impression is
misleading on several counts. The involvement of foreign states in
thirty-eight coups either to topple or to defend third world regimes
should not be ignored, however insignificant it is statistically when
compared to the overall number of coups. The frequency of coups in-
volving foreign participation is several times that of all revolutions, and
(depending on definitional criteria) is at least as common as the fre-
quency of invasions and insurgencies.

Equally important, the figure of thirty-eight coups understates the
degree of foreign involvement in coups. It includes only those coups
where public, credible evidence that foreign involvement played a
major role has surfaced. The most successful cases of foreign involve-
ment in coups, particularly those cases involving Soviet bloc countries,
cannot be persuasively documented. Moreover, as will be made clear,
this figure only counts foreign involvement in coups narrowly defined.
Outside efforts to defend regimes from internal threats that are not
defined as coups and outside attempts to overthrow regimes by actions
other than coups have not been included. In addition, this measure also
excludes foreign-backed plots that do not culminate in actual coups. A
vast number of coups have been successfully deterred by foreign states.
The count also excludes the role of outside actors in fomenting subver-
sions that have led, eventually (but not directly), to coups. When these
and other such factors are included, it becomes clear that the impor-
tance of foreign involvement in third world coups is far greater than a
simple statistical accounting can demonstrate.

The reasons for foreign involvement in third world coups are many.
For third world leaders, controlling the outcome of any coup is impor-
tant because coups are a dominant influence in the politics of the third
world. In regard to coups launched against their own regimes, the con-
cern of third world leaders is obvious. They are also concerned, how-
ever, with coups occurring elsewhere in the third world. Successful
coup policies, that is, bringing about the coups you want and pre-
venting those you don’t, hold out the promise of enabling third world
leaders to protect friendly regimes and to undermine hostile ones. By
controlling the coups launched by others, third world leaders can pro-
tect their states against outside aggression and can extend their in-
fluence over other countries. In short, an effective coup policy can be an



Introduction 3

important asset to the foreign policy of a third world state,

This is all the more true because of the difficulties third world states
face when they attempt to use force to assert their interests, Many third
world countries lack the military capabilities to project their forces
much beyond their own borders. Problems of logistics, command and
control, and the fear of internal repercussions make protracted military
interventions difficult to undertake. Norms against interference in the
internal affairs of other countries further complicate plans for coercive,
overt involvements. Although these norms are often violated, the risk of
censure by the world community and especially by regional organiza-
tions (e.g., the Arab League, the Organization of African Unity) can de-
ter states from undertaking such aggressive actions.

Manipulating the outcome of coups, on the other hand, is attractive
because such manipulations are less subject to considerations of capa-
bility and more immune to the influence of international norms. In
some ways similar to the state support of terrorism because it is both
inexpensive and deniable, involvement in other countries’ coups can be
an effective instrument of foreign policy. It takes very little in the way of
military strength to assist foreign groups seeking the overthrow of their
own governments. For example, Libya’s armed forces would have a dif-
ficult time reaching, much less conquering, the Sudanese capital of
Khartoum. This weakness has not prevented Libya’s Muammar Kha-
daffi from sponsoring several coup attempts against Sudan’s Gaafar al-
Numeiry, some of which were nearly successful. The ability to hide or
plausibly to deny efforts to overthrow other regimes also increases its
appeal. Defensively, many third world states have the capability to help
neighboring regimes suppress the usually low-level military threat
posed by most coups. Moreover, intervening to defend a foreign regime
from a coup does not violate international norms and is fully consistent
with the right of an existing government to request outside assistance to
help ensure its survival. When Senegal sent troops into Gambia to pro-
tectit from a 1981 coup attempt, the Organization of African Unity and
virtually all African states applauded the intervention.

Major powers also have a strong interest in determining the outcome
of coups. Although they are not as weak militarily as many third world
countries, the major powers too face difficulties in projecting force be-
yond their borders. The increasing expense of conventional conflict, the
political constraints against using force that exist in many states, and
the developing military power of third world countries themselves
make military intervention far more difficult and consequently more
infrequent than has been the case historicaily. The erosion of interna-
tional hierarchy and the presence of international norms against inter-
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vention always complicate foreign military adventures. No longer is it
the case that “the strong do what they have the power to do and the
weak accept what they have to accept.”? Rather, all states are presumed
on some level to be “equal” and state sovereignty (defined by whom-
ever is in power) is not easily challenged by outsiders. In such a world, it
is little wonder that major powers will seek to safeguard their interests
covertly by ensuring that friendly leaders emerge in key third world
countries. With friendly leaders in power, the overt use of military force
can be avoided, or, if it becomes necessary, it can come at the request of
the existing government.

None of this is meant to suggest that backing and suppressing foreign
coups will ever replace more traditional state exercises of force. States
are likely to continue to rely on conventional warfare and defenses to
assert and protect their interests. Nor do the benefits of manipulating
coups imply that this is always an effective policy tool. As the high
number of coups that have failed despite foreign backing indicates, this
is a very sensitive policy area with no guarantees of success. But while
large-scale conflicts continue to engage the world’s attention, more sub-
tle forms of coercion and defense persist whose implications are no less
great for their being less obvious.

Even leaving aside international participation, coups also produce
international effects. While it is true that most governments that have
come to power following a coup have not fundamentally altered the
foreign policies of their predecessors, this is not always the case. New
leaders of new regimes often change the foreign policy directions of
their countries. They do so out of ideological conviction, the desire to
distinguish themselves from the governments they have overthrown or
in response to new international opportunities opened up by the coup.
As we will see in chapters two and three, a great number of realignments
from one superpower to the other have come about as a result of coups.

There are many examples of coups bringing to power leaders who
then produced important changes on an international scale. Nasser of
Egypt, Khadaffi of Libya, Pinochet of Chile, and Mengistu of Ethiopia
all came to power through coups d’état. All dramatically changed the
foreign policies of the regimes they represented, generating worldwide
repercussions. Other coups have resulted in important changes occur-
ring on a more regional scale. Idi Amin’s seizure of power in Uganda
eventually led to a war with Tanzania. The entire politics of the Middle
East has been strongly influenced by Haafez el-Assad, who came to
power in Syria following a coup in 1970. Coups in Somalia (1969) and
in Ethiopia (1974, 1977) exacerbated the conflict in the Horn of Africa,
eventually leading to war and to the political realignment of both states.
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The world’s interests and the interests of neighboring states are fre-
quently affected by coups d’état.

The international dimension of coups exists because outside states
can effectively promote or advance their interests by maintaining in-
fluence over a small leadership elite in a third world country. In many
third world countries, all of the foreign policy decisions affecting the
interests of outsiders are made by a single individual or at most a small
group. In essence, the sovereignty of these third world states is invested
in this small elite. Gaining influence over states that are controlled by
this kind of small elite, regrettably, does not mean responding to the
needs of the people or of the country as a whole. It is instead reducible to
the relatively simple task of convincing the elite that their needs would
best be served by following the suggestions of a foreign power.

For these elites, no need is greater or more pressing than staying in
power. This is not because third world leaders are any more ambitious -
or megalomaniacal than other heads of state. Rather, they face a greater
likelihood of being overthrown, and graver consequences if they are
overthrown, than is the case elsewhere. Confronted with the reality that
the loss of power can mean the loss of life, it is not surprising that third
world leaders will respond positively to those outside states that can
best help to ensure their survival.

Because the greatest threat (by far) to most third world leaders comes
from coups, the ability to help determine the outcome of coups puts
foreign powers in a central position to influence the politics of third
world states. This remains true whether the outside state seeks to pro-
tect the leadership from coups, seeks to threaten them with a foreign-
backed coup, or (perhaps most effectively) to do both simultaneously.
Moreover, because it is only necessary to defend or threaten a small elite
group, foreign involvements in third world coups are within the oper-
ational capabilities of most states.

If the weaknesses of third world states tempt outsiders into foreign
involvements, the strengths of third world states provide added reasons
for such involvements. Replacing leaders by means of coups would be
pointless if the new leaders could not deliver, in some form, the states
they head. Before the emergence of the modern bureaucracy, civil ser-
vants in the third world owed their loyalty to a particular individual,
ethnic group, or family. If the leadership were overthrown, especiaily
by outsiders, the new leaders would be confronted with the difficult
task of ruling the state without the support of this attendant bureau-
cracy. The development of a modern bureaucracy in the third world
that is loyal to whomever is in power has greatly modified this concern.
So long as any leader of a state inherits the levers of power that control
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the state, the potential benefits and temptations of a coup are greatly
enhanced.*

Another strength of third world states that helps to explain the inter-
national dimension of coups comes from the fact that, although a coun-
try’s sovereignty may rest with only a small elite, the benefits and pro-
tections of full state sovereignty do nevertheless become embodied in
that elite. The international community is usually less concerned with
the way a leader assumed power or is maintained in power than with
the reality that he does indeed hold power. Attempting to challenge any
existing regime violates international norms against interfering in the
internal affairs of another state. An outside state can exploit the weak-
nesses of third world sovereignty by placing sympathetic people in
power, and then it can rely on international norms against interference
with any sovereignty to make certain that they stay in power.

Coups are likely to persist in the third world as long as power is con-
centrated in a narrow elite that succeeds in denying meaningful political
participation to the people. As long as coups exist as a means of seizing
power, outside states will seek to determine their outcomes as a way of
extending their influence. Third world states will vary in their vulner-
ability to foreign penetration, and outside states will vary as to their
willingness and capacity to affect the outcomes of coups. For many de-
veloped and developing states, determining the outcome of coups in
other countries has become (to paraphrase Clausewitz) a continuation
of politics by other means.’
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The Coup d’Etat and American Interests

A successful coup d’état is the sudden, forcible overthrow of a govern-
ment by a small group. In its simplest form, a coup consists of a few
individuals who conspire together, who try to remove the head of state
from power, and, if they are successful, who then assume leadership of
the country. A coup d’état usually also involves the active participation
of a limited number of military troops. This type of coup carries with it
the familiar imagery of the Presidential Palace being surrounded by
tanks.! Once the government inside agrees to relinquish power, the
coup has been successfully completed.

It is useful to distinguish a coup from other acts of political violence.
A coup differs from a revolution in that the latter is a mass-based
movement for radical change. A coup is neither mass-based nor does it
necessarily lead to radical change. While some successful coups do
change the nature of the society in which they take place (Khadaffi’s
rule in Libya is a good example of this), most coups do little to change
everyday life. In a civil war, large elements of the armed forces compete
for power in a protracted struggle. Coups take place in a much shorter
time period with a smaller number of troops (if troops participate at
all). A coup is also not an internal rebellion. Internal rebellions aim not
to displace the state but to establish some autonomous or independent
region within the state.’

Several characteristics define the coup. First, the attempt to over-
throw the government must be carried out quickly. Most coups are over
in a matter of hours, and none should take more than a few days. Sec-
ond, violence or the threat of violence must be present. In a successful
coup, the incumbent regime must leave office unwillingly and against
established procedures. Third, for a coup to succeed the government
must actually be replaced by the leaders of the coup or by individuals
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they designate. Forcing a regime to behave in a specified manner by
means of behind-the-scenes threats or blackmail does not constitute a
successful coup. Nor can a coup be equated with an assassination, pro-
vided that neither the assassin nor his backers take power. Moreover,
only a small number of participants are typically involved in the imple-
mentation of a coup. Although there is no precise quantitative limit to
this condition, actions involving more than a few hundred individuals
would not generally be considered to constitute a coup. Finally, coups
are characterized by having as participants those who already enjoy
some political power in the system they seek to lead. Former leaders,
exiled groups, and regular political opponents may attempt to topple a
government, but such efforts are usually not considered coups unless
they are in some way actively supported by elements of the existing
power structure.’

Motivations for Coups d’Etat

Understanding what motivates people to undertake coups must begin
with the military, which is behind virtually every coup. By virtue of its
superior organization, discipline, centralized command, and monopoly
of arms, the military is the most powerful institution in many third
world countries, including the government itself.* Understanding what
motivates people to try coups, therefore, means understanding what
convinces some elements in the military to seek the overthrow of the
government they are supposed to serve.

Motivations for which military personnel undertake coups vary. In
some cases the military intervenes to protect what it sees as the national
interest. The military overthrows the regime, in effect, to protect the
state. This is especially the case when the government is widely seen to
have lost its legitimacy.* The military may also launch a coup because it
sees itself as different from—and better than—the society in which it
originates. Frustrated with a lack of social order and discipline, the
armed forces acts to bring society up to what it sees as its own stan-
dards.

Preserving the position of the armed forces against encroachments
by civilian leaders also often forms a major reason for the military to
launch a coup. If the regime tries to interfere with the autonomy of the
military by (for example) establishing a rival militia, the military will
often act to supplant the government.” Differences in ethnic or tribal
origins between the ruling elite and the military also frequently account
for coups. If the leadership of the state comes from a different class ot
region or ethnic group than the military, conflict can result, leading to
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attempts to overthrow the regime.® Military coups can also of course
stem from the pursuit of individual self-interest. Soldiers are driven to
coups by a wide range of considerations, from the desire to increase
their personal wealth to the ideological goal of launching a revolution
from above.’ Military intervention against the government may also be
brought about because the military exists in a society lacking effective
political institutions for moderating political action. The military can
launch a coup because it believes that that is virtually the only way it can
make its influence felt."

In sum, the range and variety of the military’s motivations for
launching coups are virtually limitless. While some of these factors are
partially subject to the control of the third world regime in question,
many are not. What all the coup makers have in common is the belief
that they stand a good chance of being successful.

The Coup d'Etat and the Third World

The coup d’état is by far the commonest form of extralegal regime
change in the third world. Over two-thirds of the states in the third
world have by now experienced successful or unsuccessful coups.' For
many third world states, leadership succession by means of a coup has
become the norm rather than the exception. Why coups have succeeded
in dominating the political life of much of the third world can best be
explained by examining the political conditions that encourage coups
and the extent to which those conditions pertain in the third world.

One of the most important preconditions for a successful coup d’état
is a lack of meaningful political participation by the civilian population
in the state in which the coup takes place. Because a coup is usually
carried out by only a small group, it cannot succeed in the face of mass
opposition. Even if the military could take control of the government
physically, it would not want to have to deal with the continuing unrest
a politically active and resistant population would create. In societies
where the people are politically mobilized, involved, and powertul,
there is not much chance of a coup occurring against the wishes of the
people.

Another factor that promotes coups is a weak public commitment to
civilian institutions. If the people in a state do not have strong inde-
pendent trade unions, political parties, and voluntary associations,
there will be very little standing in the way of successful military coups.
This becomes all the more important if the civilian government must
depend on the military for defense and for the suppression of civilian
unrest.'> Keeping the military out of politics requires at the very least
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that there be meaningful political institutions in a country aside from
the armed forces.

The absence of a strong sense of the legitimacy of the existing govern-
ment also increases the likelihood of coups. A government that must
rule by force because its exercise of power is not accepted as being just
by broad segments of the society is likely to be overthrown as soon as
some group can muster superior force against it. Similarly, coups be-
come more probable when there are no generally agreed-upon political
succession procedures. When brute strength 1s the sole determinant of
the government, politics will be little more than the outcome of internal
military struggles.

Rapid social change within a state can increase the likelihood of a
coup. When change cannot be channeled effectively into established
institutions, instability results. Sudden surges of wealth in ruling groups
produce corruption, modernization creates bitter conflicts between
Western and traditional values, and industrialization is often ac-
companied by painful social dislocations. Sudden decreases in wealth
are especially destabilizing, because various groups then move to pro-
tect their existing assets. These kinds of instabilities are likely to prompt
the military to intervene, both because military leaders face the same
anxieties and temptations as the rest of the society and because they also
are undergoing the difficult transition to a modern way of life."

These conditions that encourage coups d’état are found in varying
degrees throughout the third world. Despite the rise of nationalism,
most third world states have very low levels of meaningful political
participation. The relatively brief historical existence as independent
entities of the vast majority of third world countries has frustrated
the development of these states’ self-consciousness. Moreover, their
arbitrarily drawn colonial borders have created linguistic, ethnic, and
cultural divisions within these states that have inhibited political partic-
ipation further. Especially in the emerging states of Africa, the political
life of these states is concentrated in a narrow elite located in the capital
city. Even in the more developed states of Latin America and the Middle
East, public opinion is often neither coherently organized nor politi-
cally influential. Consequently, in much of the third world fear of an
adverse public reaction would not deter the initiation of a coup d’état.

In many third world countries, civilian institutions hardly exist or
they do not inspire the public commitment necessary for them to play a
significant role in politics. This lack of civilian institutions reinforces
the tendency of the people to direct their energies and loyalties toward
ethnic and regional leaders and issues. This promotes both political
apathy and political divisiveness, leading to chronic political instability.
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Furthermore, a general conception exists in much of the third world
that social change is impossible within a constitutional framework. Be-
cause the military in many third world countries is the only enduring
national symbol, and because they believe that only the military can
bring about real change, coups are often welcomed by the people as
their sole hope for a better life.

Third world governments generally do not have high levels of legit-
imacy either. In part this stems from their relatively brief tenure in
power; most third world states achieved independence well after World
War II. The absence of political legitimacy also reflects a lack of
national consciousness. Where people owe their primary allegiance to
ethnic groups or regions, as they do in much of the third world, the state
(whose boundaries were often arbitrarily established by former colo-
nial masters) is little more than an abstraction. If it is difficult for the
people to achieve a consensus on what constitutes the state, it is equally
difficult for them to agree on what constitutes legitimate authority in
that state.

Legitimate procedures for establishing a peaceful political succession
have not been set up in most third world countries. Changes in regimes
that take place according to constitutional or legally sanctioned rules
are the exception rather than the rule in the third world. The resultis an
atmosphere of continual uncertainty and crisis, frequently culminating
in a military coup.

Rapid social and economic change is characteristic of some third world
states, which increases the prospects for coups. Especially in the Persian
Gulf, societies are feeling the strains of a huge influx of wealth—which in
the 1980s suddenly turned into a decline—accompanied by myriad at-
tempts at modernization. The Iranian revolution bears eloquent testimony
to the instabilities generated by such changes. While the Arab Persian Gulf
states are not culturally similar to Iran, neither are they politcally de-
veloped societies. Inasmuch as coups are a far likelier result of such in-
stability than are revolutions, the Iranian experience serves as an ominous
warning of the great probability of coups in the newly wealthy Arab states
of the third world.

The extent to which the conditions that facilitate coups d’état exist in
the third world varies greatly from state to state. For India, Mexico,
Venezuela, and possibly Argentina, for example, political participation,
civilian institutions, and political legitimacy have been developed to the
point where a coup is unlikely. In the Sudan and North Yemen, however,
as opposing examples, political participation is weak, civilian institutions
are impotent facades, and political legitimacy is absent. For these coun-
tries, the coup d’état can become the principal means of regime change.
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Launching a successful coup merely involves the relatively simple task of
neutralizing those few individuals who constitute the current leadership of
the country. These “coup-prone” states make up much of the third world.

Coup-Prone States

Coup-prone states can be divided into five categories. First, there are
states that exist at very low levels of economic, social, and political de-
velopment. These states tend to be political entities only in an abstract,
legalistic sense. The presence of the government is strongly felt only in
the capital and perhaps in a few other cities. The population identifies
not with the state (of which they may not even be aware), but with a
tribe, community, or region. Most of these countries are in Africa;
Chad, Zaire, and Rwanda are examples of this category of states.

The second category of coup-prone states comprises those with tra-
ditional political systems. Their governments are usually feudal mon-
archies (or they have recently emerged from being feudal monarchies),
exercising power over many different tribes in a manner not very differ-
ent from what had been the norm for centuries. A greater sense of
nationhood and state consciousness exists in these states than in the
first type, but the level of modern political penetration and develop-
ment remains low. These states are located predominately in the Middle
East, and many of them have lately experienced rapid economic growth
on the basis of oil revenues. Their strong sense of tradition makes them
resistant to new forms of government. This can be seen in the lack of
movement towards democracy in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United
Arab Emirates, and equally in the lack of movement toward totali-
tarianism in South Yemen and Afghanistan.

The third type of coup-prone state involves very small countries (i.e.,
countries with populations of less than one-half million) with relatively
low levels of political development. Because of their size, these “micro”
states can achieve greater modern political penetration than can other
types, but their smallness creates a sense of fragility about these regimes
that is not easily overcome. These tiny states are found throughout the
world, including especially the South Pacific (Micronesia), the Indian
Ocean (the Seychelles), and, most significant for the interests of the
United States, the Caribbean and Latin America (Grenada, Suriname)."

The fourth set of coup-prone countries are countries that have
achieved moderate levels of political and economic development, but
because of a lack of legitimacy on the part of their governments and the
absence of a tradition of civilian rule, they maintain regimes that offer
little resistance to military control. These countries are ruled either di-
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rectly by the military or through a civilian leadership that governs at the
sufferance of the military. While substantial levels of political par-
ticipation often exist in such countries and the authority of the govern-
ment is felt throughout, no real constraints operate in them to deter
periodic military coups. Often the Jack of a consensus within the mili-
tary itself precludes the possibility of setting up a stable (albeit military-
controlled) political rule, which exacerbates the lack of civilian oppo-
sition to the military’s involvement in politics. This type of country is
found mostly in Central and South America. Guatemala, Honduras,
and Bolivia are some of the more prominent examples.

Finally, virtually any third world state (and some states not in the
third world) can become coup-prone at certain points in their historical
development. Even third world states with high levels of political par-
ticipation, strong attachments to civilian institutions, and a well-
developed sense of governmental legitimacy can lapse into instability
and vulnerability to coups d’état. Lebanon was often cited as an “island
of stability”—the “Switzerland” of the Middle East—until its devas-
tating civil war began in 1975. Even if the fighting stops, the threat of a
coup d’état will persist in Lebanon for a long time. Mexico’s record of
political stability for the past half-century is indeed worthy of ad-
miration. Should falling oil revenues or some other factor precipitate
domestic unrest, however, the possibility of Mexico reverting to a coup-
prone condition (especially as memories of the horror of civil war fade)
cannot be ruled out. Thus, while some states are inherently coup-prone,
no state in the third world is so stable that changing conditions cannot
render it vulnerable to the possibility of a coup.

Types of Coup

Just as third world states differ in their susceptibility to coups, so do
coups differ in relation to the motivations of their makers and their
effects. Understanding these differences is especially relevant in terms of
the interests of outside states, because a knowledge of these differences
can help predict whether a new regime, emerging as a result of a coup,
will adopt policies different from its predecessor. Of the many different
ways to categorize coups, six basic types stand out."

“Traditional” coups occur in relatively simple oligarchical societies.
Usually a high-ranking officer together with some supporters will seize
power. Although a new regime is established, no real change takes place
in the direction or scope of governmental authority or national life. Life
goes on as before, with much of the population unaware that a coup has
taken place. Traditional coups occurred frequently in Latin America
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during the latter part of the nineteenth century. They are now most
common among the newly emerging states of Africa. This type of coup
usually does not bring about any changes in foreign policy, and it is
consequently of little interest to outside states.

In “breakthrough” coups, however, the military overthrows a tra-
ditional elite and establishes a radical or “progressive” regime. This
kind of coup is usually carried out by middle-level officers because the
senior commanders are often part of the establishment being over-
thrown. Breakthrough coups are also distinctive for placing individuals
with middle-class or foreign views in power. After taking control, the
military make no promises about restoring power to the civilians be-
cause they believe that only they can bring about the fundamental socie-
tal changes that are necessary. Breakthrough coups are of particular
concern to outside countries because they often produce major foreign
policy realignments. Examples of breakthrough coups include Nasser’s
coup in Egypt (1952), Kassem’s in Iraq (1958), Khadaffi’s in Libya
(1969), and Mengistu’s in Ethiopia (1974, 1977).

“Guardian” coups are characterized by the intervention of the mili-
tary into politics to preserve the existing order. They are brought about
by the failure of the existing regime to govern effectively. The toleration
of large-scale corruption by the civilian leadership, or of insurrections,
or of serious public disorders often prompts this type of coup. The mili-
tary come to power promising to “set things right,” at which time they
will agree to relinquish control to the civilians. The military often does
eventually restore civilian control in these states, either because it has
dealt with the problems that prompted its intervention, or because
(what is more likely) it finds that governing is far more difficult than it
originally had thought. Guardian coups normally do not result in major
foreign policy changes. Nevertheless, guardian coups are sometimes
encouraged by foreign powers such as the United States in the belief that
a corrupt or ineffectual regime had better be replaced by a more effec-
tive government before a more radical opposition can take over. As we
will discuss in Chapter Two, American efforts to instigate military coups
in South Vietnam in 1963 and in Iran in 1979 were attempts to produce
guardian coups.

“Veto” coups originate in societies where large new groups attempt
to secure for themselves a share of political power against the wishes of
the military. These groups usually come from the lower-class masses,
and they are encouraged in their efforts by a government seeking to
broaden its base of support. Fearful of losing influence, especially to
communist-inspired movements, senior military officers overthrow the
existing regime in order to deny the new actors political power. Veto
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coups are notable for their relatively high levels of violence and for the
reluctance of the military to return power to civilians. The specter of
communist takeovers that accompanies most veto coups sparks intense
outside interest in their outcomes. The removal of Juan Bosch in the
Dominican Republic (in 1963) and the overthrow of Salvador Allendé
in Chile (in 1973) are examples of this type of coup.

“Radicalizing” coups occur in leftist regimes when extremist ele-
ments attempt to remove a leadership they see as being too moderate.
The extremists launching the coup often originally gained access to
power by means of a coup or by some other violent struggle, which re-
placed a traditional or colonial regime with one committed to a “pro-
gressive” path. Radicalizing coups are most likely to occur at the point
when the leadership seeks to moderate its foreign policy or when it is
judged to lack sufficient ideological fervor at home. The Soviet Union
takes a special interest in radicalizing coups because they most fre-
quently occur in countries within Moscow’s sphere of influence. Exam-
ples of this type of coup include the 1971 coup attempt by communists
to topple Numeiry in the Sudan and the 1977 coup attempt launched
against Neto in Angola.

“Idiosyncratic” coups stem from personal grievances or the ambi-
tions of small groups within the military. An individual soldier, able to
mobilize a small following, simply takes power from the existing elite.
The regime that results from this type of coup is entirely dependent on
the individual or faction that assumes control. Idiosyncratic coups oc-
cur most frequently in relatively simple societies. They differ from tradi-
tional coups in that lower-ranking officers and even enlisted personnel
are often the coup makers. Idiosyncratic coups usually do not provoke
much outside concern (unless they occur in a vital third world state),
since the new leadership rarely feels secure or competent enough to
make significant foreign policy changes. The 1980 overthrow of the
Liberian government by Sergeant Samuel Doe falls into this category.

In terms of American policy, guardian and veto coups are the most
likely to tempt Americans to support dissident groups seeking to over-
throw their regimes. Either because a leader resists American efforts to
have him reform or because a regime proves unable to cope with leftist
or other anti-American pressures, the possibility of an American coup-
backing effort in such situations cannot be discounted. Guardian and
veto coups can also provoke an American response in defense of a re-
gime when American policy makers judge that the destabilizing conse-
quences of a coup will be more harmful to U.S. interests than preserving
the existing leadership. Breakthrough coups are also likely to provoke
American efforts in defense of a regime when there is a high level of
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confidence that the coup makers will adopt policies hostile to the
United States after seizing power. Since radicalizing coups are usually
attempted by and against groups hostile to the United States, American
involvement in them will be rare. Traditional and idiosyncratic coups
will probably not arouse American concern unless they occur in a third
world state of extreme importance. Even then, the estimation that the
policies of the new regime would probably remain the same as the old
would likely preclude American action.

American Interests in the Third World and Coups d’Etat

Although American interests are likely to change over time, it is safe to
assume that the preservation or expansion of those interests will depend
on the third world states in which they are often located. Because coups
produce regimes that can be either hostile or friendly to the United States,
the outcome of coups in such countries will be as important to Wash-
ington as are the American interests these third world regimes control.

One of the most important American interests is the United States’
need for foreign petroleum. American dependence on third world oil,
particularly oil from the Persian Gulf, was demonstrated by the 1973
Arab oil embargo and the 1979 oil price increases that followed the Ira-
nian revolution. Although Persian Gulf oil accounted for only 2 percent
of American energy requirements in 1982, the loss of that oil or its con-
trol by a hostile power would have serious economic and political ef-
fects in the United States.' The combination of huge oil price increases,
spot shortages, and the fear of ever-worsening economic conditions
would hurt the American economy. For America’s allies in Europe and
Japan, the situation could be even more serious. Because their de-
pendence on Persian Gulf oil is so great (about 40 percent for Western
European countries and nearly 90 percent for Japan), any long-term
interruption of oil supplies would gravely threaten their economic life.
The United States would also be affected because of its position as the
leader of the Western world, its obligation to share oil supplies with its
allies in the event of a shortage, and its need to compete with Europe
and Japan for other remaining sources of oil. Despite a decline in
OPEC’s market share of oil in the mid-1980s, the long-term dependence
of Europe and Japan on the Persian Gulf remains strong and could
grow. Whether or not and to what extent the Western economies would
survive the loss of Persian Gulf oil is impossible to determine. That such
a loss would be devastating to American interests is a virtual certainty.

All of the Persian Gulf oil-rich states are coup-prone in that their
present regimes are threatened as much by coups as by any other eco-
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nomic or political factor. Saudi Arabia is of special concern because it
contains more oil than all the other Persian Guif states combined. As
acknowledged by the Carter Doctrine, Saudi Arabia’s huge oil reserves
make the defense of its pro-Western regime a vital interest of the United
States. While the development of the United States’ Central Command
(formerly called the Rapid Deployment Force) has perhaps eased the
potential threat to Saudi Arabia from regional or Soviet invasion (and
questions about the effectiveness of the Central Command persist),"”
the prospect of a coup d’état against the Saudi monarchy remains a
danger to U.S. interests.”

This danger is especially acute in light of the large number of groups
that could be tempted to try to overthrow the Saudi regime. Fundamen-
talist religious groups, such as those who seized the Grand Mosque in
1979, could attempt to take over the government in order to correct
what they see as a drift into Western decadence. Palestinians living in
Saudi Arabia might instigate a coup in order to produce a more activist
anti-Israel policy on the part of the government. Conflict within the rul-
" ing elite of Saudi Arabia (especially between the Jiluwi and the Sudairi
factions) could spread to the military, precipitating a coup. In the armed
forces themselves, officers unhappy with promotions, with pay, or with
the level of corruption in Saudi society might seek to supplant the gov-
ernment."” Internal, ethnically based conflict similar to the Shi’ite up-
risings in 1979 could create enough instability to prompt a military
takeover to restore order. External threats from Iran or Iraq could also
induce the armed forces to launch a coup, in the belief that a military
government would be better able to defend the state. Should the price of
oil continue to fall rapidly (as it has been falling in the 1980s), the desire
of dominant groups to retain their wealth, combined with general soci-
etal instability, could well create the conditions for a coup. No matter
what the cause of such a coup and no matter what group attempts it,
any successor regime in Saudi Arabia is likely to be more hostile to the
United States than the present one.

In addition to Saudi Arabia, other major third world suppliers of oil
to the United States and its Western allies are susceptible to coups. Ven-
ezuela has been a working democracy since 1958, but falling oil prices, a
large external debt, and domestic instability could cause it to revert to
its coup-prone history. Similarly, Mexico’s postrevolutionary tradition
of democracy could be ended by a coup, if, for example, its oil wealth
cannot keep up with the demands of an exploding population. Another
major oil producer, Nigeria, already demonstrated the fragility of its
democracy when its elected government was replaced by military coups
on New Year’s Eve, 1983, and again in 1985. Although the new leader-
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ship did not change Nigeria’s oil export and production policies, there
is no guarantee that such changes will not occur in the future. Wherever
the possibility of a coup exists, there is always the chance of a new re-
gime emerging that might reverse the policies of its predecessor and em-
bark on a course hostile (or more favorable) to American interests.

Apart from oil, the United States has economic interests in other raw
materials found in the third world. In order to meet its industrial and
defense requirements, the United States must import many raw mate-
rials, most of which are to be found in the third world. A strong expres-
sion of this position is put forth by the revisionist historian Gabriel
Kolko: “The economies and technologies of the advanced industrial
nations, the United States in particular, are so intricate that the removal
of even a small part, as in a watch, can stop the mechanism. The steel
industry must add approximately thirteen pounds of manganese to
each ton of steel, and though the weight and value of the increase is a
tiny fraction of the total, a modern diversified steel industry must have
manganese,”

While this position is overstated here, Kolko is correct in pointing
out that the United States does have some dependence on raw materials
found in the third world. In addition to manganese, the United States
imports about 90 percent of its domestic consumption of chromium
(necessary for jet engine parts), cobalt (needed for high strength steel
alloys), and platinum (used in communications equipment and petro-
leum refining).! Western Europe and Japan are even more dependent
on these minerals than is the United States. Without access to adequate
supplies of these raw materials at reasonable prices, the Western econ-
omies would be severely hurt.

American concern about such dependencies is heightened because
many of the raw materials it needs most are concentrated in g few
southern African countries where coups are a distinct possibility. Zaire,
Zimbabwe, and Gabon are among the major producers of chromium,
cobalt, and manganese. Each of these countries has experienced serious
domestic turmoil, and Zaire and Gabon have already suffered coup at-
tempts. Should regimes hostile to Western interests gain control of any
of these countries, U.S. interests would suffer. This remains true even if
over the long run substitutes, alternative suppliers, and conservation
mitigate the effects of American dependence on raw marerials.

The United States also has an interest in preservingits security and its
assets from a direct atrack by third world states. Many third world
countries are located in strategically important areas. Even with their
limited military capabilities, these countries can utilize sophisticated
weapons to strike at American interests and the interests of jts allies.



American Interests 19

Oman overlooks the Straits of Hormuz through which a large portion
of the non-communist world’s oil passes. If an anti-Western regime
took power in Oman, it could (at least in the short term) halt much of
the tanker traffic that passes so close to its shores. Similarly, U.S. inter-
ests would be adversely affected if the present government of Panama
were to be replaced by a regime that sought to interfere with ships pass-
ing through the Panama Canal.

Moreover, a third world country need not be strategically located to
be in a position to threaten American interests directly. As the 1983
invasion of Grenada illustrated, “unimportant” third world countries
can suddenly gain added strategic significance when American lives are
threatened. Coups are especially likely to provoke this kind of concern
or response, because (as in the case of Grenada) they can quickly replace
a relatively benign regime with one that might place U.S. citizens at risk.
American investments in third world countries can also be affected by
coups. Because the economic climate for U.S. firms depends on the lead-
ership of the third world nations, a rapid change in governments can
threaten U.S. investments or (as happened in Guatemala and Chile) a
change may make such investments more attractive by removing a re-
gime hostile to U.S. business interests.

Defeating terrorism is another U.S. purpose closely associated with
the third world. Terrorism is unlikely to challenge directly the security
of the United States and its allies. Nevertheless, terrorist attacks against
American civilians, diplomats, and military installations abroad cannot
be ignored. Terrorism interferes with American policy objectives, di-
verts political attention from more pressing substantive issues, and cre-
ates a climate of fear and outrage that demands a response. Many ter-
rorist groups are supported by third world states whose leaders provide
financing, arms, and training facilities for terrorists. Coups exacerbate
the terrorism problem by placing in power leaders who sponsor ter-
rorism (e.g., Khadaffi in Libya, Assad in Syria). Coups also represent a
potential response to terrorism, threatening terrorists by overthrowing
the leaders who support them.

America’s interest in protecting itself and its allies from direct attacks
by third world countries becomes especially critical should those coun-
tries possess nuclear weapons. Clearly, a nuclear strike against the
United States or an area of importance to the United States (e.g., the
Saudi oil fields) would have catastrophic consequences. Any use of nu-
clear weapons in the third world, either by accident or by design, would
carry with it the possibility of conflict escalation and superpower con-
frontation. To prevent any such development, the United States has
worked to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons to other countries
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and, even more frightening, to terrorist groups. While American efforts
are laudable, a determined third world state might still develop a nu-
clear weapons capability. It is in U.S. interests not only to prevent
nuclear proliferation but also to make certain that those states that do
acquire nuclear arms do not use them.

Preventing the use of nuclear weapons by third world states is inex-
tricably linked to the character of the third world regimes that might
inherit such weapons, and thus it is linked with coups d’état. Many of
the third world states most suspected of being close to having a nuclear
weapons capability are also vulnerable to coups. These countries in-
clude Argentina, Brazil, Libya, Iraq, and Pakistan. If a third world state
governed by a relatively responsible regime (e.g., Pakistan) acquired
nuclear weapons, it would be in America’s interest to defend that re-
gime against irrational or bellicose elements attempting a coup. If a ve-
hemently anti-American regime acquired nuclear weapons (e.g., Kha-
daffi in Libya), it might be in America’s interest to assist in the
overthrow of that government.*

Third world countries bordering on states critical to American inter-
ests are also of concern to Washington. Even without accepting the
“domino theory,” we can acknowledge that countries that share a com-
mon frontier are in a better position to undermine each other’s security
than are states farther away from each other. This is especially critical
for the overwhelming majority of third world states, because those
states lack the means to project force over long distances. Should one
state seek to overthrow the regime in another through armed invasion
(asin Iraq’s attack on Iran and Iran’s counterattack against Iraq), or by
means of internal subversion (as in Khadaffi’s numerous attempts to
overthrow Sudanese President Numeiry), a common border could
prove essential for taking such action and for its success. The United
States has no vital interests in North Yemen. But the United States does
have an interest in making certain that the North Yemeni regime does
not fall to groups implacably hostile to the West because of the effects
that eventuality would have on Saudi Arabia.

The United States also has an interest in ensuring the security of third
world regimes that are essential for reaching some critical goal of Amer-
ican foreign policy. For example, since the creation of the state of Israel
in 1948, a major foreign policy goal of the United States has been the
establishment of peace between the Arab states and Israel. This purpose
was intensified in the wake of the October 1973 war, which demon-
strated that continual Middle East conflict ran the risk of provoking a
U.S.-Soviet confrontation and the Arab use of the oil weapon against
the West. In order for there to be a possibility of peace in the Middle
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East, regimes must persist that remain more or less amenable to a politi-
cal settlement. If such regimes (e.g., Mubarak in Egypt, perhaps Hus-
sein in Jordan) are overthrown and replaced by elements opposed to
any Arab-Israeli agreement, the likelihood of further wars and subse-
quent threats to American interests would be greatly increased.

The U.S.-Soviet rivalry provides the basis for another set of coup-
related interests the United States retains in the third world. Since
World War II, the United States has been committed to containing So-
viet influence. The need for this containment in relation to vital third
world countries (e.g., Saudi Arabia) is obvious. The United States, how-
ever, also has a pressing interest in protecting pro-Western countries of
less strategic importance (e.g., the Sudan, Egypt, Thailand) from the
threat of Soviet domination. If the Soviets succeed in maintaining their
influence in enough countries, they might be able to control regional
security to the point that new anti-Soviet governments and inter-
national alignments toward the West will become increasingly rare.
With one “nonvital” country after another falling into the Soviet sphere
of influence, a perception could emerge that the United States lacks the
will and capability to protect its friends. Such a perception, combined
with the reality of geographical isolation, could have an impact on
countries in which the United States has more significant interests. An
accommodation to Soviet designs and a dangerous lessening of Ameri-
can influence throughout the third world could result.

A third world under Soviet influence would have an adverse effect on
the conventional superpower balance of forces. At least since the advent
of nuclear parity in the late 1960s, the role of nuclear weapons has been
confined largely to the role of a deterrence against the use of nuclear
weapons.”? As was demonstrated by the Cuban missile crisis, conven-
tional weapons superiority is an important factor in determining the
outcome of a superpower confrontation—even when the conflict re-
volves around nuclear weapons.?

The third world can help maintain the conventional balance of forces
by providing military bases for one or the other of the superpowers.
Military bases enable the United States and the Soviet Union to earn
their “superpower” status by enabling them to project force through-
out the world and to define the interests that are of greatest importance
to them. Moreover, military bases are important because the super-
power that maintains a unilateral military presence in a given region has
a substantial deterrent advantage over its adversary. In the event of a
superpower conflict or the threat of such a conflict, the decision to pro-
voke a military response lies with the superpower without a presence in
the region. It has to decide whether to provoke a further military con-
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frontation (with its potential of uncontrolled escalation) with the super-
power already in place geographically. Should a crisis develop in the
Persian Gulf, for example, the superpower that can project its forces to
the area of conflict first may determine the outcome of that conflict.
Getting to the conflict first could very well depend on which super-
power already has forces deployed in the area. And that depends on the
nature of the governments in the area, all of which are subject to sudden
replacement by coups.

The U.S.-Soviet competition in nuclear weaponry is also affected by
the third world. Third world countries are an important element in
helping the United States gather intelligence information about Soviet
nuclear developments. Most of the United States” knowledge concern-
ing Soviet nuclear forces comes from satellites that photograph weap-
onry and monitor missile tests from space. Although these intelligence-
gathering capabilities are impressive, satellites cannot do everything. In
particular, satellites have difficulty collecting information about the
specific characteristics of Soviet missiles—the amount of weight the
missile is capable of carrying—which can be gained only during the first
few minutes of flight. This kind of information is crucial for determin-
ing what new kinds of missiles the USSR is testing, so that the United
States can verify increasingly demanding arms control agreements and
keep abreast of Soviet military developments. Obtaining this informa-
tion requires land-based facilities, preferably bordering on the Soviet
Union. These in turn necessitate the cooperation of certain third world
regimes, such as the one in Turkey.

The third world nations may also be important to the superpower
nuclear balance as potential bases for Soviet and American missiles. In
the 1950s, before ICBM technology had been developed, the United
States deployed intermediate-range ballistic missiles in Turkey, which
greatly enhanced U.S. capability to strike at the Soviets. In 1962, the
Soviets attempted to reach nuclear parity quickly with the then-
superior United States by deploying intermediate- and medium-range
- ballistic missiles (which they had in great numbers) in Cuba to make up
for their lack of an intercontinental striking capability. While the devel-
opment of intercontinental ballistic missiles and submarine-launched
ballistic missiles has dramatically lessened the importance of deploying
nuclear weapons from the third world, advantages still remain in doing
that. If the Soviet Union were to base nuclear missiles in Nicaragua, for
example, the flight time of the missiles to their targets in the United
States would be reduced from thirty minutes (for an ICBM based in the
USSR) to about ten minutes. With so little warning time, American
bombers could be destroyed on the ground, and, even more ominously,



American Interests 23

command and control centers could be destroyed before an order to
retaliate could be issued.” This kind of threat is greater from land-based
missiles than from those deployed in submarines because the former are
much more accurate and therefore are better able to destroy protected
targets, such as command centers.

Even without considering them as bases for nuclear weapons, third
world countries could become critical to the U.S.-Soviet nuclear bal-
ance. The ability to hide or track ballistic missile submarines is already
somewhat dependent on the existence of overseas bases. For example,
by basing antisubmarine aircraft around the world, it becomes possible
to search for submarines in areas of the ocean that might otherwise be
out of range. With the development of highly accurate ballistic and
cruise missiles, it may become possible for conventional weapons to
threaten the nuclear arsenals of the superpowers. If this possibility
should become a reality, the maintenance of military bases close to an
adversary would then assume an importance unequaled since the ad-
vent of nuclear weapons.

Coups are a major cause of countries aligning themselves with one or
the other superpower, Recognizing the importance of coups in the third
world, the Soviets have developed impressive abilities to defend pro-
Moscow regimes from pro-Western coups. The Soviets are also taking
steps to improve their ability to back coups against pro-Western re-
gimes. Both of these steps constitute a threat to American interests. By
defending third world regimes against coups, the USSR denies the
United States the opportunity to reap the benefits of coup-induced re-
alignments. By overthrowing pro-Western regimes, the USSR can
undermine U.S. interests and (if the Soviet influence is discreet), it can
do so at virtually no risk to itself.*

The nature of the U.S.-Soviet competition provides another reason
for renewed U.S. concern about coups. Both superpowers recognize
that their abilities to initiate and also to prevent coups in the third world
are important factors in determining their overall influence. The differ-
ence between the superpowers lies in the ways they use coups to
threaten or defend third world regimes. For the Soviet Union, manipu-
lating the security concerns of third world leaders (often by means of
coups) represents the best way it can extend its influence in the third
world. By making short-term security considerations paramount, the
Kremlin is able to prevent the U.S.-Soviet competition for influence in
the third world from moving into areas where the United States can cap-
italize on its strengths.

For the United States, meeting the short-term challenges presented
by Soviet policies in regard to coups is necessary so that it can exploit its
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superiority in other areas of its competition with the USSR. Both the
United States and the Soviets realize that competition in the economic
sphere, for example, would greatly benefit the United States because of
America’s enormous advantages in aid and trade with the third world.
Nevertheless, although the United States maintains long-term advan-
tages over the Soviet Union, these advantages are rendered meaningless
if Washington cannot protect friendly third world regimes from coups
in the short term. Thus, being able to cope with the consequences of
coups becomes an important element in superpower competition in the
third world.

America’s interests in the third world also stem from its role as a
great power. Like all great powers, the United States seeks to shape a
world that is hospitable to its dominant values. Such a world would
satisfy the security concerns of the United States and at the same time
instill confidence in the American people that their way of life is a viable
and worthy one.” Establishing a congenial international environment
does not mean that the United States must recreate the third world in its
image. Rather, it suggests that, as a great power, there is much the
United States can and would do to change things it finds unacceptable.
Since the United States would not choose to live in a hostile world, it is
likely that it would take steps to make certain it does not have to do so.

Of particular concern to the United States are third world countries
located close to its borders. Although the days of a rigidly enforced
Monroe Doctrine and a formal empire are largely past (the last surviv-
ing empire of any note is that of the Soviet Union), spheres of influence
based on geographical proximity still have meaning. As a great power,
the United States can tolerate with equanimity internal diversity among
neighboring countries. It may choose not to tolerate the adoption by
those countries of pro-Soviet/Cuban foreign policies in open defiance of
American wishes. The reason for this is clear. If it is demonstrated that
the United States cannot or will not ensure the absence of hostile re-
gimes in country after country in its own region, third world govern-
ments elsewhere and policy makers in the United States itself may lose
confidence in America’s position as a great power.” Not all American
administrations will react to this kind of “loss” of third world regimes
with the same degree of concern. Nevertheless, no American leaders
wish to see third world countries (especially those located close to the
United States) turn toward the Soviet Union. Since coups are one of the
likeliest ways that pro-Soviet regimes in neighboring countries could
emerge, Washington’s interest in the conditions that produce the poten-
tials for such coups is clear.

Coups also threaten U.S. interests by placing in power regimes whose
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policies make them morally unacceptable to the American people. It is
very difficult and sometimes impossible for the United States to back
regimes that engage in gross violations of human rights. Even if a regime
is pro-American and rules over a country important to the United
States, U.S. opposition to brutal political practices can rule out Ameri-
can support for the regime. Under both the Carter and Reagan adminis-
trations, the United States made it clear that it would not tolerate a com-
munist takeover in El Salvador. And yet, Washington usually will not
be able to back a regime whose policies—though anti-communist—are
repugnant to the people of the United States. If such a regime comes to
power, even in a key country such as El Salvador, Washington may have
no choice but to allow leftist guerrillas fighting the regime to triumph. It
is precisely to avoid such an eventuality that the United States has
worked to prevent coups fomented by right-wing elements led by
Roberto D’Aubuisson against the moderate Duarte government in El
Salvador.

Finally, Washington’s concern with third world coups stems from
the great difficulty that obtains in the United States in using direct force
to achieve its objectives. Because of the American experience in Viet-
nam, the high costs of direct intervention (in human and economic
terms), and the fear of a confrontation with the Soviet Union, it is highly
unlikely that the United States would use large numbers of American
troops in a protracted third world contflict for any but the most vital of
its interests. Moreover, any direct protracted intervention for other
than vital purposes (and even perhaps for vital purposes as well) would
not be supported by the American people. As the Korean and Vietnam
wars so painfully demonstrated, the American people and the U.S. Con-
gress will no longer back a protracted American involvement in a third
world conflict. As [ will argue, however, the rapidity and narrow scope
of a coup often makes a possible U.S. involvement in a coup neither
protracted nor costly. Foreign involvements in coups represent a policy
option that at times can be useful, even in a world in which the use of
force has become constrained.

American interests in the third world are inexorably linked with
coups d’états. Coups bring to power friendly regimes that support
American interests and unfriendly regimes that threaten those interests.
Whether coups are purely internal affairs or are influenced by outsiders,
the United States often cannot ignore their implications. What happens
in the third world usually affects the United States, and little of what
happens there is more important than coups d’état.
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The United States’ Experience with
Third World Coups

Because of American interests in the third world, the United States has
attempted historically to ensure that friendly regimes remain in power
there and that hostile regimes are removed from power. At times by
relying on direct intervention and at other times by employing indirect
economic and security assistance, the United States has tried to deter-
mine the outcome of revolutions, insurgencies, and invasions, with de-
cidedly mixed results. While the debate over the effectiveness and jus-
tifiability of American policies toward these threats continues,
American experience with third world coups has been virtually ignored
by scholars and policy makers alike. This omission is significant, be-
cause coups are one of the most important factors affecting American
interests, they are likely to continue to be so, and they are often sus-
ceptible to American influence.

That coups have had a major impact on America’s position in the
third world is indisputable. Coups have placed in power many leaders
who subsequently adopted policies hostile to the United States. In the
Middle East, a 1952 coup placed Gamal Abdel Nasser in power in
Egypt; his anti-Western policies antagonized the United States and de-
lighted (at times) the Soviets for nearly twenty years. Libya’s Mu-
ammar Khadaffi, who took power in a 1969 military coup, has taken
the lead in attacking American interests worldwide by his support of
terrorism, by implementing increases in the price of petroleum, and by
exacerbating the Arab-Israeli conflict. The United States lost its closest
friend and most reliable ally in Africa when Haile Selassie succumbed to
a virulently anti-American coup in Ethiopia in 1974. The Marxist mili-
tary coup that overthrew Mohammed Daoud in 1978 helped transform
Afghanistan from a state merely within the Soviet sphere of influence
into a Soviet client state. Closer to American shores, military coups
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have established pro-Soviet governments in Grenada (1979) and in Su-
riname (1980). A later coup in Grenada provoked the 1983 American
invasion of that tiny but symbolically important island.

Coups have also brought to power pro-Western regimes in the third
world. The overthrow of Prime Minister Mossadegh in Iran in 1953
removed a potentially anti-Western leader from a key Persian Gulf
state. The military coup that overthrew President Arbenz in Guatemala
the following year rid the United States of a regime that some thought
was turning toward the USSR. Also in Latin America, the 1973 coup
against Salvador Allendé removed a Marxist government from the area
that the United States perceives as its sphere of influence. The 1965 de
facto coup against Sukarno in Indonesia and the 1966 coup against
N’krumah in Ghana similarly realigned those two important countries
away from the Soviet Union.

Despite their political and strategic significance, the United States
has not developed a consistent or even a coherent strategy for dealing
with coups. In terms of overall American interests, coups in the third
world have been seen (especially by policy makers) as a regrettable but
virtually unchangeable fact of political life. When the United States
(usually through the CIA) does attempt to determine the outcome of a
coup, it does so with little regard for past experience. This reflects a
prevailing American belief in the uniqueness of every coup and in the
consequent need to treat each one solely in terms of the specific context
in which it occurs.

The absence of an overall policy regarding coups should not obscure
the fact that over time a distinctly American approach to third world
coups has nevertheless emerged. This approach derives from broad
American policies toward the third world that have not been designed
in relation to coups, but whose impact nevertheless affects the out-
comes of coups. In addition, American policies toward specific third
world coups reveal a great deal about Washington’s thinking about
how to deal with coups in general. By extrapolating an American ap-
proach to third world coups from both the broad and the specific poli-
cies, the effectiveness of the United States in deterring, suppressing, and
backing coups can be roughly determined.

The Impact of American Policies toward the Third World
in Relation to Coups d’Etat

The United States for a long time has sought to develop policies that will
foster the establishment of democratic regimes in the third world. From
John F. Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress to Ronald Reagan’s Caribbean
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Basin Initiative, U.S. presidents have used a mixture of security and eco-
nomic assistance to promote democracies. Their reasons are not diffi-
cult to understand. Democratic governments generally tend to be sup-
portive of American interests. They are far more likely to adopt
pro-American policies than are their nondemocratic counterparts, and
are less prone to rapid shifts of alignment. Third world democracies
rarely, if ever, go to war with one another, which frees Washington
from the need to make painful choices between them and promotes re-
gional security. Mobilizing domestic support in the United States is also
far easier in relation to democratic regimes than it is for authoritarian
ones. Furthermore, as a great power, the United States naturally seeks a
world with governments similar to its own.

The advent of a democratic form of government in a third world
country holds out the promise of being able to protect such a third
world regime from coups. Expanding popular participation, creating
meaningful political institutions for channeling political conflict, end-
ing extralegal succession struggles, and inculcating a nonintervention-
ary ethic in the military can dramatically lessen the threat of coups in
countries where it has been the norm. Where democracy is present in
the third world—in India, Costa Rica, Botswana, Venezuela, and Mex-
ico—the fear of coups has diminished.

Nevertheless, problems posed by third world coups will not be
solved mainly through the advent of democracy. Despite some major
gains in Latin America, the vast majority of third world states are not
democratic and few show tendencies toward attempting or attaining
democracy. Very few third world countries have the minimal levels of
social, economic, and political development required for democratic in-
stitutions to take root. Even were such developments to take place, the
traditions of Oriental despotism in the Middle East and Asia and the
tradition of tribal rule in black Africa will preclude indefinitely the at-
tainment of democracy in much of the third world.! Moreover, the
leadership elites in many third world countries are not seeking to estab-
lish democratic regimes. These elites are far more concerned with pro-
tecting and expanding their own power than they are with dispersing it.
The long-term benefits of democratic institutions for third world socie-
ties provide scant comfort to third world leaders facing short-term
threats.

Nor can the United States do much to change their minds. Despite
America’s strength, democracy is not something that can be imposed on
an unwilling society or its leaders. As much as U.S. policy makers want
to see a democratic third world, they cannot avoid the realization that
the attainment of this goal is not probable for the foreseeable future.
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Even in instances in which the United States can be a guide to third
world countries toward democracy, no guarantee ensues that coups
will thereby be eliminated. The successful coups against the govern-
ment in Nigeria (1983 and 1985) and the nearly successful coups in
Gambia (1981) and Gabon (1964) demonstrate the vulnerability even
of democracies to coups d’état.

Equally important, the United States has not been consistent in de-
fending democratic regimes against coups. There have been times when
Washington has stood firmly on the side of democracy against coups.
During the early part of the Kennedy administration, for example, the
United States maintained a policy “to deny diplomatic relations and
economic aid to newly created military regimes, unless they otfered firm
assurances of restoring democratic rule within the foreseeable future.”?
After a 1962 coup in Peru, the United States followed this policy by
suspending diplomatic relations and cutting off military and economic
aid to that country,

This policy, however, proved short-lived. A more pragmatic ap-
proach replaced it, which sought to evaluate each individual coup in
terms of American interests. This approach was enunciated by Assis-
tant Secretary of State Thomas Mann in March 1964.° In a private
speech, Mann told U.S. ambassadors in Latin America that the United
States “would no longer seek to punish military juntas for overthrow-
ing democratic regimes.” The key determinant of U.S. policy was not to
be the occurrence of a coup against a democratic government, but
rather how the new regime behaved toward the United States. If the new
coup-empowered leadership supported U.S. investments and opposed
communism, then it would earn American support. Instead of pursuing
a policy that unilaterally condemned all coups against democratic gov-
ernments, Washington would judge each case individually on its merits
in terms of American interests. It was not so interested in the survival of
democratic governments.*

This case-by-case pragmatic approach has been demonstrated by the
historical record. The United States is believed to have encouraged and
supported coups against democratically elected regimes in Guatemala
(1954), in Brazil (1964), and in Chile (1970, 1973). Moreover, other
coups have been tolerated and even rewarded when they removed dem-
ocratic regimes perceived to have been hostile to American interests
(e.g., the coup overthrowing Juan Bosch in the Dominican Republic in
1963). As strong as general American support for democratic regimes
against coups has been, it clearly is not considered predominantly ger-
mane in every case.

Economic assistance is also given by the United States to states in the
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third world, and the implications of this policy also extend to coups.
From 1945 to 1979, the United States extended loans and grants to the
third world amounting to over $107 billion (compared to $18 billion
given by the Soviet Union).’ American aid, channeled through such in-
ternational agencies as the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund, provides additional needed resources to poor third world coun-
tries. Giving economic assistance to third world nations is motivated by
a general desire to increase American influence in the third world and to
benefit the U.S. economy by increasing American trade with the third
world, and by humanitarian concerns.

Economic aid can also have an important impact on the outcome of
coups. Many coups stem from social disruption caused by the inability
of a regime to meet the economic needs and demands of its people. By
providing economic assistance, the United States can help third world
governments cope with economically induced problems before they
generate political coups. Conversely, the denial of economic aid, com-
bined with market exacerbations of a regime’s economic problems,
such as occurred in Chile from 1970-73, can provoke a coup.

The export of food is also an example of the way economic assistance
or its lack can affect coups. As the world’s leading exporter of food, the
United States is in the best position to assist third world governments to
feed their people. Aside from its humanitarian benefits, food aid is espe-
cially important because it allows third world regimes to spend scarce
revenues on other problems and helps to prevent urban food riots that
can themselves generate coups. Famine played a large role in the coup
that overturned Haile Selassie in 1974. In contrast, American economic
and food aid proved instrumental in stabilizing situations that threat-
ened to lead to coups in Egypt in 1977 and in the Dominican Republic
in 1983.

And yet, economic aid alone is often not an effective instrument for
preventing coups. The motivations of people leading coups are too nu-
merous and the influence of outside financial assistance is too diffuse
for it to play a decisive role in deterring or preventing coups. Further-
more, economic aid can unwittingly increase the chances for a coup, by
disrupting traditional forms of rule and creating social instability. This
is not to suggest that economic aid is useless. American economic as-
sistance can help certain regimes in specific situations deter or prevent
coups, or it can work to encourage the armed forces to launch a coup.
As long as the military is the prime force behind coups, however, eco-
nomic aid alone will be unable to play a determining role in an Amer-
ican policy toward coups.

American security assistance programs also play a major role in
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United States policies toward the third world and they also have impor-
tant implications for third world coups. From 1950 to 1980, American
security assistance amounted to over $100 billion, the overwhelming
part of which went to the third world. These programs included credits
for the purchase of U.S. weaponry, grants for military purchases, train-
ing at U.S. facilities for foreign military personnel, and economic sup-
port for countries of critical importance to the United States.*

As with economic aid, the purpose of American security assistance is
to protect and expand U.S. interests rather than simply to prevent or
provoke coups. By providing the United States with an opportunity to
influence third world militaries, however, the security assistance pro-
grams can also affect the probability of those militaries launching
coups. In a general sense, the prevention of military coups can be ac-
complished by inculcating in third world military establishments the
belief in civilian supremacy and by teaching them a noninterventionary
ethic. More specifically, American military assistance can be used as a
reward or as a threat to induce third world armies to behave in ways
supportive of U.S. interests.

There is no evidence that American military assistance has affected
the overall propensity of third world militaries to attempt coups. Third
world armies that have received foreign military aid seem neither less
nor more likely to intervene in politics.” While the United States has en-
joyed some success in transferring its weapons and military tactics to
the third world, it has generally not been able to convince third world
armies not to become involved in politics.

On a more specific level, however, American military assistance pro-
grams have been instrumental in affecting specific coups. Third world
armies that are dependent on the United States for arms will often be
reluctant to take action against the wishes of their American benefac-
tors. The combination of a shrewd American aid policy and a depen-
dent, controllable third world military force can often put the United
States in a position to deter, suppress, or back a coup, in accordance
with American interests. This combination has worked with some fre-
quency in regions of strong American influence, such as Latin America
and South Vietnam. Unfortunately for the United States, third world
coups often do not reflect the interests of the military as a whole. Bu-
reaucratic disputes, ethnic divisions, political ideologies, and individual
greed can all precipitate a coup or help to prevent a coup that the United
States wants to encourage. There is no guarantee that even a third world
army that is dependent on the United States for arms will not launch an
anti-American coup.

The limits of indirect influence force us to focus attention on the uses
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of American military forces stationed abroad to deter, prevent, or pro-
voke third world coups. Because coups by definition involve small num-
bers of actors, the presence of a relatively modest number of American
troops should be enough to serve as an effective countercoup or coup-
backing force. Such forces theoretically would be able to safeguard gov-
ernments against pro-Soviet or other anti-Western elements atternpting
a coup d’état.

Despite their theoretical potential for success in this regard, Ameri-
can troops stationed abroad have not in fact played a decisive role in
countering third world coups. In part, this is because there are very few
U.S. troops based in third world countries. Although approximately
500,000 American military personnel are stationed abroad, the over-
whelming majority are in Western Europe and Japan. In countries that
are vulnerable to third world coups, only South Korea (with 39,317
U.S. troops), the Philippines (with 15,414 U.S. troops), and Panama
(with 9,616 U.S. troops) have a sizeable American presence.® These
American forces are not deployed for a countercoup role in these coun-
tries, nor is such a role a likely possibility.

In South Korea, American troops are needed to provide protection
from an invasion by the north. Any internal role for those troops would
jeopardize this critical American mission. The lack of American reac-
tion to a 1961 coup in South Korea reflected Washington’s view that a
successful coup was preferable to prolonged political instability, which
might provoke a major war, American forces in the Philippines are sta-
tioned at Clark Air Force Base and the Subic Bay Naval Base. Both bases
play a key role guarding American interests in east Asia and it is unlikely
(although not impossible) that Washington would risk increasing Fili-
pino opposition to their presence by using American troops in a coup-
suppression effort, especially if the political orientation of the coup
makers was not known. As for Panama, the vulnerability and sensitivity
of the U.S. presence in the Canal Zone make it highly unlikely that the
United States would become involved in any internal countercoup en-
terprises there. Elsewhere, American forces in Egypt, Liberia, Somalia,
and the Sudan are too small even to play a countercoup role. In the final
analysis, the power of third world countries to evict the forces of the
United States following a botched countercoup attempt, combined with
domestic constraints on U.S. involvement in the domestic affairs of
other countries, makes the suppression of a coup using existing foreign-
based American troops not very likely.

The presence of American forces in third world countries can, how-
ever, play a major role in the deterrence or backing of coups. Although
the possibility of direct American countercoup actions might be remote,
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most coup plotters would want to be certain of American inaction (ot
support) before attempting to overthrow an existing regime. As has
been demonstrated (e.g., in the Dominican Republic and in South Viet-
nam), the presence of American troops abroad can compel potential
coup makers to sound out Washington’s views on whether it wishes to
see the present regime toppled. By showing that it would welcome or
that it would discourage such an attempt, the United States can do
much to determine whether a coup takes place.

Other security-related policies of the United States are also relevant
to third world coups. The United States maintains an extensive training
program for third world military officers and police forces. These pro-
grams, which are based in the United States as well as in the third world
countries themselves, attempt to help security forces deal with internal
challenges while instilling in them a pro-American ethos. The develop-
ment of the United States Central Command presumably will provide
the United States with the capability to intervene quickly to suppress
coups. Shows of force by the U.S. Navy have already proven effective in
deterring unfriendly coups and in bolstering weak regimes against anti-
American threats.’

While they do sometimes benefit the United States by enhancing its
ability to deal with coups, these measures are not in fact very effective.
American training of third world military personnel has not guaranteed
a pro-American political orientation, even when the direct recipients of
that training assume power. For example, despite Mengistu’s extensive
military training in the United States, he adopted strident anti-
American policies when he became the leader of Ethiopia. The United
States Central Command has the potential to act against coups, except
that its mission appears to be directed more against a Soviet or other
major conventional attack. By focusing on transporting armor and
large numbers of troops, the Central Command might not be prepared
to act quickly enough to deal with the unique kind of political threat
presented by coups. Finally, the effectiveness of the U.S. Navy in dealing
with coups is constrained by the need for it to move rapidly anywhere in
the world, and of course the navy needs there to be a coastline in the
third world country that is threatened by a coup.

American policies toward the third world cannot help but have an
impact on coups. The decision to bolster a regime, weaken a regime, or
do nothing in the midst of political turmoil can mean life or death for
third world leaders. The effectiveness of American policies in dealing
with coups cannot, however, be judged solely in terms of policies de-
signed to increase American influence in the third world and that only
incidentally affect the outcome of coups. Only by examining how the
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United States has acted toward specific third world coups can its poli-
cies be evaluated. This is best accomplished by examining American
successes and failures in deterring, suppressing, and initiating coups.

Deterring Coups

Determining how well the United States has done historically in con-
trolling the outcome of third world coups first requires an examination
of American successes in deterring coups. Deterrence is a particularly
difficult kind of condition to evaluate. It is impossible to be certain
whether the absence of coups among a given group of states is due to
American efforts or to other factors. This is especially true because the
United States does not have a clearly defined countercoup policy.
Claims made by American policy makers that some specific absence of a
coup against U.S. interests is the result of American actions must be
treated with skepticism.' Nevertheless, a broad measure of the effec-
tiveness of the American deterrent can be taken by focusing on cases in
which the United States has either taken specific actions to deter a coup
or has explicitly warned against a coup being launched.

Convincing potential coup makers that the costs of launching a coup
will exceed the benefits is no easy task. The speed at which a coup can
succeed combined with the reluctance that the United States would
have for overthrowing an existing government makes it difficult for the
United States or for any outside power to deter a coup. At the very least,
Washington has to be able credibly to threaten to defeat the coup or
directly to undercut the regime that would emerge from a successful
coup for its deterrence to be credible. These conditions are met only in
places where the United States already exercises substantial control
over the country where the coup is threatened.

Despite such difficulties, Washington has apparently succeeded in
deterring coups in several countries important to American interests.
These successes have occurred first where the United States has main-
tained a substantial military force in the country threatened by a coup.
The deployment of large numbers of American troops in a third world
country greatly complicates the task of the coup makers because direct
American suppression of the coup attempt is always possible. Instead of
just having to overthrow a small leadership elite, the coup makers must
confront the existing and potential power of the United States.

The United States has also apparently succeeded in deterring coups
in countries that depend on Washington for a major portion of their
military and economic aid. El Salvador is a case in point. Although in
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the early 1980s the United States maintained only some fifty military
advisors in El Salvador, the El Salvadoran regime and military realized
they could not long survive without U.S. economic and military assis-
tance. While a military coup might succeed initially in overthrowing the
government, the cut-off of American aid that would follow would cer-
tainly jeopardize the long-term viability of the new government. The
acceptance of this reality, combined with timely U.S. warnings against
military intervention in the government, almost certainly has deterred
coups against the democratically elected Duarte regime.

In addition to deterring the initiation of coups, the United States has
been successful in suppressing challenges to existing governments that
have threatened to become coups. For example, following the U.S.-ini-
tiated coup in Guatemala against President Arbenz in 1954, Washing-
ton sought to preserve a stable pro-Western government in this strategi-
cally located Central American country. Washington became con-
cerned when half the Guatemalan army revolted on November 13,
1960, against the U.S.-supported government of Mighuel Fuentes Ydi-
goras. Fearing that the revolt would lead to a coup that might interfere
with the upcoming Bay of Pigs invasion (Cuban exiles were being
trained in Guatemala), the United States sent several CIA-owned B-26
bombers, piloted by Cuban exiles, to Guatemala. President Eisenhower
also sent naval warships, including an aircraft carrier, to the Gua-
temalan coast. Because of this American military action, the revolt was
suppressed and the Ydigoras regime preserved."

In the Dominican Republic, American policy during the 1960s cen-
tered on preventing a coup hostile to American interests. Following the
assassination of the right-wing dictator, Rafael Trujillo, in May 1961
(an event welcomed by the United States because of Trujillo’s repressive
rule and his overtures to Castro), the United States sent a navy task
force off the coast of Santo Domingo. Complementing this force were
American warnings of direct U.S. intervention in the event of an at-
tempted coup. The American presence and these threats succeeded in
deterring potential coups, both from pro-Castro groups and from mem-
bers of the Trujilio family."

The United States decreased its support for the government of the
Dominican Republic when the leftist leader, Juan Bosch, assumed the
leadership of the country. Shortly afterwards, Bosch fell victim to a mil-
itary coup in 1963. That the United States could have tried to deter the
coup is indicated by the State Department’s refusal to accede to a re-
- quest by the American ambassador to the Dominican Republic to send
an aircraft carrier to suppress the coup. The State Department’s refusal
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was not based on an American incapacity to deter the coup, but on the
grounds that the fall of the Bosch regime might serve American inter-
ests.'*

The United States continued its policy of deterring Dominican coups
after the suppression of the April 19635 revolt and the subsequent inter-
vention of over twenty thousand American troops."* Following the re-
volt, the United States helped to establish a provisional regime under
the leadership of President Hector Garcia Godoy. Washington was de-
termined to use its troops deployed in the Dominican Republic to pro-
tect this regime from both left- and right-wing threats. It did not have
long to wait. A week after Garcia Godoy took power, a general in the
Dominican army and political opponent of Garcia Godoy, Elias Wessin
Y Wessin, challenged the new government. General Wessin appeared to
be preparing for a coup as he placed his troops on alert and ordered his
tanks to the capital of Santo Domingo. American Ambassador Ells-
worth Bunker quickly ordered the Inter-American Peace Force (made
up mostly of U.S. troops) to stop Wessin. Once this was accomplished,
General Wessin was flown under U.S. escort to Miami, where he was
given a diplomatic post.'®

Ambassador Bunker also played a pivotal role in deterring two other
potential coups. In November 1965 he learned of a right-wing plot to
seize the city of Santiago.* Before the plot could be carried out, the
Inter-American Peace Force occupied Santiago’s airport, while Bunker
warned the Dominican military against supporting any coup. Heeding
Bunker’s warning, the Dominican military refused to cooperate with
the conspirators and the plot never came to fruition. Two months later,
a military rebellion succeeded in seizing the government radio and tele-
vision stations. Bunker immediately had the Inter-American Peace
Force protect the national palace and evict the army from the stations.
Their success in doing this prevented a coup from developing and en-
abled U.S. troops to depart from the Dominican Republic in September
1966.

In May 1978, the United States again successfully deterred a coup in
the Dominican Republic. National police units attempted to stop the
counting of ballots in a general election when it became clear that a left-
ist candidate (Antonio Guzman) would become president. Suspecting
that incumbent President Joaquin Balaguer was behind the effort to halt
the election, the U.S. State Department threatened to suspend aid to the
Dominican Republic. The American threat convinced Dominican mili-
tary forces not to support the police, which induced Balaguer to allow

* A plot can be distinguished from a coup by being limited to plans to overthrow
a regime. In a coup, an actual attempt to overthrow the regime takes place.
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the election to proceed. Because of this American response, the police
action collapsed and the Dominican Republic inaugurated a democrat-
ically elected (albeit leftist) government.

Although its jurisdiction is limited theoretically to the United States,
the Federal Bureau of Investigation is credited with having defeated at
least two plots before they could develop into actual coups. In April
1981, the FBI arrested ten American and Canadian mercenaries (some
of whom were linked to the Ku Klux Klan) who were planning to over-
throw the government of Prime Minister Eugenia Charles in the tiny
Caribbean country of Dominica. The mercenaries planned to join black
terrorists and disgruntled Dominican soldiers in the establishment of a
drug and gambling haven. The FBI learned of the plot and arrested the
coup makers in Louisiana the day of their departure for Dominica. The
plotters had with them automatic rifles, shotguns, rifles, handguns, and
dynamite."”

In November 1984, the FBI reported that it had foiled a plot to
launch a coup against the regime of Honduran President Roberto Suazo
Cordova. The right-wing coup makers planned to pay an FBI under-
cover agent to kill the Honduran president and then to exploit the en-
suing unrest to take over the government. The leaders of the plot were
senior military officials (including the former Chairman of the joint
Chiefs of Staff, General José Bueso-Rosa) who had lost their positions
in March 1984. They were backed by Honduran businessmen living in
Miami who planned to finance the coup by the sale of cocaine. The FBI
learned of the plot in July, placed an undercover agent in the plot as one
of the assassins, and kept the Honduran government informed about
the case. The FBI finally arrested the Honduran businessmen, a pilot,
and several others of the conspirators.®

The United States has also failed at deterring coups in the third
world. These failures have become known when it was revealed (usu-
ally after the fact) that, despite American warnings, a coup was
launched. During the 1960s several American attempts to deter coups
against Latin American regimes proved largely ineffective. Despite
warnings from Washington to the third world militaries involved,
coups occurred in Argentina (March 1962), in Peru (July 1962), in Gua-
temala (March 1963), in the Dominican Republic (September 1963), in
Honduras (October 1963), in Argentina (April 1964), in Bolivia (No-
vember 1964), and in Argentina (June 1966).”

American reactions to these coups varied markedly. In some cases
(e.g., in Peru and Honduras), American military and economic aid were
suspended and diplomatic relations with these countries were severed.
After several months, however, both the aid and the diplomatic ties
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were restored in exchange for promises of “democratic” elections.” In
other cases (as in Guatemala and the Dominican Republic), Washing-
ton was content simply to condemn the coups, while maintaining or
even increasing aid.

Why did the United States not respond severely to military officers
who ignored its warnings not to launch a coup? Once a coup had suc-
ceeded, overwhelming pressure was exerted in Washington to deal with
the government in power. By punishing the regime, Washington risked
losing whatever influence it retained. Moreover, other Latin American
governments would not support the United States in issuing sanctions
against regimes installed by coups. On the contrary, they saw American
aid and diplomatic cut-offs both as unwarranted U.S. interference in the
internal affairs of sovereign countries. Rather than compound the prob-
lem, the United States essentially accepted that its inability to deter
these coups reflected the limits of American power.*

A more general failure of American deterrence of coups is evidenced
by the large number of coups that have been launched against friendly
third world regimes by anti-American groups. Since 1969, coups have
replaced pro-Western governments with regimes hostile to U.S. inter-
ests in Libya (1969), in Benin (1972), in Ethiopia (1974), in the Sey-
chelles (1977), in Grenada (1979), and in Suriname (1980). During this
same period of time, several successful coups occurred in leftist or
otherwise anti-American governments that resulted in new regimes that
were even more anti-American or pro-Soviet than their predecessors.
Examples include Somalia (1969), Afghanistan (1973 and 1978), and
South Yemen (1978). This record is noteworthy both because of the
number of coup-induced setbacks suffered by the United States, and be-
cause of the relatively timid reaction of the United States to Soviet gains
that have come about through coups. The United States reacted quite
mildly to the Soviets solidifying their position in Afghanistan through
coups, in contrast to Washington’s pronounced reaction when the So-
viets invaded that country. A relatively high number of anti-American
(compared to anti-Soviet) coups occurred during the 1970s as well.

Of the failures of American deterrence, the most critical was Ethi-
opia. In Ethiopia in 1974, the United States lost its closest friend in
black Africa. For twenty-five years, Ethiopia had received more U.S.
military and economic aid than any other black African state. At the
time Haile Selassie was overthrown, several hundred American military
personnel were present in Ethiopia. That an anti-American coup could
have taken place under such circumstances, and that anti-American ele-
ments were able to solidify their position there over the next several
years by means of additional coups and power struggles, demonstrated
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the inability or unwillingness of the United States to deter coups in a key
country theretofore thought to be plainly subject to U.S. influence.

The United States has had mixed success in deterring coups. Ameri-
can military and economic strength has deterred many coups in the
third world, coups that would have exacerbated political instability in
those countries and increased the number of regimes hostile to the
United States. Moreover, such gains have been achieved at little or no
financial and political cost. Nevertheless, coups still represent a major
threat to the U.S. position in the third world. Deterrence has not been
effective with regard to states outside the U.S. sphere of influence (e.g.,
Afghanistan or Libya) or in places where the coup makers were not
clearly seen as hostile to Washington’s interests (e.g., Ethiopia in 1974).
American deterrence policies (especially with regard to the defense of
democratic governments) have also been hurt by the inconsistency of
U.S. responses to coups. The unwillingness of the United States to pun-
ish coup makers once they have gained power over Washington’s objec-
tions (as happened in Latin America during the 1960s) damaged Wash-
ington’s ability to deter subsequent coups.

Suppressing Coup Attempts

The actual suppression of coups by U.S. forces is both a riskier and a
more effective policy than deterrence. It is riskier because the United
States must go beyond making threats to acting directly to defeat an
ongoing coup attempt. This kind of action leaves the United States open
to charges of unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of other
nations, and it can place Washington in an awkward situation should
the coup succeed. Once American personnel take the decision to act,
however, the prospects for success are good. As the following examples
of U.S. coup suppressions demonstrate, unambiguous signals that
Washington supports the existing regime, that it would oppose a suc-
cessor government, and that it is prepared to defeat the coup will often
strengthen the resolve of indigenous defenders to resist the coup while
undercutting the efforts of coup makers.

One of the first instances of the United States actually defending a
regime from a coup occurred in Ethiopia in December 1960.2 Elements
of the Ethiopian Imperial Guard launched a coup against the pro-
American leadership of Haile Selassie while the Emperor was abroad.
The United States acted quickly and effectively to defeat the coup. The
United States informed the Emperor of the attempted coup, provided
him with a communications capability enabling him to speak with his
generals from the safety of Liberia, assisted in the planning of counter-
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coup operations, and may also have directly participated (with Ameri-
can military advisors already stationed in Ethiopia) in the military sup-
pression of the coup. Largely because of this American involvement, the
Emperor was restored to power, where he remained for the next four-
teen years.

The threat of the use of American military power succeeded in de-
feating a coup in the Dominican Republic in January 1962. Having just
expelled the principal Trujillo supporters and deterred a series of coups
against the regime of Joaquin Balaguer, the United States was eager to
promote the development of democracy in the Dominican Republic. It
quickly became apparent, however, that Balaguer was more interested
in remaining in power than in promoting democracy. Under intense
American pressure, Balaguer was replaced by a seven-person council of
state that promised to hold elections.

This process was interrupted by an attempted coup led by the com-
mander of the military base in Santiago. Perhaps working with Bala-
guer, he attempted to overthrow the council and to replace it with his
own “civil-military” junta. The United States then threatened implicitly
to intervene by moving its ships closer to the shores of Santo Domingo,
in order to restore the council. Faced with this show of strength, the
coup collapsed and its leaders were sent into exile. The rescued council
survived until free elections were held.”

In Laos, American diplomatic intervention helped defeat a coup
against the neutralist regime of Prince Souvanna Phouma. Right-wing
military officers launched the coup because they feared the prince
would preside over a coalition government that would give too much
power to the communists. From Thailand, the coup makers made their
way to the Laotian capital, where they quickly succeeded in capturing
several key buildings. They then attempted to convince the country’s
conservative military leadership to join their coup. At this point, U.S.
Chargé d’Affaires, John Gunther Dean, intervened. Dean first hid the
prince from the insurgents and then forcefully told the Laotian generals
(whose army depended on the United States for aid) that Washington
did not support the coup. Because of Dean’s efforts, the coup makers
were unable to secure the support of the Laotian military, which
brought about the collapse of the coup.**

Bolivia presents another case where American diplomatic interven-
tion helped to defend a regime from a coup. In 1980, a rare election
placed leftist Hernan Siles Zuazo in the presidency. To prevent his being
confirmed as president, the Bolivian military launched a successful
coup. The new military junta could not rule, however, partially due to
the Carter administration’s suspension of diplomatic relations with
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them. In October 1981, a subsequent military coup replaced the junta
with a more reformist government. A month later, the United States
resumed diplomatic relations with Bolivia. This paved the way for new
elections to be held in October 1982, which finally placed Siles Zuazo in
the presidency that he had won two years before.

The presidency of Siles Zuazo marked the end of almost eighteen
years of military rule in Bolivia. Despite his leftist orientation, the
United States was committed to protecting Bolivia’s new-found stabil-
ity. So when another coup was launched against Zuazo, the U.S. ambas-
sador played a central role in defeating it.

The coup began with the kidnapping of the president by armed men.
The kidnappers then attempted to enlist the army’s support by claiming
the backing of the Reagan administration in their effort to overthrow
the government. The claim had a certain plausibility, because the coup
makers were part of a special antidrug task force trained and equipped
by the United States. Their attempt failed because of the prompt action
of U.S. Ambassador Edwin Corr. Within hours of Zuazo’s abduction,
Corr had telephoned military and political leaders telling them that the
United States would oppose any coup. Corr’s prompt action dissuaded
the military from joining in the effort to overthrow the existing regime,
which caused the coup to fail. Siles Zuazo was discovered unharmed
and he resumed his duties as president. He publicly thanked the U.S.
ambassador for his role in defeating the coup.”

The United States also failed to defeat a coup, after having made an
attempt to do so. In May 1961, a military coup shook the elected gov-
ernment of John Chang in South Korea.”® As soon as the coup began
(with the takeover of civilian buildings in the capital of Seoul by some
thirty-six hundred Korean soldiers), American personnel stationed in
South Korea acted to defeat it. The American embassy issued state-
ments of support for the “freely elected” government of Chang. Given
the near-total dependence of South Korea on the United States, this dec-
laration had been expected to have a major impact. More important,
the Chief of the UN Command, General Carter B. Magruder, ordered
the Korean officers to support the existing regime. Because General
Magruder had operational command of the Korean army, disobeying
him was tantamount to mutiny.

Despite these conditions, no significant resistance to the coup devel-
oped and the insurgents successfully overthrew the South Korean re-
gime. A military government took its place, led by the South Korean
Chief of Staff, General Do Young Chang. Within a short time, the al-
leged mastermind of the coup, General Park Chung Hee, became chief
of state, pledging to continue South Korea’s pro-American policies.
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The American experience protecting third world regimes from coups
is one of modest success. Because such a countercoup role for the United
States is defensive, is supportive of sovereignty, and operates largely
behind the scenes, the political drawbacks to this kind of policy have
been slight. The United States has never had to resort to overt, direct
military intervention to suppress a coup. This reflects the effectiveness
of less drastic American policies in protecting third world regimes.
More important, occasions for the United States to intervene directly to
protect critical third world regimes from anti-American coups have not
yet arisen.

Despite the generally high rate of success of American countercoup
policies, actual efforts in this regard have tended to be confused and
improvised. That they have proved to be so effective despite this dem-
onstrates the importance of American support for defeating a coup. The
lone U.S. failure (in South Korea) does not disprove this fact. In part,
American involvement failed to suppress that coup because it had suc-
ceeded so quickly, because the existing regime commanded so little so-
cial or military support, and because the armed forces chose to obey
their South Korean officers rather than their nominal American
commander.

Most important, the United States failed to suppress the South
Korean coup because it was never completely committed to its defeat. If
Washington had acted quickly and forcefully to quell the coup, many
observers believe it could have succeeded. But the main goal of the
United States was not to reverse the coup, but to make sure that the
whole affair ended quickly so as not to tempt a North Korean attack.
Once it became clear that the coup makers had succeeded in bringing
about a fait accompli, Washington refused its support to the former
government, Thus, the South Korean case is less a case of the failure of
American coup-suppression policies than it is an illustration of how
Washington can view political instability as a greater danger even than
the removal of a friendly regime.

As in the case with deterrence, American efforts to suppress coups
have been limited to countries within its sphere of influence. Most
American countercoup activities (both for deterrence and for the actual
suppression of coups) have occurred in Latin America, where the
United States enjoys a preponderance of economic and military power.
Latin America is also a region where the United States can credibly
threaten to take military action without fear of provoking Soviet re-
taliation (Cuba and perhaps Nicaragua being exceptions to this rule).
The dependence of many Latin American regimes on the United States,
in combination with a credible threat of U.S. intervention to prevent
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anti-American governments taking root in its own “backyard,” has en-
abled Washington to work with existing Latin American regimes to
prevent coups against U.S. interests with a degree of success unmatched
in any other region. In particular, the presence of American troops in
the Dominican Republic from 1965 to 1966 made it the focus of more
countercoup activity than any other country.

These cases also demonstrate that the United States has defeated
more coup threats from the right than from the left. In El Salvador,
Honduras, the Dominican Republic, Bolivia, and Laos, the United
States has acted to protect an incumbent regime from right-wing
threats. The justification for the American decision to do so varied in
each of these cases, but they all reflected the belief in the long-term ben-
efits of stability and democracy over the short-term gains to be had
from a friendly government coming to power.

American Efforts at Backing Coups

Before examining the record of America’s backing of coups, it is neces-
sary to clarify exactly what American backing of a coup means. As the
definition in Chapter One shows, for a coup to occur, the coup makers
must already enjoy some power in the political system they seek to forc-
ibly replace, those launching the coup (or their backers) must actually
try to take over the government, and this action must involve only a
relatively small number of participants over a short time. The term
American-backed coups, therefore, refers to efforts by the United States
to initiate, assist, or encourage existing groups in third world countries
to launch coups against their governments.

Not all American actions to overthrow third world regimes consti-
tute U.S.—backed coups. Just as rebellions and invasions are not coups,
U.S.—supported rebellions and invasions are not U.S.—backed coups.
The United States’ support for rebels in Indonesia (1958) and in Tibet
(1959) consisted of actions designed to influence the policies of the ex-
isting regimes by means of a threat of large-scale military opposition.
The American-backed invasion of Cuba in 1961 was designed to over-
throw Castro by provoking mass opposition to his rule. In none of these
situations was the principal purpose of the American action the re-
moval of the leaders by means of a coup.” Similarly, American actions
taken during the 1980s in support of the Nicaraguan “contras” and in
support of the Afghan rebels have had as their goals the overthrow of
anti-American governments. But because these rebels hope to gain
power by means of widespread popular rebellion, American efforts on
their behalf cannot properly be labeled American-backed coups.
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Nor can Washington’s efforts to remove third world regimes directly
be called American-backed coups. In Grenada, for example, the Ameri-
can invasion overthrew the existing leadership and laid the ground-
work for the pro-Western government that followed. Nevertheless, be-
cause the United States toppled the Grenadian government without
working through indigenous intermediaries, and because large num-
bers of troops were necessary for this, the Grenada operation cannot
accurately be described as an American-backed coup. American-
backed assassination plots are also not the same definitionally as back-
ing a coup. The United States government has been charged with having
plotted the assassination of Fidel Castro, Rafael Trujillo, Salvador
Allendé, and others.? Since these alleged assassination attempts were
not combined with efforts to place specific individuals in power, they
do not constitute American-backed coups.

One major difficulty in examining American-backed coups is ob-
taining reliable information. Few countries want to admit that they
backed the overthrow of another country’s government. This is espe-
cially true of a democracy like the United States, which takes pride in its
superior morality and must remain accountable to its citizenry. When
the United States backs a coup, it tries to act covertly. While some of
these actions have subsequently become public, the most successful of
them have not. Conversely, although the United States has sometimes
succeeded in concealing its role in supporting a coup, it also must bear
the burden of being charged with having backed coups in which in fact
it played no role. Third world leaders know that raising the specter of
U.S. involvement in coups can mobilize internal and external support,
and that often makes such charges politically expedient even when they
are not supported by the evidence.

The United States has backed successful coups against third world
regimes in Iran (1953), in Guatemala (1954), in Vietnam (1963), in Bra-
zil (1964), and (probably) in Cambodia (1970). In each of these cases,
American support proved critical for mobilizing indigenous groups to
launch a coup against existing leaders, to replace them with regimes
more in line with Washington’s wishes. Not all of these American ef-
forts resulted in success. Despite its efforts, the United States failed to
provoke coups in Chile (1970), in Iran (1979), and in Libya (1986).”

What these cases show when they are considered chronologically is
declining willingness and capability on the part of the United States to
become directly involved in backing coups against third world regimes,
especially when such involvement may become public. The earliest
coups, in Iran in 1953 and in Guatemala in 1954, were marked by



The United States’ Experience 45

American leadership and control. In both cases, the United States fi-
nanced, planned, and instigated these coups. That Iran and Guatemala
were not critical to U.S. interests did not hinder American involvement.
American influence in the world was at its peak and its covert actions
were able to be kept secret.

American involvements in coups in Vietnam (1963 and 1965) and in
Brazil (1964) were a good dea! more limited and circumspect. In these
coups, the United States did not become directly involved, but it ap-
proved of and (to a limited extent) supported the plans of the coup mak-
ers. These coups illustrated the maintenance of American influence, in
that it was the dependence of third world militaries on U.S. aid that
made the coup makers seek out American support before attempting to
overthrow their respective governments. On the other hand, the less-
ening of American influence throughout the world (and the resistance
to it in the third world) forced these American involvements to be in-
direct and dependent on the initiatives of indigenous third world actors.
The United States was still prepared to back coups, but it was much
more concerned that its involvements be kept secret.

During the 1970s, the successful alleged U.S.—backed coup in Cam-
bodia and the unsuccessful efforts in Chile and Iran illustrate the de-
clining willingness and capability of Washington to become involved in
third world coups. Domestic norms against interference in others’ af-
fairs, combined with the mounting difficulty of keeping such operations
secret, made direct American involvement more difficult to carry out.*
In these cases, the United States’ role was indirect and, at the most, ad-
visory. When direct American involvement was requested as a condi-
tion for the coup to take place as it was in Iran in 1979, the United States
chose to abandon the coup effort. Even in Libya (where the United
States has openly said it wishes to overthrow Khadaffi) the thrust of
American efforts has been to indirectly provoke a coup rather than to
directly assist Libyan coup makers in toppling Khadaffi. In examining
why the United States decided to back these coups, therefore, the key
determinants seem to be not so much the interests involved, but the his-
torical time during which they took place and the type of support de-
manded of the United States.

One of the first and most important of the American-initiated coups
was the 1953 overthrow of Prime Minister Muhammad Mossadegh of
Iran®' A charismatic nationalist, Mossadegh gained prominence
through his efforts to nationalize British petroleum interests in Iran. His
popularity forced the young shah (the nominal leader of Iran) to ap-
point him prime minister in 1951. As prime minister, Mossadegh skill-
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fully exploited domestic unrest to gradually increase his influence, until
he gained nearly absolute power in 1953.

The United States viewed these events in Iran with ambivalence.
Washington was sympathetic to Mossadegh’s demands for a greater
Iranian share of oil revenues and recognized that Mossadegh was not a
communist. Nevertheless, British pressure on the United States to top-
ple Mossadegh and the growing political instability in strategic Iran
caused officials in the Eisenhower administration to think seriously
about supporting a coup. American concern heightened as Mossadegh
moved further to the left and appeared unable or unwilling to halt the
mounting unrest. The United States feared that in time the communists
would take advantage of the turmoil by seizing power, either ridding
themselves of Mossadegh or reducing him to a figurehead. To prevent
such an occurrence, the United States agreed to a British request to over-
throw the prime minister.

The CIA in cooperation with Britain developed a plan whereby the
shah would depart the capital for a remote part of Iran. He would leave
behind an order removing Mossadegh from office and replacing him
with a shah loyalist. In addition, $100,000 in Iranian currency would
be distributed among Tehran’s poor by two Iranian agents of the CIA to
ensure popular support for the shah’s move. The shah agreed to the
plan in August 1953, at which time the coup began.

The attempt to unseat Mossadegh very nearly failed. Instead of leav-
ing office when ordered to by the shah, Mossadegh (who had been
alerted previously to the shah’s action) arrested the shah’s supporters
and publicly declared that he was suppressing a coup. Tehran was
thrown into chaos as communist mobs shouted anti-American slogans
and tore down the statues of the shah and his father. Believing all was
lost, the shah traveled to Italy for what looked as if it would be per-
manent exile.

At this point, the Americans took charge. The American Ambassa-
dor to Iran, Loy Henderson, demanded that Mossadegh order the po-
lice and soldiers to protect American citizens. This resulted in the com-
munists being removed from the streets by soldiers yelling pro-shah and
anti-Mossadegh slogans. The following day, crowds organized by the
CIA and paid for with the $100,000 took to the streets of Tehran,
where they attacked government buildings while shouting their support
for the shah and the United States. The shah’s choice for prime minister,
Fazollah Zahedi, who had been hidden by the CIA, was carried through
the streets of Tehran by ecstatic crowds. The shah returned to power in
triumph. He remained the leader of Iran for the next twenty-five years,
until he was himself overthrown by the Khomeini revolution.
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American involvement in the coup against President Jacobo Arbenz
of Guatemala in June 1954 is a nearly flawless example of the way an
external power can overthrow a third world leader.** Arbenz had in-
curred the displeasure of American policy makers from the time of his
election to the presidency in 1950. While not a member of the Commu-
nist Party, Arbenz was suspected of harboring communist sympathies.
These suspicions grew out of communist support for Arbenz, Commu-
nist participation in his government, and Arbenz’s policies of land re-
form. The United States also objected to Arbenz’s attempts to challenge
the United Fruit Company by expropriating much of its land. Further-
more, Washington was concerned that an Arbenz-dominated Gua-
temala might one day pose a threat to the Panama Canal and other Cen-
tral American regimes. These American concerns appeared to be
validated in May 1954, when Guatemala received a shipment of arms
from Czechoslovakia. At this point, the United States decided to im-
plement already made plans to overthrow Arbenz.

The American plan to overthrow Arbenz focused on the Guatemalan
military. In part this was because of a lack of other alternatives. There
were not enough Guatemalan exiles to mount a successful invasion,
even with U.S. assistance, and Arbenz’s support among the lower
classes precluded the initiation of general domestic unrest in the manner
of Iran. More important, Arbenz’s greatest weakness lay in the military.
Arbenz had failed to set in place a new army loyal to him, and this fac-
tor, combined with the military’s suspicion of his leftist policies and its
fear of being supplanted by a “people’s militia,” made it susceptible to
the idea of a coup. American policy makers believed that by under-
mining the remaining loyalty of the military, by convincing key officers
that a coup was in their interests, and by making sure it would succeed,
the United States could persuade the Guatemalan army to remove
Arbenz.

The American plan called for a symbolic invasion of Guatemala by a
small force of exiles and mercenaries based in Honduras. This force had
been recruited, trained, and equipped by the CIA, in anticipation of the
coup. In conjunction with the land invasion, American pilots would
bomb and strafe targets in Guatemala. In addition, radio transmitters
set up in Guatemala would spread disinformation and confusion con-
cerning the progress of the invading force. By creating the illusion of a
successful invasion, the United States hoped to generate a panic that
would provoke and assist in the overthrow of Arbenz.

The plan worked perfectly. On June 18, 1954, the ClA-sponsored
“invasion” began. The ragtag, four-hundred-man invasion force ad-
vanced six miles into Guatemala, encountered no resistance, and
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stopped. At the same time, American-piloted planes strafed Gua-
temalan army barracks and dropped leaflets demanding Arbenz’s sur-
render. Radio broadcasts spoke of major battles and peasants flocking
to join the victorious invading forces. Believing that the Guatemalan
army would not defend him from the perceived threat, Arbenz ordered
the military to distribute arms to people’s organizations loyal to him. It
was a fatal mistake. The army not only refused Arbenz’s request but
also demanded that he resign. Without the backing of the army or the
active support of the frightened Guatemalan people, Arbenz turned
over power to the military and left the country. At the cost of one dead,
the United States had successfully overthrown a regime deemed hostile
to its interests and replaced it with a pro-American (albeit brutal)
leadership.

One of the major escalations of the American involvement in Viet-
nam came about in the fall of 1963, when Ngo Dinh Diem was over-
thrown by a military coup.’* American dissatisfaction with Prime Min-
ister Diem and his brother, Nhu, stemmed from widespread popular
protests against their increasingly autocratic and repressive rule. The
brothers’ violent suppression of large-scale Buddhist demonstrations
hurt the American war effort, prompting Washington to try to get Diem
to reform. The South Vietnamese leader, however, resisted U.S. pres-
sures, prompting a debate among American policy makers about what
to do about the worsening situation.

In general, the military and the CIA favored working with Diem,
while the State Department and the White House staff advocated sup-
porting a coup. The interbureaucratic dispute continued while more
and more Buddhist demonstrations made clear the absence of a co-
herent policy on how to deal with the Diem regime. This confusion
caused Washington to miss at least one opportunity to rid itself of
Diem. At the height of the Buddhist disturbances in August 1963, high-
ranking South Vietnamese officers contacted a CIA official to ask if the
United States would support a coup. The inability of the United States
to provide a clear answer to this request helped account for why the
coup was called off.

By early October, the domestic situation had worsened to the point
where most high-ranking American officials in Vietnam and Wash-
ington now essentially supported launching a coup against Diem, if
Washington could be confident of not being publicly implicated. The
United States told the potential coup makers that it would not suppress
a coup, that it would review the plans of the coup makers to help ensure
their success, and that it would support any successor regime. In ad-
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dition, economic aid was halted to South Vietnam, both in order to de-
stabilize the regime and to demonstrate the lack of American support
for Diem. These moves almost failed to reassure the South Vietnamese,
because a senior American military advisor (who supported Diem) told
a principal coup planner that the United States was against any efforts
to overthrow the regime. Only the prompt personal intervention of U.S,
Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge convinced the South Vietnamese offi-
cers that Washington did indeed support the removal of Diem and his
brother.*

With the assurance of U.S. backing, the coup began on the morning
of November 1, 1963. The South Vietnamese military quickly took
over key points in the capital of Saigon, with only Diem’s palace guard
offering significant resistance. Trapped in the palace, Diem telephoned
Lodge to secure U.S. support, but it was refused. Realizing that he could
not remain in power without U.S. backing, Diem and his brother es-
caped from the palace. They were captured the following morning and
killed while in custody. Washington promptly pledged its support for
the new regime.

The Diem coup established the United States as the principal power
in South Vietnam. For the next few years, Washington became closely
involved with determining the composition of a succession of Viet-
namese governments. The United States would typically be made aware
of impending coups, but usually it did nothing to encourage or dis-
courage them. An exception was made in January 1965, when U.S. Am-
bassador Henry Cabot Lodge told rivals of South Vietnamese leader
Nguyen Khanh that he would support a coup. Largely because of
Lodge’s encouragement, two of Khanh’s colleagues, Nguyen Van Thieu
and Nguyen Cao Ky, removed Khanh from power in February 1965.
Thereafter 2 measure of stability came to South Vietnam. This accom-
plishment was overshadowed, however, by the deepening American
sense of responsibility and commitment to South Vietnam, produced by
the growing involvement of the United States in determining the Viet-
namese leadership.*

The American-supported coup against President Joao Goulart of
Brazil in April 1964 demonstrated the power of the United States to
help topple a regime through behind-the-scenes assistance.” Goulart
became president of Brazil in 1961, when, as vice-president, he suc-
ceeded Janio Quadros, who had resigned after less than a year in office.
A wealthy landowner and attorney, Goulart had gained a reputation
while labor minister as a populist who supported communist and rad-
ical causes. Because of these affiliations, the United States government
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and the Brazilian military were unhappy with his rise to power, but
both were willing to withhold judgment to see how he actually per-
formed in office.

As president, Goulart did not ease the concerns of Washington and
the Brazilian military. He developed friendly ties with communist coun-
tries, he did little to diminish communist influence in labor and student
groups, and he supported legislation hostile to foreign investments. The
right attacked Goulart for these and other policies, while the left at-
tacked him for not being radical enough. High rates of inflation and
growing political instability further exacerbated Brazil’s troubles. The
United States and the Brazilian military became increasingly concerned
that Goulart would seize dictatorial powers or become a tool of the
communmnists.

The United States had been aware of plots in the Brazilian military to
overthrow Goulart ever since he had become president. When the re-
spected chief of staff of the Brazilian military, General Humberto Cas-
telo Branco, joined the conspirators in early 1964, Washington realized
that a coup was a realistic possibility. Branco worked closely with the
U.S. defense attaché, Vernon Walters, keeping him abreast of develop-
ments and sounding out American reactions to a coup.

Convinced that Goulart planned to seize absolute power, the United
States agreed to support the coup. Because overt involvement might
hurt the coup makers (and American prestige), Washington’s offer of
assistance focused on covert and contingency aid. This included pro-
viding petroleum to the coup makers in the event that Goulart’s sup-
porters blew up the oil refineries and preparing to airlift over one hun-
dred tons of small arms and ammunition to the military, should they
require it. The United States would also send a carrier task force off the
coast of Brazil to help stabilize the situation following the coup and to
demonstrate support for the anti-Goulart forces.

The coup began on March 30, 1964, when a local military com-
mander began moving troops and tanks toward Rio de Janiero. This
commander apparently was incensed by Goulart’s support of rebellious
sailors a few days before. Although the coup was begun prematurely,
other elements of the Brazilian military, including General Branco,
quickly joined in. Working with the United States Ambassador in Bra-
zil, Lincoln Gordon, Washington quickly approved the plans for send-
ing arms, oil, and the carrier fleet to Brazil. The State Department also
informed the American embassy to advise the coup makers on how best
to establish political legitimacy for the new regime, thus facilitating ad-
ditional U.S. assistance.

In the end, American assistance was not needed. Goulart’s pleas for
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support from the workers and the military went unheeded and the coup
makers quickly seized their objectives. By April 2, the coup was essen-
tially over. The United States halted the task force (covering up its initial
movements by saying it was on a training exercise) and canceled the
shipments of arms and oil. Washington promptly welcomed the new
regime and provided it with record levels of aid.

Although the United States did not directly participate in the coup,
American involvement was critical for its success. Because of the impor-
tance of U.S. military aid to them, the Brazilian armed forces probably
would not have gone ahead with the planning of the coup without ex-
plicit approval and encouragement from Washington. Moreover, the
contingency support made available by the United States gave con-
fidence to the coup makers that Washington supported them and this
support would have played a critical role had it been needed. By remain-
ing in the background and by conditioning the provision of material
support on actual need, the United States government was able to play a
central role in the overthrow of Goulart without incurring many of the
risks and censure that would ordinarily have ensued.

In Cambodia, the United States is alleged to have played a key role in
the 1970 overthrow of Prince Norodom Sihanouk.’” The United States
had long been unhappy with the large number of North Vietnamese
troops on Cambodian soil. The elimination of this North Vietnamese
sanctuary (from which American troops were being attacked) had be-
come a major goal of the American war effort. Sihanouk’s toleration of
the North Vietnamese, his resistance to an American incursion to drive
them out, and his insistence that the United States withdraw from South
Vietnam complicated American efforts to deal with the North Viet-
namese threat. A more pliable, pro-Western leadership in Cambodia
was clearly seen to be in America’s interest.

It was in this context that a coup unfolded against Sihanouk, while
the prince was taking a two-month vacation in France. Under the lead-
ership of Prime Minister Lon Nol, the Cambodian government first or-
ganized demonstrations against the North Vietnamese, including at-
tacks on the embassies of North Vietnam and the Viet Cong. Lon Nol
then gave permission for a South Vietnamese task force to cross the
Cambodian border to attack the North Vietnamese sanctuaries. At the
same time, the Cambodian parliament deposed Sihanouk in a unani-
mous vote. Although he was not formally named head of state, Lon Nol
assumed the leadership of Cambodia. A few weeks later, Lon Nol sup-
ported the U.S. incursion into Cambodia to expel the North Viet-
namese.

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger argued in his memoirs that the
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United States government “neither encouraged Sihanouk’s overthrow
nor knew about it in advance.”*® Kissinger blamed the coup on Si-
hanouk’s failure to return to Cambodia as soon as the domestic diffi-
culties began. Stating that Sihanouk’s rule had met the interests of the
United States, Kissinger asserted that Washington only supported the
Lon Nol regime when the prince bitterly turned against the United
States and toward North Vietnam and the Soviet Union. At that point,
the United States had to support the Lon Nol regime because Si-
hanouk’s return to power had become unacceptable.

Despite Kissinger’s protestations of U.S. noninvolvement, others
saw Washington as the prime force behind the coup. Seymour Hersh
argues that the United States used anti-communist Cambodians to
launch the coup. Two Cambodian groups, the Khmer Serei based in
Thatland and the Khmer Kampuchean Krom based largely in Cambo-
dia, played the key roles. Since they were ethnic Cambodians, the
United States was able, Hersh alleges, to infiltrate the Cambodian mili-
tary and Cambodian society with these groups, where they could serve
as the vanguard of the anti-Sihanouk forces.

According to Hersh, planning for the coup began between represen-
tatives of Lon Nol and the United States in 1968. The plan (code named
“dirty tricks”™) called for the mercenaries to carry out various actions
against the Sihanouk regime and then to support Lon Nol’s coup once it
was launched. Following the overthrow of the prince, Washington
would “reluctantly” support the new regime.

Whether or not the Cambodian mercenaries did in fact carry out this
plan cannot be proven. It is clear, however, that Lon Nol was able to
mobilize anti-Sihanouk forces in the military and in the streets for his
coup. Moreover, the new regime did command “reluctant™ U.S. sup-
port. In the aftermath of the coup, both Sihanouk and North Vietnam
stated both secretly and publicly their conviction that the United States
had staged the coup. In any event, once in power, Lon Nol faithfully
supported U.S. interests until 1975, when the murderous Pol Pot regime
replaced him.

Not all American efforts at backing coups have proved successful.
While there are no confirmed cases of Washington actively backing a
coup that failed, the United States has reportedly been unable to pro-
voke coups on several specific occasions. Two failures of note occurred,
in Chile in 1970 and in Iran in 1979. Both episodes are still mired in
controversy over what the United States did or did not do or should
have done. Nevertheless, these two cases collectively demonstrate that
even when the United States wields considerable influence over a third
world military and seeks to provoke it to launch a coup, success is not
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assured. In a third case, Libya 1981—86, the failure of American efforts
to topple Khadaffi reveals the difficulties of Washington’s backing of a
coup in a country where the United States maintains little influence.

The most prominent example of a failed American attempt to pro-
voke a coup is Washington’s involvement in the plot to overthrow
Chile’s Salvador Allendé in 1970.% As the founder of the Socialist Party
of Chile, and as an advocate of land reform, of the nationalization of
major industries (many of them American), and of close ties with com-
munist countries, Allendé was a source of major concern to United
States policy makers. They saw the election of Allendé as having
brought about the establishment of an irreversible Marxist-Leninist
dictatorship on the continent of South America. Even worse, if Allendé
willingly submitted to future elections and demonstrated that commu-
nism was not necessarily incompatible with democracy, the capability
and willingness of the United States to challenge the emergence of fu-
ture communist governments in the third world would be dangerously
weakened.

American concerns rose dramatically when Allendé won a 36.2 per-
cent plurality of the vote in a three-way race for the presidency in the fall
of 1970.% As the leading vote gainer, Allendé became the favorite to be
selected in a run-off election to be held by the Chilean Congress in Oc-
tober. Suddenly, the Nixon administration confronted the probability
that Allendé would democratically assume the leadership of Chile in
less than two months.

The Nixon administration responded with a two-track plan, de-
signed to prevent Allendé from becoming president. The more benign
Track I provided for continuing the placing of anti-Allendé stories in
the press, the bribing of Chilean congressmen to get them to vote
against Allendé, exploring the likelihood of the Chilean military
launching a coup against Allendé, and attempting to convince the in-
cumbent Chilean president to succeed himself through political machi-
nations. Track II reportedly was a specific plan to encourage and assist
the Chilean military to overthrow Allendé. Central to Track II was a
plan calling for the Chilean military to kidnap the commander-in-chief
of the Chilean armed forces. This would remove a key opponent of any
anti-Allendé Chilean coup and create the kind of crisis that would jus-
tify military intervention.

Despite Secretary of State Kissinger’s protests that Track Il was never
really implemented, the Chilean commander-in-chief did become the
target of several kidnap attempts, the last of which resulted in his mur-
der. Although details remain murky, the kidnappers apparently had
been in contact with U.S. officials prior to their actions. Whether they



54 Third World Coups d’Etat

were acting under American direction, or, what is more likely, acting on
their own in the killing, is still uncertain. What is clear is that the as-
sassination did not facilitate a coup against Allendé. Instead of creating
a climate for a coup, the murder of the Chilean commander made the
Chilean people and military more determined than ever to prevent the
disruption of the political process. Allendé won the election in the Con-
gress on October 24 and was inaugurated on November 3.

Although the United States failed to prevent Allendé from assuming
office and exercising power, Washington’s coup-backing effort did not
end in 1970. Following Allendé’s election, the United States continued
to work toward the creation of a political climate conducive to a coup.
President Nixon ordered the end of private investment guarantees to
American firms doing business in Chile, began pressuring international
lending institutions to limit funds for Chile, and ordered the drastic re-
duction of American aid to Chile. In addition, the United States spent
about $6 million in covert funds (mostly for opposition parties and the
media) during Allendé’s presidency.*

Allendé was overthrown by elements of the Chilean military in Sep-
tember 1973. During the course of the coup, either he was killed or he
committed suicide. While there is no evidence that the United States was
directly involved in the coup or in Allendé’s death, Washington bore
some responsibility. The continuing anti-Allendé actions promoted by
the United States and the knowledge that the United States would sup-
port a successor regime could not have helped but contribute to the
coup climate that had been worked for but was not achieved until three
years later.*

A lesser-known but in many respects more significant case of the
United States attempting to back a coup came about in Iran in the early
days of 1979.% It illustrates the temptations of relying on a coup to ex-
tricate the United States from a seemingly impossible situation. At the
same time, this event demonstrates the difficulties of attempting to back
a coup in a revolutionary environment when the policy makers who are
in charge are deeply divided about whether the United States should
support a coup at all.

By the fall of 1978, it had become clear that the shah of Iran was in
deep trouble. Mass protests and public demonstrations supporting the
shah’s opponent, the Ayatollah Khomeini, were convulsing Iran on an
almost daily basis. The shah responded to this threat with weakness and
vacillation. He neither ordered an “iron fist” policy of brutal repression
nor did he take meaningful steps toward effecting political reforms. If
the situation were not changed soon, the shah would be overthrown
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and America’s position vis-a-vis this strategic country would be
undermined.

The deteriorating situation in Iran was the subject of a National Se-
curity Council meeting on January 3, 1979. Just prior to the meeting,
the shah had appointed a pro-Western moderate, Shapour Bakhtiar, as
prime minister. With a new regime in power and the shah preparing to
leave Iran, Washington’s attention was focused on the Iranian military.
As the only remaining pro-Western institution capable of restoring or-
der, the military needed to be supported in its unity and cohesion. To
that end, it was decided to send a U.S. emissary to Iran. The deputy
commander of U.S. forces in Europe, Robert Huyser, was selected.
There were problems in Washington, however, as to his exact mission.

Both Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and National Security Advisor
Zbigniew Brzezinski agreed that the United States had to support the
Iranian military. But they disagreed on how that support should be
manifested and on the kind of signals Huyser should give to the Iranian
generals. Vance felt that the aim of American support should be to en-
sure that the Iranian military would support the constitutional process.
By ensuring the survival of a pro-Western, civilian regime in Iran, the
military could best protect American interests. Although Vance ac-
knowledged the need for “contingency plans” should the Bakhtiar gov-
ernment collapse, he was strongly against our encouraging a military
coup. For Vance (and United States Ambassador to Iran, William Sul-
livan), a coup led by the badly divided Iranian military would simply
lead to chaos and to the emergence of an anti-American government.*

Brzezinski (supported by Secretary of Defense Harold Brown) did
not disagree with the idea that the Iranian military should support
Bakhtiar, but he argued that Huyser must prepare the military for a
coup in the likely event that the Bakhtiar regime was brought down.
Brzezinski recognized the risks of a coup and the difficulties that such
gross interference in Iran’s internal affairs would bring about, but he
believed that the preservation of American interests in Iran was worth
the possible costs. With the shah too weak to order a coup on his own
behalf, Brzezinski believed that it was up to the United States to act.
Bakhtiar should be given a chance (“ten days”), but if he could not re-
store order, then Washington would have to order a coup while the Ira-
nian military was still capable of launching one. A coup would not nec-
essarily solve the problems of Iran, but (according to Brzezinski’s
reasoning) it would provide time for Iran to institute political and eco-
nomic reforms and for the United States to preserve its geopolitical in-
terests.*
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As was the case throughout the Iranian crisis, President Carter was
torn between the views of Vance and Brzezinski. Carter agreed with
Brzezinski that if the situation worsened, the best solution might be
some form of military takeover. However, the president opposed a
coup, both because he was not sure it would succeed and on moral
grounds. Carter also agreed with Vance that the prime mission of the
military should be to support the Bakhtiar government, but he shared
Brzezinski’s concerns about what the United States should do if the
Bakhtiar government collapsed.

Reflecting these concerns, Carter sent Huyser to Iran on January §
with a contradictory mission. All agreed that Huyser was to talk to the
Iranian generals to assure them of American support, and to work to
keep the Iranian military intact.* In support of Vance’s position, Huy-
ser was to ensure that the Iranian military would not launch a coup
against the Bakhtiar regime. At the same time, in support of Brzezinski,
Huyser was supposed to help the Iranian generals prepare for a coup in
the event that the situation deteriorated.”

The Bakhtiar government proved unable to deal with the continuing
public riots and protests. The shah’s departure for Egypt on January 16
only increased the tide of support for Khomeini. With every passing
day, the Iranian military weakened because of defections to the Kho-
meini forces and because of an overall demoralization. Huyser never-
theless provided Washington with generally optimistic reports about
the cohesiveness of the Iranian military and about their ability to launch
a coup. Ambassador Sullivan disputed Huyser’s observations, arguing
that the Iranian military had lost the will to confront the Iranian people
and thus could not take over the government.*” Predictably, Brzezinski
pushed for the United States to back a coup immediately, while Vance
remained opposed to one.

For the time being, Huyser was instructed to tell the Iranian military
to support Bakhtiar. On at least two occasions, the Iranian generals
were warned that an attempted coup would result in the United States
“cutting them off at the knees.”* Nevertheless, the threat of a coup was
kept alive. It is still not clear whether President Carter would ever have
given the go-ahead for a coup or whether he simply wanted to hold out
the prospect of a coup in order to force the Bakhtiar government to act
more strongly against Khomeini.®® Huyser was instructed to keep
abreast of all coup plans, and an oil tanker was sent to Iran for use by
the military in the event of a coup.

The Bakhtiar regime never achieved the support necessary to remain
in power. On February 1, Khomeini arrived in Iran to a tumultuous
reception. He appointed his own government under the leadership of
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Mehdi Barzagan. The Bakhtiar regime still existed, but it was a govern-
ment in name only. On February 9, air cadets revolted against their offi-
cers in support of Khomeini. The revolt spread, as the shah’s Imperial
Guard proved unable or unwilling to suppress it. On February 11 the
Iranian military command ordered their troops to remain in their bar-
racks, and Bakhtiar resigned.

At this late date, when it appeared that the position of the United
States was hopeless, Brzezinski turned to the coup option to try to sal-
vage the situation. He asked Huyser, who had left Iran the week before,
about the feasibility of having the Iranian military launch a coup. Huy-
ser felt a coup was possible only with massive American military back-
ing, including combat support.*! He did not recommend that the United
States back such a coup. Brzezinski nevertheless felt that if there was
any chance for a successful coup, the option should be exercised. On
February 12, with violence in the streets of Tehran increasing, Brzezinski
had Undersecretary of State David Newsom call Ambassador Sullivan
to ask if an immediate coup could be launched. Sullivan cursed and
hung up the phone. It is not clear whether Sullivan even relayed the re-
quest to the Iranian military.”

The United States has also failed to provoke a coup against Libyan
leader Muammar Khadaffi. American efforts to topple Khadaffi have
proven notable in two respects. First, they offer a rare example of a su-
perpower seeking to back a coup against a regime aligned to another
superpower. As already discussed, most of the American coup-backing
efforts have been directed against regimes already within the U.S,
sphere of influence. Second, in addition to acting covertly, the United
States has directly attacked Libya in order to provoke a coup. As such,
the American actions constitute the most public example of the United
States’s seeking to back a coup against an unfriendly regime.

There are several reasons why the United States government has
sought to promote the overthrow of the Libyan leader. Khadaffi has
sought to subvert pro-Western regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and the Su-
dan. He is perhaps the most fervently anti-Israeli leader in the Arab
world. He is also one of the major recipients of Soviet arms in the Mid-
dle East and has followed policies largely supportive of Moscow’s in-
terests. Khadaffi’s regime is a highly personalized one. If he is removed
from power, there is at least the chance that a successor government
would produce major changes in policy. Most important, Khadaffi has
been a vocal and substantive supporter of terrorism against the West.
Several terrorist groups receive money, arms, and training from Libya.
Moreover, Khadaftfi has publicly praised several terrorist artacks, while
rewarding the perpetrators (e.g., Khadaffi warmly welcomed the ter-
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rorists involved in the massacre of Israelt athletes at the 1972 Munich
Olympics).

The United States government has also been tempted to overthrow
Khadaffi because it believes he is vulnerable to a coup. Despite the fact
that Khadaffi has remained in power over fifteen years, he has no short-
age of opposition. Economic difficulties stemming from the falling price
of oil have produced shortages of basic goods, upsetting large segments
of the Libyan public. Religious leaders are opposed to Khadaffi’s efforts
to eliminate their power, technocrats are upset with his foreign policy
adventures and lack of concern for development at home, and sup-
porters of the previous regime have made no secret of their desire to
overthrow the existing government.*”> Most critical is the Libyan mili-
tary. Khadaffi’s efforts to place the military under control of the civilian
“revolutionary committees” has caused a substantial degree of resent-
ment. This interference with the military’s autonomy may have already
provoked coup attempts and is likely to serve as a source of future diffi-
culties. The United States also recognizes that Khadaffi lacks the Soviet
support and indigenous military capability to challenge seriously Amer-
ican efforts to depose him.

Khadaffi has been a target of American-backed efforts to depose him
at least since the Reagan administration assumed power in 1981. Under
President Reagan, the CIA and other government agencies contacted
and were contacted by several countries concerning joint covert oper-
ations against Khadaffi. Egypt was approached while France (which
may have backed an abortive 1980 coup in Libya) contacted the United
States.”* On at least two specific occasions, President Reagan autho-
rized covert programs to encourage a coup against Khadaffi. As part of
these programs, the United States maintained periodic contacts with
opponents of the Libyan leader.”* Despite American efforts, there is no
evidence that any of the many coup attempts launched against Khadaffi
from 1981 to 1986 were a result of United States activities.

The strongest action taken by the United States against Khadaffi
came in April 1986 when American planes bombed strategic positions
in Libya. The air strike followed discovery of evidence that a terrorist
bombing in a Berlin discotheque, in which an American serviceman was
killed, had Libyan support. Although the main goal of the strike was to
deter further support of terrorism by Khadaffi, a clear secondary goal
was to provoke a coup against the Libyan leader. In a rare admission by
a country of its desire to promote a coup in another state, Secretary of
State George Shultz declared that the purpose of the bombing raid was
to encourage the “considerable dissidence” in the Libyan military and
that a coup would be “all to the good.”*
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In order to encourage the military to launch a coup, elements of Kha-
daffi’s personal guard were attacked while the regular army was left
untouched. In addition to weakening the protection around Khadaffi,
these strikes signaled that the United States had no quarrel with the Lib-
yan military per se, but only with those units loyal to the existing re-
gime. The bombing raid also tried to communicate to the Libyan mili-
tary that they and the Soviets would not or could not protect Libya from
American retaliation. So long as the Libyan military allowed Khadaffi
to remain in power, Libya and its armed forces would have to pay a
severe price.

The April bombing raid also tried to provoke a coup by inciting do-
mestic unrest. Fifteen minutes after the raid the Voice of America re-
peatedly broadcast an editorial urging the Libyan people to overthrow
Khadaffi. The Voice of America received the text of the message for
translation into Arabic three hours before the attack—an unprecedented
action for such a secret mission.”” In addition, President Reagan, in his
speech following the raid, took pains to distinguish America’s quarrel
with Khadaffi from the sentiment toward the Libyan people “caught in
the grip of a tyrant.”** The obvious message was that the United States
could have good relations with Libya if only Khadaffi left the scene.
While the Reagan administration probably had few illusions that a pop-
ular uprising would topple Khadaffi on its own, it clearly hoped that it
would spur the Libyan military to launch a coup.

The American bombing raid, like the covert efforts preceding it,
failed to provoke a coup against Khadaffi. Although there were reports
of army mutinies in the wake of the American attack, none could be
confirmed. Instead, having survived an open American effort to unseat
him, Khadaffi, and his hold on power, appeared as strong as ever.

Evaluating U.S.-Backed Coups

As these cases demonstrate, the United States has enjoyed some short-
term success by supporting coups against regimes it views as hostile to
its interests. Secrecy was essential to every U.S.-backed coup. Although
suspicions and allegations of American involvement have surrounded
each of these coups, the United States has never been directly linked to
any of the operations prior to the actual attempts.

U.S.-backed coups have also been characterized by a dichotomy be-
tween the regime and the military in those countries where such coups
have taken place. In countries that have become the targets of Ameri-
can-backed coups, the military usually retained a close relationship
with the United States, while the regimes in power pursued policies that
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were considered hostile to American interests. The resulting conflicts
provided the motivation and the opportunities for American-supported
coups.

American experiences in overthrowing third world regimes have
demonstrated the importance of cooperation among the various Amer-
ican agencies involved in backing such coups. The Guatemalan coup
proved to be a success largely because the CIA, the State Department,
and the business community worked relatively harmoniously with one
another. The overthrow of Diem in South Vietnam almost failed be-
cause the Pentagon, the CIA, and the White House could not agree on
the desirability of the coup, and thus they sent conflicting signals to the
coup makers. Conflicting signals and goals also crippled the Huyser
mission to lran.

All of the successful cases have demonstrated the importance of not
initiating or assisting a coup against the wishes of the majority of the
military and of the people. In each of these successful cases, the armed
forces in these countries either actively supported the coup or remained
neutral. Similarly, the people in these third world countries either wel-
comed the new regime or were indifferent to its coming to power. Only
in Iran in 1953 did substantial public protest develop, but these groups
did not represent a large segment of the population, as evidenced by
their quick disappearance once counterdemonstrations were organized.

The failure of the U.S.-backed coup in Chile (1970) illustrates some
of the pitfalls of a coup-backing policy. Both Nixon’s Track  and Track
II involved the United States with unsavory and unreliable elements.
However rationalized, that effort placed the United States in the posi-
tion of attempting to undermine a democratically elected regime. This
damaged the reputation of the United States, both domestically and in-
ternationally. Moreover, it could not help but harm American efforts to
promote democracies and to deter anti-democratic coups elsewhere.
On pragmatic grounds, the Chilean attempted coup also failed. The
Chilean military leadership was committed to the electoral process.
Even if the United States had succeeded in promoting a coup by some
elements of the armed forces, a countercoup was always a distinct
possibility.

The failure to back a coup in Iran in 1979 provides a clear demon-
stration of the weaknesses of U.S. policy in relation to backing coups.
Despite the growing intensity of the Iranian crisis and the critical Amer-
ican interests involved, top American leaders (including the president
and the secretary of state) could not bring themselves to support a coup.
Their understandable beliefs that such an action would be immoral,
that it might not work, and that it coul.' not be kept secret pushed them
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to seek other solutions to the Iranian crisis. By the time it became clear
that there were no effective alternatives, it was too late. The Iranian
military had disintegrated and the Khomeini revolution was in full
swing. Even if a military takeover had been engineered, it would have
required a major commitment by the U.S. military to protect the regime
from large segments of Iranian society. This is not to suggest that the
United States should have backed a coup earlier. There is much evi-
dence to suggest that such a policy would not have worked at any time.
Nevertheless, after the decision not to back a coup when the situation
might conceivably have preserved a pro-Western regime, the decision to
try to provoke a coup when it had deteriorated irreparably was doomed
to fail.

The inability of the United States to provoke a coup against Khadaffi
was due to several factors. First, the failure stemmed from the Libyan
opposition. Because it is badly divided and lacks ties to groups within
Libya, it proved difficult to mobilize strong forces against Khadaffi.
Furthermore, Khadaffi has prevented any single military leader from
gaining an independent base of support, making a coup by the armed
forces difficult to bring about. The Soviet-East German protective cocoon
provided additional protection against any coup not to Moscow’s liking.

Most important, the lack of ties between the United States and Lib-
yan groups made a coup-backing effort extremely difficult to bring
about. Libya is unlike Guatemala, South Vietnam, or even Iran and
Chile, in that the U.S. did not maintain close contacts with the military
there, though it sought to back a coup. This explains the almost desper-
ate act of indirectly working to provoke a coup through a military strike
(an action that easily could produce the opposite effect). While Ameri-
can efforts may yet bear fruit in Libya, the failure of the United States to
undermine Khadaffi after at least five years of attempting to do so illus-
trates the difficulties of backing a coup against a country outside one’s
sphere of influence.

Finally, it is significant that the last known successful American-
backed coup is alleged to have occurred in 1970. While it is possible
that this suggests that the United States is becoming better at concealing
its coup-backing efforts, it is more likely that it indicates a declining
propensity and capability on the part of the United States to become
involved in such activities. This seems to be especially true in light of the
failure of Washington to try to overthrow regimes within its sphere of
influence, but which showed signs of falling to the communists, like the
Somoza regime in Nicaragua. Under what conditions and against
which regimes future coup-backing efforts might be undertaken will be
considered in my conclusion.
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American Allies and Third World Coups

Pro-Western states consciously or not have often supported American
interests with regard to coups. France maintains approximately eight
thousand troops in Africa deployed to counter external aggression and
to protect pro-French governments from internal challenges.”” French
forces overseas include detachments in Djibouti (3700), Central Afri-
can Republic (1700), Senegal (650), and Gabon (500).* Augmenting
these African-based troops is the 47,000-man French Rapid Action
Force based in France and capable of intervening throughout Franco-
phone Africa. Moreover, since many of the French forces trained for
overseas intervention belong to the French Foreign Legion, they are
more easily utilized for combat contingencies than troops of the regular
French army.*

France has played an active role in determining the outcome of sev-
eral coups. As described in Chapter Four, the prompt intervention of
French troops successfully defended the regime of Leon Mba in Gabon
from a 1964 coup. The French have also been implicated in the over-
throw of several third world leaders. In September 1979, some one
thousand French troops from Chad, Gabon, and France entered the
Central African Republic, where they overthrew the murderous regime
of Emperor Bokassa. Two years later, France supported a successful
coup against Bokassa’s inept successor, David Dacko, and may have
supported a failed coup in the same country in 1982. The French are
also suspected of having assisted coups against the leftist regime of Ali
Solih in the Comoro Islands in May 1978,% and against Libya’s Muam-
mar Khadaffi in 1980.

The French role in third world coups has undoubtedly been greater
than these few incidents suggest. Many coups have almost certainly
been deterred by the large French military presence throughout Africa.
Moreover, French security specialists are often discreetly sent to third
world countries that are experiencing difficulties that might lead to
coups. A French security team sent to Saudi Arabia in 1979 helped that
country cope with the seizing of the Grand Mosque. The willingness
and ability of the French to send troops rapidly to quell major armed
threats also help to protect third world leaders from coups. The French
defense of Zaire from Katangese secessionists in 1977 and 1978 and the
French defense of Chad from Libyan-backed rebels in 1983 defused
threats that could easily have resulted in coups. |

Although not nearly as numerous as the French, the British also
maintain a presence throughout the third world, which can also have a
bearing on the incidence of coups. Small numbers of British military
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advisors are stationed in Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Zambia, and Bot-
swana.® In addition, the British maintain a military presence in several
of the Persian Gulf states, including Oman, Qatar, the United Arab
Emirates, and Kuwait.* Insofar as these advisors can exercise influence
over the armed forces in these countries, they might be able to deter, pre-
vent, or provoke coups there. British commando units such as the Special
Air Services (SAS) are believed to have already played a role in defeating
at least one coup, in Gambia in 1981, and they may have been secretly
involved in the suppression of several others. Equally important, British
military advisors played a key role in backing a coup in Omanin 1970.%

Israel has an especially intriguing relationship with third world
states, which also often works to the benefit of the United States as far
as coups are concerned. Israel’s very presence between Syria and Egypt
prevented Nasser from intervening with large numbers of troops to pre-
vent a 1961 Syrian coup. The failure of Nasser’s countercoup meant
that Syria was able to secede from the United Arab Republic—a devel-
opment welcomed by Washington.® Implicit Israeli threats to intervene
to prevent control of the West Bank being seized by a government other
than that of King Hussein almost certainly have deterred coup attempts
backed by other Arab states against the Jordanian monarch.* Since Jor-
dan is one of the more moderate and pro-Western of the Arab states,
Israeli protection of this regime from radical coups is also in America’s
interest.

In the late 1960s, Israel’s intelligence agency, Mossad, reportedly es-
tablished secret arrangements with several African governments. Al-
though these states broke off relations with Israel following the 1973
Mideast war, many maintained unofficial contacts, particularly in the
security sphere. These contacts reportedly have been encouraged and
maybe even financed by the United States.*®

In Ethiopia, Israeli security experts are allegedly replacing East Ger-
mans as advisors to the intelligence service. If that is true, the Israelis
could be in a position to protect Prime Minister Mengistu from a pro-
Soviet coup, should that Ethiopian leader attempt to realign his country
with the West,*” Zaire’s President Mobutu revealed in 1982 that he was
purchasing $8 million worth of Israeli military equipment to equip his
Special Presidential Brigade. This brigade is one of the most important
elements protecting Mobutu from a coup and it is virtually certain that
Israeli military advisors are part of the arms deal.” The kidnapping of a
former member of the Nigerian government in Britain by Israeli citi-
zens, apparently at the behest of the existing regime, indicates a contin-
uing Israeli security role in what was Africa’s largest democracy. Israeli
countercoup experts are also believed to be working in Kenya (which
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tacitly cooperated with Israel during the 1976 Entebbe raid), in Liberia,
and in the Ivory Coast. Even in places where Israel has no working ar-
rangement with a country’s security forces, its intelligence role has
proven useful. It is generally acknowledged that one factor in Egypt’s
President Sadat’s decision to visit Jerusalem was a warning given him by
Israeli intelligence of a planned Egyptian coup backed by Libya.

QOutside of Africa, Israeli expertise in internal security is helping a
variety of regimes protect themselves from coups. Israeli experts are re-
puted to have provided assistance to the governments of Singapore,
Thailand, and Indonesia.” Israel is also helping the Costa Rican civil
guard protect that country’s government. Undoubtedly, many more
countries have benefited from Israeli assistance, but they have chosen to
keep that relationship secret. Because of Israel’s desire to break out of
its “pariah” status in the international community and because of its
exalted reputation in the security field, Israeli countercoup assistance
will probably continue to grow.

Other Western countries have indirectly benefited American inter-
ests by protecting pro-Western countries from coups. In the aftermath
of the second invasion of Zaire’s Shaba province in 1978, fifteen hun-
dred Moroccan troops and six hundred Senegalese troops helped en-
sure that Mobutu’s regime would not become the victim of a coup. Sen-
egalese forces proved critical in defending Gambia’s pro-Western
regime from a leftist coup that threatened to destroy one of Africa’s
only true democracies.” Following the 1979 coup in Equatorial Guinea
in which a pro-Soviet regime was overthrown, Moroccan and Spanish
military forces helped to ensure the security of the new, more pro-
Western government.” Finally, Saudi Arabia has provided financial aid
to several Middle Eastern and African states (e.g., the Sudan, Egypt,
North and South Yemen, and Jordan), which has helped pro-Western
regimes in these countries develop countercoup forces and deal with the
economic problems that might lead to coups.

Although these examples are impressive, it is important not to over-
estimate the role of pro-Western countries in furthering U.S. interests
with regard to third world coups. The United States maintains a much
looser and less hierarchical relationship with its allies than does the
USSR. The relative independence of America’s allies usually makes it
difficult for the United States to control or even to influence their be-
havior. While occasionally the United States is able to coordinate its
efforts with friendly countries, U.S. gains are far more likely to come
about through a fortuitous coincidence of its interests with those of its
allies, rather than from Washington’s control of the situation.
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Conclusions

The United States has pursued a variety of policies in the third world
that affect the outcome of coups. Many have not been designed specif-
ically to deal with coups, but they have had an impact on them never-
theless. Washington’s promotion of democracy, its giving of aid for
economic development, and its tendering of security assistance all fall
into this category. These policies have at times advanced American in-
terests because of their effects on coups, but their effectiveness has been
limited, in part because they do not deal with the implications of coups
directly.

Policies designed to influence the initiation and outcome of coups
have also been pursued by Washington. Warnings to potential coup
makers not to launch coups have been especially common in cases
where the United States maintains an influence (and especially troops)
in the country that is threatened by a coup. On rare occasions the
United States has actually suppressed coup attempts. American per-
sonnel at the scene of the coup, often at their own initiative, have either
assisted indigenous forces to defeat the coup, as happened in Ethiopia,
or have provoked them to act against the coup makers, as happened in
Laos and in Bolivia.

The United States has also backed coups more or less directly in sev-
eral third world countries. The degree of American involvement in these
efforts has varied greatly. In South Vietnam, the American role was lim-
ited to indicating to the coup makers that the United States would not
interfere with their efforts and would support a successor regime.
American encouragement, plus the offer of material support for the
coup makers should they need it, helped bring about a coup in Brazil in
1964. In Iran in 1953 the United States helped to plan the coup and
assisted directly in its execution. American efforts to encourage coups
in Guatemala and Chile in 1970 included helping to create a climate of
instability to provoke otherwise reluctant military officers to topple
these existing regimes. The plan worked in Guatemala, perhaps because
of direct American involvement, but it failed, at least initially, in Chile.
The alleged introduction of coup makers into the Cambodian military
reportedly enabled Washington to back a coup against Prince $i-
hanouk. However, even the direct order of the U.S. national security
advisor to the American ambassador in Iran could not prompt the Iran-
ian military to launch a coup in the wake of the Khomeini revolution.
Finally, as seen in Libya, a direct attack by American forces can fail to
provoke a coup when the United States lacks ties with powerful indig-
€nous groups.
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The great majority of coups drawing upon U.S. involvement have
been veto coups.™ The United States has acted both to topple govern-
ments and to protect governments that have been challenged by a mili-
tary seeking to “veto” the inclusion of new groups in the power struc-
ture. In Iran in 1953, in Guatemala, in Brazil, and in Chile, the United
States encouraged military forces to launch coups against regimes that
sought to broaden their power bases to include the lower classes. In
Cambodia, the United States is reported to have encouraged a coup to
prevent communist forces from gaining greater government influence.
In Libya, the United States has tried to provoke a coup by playing upon
the dissatisfaction of the armed forces with Khadaffi’s increasing re-
liance upon ideologically motivated civilians to oversee the military.
Since the ascension of these groups to power threatened both American
interests and the interests of these indigenous militaries, the United
States was usually able to work together with the armed forces to
launch coups in these places.

The United States has also blocked veto coups against several re-
gimes. In Laos, Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, and El Salvador,
Washington acted to deter or to suppress veto coups. In each of these
cases, rightist coup makers sought to topple a leftist or moderate regime
they believed to be appealing to groups they wished to see excluded.
American threats, conveyed through U.S. diplomats, prevented these
plots and attempted coups from succeeding. Instead of working with
the military, this defense of regimes from veto coups required Washing-
ton to work against the indigenous armed forces, who generally backed
the coups.

Guardian coups (1i.e., those designed to preserve the existing order)
have played a lesser but still important role in American strategy. U.S.
coup-backing efforts in South Vietnam in 1963 and 1965 attempted to
preserve a stable pro-Western government in that country in an atmos-
phere of chaos. The coups succeeded in the short term largely because
they were supported by a cohesive military and were not opposed by
important elements of the society. Washington’s efforts to precipitate a
coup in Iran in 1979 were a last desperate gesture to bring order and
moderation to a revolutionary situation. Its failure stemmed from the
disintegration of the military in the face of mass opposition.

Despite the fact that breakthrough coups replace traditional leaders
with more radical ones, they have not provoked American involve-
ments to the extent that one might expect. Breakthrough coups have
occurred in such important countries as Egypt (1952), Libya (1969),
and Ethiopia (1974) without bringing about an American or any for-
eign response. The only true examples of the United States acting to
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defeat breakthrough coups occurred in Iraq in 1958 and in the Domini-
can Republicin 1965. As shown in Chapter Four, even in these cases the
United States did not act directly to defeat the coups. The United States
never intervened in Iraq and only sent troops to the Dominican Repub-
lic when the coup had transformed itself into a full-scale rebellion. The
lack of American responses to breakthrough coups has stemmed largely
from U.S. ignorance about the political orientations of the coup mak-
ers. As long as Washington does not know or cannot accurately project
the nature of the regime that will emerge from a coup, it will be reluc-
tant to act to defeat it. In the aftermath of the Ethiopian coup in 1974,
for example, Washington felt it could work with the new government
and even welcomed a change from the leadership of the elderly Haile
Selassie. That the coup eventually produced such a bitterly anti-Ameri-
can regime came as a surprise to U.S. policy makers. For the United
States to react to a breakthrough coup, therefore, requires that it recog-
nize the coup’s implications before it has had a chance to take hold.

The United States has enjoyed considerable success in protecting
friendly regimes from coups and in overthrowing unfriendly regimes by
supporting coups. Its failed efforts have been far fewer than its suc-
cesses. Because of American actions, friends have been maintained in
power—Haile Selassie in Ethiopia—countries have been kept free from
communist or leftist influences—Guatemala, Brazil—and democracies
have been protected—Bolivia, the Dominican Republic. Moreover, the
regimes Washington has protected from coups and the regimes placed
into power by American-backed coups have proved to be no less stable
or enduring than their predecessors.

What is common to successful American coup policies has been their
focus on coup-prone states governed by a narrow domestic elite. Defen-
sive policies have worked best when the threat has come from a small
group, while offensive policies have been most effective in cases where
the removal of the leadership elite would not produce greater societal
repercussions. Successful countercoup policies and coup-backing ef-
forts did not go against the wishes of the people or against the purposes
of large elements of the armed forces. Significantly, when National Se-
curity Advisor Brzezinski attempted to institute a coup to quell a revo-
lutionary situation, he failed.

American efforts to protect third world regimes against coups have
supported U.S. long-term interests far more effectively than have efforts
to back coups. There have been few costs and many substantial gains
for U.S. policies defending pro-Western regimes from coups. The rec-
ord of U.S.-backed coups against third world regimes is much less im-
pressive. In Iran in 1953, the CIA’s success in restoring the shah was a
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factor in the anti-American feeling that supported the Ayatollah Kho-
meini twenty-five years later. The United States succeeded in helping to
topple a leftist regime in Guatemala, but it left a legacy of brutal govern-
ments that ended the democratic experiment there. In South Vietnam,
the American-supported coup against Diem plunged Washington ever
more deeply into the Vietnam morass because the United States as-
sumed a greater and greater responsibility for the composition of Viet-
namese governments. American support for the coup in Brazil may
have ended a leftist threat, but only at the cost of its democracy and the
tarnishing of America’s reputation. The alleged U.S.-backed coup
against Sihanouk in Cambodia gave Washington the opportunity to at-
tack the North Vietnamese sanctuaries there, but it brought about the
end of Cambodia’s neutrality and led to the country’s subsequent fall to
the barbarous Khmer Rouge. American participation in the failed coup
against Allendé weakened the U.S. stand in favor of self-determination
and paved the way for the repressive Pinochet regime. America’s effort
to promote coups in Iranin 1979 and in Libya in 1986 may have had no
major costs, but it did expose the fact that when the United States
wished to promote a coup in another country, it lacked the ability to do
$O.

In sum, the history of American-backed coups shows that even
where they are successful, the long-term cost of supporting groups
overthrowing their governing regimes has often worked to the detri-
ment of U.S. interests. By hindering the attainment of democracy, by
exposing the United States to domestic and international censure, and
by closely identifying Washington with a regime it might prefer to dis-
tance itself from, coups encouraged by the United States have solved
immediate problems while creating future difficulties.



3

The Soviet Experience with
Third World Coups

Few developments have affected the Soviets’ position in the third world
as much as coups d’état have. A great number of countries in the third
world have turned toward the USSR or have realigned themselves to the
West as a result of coups. This should not be surprising, given the fre-
quency of coups in the third world and the propensity of the Soviets to
exploit instability when it arises. What is surprising is the lack of analy-
sis devoted to the implications and consequences of Soviet policies to-
ward third world coups.

That the Soviet Union has gained and lost much in the third world as
a result of coups is beyond dispute. In terms of gains, the USSR has rec-
ognized that virtually the only way pro-Soviet governments come to
power in the third world is through violence and that the coup is the
most frequent form of violent regime-change among the developing
states. Third world states that have turned toward the Soviet Union
following a coup include Egypt (1952), Iraq (1958), Syria (1966),
Peru (1968), Somalia (1969), Libya (1969), Sudan (1969), Benin
(1972), Ethiopia (1974, 1977), South Yemen (1978), Afghanistan
(1978), Grenada (1979), and Suriname (1980). The degree and signifi-
cance of the pro-Soviet alignment differed markedly among these cases.
But in each case, a coup placed a regime in power that (immediately or
over time) proved more supportive of Soviet interests than its predeces-
sor had.

The Soviets have also lost influence in the third world as a result of
coups. Formerly pro-Soviet states that have left or moved away from
Moscow’s sphere of influence following successful or abortive coups
include Guatemala (1954), Iran (1953}, Iraq (1963), Indonesia (1965),
Algeria (1965), Ghana (1966), Mali (1968), Sudan (1971), Chile
(1973), and Equatorial Guinea (1979). In the Indonesian and Sudanese
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cases, the Soviets lost their influence because of successful countercoups
launched by the indigenous militaries. In the remaining countries,
coups resulted in the establishment of governments less sympathetic to
the Soviet Union.

Aside from specific gains and losses, the Soviet Union is interested in
third world coups because it is interested in the third world. Like the
United States, the Soviet Union maintains a wide range of strategic, po-
litical, and economic interests in the third world. These include the es-
tablishment of military bases to assist in the projection of their power
(especially the Soviet navy), control over critical raw materials, the con-
tainment of the West and of the People’s Republic of China, diverting
American resources away from the defense of Western Europe, and the
traditional desire of a great power to extend its influence beyond its
borders.

Equally important, as the historian and political scientist Adam
Ulam has suggested, the Soviet leadership seeks to gain influence in the
third world to perpetuate its own rule. The emergence of new third
world regimes proclaiming their loyalty to Marxism-Leninism and to
Moscow demonstrates the continuing relevance of communist ideology
and presages the ultimate decline of the West. Despite the repression
practiced by the Soviet state and its inability to meet the economic needs
of its people, third world successes show that the Soviet regime is on the
correct side of history and that it is therefore legitimate.' What is critical
is not so much which countries turn to the USSR, although, of course,
certain countries are considered more valuable than others, but that
new regimes continually come to power professing pro-Soviet alle-
giances. Because coups are the most likely way for such new regimes to
come into being, the USSR has an understandable interest in controlling
their initiations and outcomes.

However one evaluates the USSR’s experience with coups, they have
had a significant effect on Soviet interests in the third world. By exam-
ining the historical background of Soviet policies towards third world
coups, their present policies towards coups, Soviet successes and fail-
ures, the importance of coups to the Soviet Union, and lessons that
might be gleaned from Moscow’s experience with coups, we can learna
great deal about the strengths of the Soviets’ position among the de-
veloping states.

Background

Under Stalin and Khrushchev, third world coups were not considered
an important concern of Soviet policy. The Kremlin believed that in
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time decolonization would bring pro-Soviet regimes to power automat-
ically, with little or no assistance from Moscow. This belief in the inevi-
tability of Soviet gains at first appeared to be borne out, as independent
leaders emerged in the third world who were sympathetic to the USSR.
During the mid-1950s and early 1960s, the Kremlin welcomed several
third world leaders who had adopted hostile policies toward the West
and had turned to Moscow for support. These leaders included Sekou
Touré of Guinea, Kwame N’krumah of Ghana, Mobido Keita of Mali,
Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt, Ben Bella of Algeria, Ne Win of Burma,
Adhmed Sukarno of Indonesia, and Fidel Castro of Cuba.’

In the mid-1960s, Soviet optimism concerning the third world faded
as the leaders friendly to Moscow became the victims of coups. The first
setback occurred in Iraq. The Soviets had initially welcomed the Iraqi
revolution of July 1958. Under the leadership of Abdel Karim Kassem,
one of the most pro-Western Arab countries was transformed into a
radical pro-Soviet state. Kassem’s policies, however, soon produced
problems for the Soviets. Kassem’s claim on Kuwait, his hostility to-
ward Egypt’s Nasser, his brutal repression of the Kurds, and his even-
tual purge of the Iragi Communist Party were either supported or ig-
nored by Moscow. This placed the Soviet Union at odds with most of
the other Arab countries. No doubt the Soviets believed that in time
their support of Kassem would pay them dividends by providing a
strong influence in a key Arab country. Instead, however, their painful
investment produced nothing because a 1963 coup led the Ba’ath Party
to power and the new leaders angrily withdrew Iraq from the Soviet
camp. :

A second Soviet setback occurred in Algeria in June 1965. Since Al-
geria had won its independence from France, President Ben Bella of Al-
geria had been engaged in a power struggle with Army Chief of Staff
Colonel Boumedienne. Ben Bella’s support came largely from local po-
litical leaders and from their guerrilla forces, while Boumedienne’s
strength grew out of the regular army. When Ben Bella attempted to
supplant the role of the army by creating a “people’s militia,” com-
posed of guerrilla troops loyal to him, Boumedienne struck. The coup
was successful and Boumedienne replaced Ben Bella as the head of
state.’ The Soviets played no role in the coup, but they were affected by
its consequences. While the removal of Ben Bella did not result in Alge-
ria adopting a pro-Western stance, the strength of Algeria’s Soviet
alignment was diminished and Moscow had lost one of its earliest and
closest friends in the third world.

Several months after the Soviet setback in Algeria, Moscow suffered
another loss in Indonesia. President Sukarno had been moving In-
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donesia closer to the left since that country had achieved independence
from the Netherlands in 1949. By 1965, Sukarno was openly em-
bracing and receiving support from the Soviet Union and the People’s
Republic of China. At the same time, he adopted a hostile policy toward
the United States and the West in general. It is believed that Sukarno
knew in advance of and supported a communist coup against the army
in September 1965. When the coup was swiftly and ruthlessly defeated
by army forces under General Suharto, Sukarno’s position was under-
mined. General Suharto gradually gained power, until in 1967 Sukarno
was formally removed from office. Under Suharto, Indonesia moved
away from the Soviet Union and adopted a truly nonaligned posture.*

An especially disappointing reversal for the Soviet Union came with
the overthrow of Kwame N’krumah of Ghana. As the leader of Ghana
since its independence from Britain in 1957, N’krumah pleased Mos-
cow with his increasingly anticolonial, anti-Western, and Pan-African
policies. While N’krumah’s stature as an African and an international
political figure grew, he committed the fatal error of antagonizing his
own armed forces. The Ghanian military resented the growing cor-
ruption of N’krumah’s regime and an economic downturn caused by a
drop in cacao prices and incompetent planning. Most important, the
British-trained army resented the challenge to their autonomy stem-
ming from N’krumah’s establishment of the “President’s Own Guard
Regiment.” This private force was detached from the army’s chain of
command, was made responsible directly only to N’krumah, and it
received better equipment and pay than the regular army.’ Reacting to
this situation, the military and police staged a coup and overthrew
N’krumah in February 1966. A “national liberation council” replaced
N’krumah and realigned Ghana away from the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union suffered a fifth setback in the West African state of
Mali. Under the leadership of Mobido Keita, Mali had gradually been
transformed into the kind of “progressive” country the Kremlin likes to
see in the third world. Keita severed traditional ties with France, from
which Mali had received its independence in 1960, and established a
one-party state. He proclaimed his commitment to socialist policies and
made no secret of his pro-Soviet sentiments.

Ironically, the downfall of Keita began when he attempted to move
Mali back toward the West. In 1967, Keita sought French assistance to
cope with economic difficulties that were engulfing Mali. This move
toward France angered various elements in Mali, prompting Keita to
form a “people’s militia.” As in Algeria, Ghana, and Indonesia, the
regular army of Mali came to resent this militia, especially as it grew to
be three times its original size. When several army officers were arrested
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by the militia in 1968, the army reacted by launching a successful coup.
The new leadership reversed many of Keita’s domestic and foreign poli-
cies, moving Mali away from being a pro-Soviet state.

The loss of these countries upset and confused the leaders in the
Kremlin. Military coups were supposed to be agents of change on be-
half of socialism. It is true that the Soviets had suffered losses from
coups in Iran and Guatemala, but these they thought were due to Amer-
ican involvement. The idea that truly indigenous coups could also re-
verse Soviet gains had not previously been considered by the Kremlin
hierarchy. Following Khrushchev’s ouster in 1964 and the various set-
backs suffered by the USSR in the third world, a debate emerged be-
tween the Soviet military and the Communist Party regarding how best
to deal with coups that threatened Soviet gains.

The Soviet military argued that more had to be done to ensure the
loyalty of third world armies. They asserted that the low level of de-
velopment of most third world states, combined with the fragility of
their political institutions, made their militaries the most powerful ele-
ments in third world societies. The importance of the military in the
third world was further heightened by their tendency to seize power. As
a Soviet authority on the third world, G. I. Mirskiy, stated following the
coups of the 1960s, the “transfer of power to the military is no longer an
exception but almost the rule.”®

The way to preserve Soviet gains in the third world, according to So-
viet military analysts, was to ensure that the armies of the developing
countries maintained the “correct” (i.e., pro-Soviet) orientation. The
reverses of the 1960s had demonstrated that “progressive” regimes
could fall victim to “reactionary” armies. Only by ensuring that third
world armies do not follow a “reactionary” path could Moscow’s gains
be secured.’

The Soviet military’s insistence on the central importance of third
world armies was reinforced by events in the late 1960s and early 1970s
when several rightist regimes were overthrown by leftist military coups.
These occurred in Iraq, in the Congo (Brazzaville), and in Peru in 1968,
in Somalia in 1969, in Dahomey (now Benin) in 1972, and in Ethiopia
in 1974. These coups again demonstrated that the prime determinant of
a third world country’s political orientation was its military. It seemed
to prove that, if handled correctly, these militaries could act to improve
significantly the position of the Soviet Union in the third world. To pro-
tect Soviet gains against pro-Western coups d’état and to increase the
Kremlin’s influence through pro-Soviet coups d’état, the military was
the crucial factor.?

Soviet civilian analysts disagreed with this point of view. While they
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accepted the importance of third world armies in determining third
world political alignments, they tended to deny that this had central
significance. For the civilians, the lessons of the anti-Soviet coups of the
1960s had less to do with the military and more to do with the lack of
political development within these third world countries. They doubted
whether existing third world leaders could ever achieve true socialism
or develop revolutionary regimes, given the inherent conservatism of
most third world societies.” The civilian strategists were also much less
optimistic than the military about the likelihood of third world armies
safeguarding those “progressive” regimes that did manage to move to-
ward socialism. They argued that all third world armies, no matter how
radical they might appear, were essentially bourgeois and would act in
their class interests should a socialist regime challenge their privileged
position.'°

The civilian analysts concluded that the third world states needed a
vanguard party to protect the integrity of “scientific socialism” and to
preserve Soviet influence. Such a party would be a tightly controlled,
hierarchical organization characterized by the domination of a narrow
elite and guided by a coherent ideology, preferably Marxism-Leninism.
It would be composed of “representatives of the proletariat, the peas-
antry, the progressive intelligentsia, and the radical portion of the mili-
tary.”"! Power in these states would be concentrated in the vanguard
party, which would suppress political dissent and oversee the trans-
formation of the society in a Leninist fashion. With a vanguard party in
place, the masses would be mobilized and indoctrinated to support a
pro-Soviet, socialist way of life. Moscow’s position in the third world
would not then be at the mercy of a few individuals who might be over-
thrown or who might undergo an ideological change of heart."”? As ex-
amples of what a vanguard party would accomplish, the Soviets could
point to Vietnam, North Korea, Cuba, and Mongolia. In none of these
states is the Soviet position or the socialist way of life under any threat.
By spreading vanguard parties to other third world countries, anti-
Soviet coups and reverses would become vestiges of the past. Thus the
establishment of vanguard parties was to be encouraged throughout the
third world.

This Soviet military-civilian dispute about whether to encourage
third world armies or vanguard parties continued until 1976/1977,
when events gave the civilian position the upper hand. During this time
both Egypt and Somalia had abrogated their treaties of friendship and
cooperation with the Soviet Union, and Peru’s leadership had begun to
turn toward the West. At least in print, the Soviet military concurred
with their civilian counterparts that the major reason for these setbacks
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lay with the absence of deep-seated internal support for Moscow in
these societies. Without such support, individual third world leaders
were free to turn their backs on the Soviet Union, bringing their states
into the Western camp. At this point, the military agreed that the pres-
ence of a vanguard party was important for preserving Soviet gains in
the third world.”

The apparent resolution of this dispute did not mean that the Soviet
Union would now ignore the role of the military in the third world. The
power of third world armies to undo Soviet-supported regimes could
not be overlooked. The Kremlin also had few illusions about the diffi-
culties of establishing vanguard parties in the third world. Moscow
knew that third world armies would perceive the influence of vanguard
parties as a challenge to their autonomy. Third world leaders would
similarly resist the creation of vanguard parties, seeing them as threats
to their personal rule. Many third world societies lacked the infrastruc-
ture in terms of which vanguard parties could be effective. Moreover,
even the establishment of vanguard parties would not ensure the Krem-
lin’s success. Soviet civilian analysts were forced to concede that third
world countries with vanguard parties still faced the “possibility of ab-
erration and reversals.”'* This concession was reinforced when Soma-
lia, despite the presence of a leftist vanguard party, realigned itself with
the West in 1978. While vanguard parties might offer the best hope for
preserving Soviet influence in the third world, they could not-accom-
plish the task alone.

Soviet Policies toward Coups

The reverses of the 1960s, combined with general instability in the third
world, convinced the Soviet Union to pursue a multifaceted approach
to coups d’état. For the long term, Soviet policies emphasized establish-
ing Marxist-Leninist vanguard parties in the third world and gaining
influence with third world armies. Recognizing that these steps would
take time to become effective, the USSR also took steps to protect and
expand its interests in the interim. These steps included the use of
proxies for maintaining Soviet interests and direct Soviet involvement
to protect friendly regimes from anti-Soviet coups. They also resolved
to assist pro-Soviet groups in the overthrow of “reactionary” regimes.
Soviet results from the establishment of vanguard parties in the third
world in the 1970s and 1980s have been mixed. They continue to believe
in the potential of such parties to transform some third world societies
into true Marxist-Leninist states that would be virtually coup-proof.
They recognize, however, that the vast majority of third world states
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have not developed vanguard parties along Moscow’s lines, and that
they are not likely to do so.

The result of this realization has been a policy emphasizing the estab-
lishment and assistance of vanguard parties where conditions permit.
The Kremlin focuses on countries that already have influential van-
guard parties, like Angola, or on countries in which the creation of a
vanguard party stands a good chance of transforming the society along
Marxist-Leninist lines, like Ethiopia. In both of these conditions, the
Soviets have demonstrated great flexibility in approving the type of van-
guard party established. In contrast to their policy in the early 1960s,
when such parties had to be virtual copies of the Soviet Communist
Party, the Kremlin is now much less strict about the kind of vanguard
parties it will support. In the Jate 1970s, the Soviets cited several charac-
teristics as necessary for earning Moscow’s recognition as a vanguard
party. Such a party must first be made up of a “revolutionary demo-
cratic” alliance of workers, peasants, and others. This alliance must
work toward influencing the masses to adopt the correct (i.e., pro-
Soviet) attitude concerning the transformation of society. Moreover, a
vanguard party, while not necessarily a Marxist-Leninist party, must at
least move toward adopting Marxist-Leninist thought. Finally, a van-
guard party must cooperate with Communist Parties elsewhere."

Due partially to Moscow’s support, Soviet-approved vanguard par-
ties have proliferated throughout the thitd world. In the 1960s only
North Vietnam, North Korea, Cuba, and Mongolia were led by van-
guard parties recognized by the USSR. By the early 1980s, the Soviets
had recognized seven additional ruling vanguard parties. These were
the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola Labor Party
(MPLA-PT), the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO), the Con-
golese Labor Party (PLT), the Benin People’s Revolutionary Party
(PRPB), the (South) Yemen Socialist Party (YSP), the People’s Demo-
cratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), and the Commission for Or-
ganizing the Party of the Workers of Ethiopia (COPWE). The New
Jewel Movement of Grenada (prior to the American intervention) and
the Sandinista National Liberation Front of Nicaragua have come close
to earning Soviet recognition as vanguard parties.’ In addition, Cape
Verde and Guinea-Bissau are countries led by self-proclaimed Marxist-
Leninist regimes, although neither has been formally recognized by the
USSR as maintaining a “true” vanguard party.

The relationship of vanguard parties to coups is complex and diffi-
cult to ascertain. Nevertheless, certain observations warrant attention.
There have been no anti-Soviet coups d’état in any of those states where
Soviet-approved vanguard parties exist or are close to being formed.
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The only Soviet reversal among states with recognized (or nearly recog-
nized) vanguard parties occurred in Grenada, and that required an
American invasion. Coups have also proved important in the estab-
lishment of ruling vanguard parties. Truly indigenous coups, ones with-
out substantial foreign involvement, have led to the creation of van-
guard party regimes in Benin and in Ethiopia. In Afghanistan, South
Yemen, and Ethiopia, coups have replaced existing pro-Soviet regimes
with successor regimes even more aligned to the Kremlin.

Vanguard parties have proven effective in allowing the USSR to con-
trol the outcome of coups, both because of the way they strengthen and
the way they weaken third world regimes. Vanguard parties strengthen
regimes against coups by means of their centralization of power, politi-
cization of the military, and efficient suppression of dissidents. As the
Soviet regime knows from its own historical experience, a vanguard
party organized on Leninist lines holds out the promise of guaranteeing
power for a small elite. This model is understandably attractive to many
existing and potential third world leaders.

Vanguard parties also weaken third world regimes in ways that in-
crease Soviet control. Because Soviet-approved vanguard parties adopt
the internationalist ideology of Marxism-Leninism, they are likely to
arouse nationalist opposition. To deal with such opposition, which
could come in the form of coups, Soviet or proxy assistance is often
required. Along with Soviet assistance comes Soviet influence. More-
over, the multiple contacts that party-to-party relationships create al-
low the Soviets many more opportunities for control than would be
possible if they were dealing with a single individual. Party-to-party
contacts permit the Kremlin to establish bases of influence independent
of the existing leader. These pro-Soviet bastions can then be used to
threaten coups against wavering third world leaders or actually to re-
move regimes from power."” It is noteworthy that third world states
with vanguard parties have become especially attractive targets for
Soviet-assisted coups. As we will see, Moscow is suspected of having
backed coups in several third world states with vanguard parties, in-
cluding Afghanistan, South Yemen, Angola, Ethiopia, and Grenada. In
each of these cases, Moscow’s ties with the vanguard party helped to
place it in a position to encourage a coup.

Complementing Soviet efforts to establish vanguard parties is a con-
tinuing Soviet emphasis on military assistance policies designed to gain
influence with third world armies. An emphasis on conventional arms
transfers has been central to these policies. Beginning in the mid-1950s,
the USSR concluded arms deals with Egypt, Syria, Indonesia, Iraq, and
Afghanistan.'® By the 1960s, the USSR had expanded its list of major
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customers to include Somalia, South Yemen, India, Iraq, Algeria, Iran,
and the Sudan.” The rise of Colonel Khadaffi and of regional conflicts
in Africa made Libya, Angola, and Ethiopia principal recipients of So-
viet weaponry in the 1970s. In the early 1980s, Libya, Iraq, Syria, and
Algeria became the major third world purchasers of Soviet arms.”

More impressive than the number of third world countries receiving
large amounts of Soviet weapons is the magnitude of the arms transfers
themselves. From 1955 to 1980, Soviet bloc countries supplied over
$51 billion of military aid to the third world (excluding Cuba, North
Korea, and Vietnam), of which $9.8 billion was provided by Eastern
European countries. This compares with only $28 billion worth of eco-
nomic aid furnished to the third world during the same time period.* By
the late 1970s, the Soviet Union (in some years) had replaced the United
States as the principal arms supplier for the third world.? To sup-
plement these arms transfers, the Kremlin has trained some fifty-two
thousand third world military personnel (up to 1980) in the Soviet
Union and other communist countries, while placing approximately the
same number of Soviet bloc military advisors in the third world.?

The appeal of Soviet military assistance to third world armies is
great. Because of its position as the world’s leading producer of con-
ventional arms and its tendency to stockpile even old weapons, the
USSR is able to transfer large amounts of arms to other countries with-
out drawing on its own forces. Combined with a relatively streamlined
arms control process, this production capacity enables it to send arms
to third world states on the average twice as quickly as the United
States.” The cost of these weapons is generally much less than that of
their Western counterparts, especially when the USSR includes (as it
often does) a substantial discount. While the quality of Soviet arms,
particularly its jet fighters, is not always up to Western standards, this is
often irrelevant to third world forces because they lack the training and
expertise to fully exploit sophisticated weaponry. What is critical to
most third world conflicts is which side has enough relatively simple
and usable weapons, such as small arms, artillery, surface-to-air mis-
siles, and even tanks, to overpower its adversary. The Soviets excel in
supplying large amounts of these and other weapons to third world cli-
ents. Soviet military assistance is also sought by third world military
leaders because along with the weapons often come skilled proxies to
use them. As was demonstrated in Angola and Ethiopia, the intro-
duction of several thousand well-trained Cubans can make the differ-
ence between victory and defeat for third world forces.

This is not to suggest that the Soviet Union would always be pre-
ferred over the United States as an arms supplier. American support and
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services are generally far superior to those of the USSR, because Mos-
cow attempts to keep its clients dependent on it for spare parts. Fur-
thermore, American advisors are usually better liked and more effective
than are their Soviet counterparts, and this usually makes the United
States better for the long-term structural development of third world
forces. Nevertheless, for a third world army needing a quick infusion of
weaponry, or for an army in a country with a poor human rights record,
the USSR might well be the supplier of choice.

Whether Soviet military assistance policies have affected the like-
lihood of coups in the third world is impossible to determine con-
clusively. On an impressionistic level, it is noteworthy that of the fifteen
major recipients of Soviet bloc military aid (those countries that have
received over $400 million of military assistance from the USSR and its
allies), only in Indonesia has a pro-Soviet regime been replaced by a pro-
Western military government.” This does not mean that the Soviets
have had unqualified successes in influencing third world armies. The
pro-Western realignments of Egypt’s Sadat, Sudan’s Numeiry, and So-
malia’s Siad Barre could not have taken place in the face of determined
opposition by their Soviet-trained and Soviet-equipped armed forces. In
fact, some of the most anti-Soviet elements in these countries were those
military officers with the closest contacts with the Soviets. The absence
of anti-Soviet coups among states receiving substantial Soviet military
assistance, however, may indicate that in the absence of a change of
political orientation on the part of the existing leader, a Soviet-backed
army will be inhibited from overthrowing a regime friendly to Moscow.

One of the most important elements in Soviet policy toward the
short-term threats and opportunities presented by coups is its use of
proxies. To protect friendly third world leaders from coups, the Soviet
Union utilizes foreign forces both to protect and to threaten third world
leaders. This kind of arrangement did not originate with the USSR. As
Aristotle wrote, “the guards of kings are composed of his citizens but
those of a tyrant are foreign mercenaries. The one according to law
rules over willing subjects; the other arbitrarily rules over those who
consent not. The one therefore is guarded by the citizens, the other
against them.”? The use of outsiders to guard foreign regimes also oc-
curred during the Roman Empire. Just as the praetorian guard of the
Roman Empire began as a special military unit designed to protect the
emperor and became a source of control over the regime it defended, so
the praetorian guards of the Soviet Union have sought to become a sig-
nificant extension of Moscow’s power. While the Soviet use of proxies
has not always succeeded in controlling third world leaders, they often
have proved effective. By surrounding third world leaders with a “co-
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coon” of Cuban and East German “advisors,” the Soviets have made
the prospect of a successful coup against a friendly regime highly
unlikely.

The “cocoon” strategy is effective for two reasons. First, the nature
of most third world states is such that the political orientation of a
country is determined by a single individual or a small group. It is rela-
tively easy to defend this political elite with a small force, that is, with
no more than a few hundred soldiers, if it is well-trained. Furthermore,
a coup d’état by definition involves an attemprt to seize power by a small
group. Since the nature of this principal threat to third world govern-
ments—and to their pro-Soviet positions—involves a narrowly based
thrust, defenses against coups do not require a major military effort.

It is not difficult to understand why the Soviets turned to the Cubans
to assist them in protecting friendly third world leaders from coups. The
Cuban presence in third world countries does not arouse the regional or
American opposition that a direct Soviet involvement would engender.
As a small third world country itself, Cuba does not threaten the sov-
ereignty of other developing states the same way the superpowers do.
Cuba is also free from the imperialist stigma that afflicts both the
United States and, increasingly, the USSR. Furthermore, since most of
the Cubans sent to Africa are black, they do not incur the racial animos-
ity that so often accompanies a direct Soviet or American involvement.
The Cubans are also good at what they do. While the Soviets are almost
universally disliked for their boorish and clannish ways, Cuban advis-
ors are generally praised for their easy-going manners and their good
relations with the host population. The Spanish-speaking Cubans also
have a language advantage over the Soviets in countries like Angola.
Finally, Cuba’s own revolutionary goals, its desire to achieve great
power status, and its dependence on the USSR for economic and mili-
tary support usually make it a willing accomplice to Moscow’s designs.

The Cubans are especially effective for training bodyguards and se-
curity personnel for the protection of third world leaders. The Cubans
began setting up special security formations for third world leaders in
the mid-1960s. Then military coups in Algeria and Ghana deprived the
Cubans of their only guerrilla bases in Africa and convinced them that
more had to be done to protect existing “progressive” regimes. They
began by training presidential guards for the governments of Guinea
and Congo-Brazzaville.” They subsequently became involved in the
protection (either directly or indirectly) of third world leaders in Libya,
South Yemen, Angola, Ethiopia, Benin, Sierra Leone, Grenada, and
Nicaragua. In addition, the Cubans have trained the security forces of
two of Africa’s most murderous regimes: Idi Amin’s Uganda and Ma-
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cias Nguema’s Equatorial Guinea.” The Cubans’ presence guarantees
high-quality protection for the regime by personnel who are not likely
to participate in any anti-Soviet plots. Moreover, by playing such a sen-
sitive role so vital to these heads of government, the Cubans are in a
position to threaten (tacitly or otherwise) leaders who might wish to
stray from Moscow’s path. Whether they are protecting or threatening
the regime, or doing both simultaneously, the Cubans are well-placed
to ensure that a pro-Soviet regime or its successor will remain friendly
to the USSR.

The Cubans have also been active in establishing third world mili-
tias. These militias are trained, equipped, and sometimes led by Cuban
personnel. The creation of these Cuban-dominated armies has given the
Cubans and their Soviet patrons enormous influence over coup-prone
states. Because these militias are often stronger than the regular armies
they are ostensibly supplementing, the Cubans control the most power-
ful institution in the state. They are well-placed to initiate or to defend
against coups, without fear of significant internal opposition. The Cu-
bans have trained or established militias in the Congo-Brazzaville, Gui-
nea, Equatorial Guinea, South Yemen, Iraq, and Angola.”

The Soviets must be particularly pleased with the progress of these
Cuban-established militias. The Kremlin is well aware that its setbacks
in the 1960s in Algeria, Ghana, Mali, and Indonesia were all largely due
to the regular army intervening to prevent militias or other rival mili-
tary forces from being established. If the Cubans succeed in developing
ideologically “correct” militias without provoking the existing military
establishment to action, the USSR will have succeeded in overcoming
one of its major early problems in attempting to prevent reverses in the
third world.

The Soviet use of East Germans in the third world has also been sig-
nificant. East Germany is one of the most competent and loyal of the
Soviet satellite states, East Germany’s strength in the third world lies in
its establishment and domination of the internal security apparatuses of
many developing countries. Much more active than the West Germans,
the East Germans have taken the lead in penetrating and controlling the
upper echelons of several third world governments. Beginning with a
military agreement in 1973 with the government of the Congo, the East
Germans have expanded their presence in Africa to include nearly three
thousand military and security advisors by the end of the 1970s.” The
East German State Security Service (SSD) has been especially active in
Angola, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Zambia, South Yemen, and Libya. Its
responsibilities have included the training of bodyguards, advising mili-
tary and civilian agencies, and establishing secret police networks.”
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These activities have placed the East Germans in an ideal position to
deter, prevent, and initiate coups.

The Soviet Union’s policies toward third world coups also entail
more direct uses of Soviet personnel. Soviet military advisors deter
coups in much the same ways as Cuban and East German forces. Sev-
eral thousand Soviet advisors or troops are based in Afghanistan, Alge-
ria, Ethiopia, Libya, Syria, South Yemen, Madagascar, and Mongolia.”
Their presence establishes a de facto countercoup force that must be
considered by any potential coup makers. The most intriguing example
of this kind of presence is the Soviet “combat brigade” in Cuba, whose
existence caused so much consternation in Washington and helped to
derail the SALT II treaty. Instead of presenting a direct threat to the
United States or any other country in Latin America, the purpose of
these three thousand troops is more likely the protection of Castro’s
regime (or a successor) from a coup d’état.*

Another element of Soviet policy toward coups is the rapid dispatch
of personnel and equipment to protect newly established pro-Soviet re-
gimes from countercoups. The Soviets recognize that new regimes—
especially if they came to power through a coup—are especially vulner-
able. To safeguard their gains, the Soviets arrange for the quick arrival
of Cuban and East German forces to protect the new leadership, for
rapid arms transfers to the military to placate their demands, and for
immediate recognition of the new regime to help legitimize its rule. In
addition, treaties of friendship and cooperation may be concluded to
raise the prospect of Soviet intervention in the event of a “reactionary”
coup.

The Soviets have also encouraged, assisted, and sometimes initiated
coups against third world regimes. Although conclusive evidence is
lacking, there are several cases in which Moscow is believed to have
played a significant role in supporting coups against existing govern-
ments. These include the attempt to overthrow President Numeiry of
the Sudan in 1971, Colonel Mengistu’s consolidation of power in Ethi-
opia in 1977, coups in 1978 against President Rubayi Ali of South Ye-
men and Prime Minister Mohammed Daoud of Afghanistan, the at-
tempt of Afghan President Nur Mohammed Taraki to overthrow Prime
Minister Hafizullah Amin in 1979, and Bernard Coard’s coup against
Maurice Bishop in Grenada in 1983.

Evaluating Soviet Policies toward Coups

As was the case with the United States, assessing the effectiveness of the
USSR in deterring coups is no easy task. The absence of successful coups
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against pro-Soviet regimes is an indication of the Kremlin’s success, but,
as is always the case with deterrence, this absence is hardly proof that a
specific policy is responsible. The suppression of actual coups is a more
tangible demonstration of the effectiveness of Soviet policy, but it too
has limitations. The Soviets might conceal successful countercoup ac-
tions so as not to give the impression that they are keeping a regime in
power. Furthermore, even if it is successful, the suppression of an actual
coup reveals the failure of the Kremlin to deter this coup in the first
place.

Evaluating Soviet policies concerned with initiating coups against
pro-Western regimes is no easier. For obvious reasons, the Kremlin will
seek to conceal its role in supporting or encouraging coups. While it is
often suspected of having provided assistance to coup makers or even
for having been responsible for a coup itself, it is almost always impos-
sible actually to prove Soviet involvement. The ability of the USSR to
keep many of its activities secret makes it all the more difficult to prove
Soviet complicity. In addition, the simple fact that a regime adopts a
pro-Soviet orientation following a coup is not enough to demonstrate
Moscow’s involvement. Several coups that produced pro-Soviet
governments were carried out with no Soviet involvement (e.g., in Ethi-
opia and in Benin). Third world leaders may also falsely claim a Soviet
involvement in a coup attempt to conceal their own domestic problems
or to gain U.S. support. President Numeiry of the Sudan had been ac-
cused of doing this on several occasions before his overthrow in 1985.

The failure of the USSR to prevent coups against regimes in Mos-
cow’s orbit represents a more tangible measure of the effectiveness or
lack of it of Soviet policies. The Soviet Union cannot conceal the over-
throw of its clients, especially when they are replaced by regimes adopt-
ing a pro-Western alignment. The Kremlin’s reaction to a new govern-
ment often serves as a good indicator of whether it sees a coup as a
setback. Nevertheless, caution is required even in this area. The Soviet
commitment to protecting friendly regimes from coups can be very
weak, making the Soviet failure to defend certain regimes less sig-
nificant than might otherwise be concluded.

Despite these qualifications, it is possible to make some judgments
about the successes and failures of Soviet attempts to affect the outcome
of coups. In reviewing the pertinent cases of Soviet involvement, two
points should be kept in mind. First, they collectively demonstrate an
extensive and continuing Soviet involvement in coups throughout the
third world. It is an involvement that is both effective and central to
understanding Moscow’s position in the third world.

In addition, the cases of Soviet involvement in coups demonstrate the
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way the USSR, like the United States, focuses its coup policies on coun-
tries already within its sphere of influence. Although active in sup-
porting subversive elements throughout the third world, more or less
direct Soviet efforts to protect regimes from coups or to use coups to
topple regimes have focused on governments that have been at some
time within the Soviet camp. Egypt’s Sadat, Sudan’s Numeiry, Soma-
lia’s Siad Barre, South Yemen’s Rubayi Ali, and the People’s Republic
of China’s Mao all had cordial relationships with the Soviet Union at
some time while they were in power. When they rejected their pro-
Soviet alignments and to a certain extent turned toward the West, the
Kremlin allegedly acted to remove them. The Soviets have also tried to
remove leaders who have retained their alliances with the USSR but
have showed signs of independence. This was the case with suspected
Soviet attempts to assist coups against Ethiopia’s Mengistu, Angola’s
Neto, Afghanistan’s Amin, and Grenada’s Bishop.

Soviet Successes

The USSR has been very successful in protecting friendly regimes from
coups. Since its reverses in the mid-1960s, the Kremlin has lost only two
friendly regimes to coups d’état. During the same time, the USSR in-
creased its third world influence due to pro-Soviet coups in Benin
(1972), Ethiopia (1974 and 1977), Afghanistan (1978), South Yemen
(1978), Grenada (1979), and Suriname (1980).

The Soviet record is all the more impressive because both of its
“losses” cannot be construed as failures of Soviet countercoup policies.
The first setback occurred in Chile in 1973 when the regime of Salvador
Allendé was overthrown by a rightist military coup. Although the So-
viets may have regretted the demise of this elected Marxist president,
ties between Chile and the USSR were not close and the Kremlin never
took steps to deter or to prevent the coup that resulted in Allendé’s
downfall.

The second Soviet loss, the 1979 coup in Equatorial Guinea, also
cannot be labeled a failure of Moscow’s policies. It is true that the pro-
Soviet regime of President Francisco Macias Nguema was overthrown
by a coup d’état in August 1979 by elements of the military, who then
reoriented Equatorial Guinea more toward the West. In addition, the
new regime ended Soviet fishing rights off the coast of Equatorial Gui-
nea, expelled some two hundred Cuban advisors, and denied the So-
viets access to a small military base on the Gulf of Biafra, which had
been used as a communications intelligence post and as a staging area
for Soviet-Cuban interventions in Africa.** Closer investigation, how-
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ever, reveals that the Soviets and the Cubans in Equatorial Guinea were
not committed to the regime’s survival.

Macias Nguema’s regime was one of the most brutal in Africa. Al-
though the Kremlin often overlooks human rights abuses, even it could
not ignore a regime that murdered over thirty thousand of its own citi-
zens and forced an additional one hundred thousand into exile. On
strictly pragmatic grounds, backing such a government was bound to
have costs elsewhere in Africa. In addition, there is no evidence that
Soviet personnel or the two hundred Cuban advisors stationed in Equa-
torial Guinea assisted Macias Nguema in his attempt to defend himself
against the coup. This despite the fact that the coup only succeeded after
several weeks of fighting in which foreign involvement on the side of the
existing regime might have proven decisive. Most significant, a key ele-
ment in the success of the coup against Macias was the transportation
to the mainland of rebel troops from the island of Malabo. This critical
redeployment of forces was carried out by Soviet pilots (after a brief
protest), using Macias’s personal Antanov aircraft.* It is inconceivable
that the Soviets would have agreed to this plan if they had been truly
interested in defending Macias’s regime.

Although the coup resulted in the downfall of a pro-Soviet govern-
ment, Moscow’s position was not irrevocably undermined. Soviet dip-
lomats and advisors remained in the country, as did a small group of
Soviet pilots and mechanics who operated aircraft for the new govern-
ment. In 1981 the USSR signed agreements with Equatorial Guinea on
cultural and scientific cooperation and Moscow has provided much
needed relief aid to the African state. While Moscow’s influence is not
at the same level that it was with Macias, neither does the Kremlin have
to justify to a skeptical world why it acted to defend such a pariah re-
gime. The USSR did not so much “lose” Equatorial Guinea to a pro-
Western coup as it allowed an increasingly embarrassing liability to fall
by the wayside.

There are no public examples of Soviet forces playing a principal role
in the suppression of actual coups. Nevertheless, Soviet proxies have
defended several third world regimes from coups. In June 1966, Cuban
military advisors prevented a coup against the government of President
Massamba-Debat in Congo-Brazzaville.** East German advisors re-
portedly played a role in defending Libya’s President Khadaffi from a
1980 coup attempt. The effort to topple Khadaffi was suppressed at the
cost of four hundred lives and apparently the suppression involved the
direct participation of East German personnel working with the Libyan
air force and army.” In addition to this 1980 attempt, Khadaffi has also
survived other major challenges to his rule, in 1975, 1978,1981, 1984,
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and 1985. Evidence of East German assistance in defending Khadaffi
against these attempts remains sketchy. Still, the presence of nearly two
thousand East Germans in Libya administering the secret police and
making up Khadaffi’s personal security guard suggests they have played
a major role in keeping the Libyan leader in power.*

The Soviet navy has played a small role in protecting friendly third
world regimes from coups by helping them maintain their hold im-
mediately after taking power. At this early stage, new regimes are often
vulnerable to either internal or external countercoups, making the So-
viets’ tangible and symbolic assistance all the more valuable. Following
Siad Barre’s coup in Somalia in October 1969, the USSR sent warships
to visit Somali ports as a sign of support. These ships helped keep Siad
Barre in power during a time of great instability. Soviet ships also came
to Somalia in 1970, perhaps in response to a coup attempt against Siad
Barre that had just been defeated.” The Soviet navy also assisted Prime
Minister Siaka Stevens of Sierra Leone stay in power after a major coup
was barely suppressed by Stevens’s forces. By sending a destroyer to Si-
erra Leone, the Soviets helped to legitimize Stevens’s shaky rule.* The
Soviet navy may also have helped to maintain Khadaffi in power. Trip-
oli radio announced that the presence of Soviet warships had prevented
a British countercoup soon after Khadaffi’s seizure of power in 1969.
While there is no evidence that the British ever contemplated such a
move, Soviet warships were present and they may have strengthened
the position of Khadaffi’s new regime.*

In Grenada, Cuban support helped to protect the new pro-Soviet re-
gime of Maurice Bishop from a countercoup. A small Caribbean island
with a population of about 100,000, Grenada attracted little attention
until a coup overthrew Prime Minister Eric Gairy. The coup occurred
after the erratic and increasingly repressive Gairy ordered the arrest of
the leaders of a leftist group called the New Jewel Movement. Before the
arrests could be carried out, a small group of New Jewel members
seized the airport and radio station, overwhelming Gairy’s two-
bundred-man army in March 1979. Under the leadership of Maurice
Bishop, Grenada moved sharply to the left, intensified its ties to Cuba,
and became a major irritant to the United States. It remained one until
October 1983 when an even more radical Marxist-Leninist group over-
threw the government and executed Bishop. This prompted an invasion
by the United States, which returned Grenada to the Western camp.

Cuba’s importance in the Grenada affair lies in its protection of Bish-
op’s regime, especially during the critical period immediately following
the coup. With Gairy still alive in the United States and with only a
handful of supporters, Bishop’s hold on power was very tenuous. Cas-
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tro’s decision to send arms and advisors quickly to the Grenadian army
and to set up anti-aircraft guns at the island’s airport may very well have
prevented a countercoup.* The time gained by the Cuban intervention
allowed Bishop to consolidate his position and to maintain himself in
power until the 1983 leftist coup.

The USSR has also had some success in encouraging, assisting, and
consolidating the coups of groups sympathetic to its aims, even though
it did not directly engineer the coups themselves. Grenada’s 1983 coup
may be a case in point. After Bishop seized power, a major struggle en-
sued between him and his deputy, Bernard Coard. The dispute stemmed
from a struggle for leadership and from differences concerning the fu-
ture course that Grenada should follow. Although friendly with Fidel
Castro, Bishop talked seriously of moving his country closer to democ-
racy and (in the spring of 1983) to the United States. Coard, on the
other hand, was known for his strong adherence to Leninist principles
and had established close ties with the USSR. Not surprisingly, Soviet
involvement was suspected when Coard launched the coup that over-
threw Bishop. Suspicions of a Soviet role in the coup increased when
Moscow praised the new regime that seized power despite its brutal
murder of Bishop and some of his followers. The Soviet reaction was in
sharp contrast to that of Cuba, which bitterly condemned the coup and
may even have planned a countercoup.*

The rise to power of Colonel Mengistu in Ethiopia is another in-
stance of suspected Soviet encouragement of a coup. Mengistu first
came to prominence as one of the members of the military council,
called the Dergue, that overthrew Haile Selassie in 1974. Mengistu
quickly came to be known as one of the most anti-American and ambi-
tious of the Ethiopian leaders. The Soviets, however, held back, not
fully supporting Mengistu for fear that his position was not secure.
Mengistu allayed their doubts on February 3, 1977, when, in a bloody
shoot-out in the Grand Palace, eight senior officials of the Dergue were
killed, including the chairman. Mengistu then became the leader of the
Dergue and furthered Ethiopia’s realignment away from the United
States and toward the Soviet Union.

The Soviet connection with these events came about just before and
just after Mengistu’s seizure of power. Prior to the 1977 coup, the Sovi-
ets had concluded a secret arms agreement with Mengistu in December
1976. The agreement strengthened Mengistu’s influence and allowed
him to reorganize the Dergue along Marxist-Leninist lines. Further-
more, perhaps as an incentive for Mengistu to act, the agreement re-
portedly contained conditions delaying the shipment of weapons to
Ethiopia until Mengistu had seized power.*
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Less than twenty-four hours after Mengistu’s coup, he met with the
Soviet Ambassador to Ethiopia, Anatoli Ratanov, and received a per-
sonal message of congratulations from Fidel Castro. Shortly thereafter,
the Soviet Union and all the Eastern bloc countries sent messages of sup-
port to Mengistu. A major arms agreement and the dispatch of Cuban
troops to Ethiopia followed in May. The speed of the Soviet and Eastern
bloc’s reaction to Mengistu’s coup gave credence to reports that Men-
gistu had had secret contacts in the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa
with Soviet and Cuban diplomats to provide for the immediate recogni-
tion of his regime and support once he became the undisputed leader of
Ethiopia.*

The Soviet Union played a more important role in the coup that top-
pled the Afghan regime of Mohammed Daoud in April 1978. Although
Daoud initially had adopted a pro-Soviet line when he seized power in
1973, he gradually edged away from Moscow’s influence toward a pos-
ture of authentic nonalignment. Opposing Daoud were two rival Marx-
ist-Leninist factions, the Khalq and the Parcham. Following the assassi-
nation of a Parcham leader and a large communist demonstration at his
funeral, Daoud initiated an anti-communist purge to protect his rule.
His efforts, however, were inadequate to cope with the mounting com-
munist threat. Under the leadership of Hafizullah Amin, and with the
support of the military, a coup was carried out against Daoud. The new
regime consisted of Nur Mohammed Taraki, a Khalq leader who be-
came prime minister; Hafizullah Amin, the most radical of the group,
who became deputy premier and foreign minister; and Babrak Karmal,
the leader of Parcham, who also assumed the post of deputy premier.
They rapidly aligned Afghanistan with the USSR and concluded a treaty
of friendship and cooperation with the Soviet Union in December
1978.%

Although itis believed that there was no direct Soviet participation in
the coup, the Soviets were important to its success.” Former American
Ambassador to Afghanistan Theodore Eliot argues that the Soviets
convinced the Khalg and Parcham factions to join in a coalition in 1977
so as to be in a better position to launch a coup against Daoud.” The
Kremlin may also have provided secret assistance to the Afghan armed
forces to prepare them for the coup. It is noteworthy that many of the
key army and air force officers who supported Amin’s coup were
trained in the USSR. Following the overthrow of Daoud, the Soviets
immediately recognized the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, indi-
cating that they knew about and supported the political orientation of
the new leadership. To make certain the Khalg-Parcham coalition
would hold on to power, the Soviets sent hundreds of civilian advisors
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to the Afghan government and doubled the number of its military ad-
visors in Afghanistan to seven hundred. A communications link be-
tween Moscow and the Soviet military advisory group in the Afghan
capital of Kabul was also established.”

The Soviet role in the 1978 overthrow of the Rubayi Ali regime in
South Yemen marked perhaps the strongest involvement of Moscow in
a third world coup. South Yemen (officially called the People’s Demo-
cratic Republic of Yemen) achieved independence from Great Britain in
1967. It is a desperately poor country, with virtually no natural re-
sources and a population in 1978 of approximately 1.6 million people.
Despite its lack of wealth, South Yemen has proved to be of concern
because of its strategic location bordering on Saudi Arabia and over-
looking the Bab el Mandeb straits through which pass much of Western
Europe’s oil.

In the summer of 1978, following a bizzare series of events, the newly
installed leader of South Yemen, Hafez Ismail, successfully defended his
government against the man he had just deposed, Rubayi Ali. The roots
of this coup and countercoup can be found in the involvement of the
Soviet Union and its proxies in an internal political dispute in South
Yemen.

In late 1977 the President of South Yemen, Rubayi Ali, was chal-
lenged for the leadership of the country by Hafez Ismail, the head of
South Yemen’s sole political party, the National Front. Part of their
conflict stemmed from disagreements over foreign policy. Rubayi
sought to move South Yemen toward a more neutralist posture, while
Ismail worked to intensify the existing pro-Soviet alignment. Ismail be-
came especially incensed at Rubayi’s planned meeting with American
representatives in June 1978. The two also clashed over a Soviet request
to use Aden as a transit point for the passage of Soviet supplies and a
request for South Yemeni troops to assist the Ethiopians in their war -
with Eritrea.” Rubayi wished to remain neutral in that war, in which
most of the Arab states supported the Eritreans, while Ismail readily
agreed to the Soviet requests.

More fundamentally, the dispute revolved around who would lead
South Yemen. Although Rubayi was the nominal head of state and re-
tained the support of much of the army, Ismail had the backing of the
Soviets and their proxies, who dealt only with him. With their support,
Ismail pushed for the establishment of a new “vanguard” party to be led
by himself. Rubayi resisted such a move, recognizing that the new party
would effectively deprive him of power. The conflict reached a new
level in May 1978 when Ismail arrested 150 army officers who were
loyal to Rubayi and formally opposed Ismail’s plan for a new party.*
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Rubayi responded by sending an envoy to North Yemen to enlist the
support of its leader, Ahmad al-Ghashmi, against Ismail.

On June 24, 1978, the envoy was supposed to leave South Yemen
carrying a briefcase filled with sensitive papers. Before leaving, how-
ever, the envoy was reportedly arrested by Ismail’s men, under the or-
ders of the East Germans. A new messenger with a new briefcase was
substituted.’? Ismail’s envoy then took a private aircraft to the North
Yemeni capital of Sana, arriving on June 24. Once in Sana, the envoy
went directly to the North Yemeni president’s office. He shook hands
with the president, took a seat in his private office, and then opened his
briefcase, triggering an explosion that killed them both.*

The murder of the president of North Yemen had immediate and
drastic repercussions. Blaming South Yemen for the assassination, the
new North Yemeni leaders broke off relations between the two coun-
tries. Apparently, Ismail had anticipated this reaction, because he used
it to put into motion a plan to frame Rubayi for the assassination. Using
the break in relations with the North as an excuse, Ismail called an
emergency meeting of the South Yemeni Central Committee, which op-
erated under his direction. Realizing the meeting was stacked against
him, Rubayi refused to attend and instead submitted a letter of resig-
nation. The Central Committee voted 120 to 4 to adopt a resolution
“dismissing him (Rubayi) from the presidency of the state and all his
other functions.” In addition, the Central Committee formally accused
Rubayi of plotting the murder of the North Yemeni president and
ordered him to leave for Ethiopia.**

At this point it appeared that Ismail had launched a successful coup.
Rubayi had been formally deposed and the leadership of South Yemen
had passed to his opponent. Not surprisingly, Ismail emerged as the real
power, although titular authority rested with his associate, Nasser Mu-
hammad. Aside from supporting Ismail, the new leaders were all
known for their pro-Soviet views.

Before the new government could entrench itself, however, Rubayi
acted. On June 26, Rubayi launched a countercoup to regain power. He
mobilized loyal units in the armed forces and the Palace Guard in an
attempt to have Ismail and his colleagues arrested. In most third world
states, this support of the army and the Palace Guard would have been
enough to guarantee success. But in South Yemen, the situation was
different. For months preceding the coup, Cubans had been building up
a “people’s militia” under the control of Ismail. With twenty thousand
men, it was equal in size and superior in training and equipment to
South Yemen’s regular army.** Augmenting the militia was an internal
security force called Tanzim established and led by the East Germans.
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In addition, Cuban and Soviet advisors had been busily training and
teaching the South Yemeni air force and navy.

On June 26, 1978, Ismail’s militia and air force destroyed Rubayi’s
hopes for a successful countercoup by attacking the Presidential Palace.
Although Rubayi’s guards put up a heroic fight, they were overcome by
Ismail’s superior forces. While South Yementi supporters of Ismail bore
the brunt of the fighting, significant Soviet proxy involvement appar-
ently took place in the critical battle for the Presidential Palace. Re-
portedly, Soviet warships shelled the palace, while Soviet or Cuban pi-
lots flew air strikes against it. Cuban troops were said to have taken part
in the final assault against the Palace that sealed Rubayi’s fate.*

The fact that Rubayi was scheduled to meet with some representa-
tives of the United States government to discuss the resumption of re-
lations between their two countries just a few days later than the day he
was overthrown indirectly supports the view that the Soviets par-
ticipated in Ismail’s defense. The Kremlin was also unhappy over Ru-
bayi’s desire to expel some Soviet advisors and his concluding an eco-
nomic agreement with the People’s Republic of China.”” Although
tangible proof of the exact nature of the Soviet involvement is lacking,
there is no denying that the USSR played a major role in enabling Is-
mail’s coup to succeed.®

Although sporadic fighting continued outside the capital for a few
days, the battle for Aden ended quickly. With his forces defeated, Ru-
bayi and some of his closest supporters were tried and executed on the
day of their attempted coup. When they heard of the executions, ad-
ditional units of the South Yemeni army began to revolt, once again
threatening Ismail’s position. Their cause was lost, however, because of
Cuban and Soviet actions. Additional Cuban troops from Ethiopia flew
into Aden on Soviet transport aircraft within hours of Rubayi’s attempt
to regain power.” At the same time, the Soviet Union announced it
would assist the new government against any outside intervention.
With outside support and the backing of the party and the militia, Is-
mail remained firmly in power.®

Most observers did not appreciate the significance of the South Ye-
meni coup and countercoup. Because South Yemen was already in the
Soviet orbit, the intensification of that alignment did not appear to be
cause for much concern. What many overlooked was the manner in
which Ismail seized and retained power. Without having to incur the
political and military costs of a direct outside intervention, the Kremlin
overthrew a leader it did not approve of, placed in power someone more
to its liking, and protected its choice from significant internal oppo-
sition. The prospects for a successful pro-Western coup in South Yemen
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or for the realignment of any existing South Yemeni leader are virtually
nonexistent.*

Soviet Failures

The greatest failure of Soviet policy has been its general inability to ini-
tiate coups. With the exception of South Yemen, it is believed that the
USSR has not played a central role in any of the coups that brought
pro-Soviet regimes to power.* This weakness is all the more striking
because of suspicions that the Soviets have attempted to overthrow sev-
eral unfriendly leaders but have not been able to do so.

During the course of his stormy relationship with the Soviet Union,
Egypt’s Anwar Sadat suspected Kremlin involvement in the planning of
several coups against him. The plotting of coups apparently began soon
after Sadat assumed power in September 1970, following the death of
President Nasser. Egyptian Vice-President Ali Sabrri and several other
high officials of the Egyptian government allegedly planned to use pub-
lic disturbances as pretexts for launching a coup against the Egyptian
leader. According to Sadat, the Soviets, who had close ties with Sabri,
supported the potential coup makers. The plot was uncovered, how-
ever, before any coup could be launched. The Soviets then quickly
signed a treaty of friendship and cooperation with Sadat to shore up
their position.*

From the time of the Sabri affair up until Sadat’s assassination, the
Soviets were suspected of having assisted several other failed plots
against the Egyptian leader. Working at different times with the Egyp-
tian Communist Party, Libyan intelligence, a secret political organiza-
tion called the Egyptian Worker’s Party, and student groups and left-
ists, the Soviets allegedly tried to encourage coups in 1972, 1973, and
1974. None got so far as to produce an actual coup attempt, and there is
no credible evidence that the Soviets were involved in Sadat’s assassina-
tion.*

The failures of these alleged plots drove Sadat further into the Ameri-
can sphere of influence. Following the October 1973 war, Sadat turned
to the United States for Egypt’s military supplies, abrogated the Egyp-
tian-Soviet treaty of friendship and cooperation, signed the American-
sponsored Camp David accords, and generally became the most pro-
Western Arab leader. While many factors led to Sadat’s realignment,
the perception that the Soviets had continually backed coups against
him undoubtedly contributed to the Egyptian leader’s reevaluation of
his position,

The Soviet Union has also been implicated in several coups at-
tempted against President Gaafar al-Numeiry of the Sudan. The most
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serious occurred in 1971, when only the prompt action of both Egypt
and Libya succeeded in preserving Numeiry’s rule.” Numeiry also ac-
cused the Soviets of having been involved in a July 1976 coup attempt
that saw the capital of Khartoum attacked by some two thousand Su-
danese rebels, and of a further attempted coup on February 2, 1977, in
the southern city of Juba. Aside from Numeiry’s allegations, there is
little evidence to substantiate Soviet support for these two abortive
coups, both of which stemmed from domestic grievances. Nevertheless,
all three coup attempts were cited by Numeliry as a justification for his
realignment away from the Soviet Union and toward the West.*

The Soviets were implicated in two additional plots in the Horn of
Africa in the spring of 1978. In Somalia, President Siad Barre sup-
pressed a coup that he claimed was backed by the Soviets. Although the
coup was launched by Soviet-trained Somali army officers, and al-
though the Kremlin had reason to want to topple the increasingly hos-
tile Siad Barre, domestic strife among Somali clans could just as well
have been the cause of the coup. In Ethiopia, at roughly the same time,
the South Yemenis, Cubans, and perhaps the Soviets were involved in
an attempt to challenge the rule of Prime Minister Mengistu. An Ethio-
pian Marxist, Negede Gobeze, was smuggled into Ethiopia against the
wishes of Mengistu, with the assistance of at least the Cubans and Ye-
menis and possibly the Soviets. At that time, the Soviets were unhappy
with Mengistu’s reluctance to establish a Marxist-Leninist vanguard
party in Ethiopia. Whether an actual coup was really planned is not
known because Negede Gobeze’s presence was discovered before any
action could be taken.

In the wake of these incidents, Siad Barre intensified his pro-Western
alignment, eventually providing the United States with military facili-
ties in Somalia. Prime Minister Mengistu at first ordered the diplomatic
expulsions of the Cuban ambassador and the South Yemeni chargé
d’affaires. The Soviet ambassador left on his own. Shortly afterward,
the Soviets solidified their shaky relationship with Ethiopia by conclud-
ing a treaty of friendship and cooperation with Mengistu in Novem-
ber.*

Three additional examples of alleged Soviet involvements in backing
coups warrant special attention. In Angola, a possible Soviet-backed
coup was suppressed with the assistance of Cuban forces. Under-
standing this event could be profoundly helpful for our understanding
of the Soviet-Cuban relationship. There is also some evidence linking
the USSR with Lin Piao’s 1971 plot to launch a coup against Mao Tse-
tung in the People’s Republic of China. The details of this case remain
especially murky, but they at least raise the possibility that Moscow
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sought to engage in actions that, had they proved successful, could have
resulted in a major shift in the world distribution of power. Finally, the
USSR is acknowledged to have tried to support a coup in Afghanistan
against President Amin. Its failure there led to the Soviet invasion of
that country a few months later.

The first case is one of the most intriguing of a failed coup with pos-
sible Soviet support. It occurred in Angola against President Agostinho
Neto. The coup began on May 27, 1977, when armored cars of the An-
golan army crashed through the gates of the main prison in the capital
city of Luanda. This assault on the prison freed many inmates, in-
cluding (it is believed) Nito Alves, who had served as minister of inter-
nal administration and as a member of the MPLA (the ruling party)
Central Committee until his arrest six days earlier. Along with the at-
tack on the prison, Angolan army units also took control of the Luanda
radio station and tried to take over the Presidential Palace. Although
the coup had the support of high officials throughout the government
and army, it lacked the momentum to achieve a quick victory. Several
hours after it began, loyal MPLA troops recaptured the radio station
and soon suppressed the coup.®

The first extraordinary facet of this affair is that it appears that Cu-
ban troops played a major role in defeating the coup. Four Cuban tanks
reportedly assisted government forces in retaking the city.’ Suspicions
of Cuban involvement were also aroused when the monitoring of radio
broadcasts from Luanda on the day of the coup revealed the presence of
Spanish-speaking individuals at the station when the loyalist forces
evicted the coup makers.” One report declared that when the radio sta-
tion was captured, the end of the coup was accidentally announced in
Spanish instead of Portuguese.” The apparent presence of Cubans at
the station has never been explained. Other factors linking the Cubans
with the coup’s suppression include Castro’s assertion a month prior to
the coup attempt that Cuba “will aid Angola to every possible extent,”
and the arrival of Cuban Vice-President Raul Castro for talks with Neto
a week after the abortive coup. While conclusive evidence for the Cu-
ban role is absent, there is substantial current agreement that the Cu-
bans did indeed play an important role in protecting Neto from the
Alves coup attempt.”

What makes the Cuban role even more extraordinary is the possi-
bility that the defeated coup was either actively backed by the Soviet
Union or the Soviets had advance knowledge of the attempt and failed
to warn Neto.” The key to this relation lies in the leader of the coup,
Nito Alves. At first, Alves strongly supported Neto and played a critical
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role in the Angolan president’s bid for power. Neto rewarded Alves for
his efforts by naming him minister of internal administration, thus plac-
ing Alves in charge of the development of mass organizations and in
control of the appointment of many senior officials. In time, however,
Alves became disenchanted with Neto’s refusal to appoint more blacks,
as opposed to mesticos—people of mixed race—to government posi-
tions. Alves was also critical of the overall performance of Neto’s re-
gime, particularly in the light of widespread food shortages. Neto re-
sponded to Alves’s increasing attacks by publicly condemning
“factionalism” and having him arrested on May 21. Alves’s supporters
launched their coup only six days later.

Several facts support the proposition that the Soviets supported
Alves’s coup. Moscow had never been entirely comfortable with Neto’s
nationalistic leadership. In 1973 it tried to block Neto’s rise to power
by backing a more ideologically reliable rival. In the years since then,
the Kremlin has reportedly been upset that the MPLA could not reach
some agreement with opposition forces that would end Angola’s costly
and protracted civil war, The problems between Neto and the Soviets
became open when, a week before the attempted coup, the Angolan
leader was forced to declare publicly that he was not anti-Soviet.

Nito Alves and his colleagues, on the other hand, were closely linked
with the Soviet Union. The Kremlin admired Alves’s popularity with
the masses, his dynamic black nationalist image, and his dedication to
Marxism-Leninism. The Soviets’ fondness for Alves was not lost on
Neto, who expelled a Soviet diplomat with close ties to Alves in Oc-
tober 1976. Neto may have feared that the Soviets saw in Alves the op-
portunity to place a less nationalistic and more pro-Soviet leader in
power in Angola.” Soviet involvement is also suspected because one of
the coup’s leaders expected the Soviet embassy to rescue him after the
coup failed.™

The Cuban suppression of the coup remains a puzzle. The Cubans
may have acted reflexively and in ignorance of Soviet intentions when
the coup began. Especially if Soviet support for the Alves group was
hidden and indirect, neither the Cubans nor the Soviets may have been
aware that a coup was being planned. In the context of the short time-
frame of the coup attempt, Cuban protection of the Neto regime from
an attack of unknown origin is understandable. Alternatively, the Cu-
bans may have known of the Soviets’ involvement with Alves, but, in a
display of independence, they may have chosen to follow their assigned
mission of defending the Neto regime. If the Cubans had acted against
Soviet wishes, their behavior in Angola in connection with their oppo-
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sition to the Soviet-supported Coard regime in Grenada indicates that
they are sometimes prepared to challenge the USSR over major issues
when their interests conflict.

Following the abortive coup, both the USSR and the MPLA denied
any Soviet involvement. In a move similar to what took place in the
aftermath of the Ali Sabri affair in Egypt and the Negede Gobeze affair
in Ethiopia, the USSR and the Angolan regime moved to cement their
ties. A treaty of friendship and cooperation signed in October 1976 was
ratified by both countries just a few months after the attempted coup.
After Neto’s death (following an operation in Moscow), the Soviet po-
sition in Angola remained secure.

A major setback to Soviet interests in terms of the benefits a success
would have brought about occurred in September 1971 when a coup
was supposedly planned against Chinese leader Mao Tse-tung. The al-
leged abortive plot originated in a power struggle between Mao and his
designated heir, Lin Piao.” The dispute between the two ranged over a
variety of issues, including Lin’s concern that Mao’s “continuing revo-
lution” was hurting the Chinese economy, Mao’s emphasis on pre-
paring the People’s Liberation Army for war with the Soviet Union, and
the highly personalized leadership style of Mao. Mostly, however, the
dispute stemmed from Lin’s desire to create an independent source of
support in order to prevent Mao from changing his mind about the suc-
cession and to enable Lin to rule effectively once Mao had passed from
the scene.”

The struggle between the two leaders surfaced in a meeting held at
Lushan in late August 1970. At the meeting, military leaders loyal to
Lin directly challenged Mao’s authority by attempting to establish the
position of state chairman. Although Mao succeeded in having the mili-
tary’s demands rejected, he realized that he would have to act decisively
to deal with Lin. Following the Lushan meeting, Mao criticized Lin’s
supporters, reorganized the military’s leadership (a major source of
Lin’s power), and transferred units loyal to Lin out of the Peking area.”™

By February 1971, Lin may have concluded that he would have to act
against Mao if he hoped to survive. He reportedly informed his son, the
deputy director of operations of the air force, to begin planning a coup
that would replace Mao with himself. Several senior military officials
apparently supported the plot. The coup plan, labeled “Project 571,”
the numbers of which are a homonym for “armed uprising,” called for
mobile air force units to gain control of the Shanghai-Nanking area and
then extend their control to other military units. The plan also called for
assassinating Mao by bombing his train when he was in the Shanghai
area. The plan failed when Lin’s daughter revealed the plot to Premier
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Chou En-lai, who warned Mao in time to save his life.

Upon hearing of the plot’s discovery, Lin, his wife, and his son at-
tempted to escape China by jet. They died when their aircraft crashed in
Mongolia on September 13, 1971, while en route to the USSR. Fol-
lowing the crash, Lin’s accomplices were quickly arrested.

Evidence of Soviet involvement in this planned coup is necessarily
circumstantial, but it is intriguing nevertheless. According to the plans
of “Project 571,” the coup makers had declared that they would have
the support of the USSR in their attempt to overthrow Mao. This sup-
port included the use of Soviet military forces in the coup and included
the initiation of hostilities on the Sino-Soviet border to provide a pre-
text for the movement of Chinese troops needed to carry out the coup.
The coup makers also reportedly planned “a pincer attack from north
and south in alliance with the Soviet Union.”” Lin’s lack of hostility
toward the USSR compared to Mao and his attempt to fly to the USSR
once the coup plot failed are further indications of Soviet involvement.*
Whether the Soviets were involved or not, the demise of Lin Piao meant
a continuation of the Sino-Soviet conflict, with all its attendant risks
and costs.

Suspected Soviet involvement in the failed plot against Mao illus-
trates the potentially tremendous gains the USSR could produce by en-
couraging coups in key countries. If the Soviets had successfully helped
the Lin Piao group to overthrow Mao, Moscow would have achieved its
greatest triumph in the third world. In one action, the USSR would have
drastically lessened the threat posed to it by its most bitter antagonist.
The threat of nuclear war between the two communist giants that
loomed so large during their 1969 border clashes would have been vir-
tually eliminated. The nearly one million Soviet troops on the border
with China could have been demobilized or, what is more likely, rede-
ployed on the European front. That the coup did not succeed no doubt
disappointed the Kremlin. Nevertheless, the Lin Piao scheme showed
the way major gains might be achieved at virtually no risk, even should
the attempt fail.

The most costly Soviet failure in backing a coup occurred in Afghani-
stan in the fall of 1979. Prior to the Soviet invasion, events in Afghani-
stan were rapidly getting out of control. Under the direction of Deputy
Premier Amin, radical policies of land redistribution and antireligious
educational programs were being carried out, which had eroded sup-
port for the Afghan government. By March 1979, tribal revolts were
occurring throughout the country. At this time, Amin replaced the more
moderate and Soviet-favored Taraki as prime minister and later he took
control of the armed forces himself.
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Under Amin, the situation in Afghanistan deteriorated further. His
programs continued to provoke tribal revolts, at the same time further
narrowing the bases of his support, even in the Afghan army. Despite
the precariousness of his position, he rejected the Soviets’ advice to
moderate his actions. If he were to continue in power, the Soviets would
face the prospect of a countrywide revolt, which would place a hostile
Muslim state on its border. It was even possible that Amin would re-
align with the United States, as had Egypt’s Sadat, Sudan’s Numeiry,
and Somalia’s Siad Barre.®' On the other hand, if Taraki, who still held
the post of president, could seize power, the Afghan rebellion might be
quelled through the implementation of more conciliatory policies.

Sources in the United States believe strongly that Soviet Prime Minis-
ter Brezhnev personally approved of and encouraged Taraki to launch a
coup against Amin when Taraki visited Moscow on September 10,
1979.% But Taraki’s coup did not succeed. Perhaps because he was
tipped off by one of Taraki’s bodyguards or by a senior Afghan official,
Amin learned of the plan and he struck first.* In a violent con-
frontation, Taraki was deposed on September 16 and executed on Oc-
tober 8.* Some of his remaining supporters were protected by the Soviet
ambassador, which lent credence to the supposition that the Kremlin
had been involved in the Taraki plot. Amin then assumed sole lead-
ership of the country.”

The failure of the Soviets to successfully carry out the coup against
Amin placed Moscow in its worst position yet. Following the abortive
plot, Amin became increasingly suspicious of Soviet intentions, making
a similar Kremlin overture to another rival leader impossible to imple-
ment. Moreover, Amin retained control over most of the military in
Kabul and over the internal security apparatus. This eliminated the
coup as an option for removing him. Instead, the Kremlin was forced to
remove Amin by means of a massive invasion by Soviet forces. During
the course of the invasion, for which Amin refused to provide an in-
vitation, the Afghan leader and his family were apparently murdered by
Soviet troops.*

A successful Soviet-sponsored coup against Amin in September 1979
could have had a major impact on the Soviets’ position in the third
world. At the very least, if the Soviets had succeeded in placing Taraki in
power, they could have intervened in Afghanistan at the genuine re-
quest of the existing leader. No doubt, if that had happened, many in
the West would have argued that the USSR was fully justified in re-
sponding to a plea for assistance from a legitimate government. Instead,
the Soviets had to endure the stigma of having murdered a third world
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leader and his family, at the same time having invented a post facto re-
quest for intervention that all but the most pro-Moscow groups have
rejected as illegitimate. More important, a successful Taraki coup
would have raised the possibility of containing the Afghan revolt short
of a direct massive Soviet involvement. Under the more moderate and
pliable rule of Taraki, an indigenous Afghan solution to the country’s
turmoil might have been developed, eliminating the need for an overt
Soviet invasion. The thousands of casualties, the huge expenditures,
and the political costs engendered by the Soviet invasion and occu-
pation might have been avoided.

The Importance of Coups and Coup Policies to the Soviet Union

Just how important have coups and coup policies been to the Soviet
Union? Even in cases in which there is no evidence of Soviet in-
volvement, coups have greatly affected the Kremlin’s position in the
third world. While it is true that most coups affecting the Soviet Union
have occurred in countries of little strategic significance, this has not
always been the case. Coups in Egypt (1952), Iraq (1958), Syria (1966),
Libya (1969), and Ethiopia (1974) have all led to important increases in
Soviet influence in the third world. The Kremlin has also lost sub-
stantial ground due to coups in such key third world countries as In-
donesia (1965) and Ghana (1966).

Soviet-assisted coups have provided a clear demonstration of how
the USSR advances its interests in the third world. Because even Soviet-
backed coups are seen as internal events in third world countries, Mos-
cow has been able dramatically to expand its influence in the world
without provoking a reaction from the West. When the Soviets sup-
ported the 1978 coup in Afghanistan to increase its control of that
country, the United States and its allies were able to do virtually noth-
ing. When the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in 1979 to accomplish the
same end, the United States and its allies treated the invasion as a major
escalation of the cold war. Similarly, there was virtually no Western
protest against the 1978 Soviet-sponsored overthrow of the South Ye-
meni leader, Rubayi Ali. Clearly, one of the least risky ways for the
Kremlin to extend its interests throughout the third world comes by
means of the installation of friendly regimes through coups.

Soviet protection of its friends from coups is one of the most sig-
nificant achievements of Soviet policy toward the third world. The
USSR has largely succeeded in eliminating threats of pro-Western coups
against its third world friends. This is a major accomplishment, because
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the fear of a coup often dominates the leadership elites of many third
world leaders. By diminishing or removing this fear, the USSR has in-
creased its appeal to third world leaders.

Protecting third world leaders is especially important because, while
the USSR might be able to help keep third world elites in power, it has
little else to offer. The Soviet Union is not a major economic power and
thus cannot provide the aid and trade necessary to most developing
states. As a net food importer, the Soviet Union also cannot meet the
food needs of its third world clients—as was so graphically demon-
strated by the pitiful response of the USSR to the 1984 famine in Ethio-
pia. Even Soviet ideology has lost much of its appeal. With the virtual
end of decolonization, many third world leaders are looking for a more
pragmatic approach to governing than can be found in Marxist tracts.
Furthermore, the grey, plodding bureaucrats of the Kremlin are hardly
models of revolutionary inspiration for either third world elites or
masses.

The inability of the Soviet Union to meet the long-term needs of its
clients means that the Kremlin’s position in third world countries is not
secure. Although third world groups will turn to the USSR for quick
infusions of arms and for proxies to help them deal with short-term
threats, as happened in Angola and Ethiopia, once the threat is past, a
strong tendency asserts itself to turn to the West for economic assis-
tance. This temptation to adopt a long-term pro-Western or neutralist
stance sometimes results in an existing leader changing his pro-Soviet
alignment, as did Sadat, Numeiry, and Siad Barre, or in disaffected
groups launching a coup to free their country from the constraints
brought about by close ties with Moscow. Either way the Soviet Union
loses.

An effective coup policy can help the Soviet Union compensate for
these weaknesses. By defending regimes from coups, the USSR can at-
tract leaders to a pro-Soviet alignment and prevent “reactionary”
groups from reversing Soviet gains. In this purpose the Kremlin has
largely succeeded. An effective coup policy also includes a credible
coup-making capability to threaten governments and keep them from
realigning themselves. The Soviets have not achieved this goal, but they
are clearly attempting to do so.

On balance, the Soviet Union’s coup policies have been a central, if
largely unnoticed, part of its foreign policy. This does not mean that
they have not or will not continue to suffer setbacks. Rather, the crucial
point about Soviet coup policies is that they enable the USSR to play a
major role in the third world. By preventing third world countries from
realizing their national interests through policies of true nonalignment



The Soviet Experience 101

or by a pro-Western orientation, Soviet policies toward coups ensure
that the USSR will continue to be a major influence among the develop-
Ing countries.

Lessons and Conclusions

Several lessons emerge from this survey of Soviet policies toward third
world coups. First, Soviet policies have been designed to meet both
long- and short-term interests. For the long term, the Kremlin seeks to
change the nature of friendly third world societies so that they are less
likely to experience coups. This is best accomplished through the estab-
lishment of Marxist-Leninist vanguard parties, which seek to insti-
tutionalize a pro-Soviet ethos throughout the society and especially in
the military. In addition, military aid programs attempt to gradually
transform third world armies into reliable instruments of Soviet
influence.

Until this stage of influence has been consolidated, Soviet policies
rely on a foreign (i.e., Soviet or proxy) presence to ensure the loyalty of
third world regimes. By placing protective and threatening “cocoons”
around third world leaders, Moscow puts itself in a position to inhibit
realignments to the West. The USSR also protects regimes from coups
by establishing ideologically reliable militias to serve as counterweights
to the regular army and by signing treaties of friendship and cooper-
ation to raise the specter of Soviet intervention in the event of a pro-
Western challenge to the government.

The Soviets appear to have accepted the fact that coups are a central
feature of life in the third world and that they are likely to remain so for
the foreseeable future. Their extensive involvement in protecting regimes
from coups indicates that they no longer believe that change in the third
world must necessarily move in a socialist direction or that the only so-
lution to the prospect of further coups is Marxist political development.
Rather, they recognize the inherent fragility of third world regimes and
seek to use that fragility to their advantage by deterring anti-Soviet
coups and holding out the prospect of their support for coups against
leaders seeking to get out from under Soviet influence.

The Soviet Union has directed most of its coup efforts at countries in
Africa and the Middle East. Many of the states in these regions suffer
from chronic instability. They are coup-prone regimes, which facilitates
Soviet involvement. Moreover, the absence of clearly defined spheres
of influence in these regions allows Moscow to meddle there without
fear of an overt American response. The relative stability of countries in
East Asia and America’s disproportionate interest in Latin America in-
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hibit (but do not eliminate) Soviet manipulations in those regions. So-
viet coup policies have also tended to focus on relatively undeveloped
countries with weak military forces. Third world states that encompass
complex societies and have modern armies are less likely to be the sub-
jects of the Kremlin’s putative control, and consequently they are less
likely to be targets of Soviet coup efforts. (The People’s Republic of
China and Egypt are notable exceptions to this generalization.)

More important, the Soviet Union’s overall strategy in relation to
third world coups is designed to preserve Soviet gains rather than to
expand Soviet influence. As all of the cases we have discussed show, the
Soviet Union attempts to affect the outcomes of coups among states
that are within its sphere of influence or that have just left the Soviet
sphere of influence. It is not difficult to see why these kinds of states are
the targets of Soviet-sponsored coups. Regimes friendly to the USSR
understandably provoke Soviet efforts to defend them from coups. Re-
gimes seeking to leave the Soviet orbit provoke Moscow’s hostility, and
the Soviets often retain ties with elements of the power structure in such
cases. These elements provide the means for a coup. Regimes firmly in
the Western camp do not provide either the motivation of defense or the
means for a successful coup. Consequently, the focus of Soviet strate-
gies regarding coups lies less in eroding the gains of the West than in
preventing Soviet reverses.

The Soviets have been much more successful protecting friendly
third world regimes from coups than they have been in initiating coups
against hostile regimes. The Soviet record of deterring or preventing
“reactionary” coups in countries in which they wish to maintain their
influence is nothing short of remarkable. The Soviets have not, histori-
cally, been able to intimidate existing leaders into keeping a pro-
Moscow alignment when they have chosen to turn to the West. The
failures of the USSR to overthrow China’s Mao, Egypt’s Sadat, Sudan’s
Numeiry, Somalia’s Siad Barre, and Afghanistan’s Amin send a mes-
sage to other third world leaders that it is possible to discard Soviet in-
fluence when it is no longer needed. And as was made plain by the cases
of Sadat, Numeiry, and Siad Barre, Soviet attempts to overthrow third
world leaders can result in them drawing even closer to the Western
camp.

Nevertheless, one should not depend overmuch on this Soviet weak-
ness. As the Kremlin has demonstrated in South Yemen and may be
demonstrating presently in Angola and Ethiopia, for a third world
country, pursuing a course of action independent of the Kremlin’s de-
sires is no easy task. The Soviets recognize that many third world lead-
ers will over time be attracted to the greater economic benefits offered
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by the West. They are also keenly aware that their past setbacks came
not from coups but from ruling leaders realigning their countries. By
surrounding third world leaders with a “cocoon” of Cuban and East
German “advisors,” the Kremlin hopes to make it much more difficult
for these leaders to realign themselves. The “cocoon” accomplishes this
not only by protecting third world leaders from coups, but (implicitly or
explicitly) by threatening to overthrow leaders who would otherwise
turn away from the USSR. This “cocoon” policy may well be respon-
sible for the lack of such realignments to the West since Siad Barre’s
1978 decision in that direction.

The Soviet Union has become involved in a wide variety of coups
whose only common feature is that they have consequences for Soviet
interests. In some cases the USSR has encouraged radicalizing coups to
place more pro-Soviet elements in power. This occurred in South Ye-
men, the Sudan, and Afghanistan (1978), and the same pattern prob-
ably accounts for what took place in Egypt, Angola, and Grenada. Not
all coups backed by the Soviet Union have been designed to place more
radical elements in power. In Afghanistan in 1979 the USSR attempted
to replace a radical local leadership with a more moderate one. The So-
viets were thus backing a variant of the guardian coup. This Soviet coup
departed from the traditional conception of a guardian coup because it
did not involve a case of the military temporarily taking power in order
to remedy a deteriorating situation, after which it was ready to return to
the barracks. In Afghanistan, the Soviets clearly were attempting to in-
stall a civilian regime that would rule indefinitely. Nevertheless, the So-
viet attempt had certain elements in common with a guardian coup be-
cause it was an attempt to preserve the existing order by replacing an
incompetent government with one the Kremlin felt would be more ef-
fective. In doing this, the Kremlin became involved with the kind of
coup effort usually associated with conservative Latin American
armies.

The success of the USSR’s coup-deterrent policies, however, pro-
vides us with little material for analyzing and assessing Soviet coup-
suppression efforts. Nevertheless, the USSR is prepared to defend pro-
Soviet governments from coups. The major setbacks that were suffered
by the Soviet Union in Iraq, Ghana, Mali, Indonesia, and Chile have
convinced the Kremlin that it must be concerned about veto coups. As
discussed in Chapter One, veto coups are coups carried out by con-
servative elements trying to prevent regimes from broadening their ap-
peal by seeking the support of radical (often communist) groups. Suc-
cessful veto coups threaten to realign pro-Soviet states away from the
USSR and toward the West. Although veto coups have been the major
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threat to the USSR in the third world, they have not been the only
threat. Any coup that threatens to replace a pro-Soviet leadership with
one less friendly to the Kremlin is bound to be resisted by the USSR. As
the case of Afghanistan in 1979 illustrates, the Soviets might suppress a
breakthrough coup, if they thought that the radicalization of the regime
was not to their benefit. As with coups backed by Moscow, the key de-
terminant of whether the Soviets will become involved in suppressing a
coup comes not from the type of coup but from its likely impact on So-
viet Interests.

The Soviet Union maintains several advantages over the United
States with regard to coup-related policies. Soviet proxies have been far
superior to American proxies in defending third world regimes from
coups. The willingness of the Cubans and East Germans to deploy
troops and advisors throughout the third world, combined with the
high quality of the protection they provide, gives the USSR a unilateral
edge over the United States in this regard. This is all the more true be-
cause the Cubans and East Germans usually expand their activities to
include the establishment of militias and secret police organizations. As
is demonstrated by the case of South Yemen, a third world country can
be brought under the influence of Moscow without the USSR incur-
ring the costs that a large overt Soviet presence would generate. The
looser alliance structure in the West makes it very unlikely that the
United States would be able to utilize proxies worldwide with the effec-
tiveness and general obedience displayed by the Cubans and East
Germans.

The USSR also maintains an advantage over the United States in
terms of the long-term transformation of friendly third world countries
to make them less susceptible to coups. Third world states can become
less coup-prone either through totalitarianism (administered through a
Soviet-approved vanguard party) or by means of democracy. The ap-
peal of totalitarianism lies in its ability to mobilize the population in
support of the regime and to-make the armed forces subservient to the
wishes of the government or the party. The realization of these aims
helps ensure that the government in power will remain in power.

The democratic model advocated by the United States, however,
does not guarantee the preservation of the existing leadership. Democ-
racy, with its emphasis on popular participation and human rights,
often threatens the leaders who might embrace it. Although a demo-
cratic form of government might be in the long-term interests of the
country, this is of scant interest to a third world leader who fears for his
short-term loss of power. Consequently, when faced with the prospect
of continued coups d’état, some third world leaders will be tempted to
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choose the totalitarian approach, which ensures their hold on power,
over the democratic approach, which threatens it. If third world leaders
reject democracy, the long-term transformation of their countries along
democratic lines is precluded.

Furthermore, the unwillingness of many in the United States to be-
come involved with coups, and the inability of the government to keep
such involvements secret, provides Moscow with important advan-
tages. The Soviet Union does not have to justify its involvement to a
skeptical public concerned about unwarranted interference in the in-
ternal affairs of another country. Because the details of Soviet in-
volvements can often be kept secret, Moscow can credibly deny in-
volvement in coups, thus preventing international condemnation.
American involvements in coups, on the other hand, have often been
revealed, resulting in major domestic and international criticism, as in
relation to Iran in 1953, Guatemala in 1954, and Chile in 1970.
Whether or not such criticism was justified, its existence demonstrates
that the Soviets face fewer constraints when becoming involved in
coups than does the United States.

The Soviets have already made some significant progress in pro-
tecting friendly third world regimes from coups and they are developing
more effective ways of initiating coups against uncooperative leaders.
Their apparent goal is the promotion of a third world in which all coups
advance the Kremlin’s interests—or they do not succeed. Because of the
central role played by coups d’état in the East-West competition in the
third world, the coming to being of such a world would dramatically
enhance the Soviets’ position.

Whether or not they could succeed in bringing about such a world
depends on many factors, including the degree to which third world
regimes continue to remain narrowly based and thus remain vulnerable
to coups and to Soviet domination and the extent to which the United
States is prepared to intervene to prevent the Soviets from establishing a
strong influence among third world regimes. If the United States fails to
prevent pro-Soviet alignments, it remains to be seen how far the United
States is prepared to entice third world leaders away from the Soviet
“cocoon.” The determination of the Kremlin to protect its gains from
indigenous threats is also a factor in its success. What specific policies
the United States can and should pursue to meet the Soviet challenge is
beyond the scope of this study. What has been made clear is that it is
impossible either to understand or to cope with Soviet policies in the
third world without analyzing and evaluating Soviet efforts to deter-
mine the outcomes of third world coups.
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Defending Third World Regimes
from Coups d’Etat

Efforts to generalize about ways of defeating coups have been dis-
couraged by the quickness with which they occur, the wide range of
motivations that precipitate them, their seeming uniqueness, and their
ease of success in many third world states. This neglect has been a criti-
cal oversight, however, because the suppression of coups is far from an
impossible task. Too often we forget that the narrow scope of a coup,
which helps to account for its success, can also bring about its failure.
There are several ways in which the protection of third world regimes
against coups can be accomplished.

The preferred method and long-term way for states to become less
coup-prone is for them to develop the institutions and the sense of com-
munity necessary to eliminate the coup as an accepted means of resolv-
ing political disputes. This kind of development is not impossible. The
creation of a strong central party, embodying the legitimizing symbols
of the revolution, has enabled Mexico to reach a point where the pros-
pect of a coup d’état there has become extremely remote. In Venezuela, a
skillful president, Betancourt, dedicated to democratic principles, a suc-
cessful counterinsurgency campaign, and a cooperative military have
all combined to bring stability and the rule of law to a government that
had been much plagued in its history by coups. During the early 1980s,
several other Latin American countries, including Ecuador, Peru, Bo-
livia, Argentina, Guatemala, and Uruguay, have attempted to change
their coup-prone histories by taking the first steps toward developing
democratic institutions.

While these efforts bring hope, these examples are not a cause for
optimism. The vast majority of third world states (especially those in
the Middle East and Africa) are not heading in the direction of democ-
racy. Levels of political participation in these countries remain low, po-
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litical institutions cannot keep up with the demands they must con-
front, and political legitimacy remains an elusive goal. Moreover, as is
evident in the Persian Gulf, the problems these states are confronting
are growing fast. Even where a movement toward a greater sense of
political community and democracy is in its beginnings, decades more
of development will be needed before these countries lose their vulner-
ability to coups.

Another way by which regimes can lessen the threat of coups d’état is
for them to develop into totalitarian states on the Soviet model. It is
noteworthy that Cuba, North Korea, Outer Mongolia, and Vietnam
have not experienced any coups since they have adopted a Marxist-
Leninist form of government. By maintaining total control of political
life by means of an extensive network of secret police, by subordinating
the military to party control, and by keeping alive the potential threat of
Soviet involvement should the regime be threatened, the likelihood of a
coup is dramatically lessened.

Despite its anti-coup benefits, however, most third world regimes
are not likely to follow the Marxist-Leninist model. Because de-
colonization is largely over, the appeal of communist ideology has
lessened. The West has much more to offer most third world states in
the increasingly important area of economic development than do the
Eastern bloc states. Moreover, the military, which still plays the domi-
nant role in most third world countries, fears the advent of communist
control as a threat to its own autonomy. Although direct Soviet in-
volvements, Soviet proxy interventions, and the desire to suppress
domestic opponents effectively will continue to draw desperate leaders
into the USSR’s sphere of influence, the Soviet model is unlikely to be
willingly emulated by the vast majority of the governments in the third
world.

Third world regimes can take steps to guard themselves against
coups. These steps—many of which we will discuss shortly—are help-
ful, but, as the high number of continuing successful coups d’état dem-
onstrates, these kinds of steps often prove inadequate for coping with
the actual threat. Furthermore, actions taken by leaders to curb their
military’s ability to launch a successful coup often also impede its effec-
tiveness in defending the state from external aggression. For example,
during the Arab-Israeli war of 1967, the leader of Syria, Salah Jadid,
kept his best troops in Damascus, away from the fighting, not for de-
fensive purposes in relation to the Israelis, but in order to guard against
a possible coup in Syria.! Similarly, President Mobutu of Zaire refused
to send paratroopers to halt an invasion of his country by Katangese
exiles in 1977, because he preferred to keep his soldiers in the capital.?
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Kenyan President Daniel Moi dismissed virtually the entire Kenyan air
force for its alleged involvement in a coup in 1982.

Finally, and most important for understanding the role of the United
States, direct foreign intervention can play a decisive role in defending
regimes against attempted coups. Although they are not common
occurrences, countercoups have succeeded in protecting regimes in the
past, and there have been very few examples of such overt foreign as-
sistance having failed to defeat a coup. This does not mean that the
United States or any country can approach lightly the task of launching
an anticoup. Clearly, countercoup interventions on the part of the
United States should be undertaken only under extraordinary cir-
cumstances. At the very least, the threatened regime would have to be
very important to American interests, and convincing evidence would
have to exist that the people behind the coup would threaten those in-
terests if they gained power. The application of these criteria to most
cases would lead the United States to overiook the vast majority of
coups that take place in the third world. Nevertheless, the possibility of
a situation arising that would require direct action is not remote. The
United States could do a great deal to assist the countercoup inter-
ventions of other countries to defend third world regimes important to
American interests but not vital enough to justify direct U.S. involve-
ment.

Understanding how the United States and other outside powers can
protect friendly regimes from coups requires studying past foreign in-
volvements in countercoup actions. This is not to deny the uniqueness
of each coup or to imply that the means used to suppress a coup in one
situation would necessarily succeed in another. Rather, it is to say that
the lessons that can be learned from the suppression of coups in the past
can generate insights into the ways coups have been suppressed by out-
side actors and can demonstrate what conditions are most likely to fa-
cilitate future coup-suppression efforts.

Defending Third World Regimes from Internal Threats

The purpose of this section is to determine the ways in which coups
taking place in third world states have been defeated by foreign in-
volvement in defense of the existing regime. The criteria for dis-
tinguishing the cases we will be considering are that they be third world
states, that they be states that have attempted to defeat an actual coup,
and that they have required direct foreign assistance for their counter-
coup efforts. These criteria are particularly well-suited to developing
generalizations about defenses against coups, because they allow us to
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concentrate on the actual suppression of coups, minimizing the impact
of the different contexts in which such coups have taken place. States
that have put down coups without overt, direct forelgn assistance will
not be considered.

Before turning to these case studies, it would be useful to consider
briefly some cases that provide specific insights into countercoup inter-
vention, but that do not meet the criteria for this study. These include
the British intervention in East Africa in 1964, the American and British
interventions in the Middle East in 1958, the U.S. intervention and sub-
sequent military involvement in the Dominican Republic in 1965—
1966, the Guinean intervention in Sierra Leone in 1971, the U.S. in-
volvement in Iran in 1953, and the U.S. invasion of Grenada in 1983.

East African Mutinies

A series of mutinies broke out among East African troops in January
1964. These actions can be used to demonstrate the importance of out-
side intervention in defending third world regimes from internal threats
that are not, strictly speaking, coups d’état.” The mutinies began in the
East African country of Tanganyika, now called Tanzania. Two bat-
talions of Tanganyikan troops arrested some members of the Tan-
ganyikan cabinet, took hostage some fifty British officers attached to
the army, seized strategic points throughout the capital city of Dar es
Salaam, and participated actively in the rioting that followed. The Pres-
ident of Tanganyika, Julius Nyerere, escaped arrest because his location
was not known to the mutineers.

The leaders of the mutiny took pains to declare that they were not
attempting to overthrow the government and, in fact, they did not try to
establish a rival regime. Rather, their motivation for the action ap-
peared to be grievances concerning promotions, pay, and especially the
privileged positions of British officers in the Tanganyikan army (Tan-
ganyika received its independence from Great Britain in 1961). Within
days of the mutiny, similar actions took place in Kenya and Uganda,
apparently motivated by the same grievances.

These mutinies in Tanganyika, Uganda, and Kenya were suppressed
by means of the prompt intervention of British troops. Acting in re-
sponse to the requests of the three East African governments, all former
colonies of Great Britain, and drawing on the sizeable British garrison
maintained in Kenya, the British were able to transport forces to the
areas of conflict within hours of having been asked to do so. Adding to
the effectiveness of the British troops were an aircraft carrier and a de-
stroyer, which fired blank charges at the mutineers. The British actions,
and conciliatory political statements made by the beleaguered govern-



110 Third World Coups d’Etat

ments to their armies, succeeded in breaking up the mutinies and restor-
ing order. Following these interventions, steps were taken by the gov-
ernments to meet the demands of the soldiers, especially the demand
that British officers be replaced by Africans.

Although the suppression of these mutinies serves as a powerful ex-
ample of the efficacy of prompt foreign action in protecting friendly
third world regimes, the East African mutinies were not cases of coun-
tercoup intervention. The statements made by both the insurgents and
by President Nyerere that no coup was intended are supported by the
almost apolitical course of the rebellions. This is not to suggest that
widespread disorders did not threaten these East African governments.
If the mutinies had persisted and if the rumors of communist penetra-
tion of the troops had had any validity, the fall of one or more of these
regimes may well have occurred. The swift British intervention did not
defeat an actual coup, but it did quiet internal dlsturbances that could
have developed into a coup.

Middle East, 1958

American and British policies toward Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq in the
period of the tumultuous summer of 1958 provide another example of
the importance of foreign (but not strictly countercoup) intervention
for the survival of third world regimes. The central event in the series of
American and British interventions and noninterventions that took
place at that time was the Iraqi coup of July 14, 1958. The coup ruth-
lessly removed the pro-Western government of Nuri al Said, replacing it
with a radical regime headed by Abdel Karim Kassem. Because it oc-
curred so soon after the merger of Syria and Egypt in February 1958,
the new regime’s seizure of power caused alarm in its neighbors, in the
United States, and in Great Britain, who all feared that a Nasser-
backed, pro-communist tide would soon engulf the Middle East.

Lebanon was particularly vulnerable to the effects of the Iraqi coup.*
Prior to the takeover, Lebanon’s delicate political structure had already
been disrupted by Nasser’s successes in the Middle East. By May 1958,
a virtual civil war there threatened the pro-Western government of
President Camille Chamoun. In response to a request by President Cha-
moun, the United States, which had pledged in terms of the Eisenhower
Doctrine to defend the Middle East from communist and other threats,
agreed to send arms to Lebanon and to move the Sixth Fleet closer to its
shores. These efforts to bolster the Lebanese government and end the
fighting proved ineffective and Lebanon slipped further into chaos. It
became increasingly apparent that some more forceful action by the
United States would be needed to protect the Chamoun regime.
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At this point the Iraqi coup occurred, and this removed any remain-
ing inhibitions the United States might have held about instituting a di-
rect intervention in Lebanon. Incorrectly viewing the demise of the Iraqi
government as part of a pro-Nasser, communist plot, the United States
quickly landed some fourteen thousand troops in Lebanon. The pur-
pose of the troops was to calm the Lebanese situation and, should the
opportunity present itself, to assist or precipitate a coup in Iraq to re-
store the old regime. Equally important, the American intervention was
designed to demonstrate that the United States could and would act de-
cisively to stem the tide of communism and Nasserism in the area. By
intervening in the Middle East, Washington hoped to deter Soviet ex-
pansionism there and demonstrate to the nonaligned countries that the
United States was a more reliable patron than the USSR.*

The first of these goals was achieved. The presence of American
troops enabled a compromise president to be elected, which restored
peace and stability to Lebanon for a time. The Iraqi countercoup was
never attempted, however, because no elements of the old order were
left in Baghdad to request outside assistance or to serve as leaders of a
new regime. The broader goal of stemming the tide of Nasserism and
communism in the area was not met. The Arab regimes in Egypt, Syria,
and Iraq were not intimidated by the American intervention into chang-
ing their political orientations. With the Lebanese problem solved and
the Iraqi problem beyond help, American troops departed Lebanon in
November.

The situation that obtained in Jordan at that same time presented
many parallels with the situation in Lebanon. Before the Iragi coup,
Jordan’s King Hussein, like Lebanon’s President Chamoun, had faced
an internal challenge that was a result of Nasser’s growing influence in
the whole region. This internal threat in Jordan worsened in the wake of
the Iraqi coup, prompting King Hussein to request troops from Great
Britain. Acting in concert with the American intervention in Lebanon,
the British rapidly transported paratroopers to Jordan. The British
acted for much the same reasons as the United States had in Lebanon—
to preserve a pro- Western government, to keep alive the option of inter-
vening in Iraq, and to halt the spread of radicalism in the Arab world.
Their action also produced similar results. They succeeded in helping to
keep King Hussein in power, but they were also unable to reverse the
course of events in Iraq. Having accomplished what they could, the
British left Jordan at the same time the United States withdrew from
Lebanon,

The American and British interventions in Jordan and Lebanon, and
the failure of both of these great powers to reverse the Iragi coup,
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should not be considerd as countercoup exercises. The American and
British interventions were designed to stabilize a general situation of
unrest. Neither in Jordan nor in Lebanon was there a clear, concrete
attempted coup. And the decisions of the United States and Great Brit-
ain not to intervene in Iraq to reverse the Kassem coup cannot be con-
sidered a failure to initiate a countercoup intervention. This was simply
not feasible. The purpose of this study, however, is to focus on what
happens to countercoup interventions that actually occur.

Dominican Republic, 1965

American intervention in and subsequent military and political in-
volvement in the Dominican Republic represents a third example of a
type of foreign action assisting the survival of a third world regime but
not an action against a coup d’érat.® Since the early 1960s, American
policy toward the Dominican Republic has sought to prevent the emer-
gence of a pro-Castro regime in that country. Toward that end, the
United States first supported the right-wing dictator, Trujillo, and then,
when it appeared that Trujillo’s rule might generate another Cuba, the
United States worked to get rid of him. In May 1961, perhaps with
American assistance, Trujiillo was assassinated. A little more than a year
later, in December 1962, Juan Bosch was freely elected as the president
of the Dominican Republic. Although Bosch was not a communist or a
disciple of Castro, Bosch’s leftist policies of land reform and his tol-
eration of radicals caused him to lose favor with the United States. A
military coup overthrew Bosch in September 1963 and he was exiled to
Puerto Rico.

A new government under the command of Donald Reid Cabral
emerged and quickly won the approval of the United States. The regime
was challenged, however, in April 1965, when two army barracks sym-
pathetic to Bosch seized the army’s chief of staff and declared their in-
tention to overthrow the government. What started out as a coup soon
became a full-fledged rebeilion. The insurgents distributed arms to as
many as ten thousand sympathizers, mostly lower-class civilians. The
armed populace and the rebellious troops together demanded the re-
turn of Bosch. The military resisted their call out of the fear that Bosch
would undercut their authority by setting up a leftist militia. A major
clash between the military and the insurgents began. The latter quickly
gained the upper hand.

It was at this point, on April 28, 1965, that the United States inter-
vened. The purpose of the intervention was to deny the rebels a military
victory that could lead to the creation of a pro-Cuban government in
the Dominican Republic. In addition, the United States sought to estab-
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lish a hemispheric precedent by means of which collective action could
be sought and legitimized for use against Latin American dictatorships.
This precedent might then be used to justify a similar action against
Castro’s Cuba.” By May 9 over twenty thousand American troops had
arrived in the Dominican Republic. They succeeded in imposing a
cease-fire and they assisted in the establishment of a provisional govern-
ment. Acting under the authority of the Inter-American Peace Force,
which was made up overwhelmingly of American troops, the United
States stabilized the situation. For the next several months, the United
States directly prevented a series of military rebellions and plots from
developing into coups by making it clear that Washington would act
forcefully against any “illegal” seizures of power.® After having sat-
isfied themselves that the Dominican Republic would not lapse into
either anarchy or communism, the American forces withdrew.

The American intervention in the Dominican Republic was not a
countercoup action as that is defined in this study, because its purpose
and effect were not to defeat a coup d’état against an existing regime. By
the time the United States decided to intervene, the initial coup had long
since been transformed into a full-scale rebellion, involving elements of
a real civil war. The American troops were sent not to protect the Do-
minican Republic from a coup but to quiet an increasingly violent situa-
tion. In this purpose, they succeeded admirably. Because of the Ameri-
can intervention, leftist forces were not able to exploit the Dominican
Republic’s instability to establish a communist regime there and democ-
racy was subsequently restored to a major Caribbean state. The inter-
vention did not, however, lay the basis for an action against Castro.

Sierra Leone, 1971

Another kind of foreign involvement that does not constitute a counter-
coup intervention occurs when an outside state sends troops to bolster a
regime after indigenous forces have already suppressed a coup. This
kind of foreign involvement occurred in Sierra Leone in 1971.° The
Prime Minister of Sierra Leone, Siaka Stevens, had proposed a defense
pact with Sekou Touré of Guinea to protect his small, weak country
from a wide range of threats. Elements of the Sierra Leonean army,
however, saw the proposed treaty as a threat to their own autonomy.
Tribal and political grievances had also turned much of the military
against Stevens. Because of these resentments, it was not a surprise
when, following a trip Stevens made to Guinea to discuss the pact, sol-
diers of the Sierra Leonean military launched a coup.

The coup began on March 23 when a dissident army major sent a
detachment of troops to attack Stevens’s home. Stevens managed to flee
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to his office, which was also being attacked. Fighting quickly spread
throughout the capital between the coup makers and the armed forces
loyal to Stevens. After a day of violent conflict, Stevens’s forces finally
managed to suppress the coup. Nevertheless, anti-Stevens feeling
among some Sierra Leonean soldiers remained high, and there was
doubt as to whether the army would hold together to defeat the next
challenge to his regime.

Three days after the abortive coup, Stevens traveled to Guinea,
where he hastily concluded a mutual defense treaty, calling on both
states to act against “aggression from any quarter.” On March 28,
some two hundred Guinean soldiers were sent to Sierra Leone, where
they formed the guard for Stevens’s residence and generally maintained
order. As the Cubans and East Germans have done several times," the
Guinean soldiers helped to consolidate the defense of a regime that had
defeated a coup on its own.

Grenada, 1983

The intervention by the United States in Grenada is a highly visible ex-
ample of the way a coup can provoke a major public reaction." Fol-
lowing his 1979 coup, Maurice Bishop moved Grenada sharply to the
left, intensified its ties with Cuba, and became a major irritant to the
United States, as we discussed in Chapter Three. It remained in that
condition until October 1983, when an even more radical Marxist-Len-
inist group overthrew and executed Bishop.

The United States decided to intervene militarily for several reasons.
The chaos and bloodshed following the coup presented a potential
threat to the over five hundred American medical students who were
studying in Grenada. The radicalism of the new regime threatened its
neighbors and caused the Organization of East Caribbean States, to-
gether with Jamaica and Barbados, to request American assistance to
ensure stability in the area. The situation in Grenada also presented an
opportunity for the United States to reverse a perceived Cuban gain in
the Caribbean—and to do so at an acceptable cost. Moreover, by in-
vading Grenada the Reagan administration would be able to back up its
“hard line” rhetoric with concrete action. Finally, the invasion could
serve to frighten leftist regimes in Latin America (e.g., Nicaragua and
Suriname) into adopting less pro-Cuban/Soviet positions.

The American invasion of Grenada began on October 25, 1983. A
force of 1,800 Marines, 700 Army rangers, 1,600 Army paratroopers
from the 82nd Airborne, and some 50 Navy SEAL commandos quickly
subdued the mostly Cuban opposition and took over the island. Gre-
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nada’s Governor-General Sir Paul Scoon was placed in charge and he
promptly expelled all Libyan and Soviet diplomats from the country, as
well as most of the Cubans. After an initial increase in forces, the United
States began withdrawing most of its troops from the island, leaving a
multinational Caribbean force to perform basic policing duties.

It is possible to characterize the American involvement in Grenada as
a defensive action. Once Bishop was overthrown by Deputy Prime Min-
ister Bernard Coard, it could be argued that legal authority had reverted
to Governor-General Scoon. By responding to Scoon’s request for as-
sistance, the United States was merely protecting the legitimate govern-
ment of Grenada from Coard’s coup.

Grenada, however, is not an appropriate case study for the under-
standing of the defense of third world regimes from coups. While Scoon
may have been technically the legal authority in Grenada following
Bishop’s ouster, at no time did he wield any power. The American
intervention cannot therefore be interpreted as a defense of an existing
regime from a coup. Insofar as there was an existing regime at the time
of the U.S. invasion, it was the regime backed by Bernard Coard—
which Washington overthrew. Moreover, since the Coard government
was toppled by forces all of which came from outside Grenada, its over-
throw lacks the internal involvement definitionally required of a coup.
Grenada is an illustration of an outside invasion forcibly replacing an
unfriendly regime with one that meets its interests.

Cases of Countercoup Intervention

There have been at least fourteen cases in the past twenty-five years of
outside states acting to defeat actual coups. They include the United
States in Ethiopia (1960), in South Korea (1961), in the Dominican Re-
public (1962), in Laos (1973), and in Bolivia (1984); the Egyptians in
Syria (1961); the French in Gabon (1964); the Cubans in Congo-
Brazzaville (1966) and Angola (1977); the Egyptians and Libyans in the
Sudan (1971); the Syrians in Lebanon (1976); the Soviets, Cubans, East
Germans, and Ethiopians in South Yemen (1978); the East Germans in
Libya (1980); and the Senegalese in Gambia (1981). In each of these
cases, reliable objective evidence demonstrates that an outside state
played a critical role in attempting to defend a regime from a coup.
The list in table 1 is not meant to be definitive. Different ways of
defining coups (and thus of determining when such coups have been
suppressed) result in different cases being included or excluded. The cri-
teria used to constitute evidence of a coup-suppression effort also ac-
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Table 1. Foreign Suppression of Third World Coups d’Etat, 1945-1985

Use of Foreign Forces Material Assistance
Egypt in Syria (1961) (failed) United States in Ethiopia (1960)
France in Gabon {1964) United States in the Dominican
Cuba in Congo-Brazzaville (1966) Republic (1962)
Egypt and Libya in Sudan (1971) _
Syria in Lebanon (1976) Advice and Encouragement
Cuba in Angola {(1977) United States in South Korea (1961)
USSR, East Germany, Cuba, and (failed)

Ethiopia in South Yemen (1978) United States in Laos (1973)
East Germany in Libya (1980) United States in Bolivia (1984)

Senegal in Gambia (1981)

Note: Included here are only those cases for which there is public and convincing
evidence of significant foreign involvement to suppress a coup. Where several policies
were employed to defeat a coup, the principal means was used to categorize the coup-
suppression effort,

count for a particular compilation of illustrative cases. In addition,
some cases may have been overlooked. Coups also of course are carried
out covertly, and some have never been confirmed by public sources.
Obtaining reliable information about Soviet and Soviet bloc coups is
particularly difficult because of the secrecy that surrounds such events.
Conversely, the relative openness that surrounds American efforts in
that direction probably exaggerates the role the United States plays in
defeating coups as compared to other countries. Nevertheless, while
this list may not be all-inclusive, the cases I present here represent a
reasonably comprehensive collection of foreign countercoup efforts.

In order to gain an understanding of why and how actions to sup-
press coups are launched, and what accounts for their success or failure,
several of these cases will be examined in detail. The cases selected for
detailed study are Ethiopia in 1960, Gabon in 1964, Congo-Brazzaville
in 1966, the Sudan in 1971, Gambia in 1981, and a failed attempt of
foreign coup suppression, Syria in 1961.

These cases were selected for several reasons. First, these cases were
not dealt with in other chapters. The Cuban suppression of the 1977
coup in Angola and the Soviet suppression of the coup in South Yemen
were examined in Chapter Three. Second, the major details of the coup-
suppression efforts in each of these cases have been made public. Instead
of having to rely on rumors or conjecture, enough reliable information
is available for us to be able to reconstruct what actually occurred. A
lack of reliable, detailed information precluded the inclusion in this
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study of the East German suppression of a coup in Libya (1980) and of
the Syrian defeat of a coup in Lebanon (1976). In the East German case,
the Ninth Army Brigade in Libya apparently launched a coup in August
1980. The coup attempt was led by the Libyan head of intelligence for
the eastern section of the country. East German advisors reportedly
helped to suppress the coup, which resulted in four hundred people be-
ing killed. Although it cannot be confirmed, French intelligence may
have supported the coup because of Libyan attacks on the French em-
bassy in Tripoli and its support of an armed incursion into Tunisia sev-
eral months before. A senior official of the French intelligence service
resigned in the autumn, supposedly because of the failed Libyan coup.®

In the other case, Syrian forces reportedly defeated a coup against
Lebanese President Franjiyya in January 1976. The coup was launched
by Muslim soldiers who seceded from the Lebanese army and were led
by Lieutenant Ahmad al-Khatib. Khatib sought to depose President
Franjiyya, a Christian, and replace him with a radical Muslim lead-
ership. The Syrians, who have had forces in Lebanon since 1975, pro-
tected Franjiyya because they feared a radical Muslim state would be
difficult to control and might provoke an Israeli attack. Due to these
Syrian efforts, Franjiyya remained in office until the end of his term in
September 1976."

Finally, these specific or particular cases were selected because they
illustrate the broad range of methods used by outside states to protect
foreign regimes from coups. The American protection of the regime in
Ethiopia demonstrated that enabling a leader traveling abroad to com-
municate with his military forces and providing advice to loyalist forces
can help to suppress a major coup. The French in Gabon demonstrated
the value of a prompt intervention using troops from outside the coun-
try for defeating a coup. The successful action of the Cubans in Congo-
Brazzaville illustrated the importance of maintaining military advisors
in a country that could be the target of a coup. The Sudanese case of
1971 showed how two countries (Libya and Egypt) can cooperate in
defeating a coup by preventing its leaders from reaching the country
and by transporting foreign and indigenous troops to the capital. The
Senegalese effort in Gambia showed the way neighboring third world
countries with treaties providing for mutual internal as well as external
defense can protect each other from coups. Finally, the events in Syria
showed some of the ways a foreign countercoup effort may fail.

These cases collectively demonstrate the effectiveness of rapid for-
eign assistance in defending third world regimes from coups. They also
illustrate the ability of these regimes to survive long after the foreign
presence has departed. Most important, these cases demonstrate that
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the outcome of coups is at times determined not by the state in which it
takes place, but by the actions of foreign parties.

This examination and analysis of the cases of foreign countercoup
intervention is divided into two broad parts. First, the facts of each case
are summarized. A brief background of the country will be given, in-
cluding the political environment preceding the coup attempt, why the
coup was initiated, who was behind it, the details of the actual coup, the
reaction of the existing government to it, and the role of foreign forces
in trying to defeat the coup. Although not all of these details in each case
study are directly related to the coup-suppression effort, they are essen-
tial in understanding the context in which it took place.

The second part of the analysis considers the lessons that can be
learned from these cases. This evaluation includes the various forms
that countercoup interventions can take, when direct military inter-
vention is required, what accounted for the successes and failures of
these countercoup interventions, the importance of the mistakes made
by the coup makers to the outcomes, and how third world states can
better defend themselves against coups.

Ethiopia, 1960

Ethiopia in 1960 appeared to be one of the most stable African states.
Founded on a fertile plateau surrounded by desert and wasteland, Ethi-
opia’s origins can be traced back thousands of years before Christ, mak-
ing it the oldest black African state. Its leader, the Emperor Haile Se-
lassie, had been in power since 1930 and enjoyed the continuing support
of the aristocrats, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and the military.
Virtually untouched by the colonial powers and enjoying a close re-
lationship with the United States, Ethiopia showed itself apparently an
exception to the fragility of its newly emerging neighbors.

Underneath its facade of stability, however, Ethiopia faced enor-
mous difficulties. Its 20 million people (in 1960) were desperately poor
and divided among a multiplicity of hostile religious and ethnic groups.
Even more significant was the growing resentment felt by a group of
young, foreign-educated Ethiopians at the near-total control of the
country exercised by the Emperor. Led by two brothers, one a provin-
cial governor and the other the commander of the Imperial Bodyguard,
this group decided to overthrow Haile Selassie and the anachronistic
system they believed he perpetuated.

The coup was launched on December 13, 1960, while the Emperor
was on a state visit to West Africa and South America. It met with im-
mediate success. Most of the Ethiopian leadership were lured to the Im-
perial Palace and subsequently placed in custody. Soon afterwards, Im-
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perial Guard units fanned out to strategic points in Addis Ababa,
putting much of the capital under the control of the rebels by the morn-
ing of December 14. On that day, the crown prince and presumed suc-
cessor to Haile Selassie was forced to announce the proclamation of a
new government.

The announcement proved to be premature. As the coup unfolded,
several high officials loyal to the Emperor who had escaped the initial
sweep were planning to defeat the insurgents. The personal inter-
vention of the Emperor and the prompt organization of an effective
loyalist counterattack were both crucial for the success of their counter-
coup. In both of these areas, American assistance would prove to be
very important.

Haile Selassie learned of the coup on December 14, while he was
traveling in Brazil. Just how he learned about it so quickly, despite a
telecommunications cut-off from Ethiopia by the rebels, is still not
clear. Different reports attribute the responsibility for this intelligence
to Israel, to the United States, and to Britain." Whatever the source of
his information, the Emperor immediately left for home, stopping en
route in Liberia on December 15. In Liberia, the United States placed an
elaborate communications network at the Emperor’s disposal, enabling
him to speak directly to his generals in Ethiopia. This communications
link proved invaluable because it enabled Haile Selassie personally to
speak with the military in his country and provided him with the latest
information on the progress of the countercoup.

At the time when the Emperor was being appraised of the situation,
pro—Haile Selassie forces were already acting to blunt the impact of the
coup. The air force distributed leaflets promising a salary increase to all
members of the military and reminding them of their duty to support
the Emperor. The air force also set up a clandestine broadcasting fa-
cility, which announced (prematurely) that the Emperor had returned
and that he sought the support of the Ethiopian people.

The leaflets and the broadcast had an immediate effect. Many of the
Imperial Guardsmen realized for the first time that they were not fight-
ing to defend the Emperor, as they had been told, but against him, Some
of the coup leaders now began to recognize that the struggle to replace
the Emperor could no longer be kept peaceful and that it might not suc-
ceed. Many guardsmen and some of their leaders abandoned their
posts. The largely dormant Ethiopian population, sensing the changing
tide of events, began to side actively with the loyalists.”

The success of the countercoup was, however, far from assured. Key
loyalist forces (especially in the air force) held off from active support of
Haile Selassie until they had determined which side would emerge tri-
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umphant. At this critical point, the involvement of foreign agents again
proved critical to the loyalists’ cause. While the air force pilots wasted
precious time deciding whether to act, General von Lindhal, a Swedish
advisor to the Ethiopian air force, ordered the pilots in no uncertain
terms to back the Emperor.'® His action paved the way for a massive
transport operation, which flew nearly one thousand Ethiopian troops
to a base near the capital where they reinforced existing loyalist forces.

In the final attack on the rebel positions in the capital, foreign as-
sistance again proved critical. As the coup unfolded, the U.S. ambassa-
dor tried in vain to get a clear indication from Washington as to what
American personnel should do. Following a request by the loyalist Ethi-
opian chief of staff to an American military advisor for military as-
sistance, the U.S. ambassador decided to act on his own authority. Since
Haile Selassie’s regime represented the last American-recognized
government in Ethiopia, the U.S. ambassador agreed to allow American
military advisors to assist in the planning of the countercoup.” Aerial
photographs of the rebel positions and telecommunications equipment
were provided. In addition, an American advisor to the Ethiopian air
force established a communications network between the loyalist army
and air force, permitting the coordination of their assault. When Ethi-
opian pilots again balked at flying combat missions against the rebels,
another American advisor taunted them into attacking, going so far as
to threaten to have Americans fly the planes. These and other actions
prompted the speculation that American pilots flew missions against
the coup makers.? At the very least, American efforts did persuade the
Ethiopian air force to attack the rebels with such effectiveness that the
Ethiopian chief of staff subsequently noted, “At least 7§ percent of the
battle against the abortive coup d’état was won by the air force.”*

The combined air and ground assault routed the rebel forces. Before
being defeated, however, they murdered fifteen Ethiopian dignitaries.
Those rebels who were not killed or captured fled into the countryside.
Haile Selassie returned to Addis Ababa, where he received an enthusi-
astic welcome as he rode from the airport to the Imperial Palace. Riding
ahead of the Emperor, sitting in an open jeep with the commander of
the Ethiopian air force, was an American military advisor.”

Gabon, 1964

Located in western Africa, with a population of 440,000 (in 1964) and
an area of 102,240 square miles, Gabon is the smallest country in
French equatorial Africa. Colonized by the French in the latter part of
the nineteenth century, Gabon became internally self-governing in
1958 and achieved full independence within the French community in
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1960. Never a major power in Africa, Gabon’s chief points of dis-
tinction have been its major deposits of strategic minerals, including
manganese and uranium and the fame it achieved as the site of Dr. Al-
bert Schweitzer’s hospital.

The first president of Gabon was Leon Mba, who headed the Demo-
cratic Bloc Party. Mba’s main opposition came from Jean-Hilaire Au-
bame, the leader of the rival Democratic and Social Union Party. One of
the chief points of contention between the two parties involved the
amount of influence France would continue to wield in Gabon. Gener-
ally, Mba accepted a high number of important French officials in the
Gabonese government, while Aubame pushed for more “Africaniza-
tion” of the regime and for less economic dependence on France.”

The two parties, which were of nearly equal strength, ruled Gabon as
a coalition. That arrangement broke down in February 1963, forcing
Aubame into the opposition. Mba then consolidated his control by es-
tablishing a one-party state, led by himself, with only his followers al-
lowed to stand for election.

The prospect of a meaningless election perpetuating the increasingly
autocratic rule of Mba galvanized his opponents into action. On the
night of February 17, 1964, just six days before the proposed election, a
group of army and police officers with at least the tacit support of Au-
bame took over the capital of Libreville without casualties. President
Mba was arrested and imprisoned at a nearby army barracks. Aubame
assumed the leadership of a hastily formed government.*

At this point, the coup appeared to be a success. Without any blood-
shed, Mba’s regime had been overthrown and all potential Gabonese
opposition neutralized. Life in Libreville carried on as usual, with only
the presence of armed guards at public buildings serving as an indi-
cation of the coup. For Gabon and much of the rest of the world, the
change in leadership quickly became an accepted fact.

This was not the case, however, as regards the French. They did not
look kindly on the prospect of a new regime taking power in Gabon. In
part this was because the French government had signed a secret treaty
with Gabon in May 1961, obliging it to act if the president was in any
way threatened. The French also saw the Gabonese coup as narrowly
based and thus as easy to suppress. Finally, President de Gaulle did not
want an anti-French government emerging in a country that possessed
needed strategic minerals.

The French decided to act immediately upon learning of the coup.
On February 18, 1964, the first French troops, accompanied by African
mercenaries, flew to the unguarded Libreville airport from bases in the
Congo and Senegal. In Gabon, they reinforced the existing French gar-
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rison of 150 troops. Although the French later claimed they had inter-
vened only at the request of the Gabonese vice-president, this appears to
be untrue, because at the time of the French action, the vice-president
was off campaigning in a remote part of Gabon.”

Once in Gabon the French quickly entered the capital, which fell to
them without resistance. The next morning they launched a combined
air (mostly for psychological effect) and ground attack on the army bar-
racks, bringing about their prompt surrender. Casualties on both sides
were minimal, with one French soldier and eighteen Gabonese reported
killed. Realizing that they were defeated, the Gabonese turned Presi-
dent Mba over to the French unharmed. He was restored to the presi-
dency, where he remained until his death from natural causes in 1967.*

Congo-Brazzaville, 1966

Situated on the equator in west central Africa, Congo-Brazzaville has a
population of some 900,000 people (in 1966), spread out over an area
of 135,000 square miles. It is a poor country that lacks major resources
and derives its principal wealth from agriculture. Aside from its stra-
tegic location bordering several states, including Zaire and Angola,
Congo-Brazzaville is mostly noteworthy for its revolutionary zeal and
its close friendship with major communist nations.

Following the granting of full independence from the French in
1960, Congo-Brazzaville, then called the Republic of the Congo,
adopted a moderate foreign policy, aligning itself with the West. This
changed in 1963 when a new government under Alphonse Massamba-
Debat came to power. Although he himself was a moderate, President
Massamba-Debat was forced by radical elements in his government to
pursue leftist policies. Massamba-Debat responded by proclaiming the
advent of “scientific socialism” and by establishing a militant youth
wing of the country’s ruling party called the Youth of the National Rev-
olutionary Movement (JMNR). Driven by ideological fervor, the
JMNR attempted to extend government control over all aspects of
Congolese life, including the Catholic Church. The power of this mili-
tant faction increased markedly in early 1964, when President Mas-
samba-Debat formed a people’s militia, called the Civilian Defense
Corps, consisting mostly of militant members of the JMNR.”

President Massamba-Debat’s plans for a militia meshed well with
Cuban leader Fidel Castro’s strategies for Africa. Castro had been un-
happy when two of Cuba’s closest allies in Africa—Algeria’s Ben Bella
and Ghana’s Kwame N’krumah—were overthrown by military coups.
Not only did Castro lose two important friends, he also lost the only
guerrilla training bases Cuba maintained in Africa to assist revolution-
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ary movements. Castro acted quickly to reestablish such a base in
Congo-Brazzaville, This time Castro wanted to make certain that a
coup would not again reverse Cuba’s gains. Since “reactionary” armed
forces had caused the previous reverses, Castro decided that the solu-
tion to safeguarding the government of President Massamba-Debat lay
in creating a military power stronger than the existing armed forces.
The development of a militia made up of the young “true believers” of
the JMNR appeared to meet this need.*

By mid-1965, approximately 250 Cuban military advisors were in
Congo-Brazzaville, training the new militia, This was the first time that
Cuban forces had been sent abroad for this purpose. Cuban advisors
also served directly as bodyguards to President Massamba-Debat and
helped to develop for him a special presidential guard detachment.”

With Cuban training and Soviet weaponry, the militia soon rivaled
the strength of the regular armed forces. Instead of being a ragtag vol-
untary group, militia members began drawing a salary and they were
then housed in barracks. They proudly proclaimed themselves to be the
sole protector of the revolution and openly scorned the “colonialist”
army and police.*

The resentment of the regular armed forces over the militia’s increas-
ing power and political attacks came to a head in June 1966. President
Massamba-Debat issued a decree setting up a “collective” command of
the military and establishing a political department to indoctrinate all
of the troops in Marxist-Leninist thought.’* These actions threatened to
further diminish the influence of several Congolese army officers, among
them the popular Captain Marien Ngoubi. When Captain Ngoubi was
transferred to a remote post, in anticipation of his opposition, several
hundred of his supporters marched to protest. They demanded his re-
instatement and sacked the building housing the governmental head-
quarters. On June 27, 1966, three days after the demonstration, the army
launched its coup.

Under the apparent command of Captain Ngoubi, the Congolese
army quickly took control of Brazzaville. Encountering little resistance,
they took up strategic points throughout the city, set up regular patrols,
and established a curfew. With President Massamba-Debat in Mad-
agascar attending a conference, all that remained for the coup makers
to do was to neutralize the remaining senior officials of the government.
This appeared to be a relatively easy task, because the regime’s lead-
ership had all taken refuge in the Brazzaville sports stadium.

The coup makers, however, failed to consider the role of Cubans.
While the coup unfolded in Brazzaville, the Cuban-trained presidential
guard and militia and several black Cuban advisors themselves pro-
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tected the gathered government officials. For three days, while the Con-
golese army had total control of the area surrounding the stadium, the
Cubans and their Congolese supporters prevented the army from enter-
ing the stadium. Although the Congolese army probably could have
overpowered the Cuban guard, they chose not to. No doubt, the pres-
ence of Cuban advisors elsewhere in Africa, as well as the prospect of
confronting a major third world military power, deterred the army
from making an attack.

With the leadership protected and the Cubans holding firm, the coup
collapsed. President Massamba-Debat returned to power, publicly
praising the Cubans for their role. In the next few months, the Cuban
presence was increased to one thousand men. Two years later, however,
Massamba-Debat lost the presidency in a power struggle unrelated to
the Cuban presence. The number of Cuban forces was subsequently re-
duced, although a small contingent of advisors remained to train An-
golan troops. Despite the Cuban withdrawal, the presidential guard
and militia remained as counterpoints to the army and as guarantors of
the country’s leftist orientation.

The Sudan, 1971

Comprising an area of nearly a million square miles, the Sudan is the
largest country in Africa. Its population of nearly 15 million (in 1971) is
approximately two-thirds Arab, living mostly in the north, and one-
third negroid, living mostly in the south. The Sudan achieved full inde-
pendence in 1956 following a half-century of joint British and Egyptian
rule. After independence, the Sudan faced enormous problems, in-
cluding an ongoing civil war, a deteriorating economy, and continuing
political instability.

Responding to these mounting difficulties, a Sudanese colonel,
Gaafar al-Numeiry, seized power in a bloodless coup in 1969. Lacking
education and politically inexperienced, Numeiry turned to the large,
well-organized Sudanese Communist Party for assistance. The Com-
munists had long sought to rule the Sudan, and they were delighted to
have the opportunity to join the government. At first, Numeiry and the
Communists were able to cooperate, but gradually it became clear that
the Communists aimed to supplant the Sudanese leader. Numeiry re-
sponded with a massive purge of the Communists, including many high
officials in his government.

Numeiry’s actions hastened the Communists’ plans for a coup
d’état.” Realizing that they were running out of time, the Communists
struck on July 19, 1971. Sudanese troops made up of elements of the
Presidential Guard and the regular army entered Khartoum behind a
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column of tanks and rapidly seized control of the Sudanese capital.
Numeiry and his supporters were placed under armed guard. In a few
hours, without resistance or casualties, the two-year-old government of
Numeiry had seemingly come to an end.

The good fortune of the insurgents began to change, however, when
it became clear to the people because of statements the new leaders
made on domestic and foreign policy that the new government would
follow a Communist line.** In the Sudan itself, latent anti-Communist
sentiment became aroused, particularly among the traditionally con-
servative officer corps. This anti-Communist feeling was shared by the
leaders of Sudan’s two largest neighbors—Libya’s Muammar Khadaffi
and Egypt’s Anwar Sadat. Despite the apparently successful conclusion
of the coup, these anti-Communist forces united in a de facto alliance to
suppress the new government of the insurgents and to reinstate Num-
eiry.

The Libyans acted first. After the apparent overthrow of the Num-
eiry government, two of the leaders of the coup based in Britain
boarded a BOAC jetliner to return to the Sudan. When the jet entered
Libyan air space, it was ordered to land in Libya or be shot down. After
the British pilot complied with the demand, Libyan security officials
removed the two Sudanese plotters from the aircraft, thus depriving the
coup of some of its most needed leaders at a most critical time.*

Egypt played an even more important role in defeating the coup. As
soon as Numeiry was placed in custody, Sadat sent an Egyptian delega-
tion to the Sudan to ensure his safety. This gesture may very well have
saved the president’s life. Sadat then turned his attention to a Sudanese
brigade stationed at the Suez Canal. Correctly concluding that the Egyp-
tian-based Sudanese brigade would not have been included in the coup
machinations, Sadat allowed the Sudanese defense minister (who was
outside of the Sudan at the time of the coup) to assume command of the
Sudanese troops in Egypt. On July 22, just three days after the coup
began, the Egyptians airlifted portions of the loyal Sudanese brigade to
a base near Khartoum.

The arrival of the Sudanese canal brigade coincided with a counter-
attack mounted by loyalist troops and tanks manned by Egyptian per-
sonnel stationed in the Sudan.* Encountering little resistance, the
troops overcame the rebel forces in the capital. In the ensuing con-
fusion, Numeiry escaped his guards and joined the loyalist forces. He
then went on television and radio, where he declared the coup defeated.
Under Numeiry’s personal command, the last remnants of the rebel
forces either surrendered or were killed.

Once firmly back in power, Numeiry accused the Soviet bloc¢ coun-
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tries of complicity in the coup. It is clear that the Soviets—with over one
thousand military advisors in the Sudan—could scarcely have over-
looked the military preparations for the coup. Reports of the Soviets
delaying the Sudanese troops trying to suppress the coup, the Soviets’
immediate recognition of the new government, and the known Soviet
sympathy for the Sudanese Communist Party all lend credibility to
Numeiry’s charges.” Following the abortive coup, Numeiry ordered
the recall of the Sudanese ambassador from the USSR, expelled several
Soviet diplomats, and turned the Sudan away from the pro-Moscow
drift that had existed since he had assumed the presidency. Numeiry
remained in power for fourteen more years. In 1985 he was deposed by
a coup that apparently involved no foreign or communist elements.

Gambia, 1981

With an area of 4,000 square miles and a population of about 500,000
people (in 1981), Gambia is one of the smallest and least populous states
in Africa.” Surrounded by its much larger neighbor, Senegal, Gambia
has not played a major political or economic role in Africa since achiev-
ing independence from Great Britain in 1965. Gambia is distinctive
among African countries, however, by virtue of its relatively stable po-
litical existence, its lack of a standing army, and its democratic form of
government.

During the early 1980s, Gambia’s reputation for democracy and sta-
bility began to erode. The government of President Dawda Jawara
faced mounting charges of corruption and nepotism. The already poor
Gambian people were forced to endure greater hardships as a pro-
longed drought caused food shortages. Reacting perhaps to the worsen-
ing economic situation, members of a leftist Gambian political party,
with suspected Libyan backing, attempted to overthrow the president
in October 1981. With the assistance of 150 paratroopers from Sen-
egal, the attempt was defeated. Nevertheless, many of the insurgents
and even more important the conditions that had spurred them into ac-
tion remained as constant threats to the government.

These threats erupted on July 30, 1981, while President Jawara was
in England attending the wedding of Prince Charles. Several hundred
insurgents stormed the capital city, closed off the border, shut off tele-
communications links, and distributed weapons from a captured ar-
mory to hundreds of criminals they released from prison. Many hos-
tages were taken, including foreigners and the president’s wife and
children.

The rebel forces included members of Gambia’s paramilitary field
force, which made up approximately one-third of Gambia’s nine-
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hundred-man police force. Their apparent leader was an avowed Marx-
ist, a supporter of Libya, and a member of the Gambian Revolutionary
Socialist Party that had been banned in the wake of the failed October
uprising against the government. According to its leader, the purpose of
the coup was to establish “a dictatorship of the proletariat.”

At first it appeared that the coup might succeed. The Gambian peo-
ple enthusiastically welcomed the prospect of a new government as a
possible solution for their economic plight. The Gambian police force
was in disarray and it lacked the strength to resist a determined effort.
With the president out of the country, there was no legitimate authority
around which the disparate anti-coup forces could rally. The replace-
ment of a pro-Western, democratic African government with a regime
backed by Libya appeared to be a real possibility.

It was in this context that Senegal intervened to quash the coup
d’état. Senegal justified its intervention by citing a request for assistance
it had received from President Jawara, who flew to Senegal upon hear-
ing of the coup. The Senegalese also cited as justification the mutual
defense treaty between the two countries and the Senegalese president’s
belief that the rebels were “foreign-trained and equipped.” Whatever
the justifications, Senegal reacted quickly, sending troops to Gambia
the very afternoon of the coup. While the Senegalese could not wrest
control of the capital from the rebels immediately, their prompt inter-
vention prevented the quick victory sought by the insurgents. The delay
they caused provided time for the Gambian people—who were angered
by the looting and violence of the released prisoners—to turn against
the rebels they had initially supported.

After three days of fierce fighting, the Senegalese troops, who now
numbered over one thousand, forced the coup makers out of the capital
city of Banjul. The president immediately returned to the capital from
Senegal. The Senegalese forces continued to drive back the rebels, al-
though their progress was slowed by strong resistance and by their con-
cern for the hostages. Finally, on August 5, 1981, the rebels were ex-
pelled from their last stronghold and fled into the bush. The hostages,
perhaps with the help of British commandos, were rescued unharmed.

The cost of suppressing this coup was high. Estimates of the civilian
dead range from 500 to 2,000. The Senegalese reported casualties of
236 wounded and ten dead. Despite the costs, the success of the Sen-
egalese action can hardly be questioned. President Jawara was restored
to power and close ties between Gambia and Senegal were resumed. In
fact, in the wake of the coup attempt, the Gambian leader opened nego-
tiations with Senegal with the goal of eventually uniting the two coun-
tries. Of equal importance was the positive reaction to Senegal’s action
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by its neighboring African states. Rejecting the view that Senegal’s in-
tervention was interference in another country’s internal affairs, ex-
pressions of support were forthcoming from most of the African coun-
tries. Of special note were the approvals of Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere;
the chairman of the Organization of African Unity, Kenyan President
Daniel arap Moi; and the leader of Guinea-Bissau—the country the reb-
els had turned to for assistance.

Syria, 1961: The Countercoup Intervention That Failed

Located in the heart of the Middle East, with a population of some six
million people (in 1961) and an area of 71,647 square miles, Syria has
long been a pivotal country in the Arab world. In the decades following
its achievement of independence from the French in 1941, other Arab
states and the great powers have all vied for Syrian approval for their
various plans and strategies regarding the conflict with Israel, pan-
Arabism, and the cold war. In part, this competition has been due to
Syrian strength. As a major Arab state with a relatively strong army and
a dynamic ideology emphasizing Arab nationalism, Syria giving its sup-
port is an essential part of any state or power seeking influence in the
Middle East. The competition for Syrian approval also reflects its weak-
ness. Because of chronic political instability, Syria has been particularly
vulnerable to the pressures and passing political currents of the Middle
East.

It was this political instability that led the Syrian leadership in the
latter part of 1957 and the beginning of 1958 to seek a union with
Egypt. At this time, the leading party in Syria, the Nationalist Ba’ath
Party, feared that growing communist influence in their country would
result either in a pro-Soviet coup or in a closer political alignment with
the hated West.”® By placing Syria under the charismatic leadership of
Egypt’'s Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Ba’ath leadership believed that the
communist threat could be neutralized and that Syria at the same time
would be placed in the vanguard of the Arab nationalist movement. To
Nasser, the union of the two very different and noncontiguous states
seemed to be premature at best, but as the leading advocate of pan-
Arabism, he could not deny Syria’s request. Consequently, after order-
ing the Syrians to dissolve their political parties and to keep their army
out of politics, Nasser agreed to the union of the two countries in Feb-
ruary 1958.

Nasser’s concern over the viability of the union between the two
countries was not ill-founded. The Syrians proved more difficult to
govern than the Egyptians. The middle and upper classes in Syria were
especially resentful of the currency controls, increased taxes, and na-
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tionalizations of major businesses that came with Egyptian rule.
Equally important, the Syrian military did not like taking orders from
Egyptians and opposed having their pay reduced to Egyptian levels. In
sum, the Syrians were different from the Egyptians, and they did not
like being relegated to second-class status in their own country.”

In response to these concerns and to increasing Egyptian repression,
Syrian military officers began planning a coup in January 1961. At that
time, a small group of officers with the ranks of major up to brigadier
general began to initiate contacts with disgruntled business interests in
Damascus. The businessmen were all too happy to declare their support
for any action that would end Nasser’s economic policies. The Syrian
officers also received a promise of asylum in Jordan should the coup
fail.

The coup began in the early hours of September 28, 1961. From the
Kataneh barracks just north of Damascus, twenty rebel tanks sup-
ported by two battalions of infantry seized the capital at dawn. Almost
immediately and with virtually no resistance the Damascus radio, tele-
graph, post office, and Ministry of Defense fell to the rebels. Most im-
portant, the Syrian forces were able to overpower the Egyptian guards
at the residence of Abdel Amer, the Nasser-appointed head of Syria,
and they took him into their custody. The coup makers then demanded
that Amer reverse some of Nasser’s key policies. Amer asked for and
received permission to telephone Nasser for instructions.

During the telephone conversation, Nasser reportedly asked what
opposition existed to the Syrian action. When he was told that there
were pro-Egyptian elements, many of them Egyptian military officers,
in the Syrian cities of Aleppo and Latakia, Nasser decided that the coup
could be defeated. He told Amer to stall the coup makers but not to give
in to their demands. Since Damascus appeared to be firmly in rebel
hands, Nasser, on the very day the coup was launched, decided to send
troops to the Syrian port of Latakia. The Egyptian merchant fleet was
commandeered to serve as troop transports and the air force was or-
dered to fly two thousand paratroopers to Latakia. Once there, this
force was to join with the five thousand Egyptian troops already sta-
tioned in Syria and with pro-Egyptian Syrian troops in order to end the
coup.”

This countercoup launched by Nasser turned out to be a complete
failure. Syrian military units refused to obey orders issued by Nasser to
suppress the coup. More important, Nasser’s attempts to send his own
forces into Syria proved to be a fiasco. Some 100—-150 Egyptian troops
were airlifted to Latakia, where they briefly engaged Syrian forces. The
outnumbered Egyptian troops were quickly surrounded and captured.
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With few options left to him, Nasser suspended the remainder of the
countercoup operation and, in effect, allowed Syria to secede from the
United Arab Republic. Approximately fifty deaths were reported for
both sides.”

Following his cancellation of the countercoup, Nasser gave up all
claims to Syria as part of the United Arab Republic. A new government
took power in Syria and promptly reversed many of Nasser’s policies.
Egypt and Syria exchanged bitter radio messages but no military ac-
tions developed between them. The United States, happy with any de-
velopment that hurt Nasser, promptly recognized the new government.

Lessons and Conclusions

As these case studies demonstrate, direct foreign involvements to de-
fend friendly regimes from coups d’état can take several forms. First
there is the direct intervention of foreign troops in response to a coup.
The French intervention in Gabon, the Senegalese intervention in Gam-
bia, the Egyptian intervention in the Sudan, and the abortive Egyptian
intervention in Syria are all examples of this kind of intervention. Al-
though they were not precisely countercoup operations, the British in-
tervention in East Africa and the American interventions in the Domini-
can Republic and in Grenada also demonstrate the effectiveness of
direct foreign intervention in response to coups.

The use of foreign troops already deployed in a third world country
can also be used to put down coups arising in that country. Cuban
troops based in Congo-Brazzaville played a key role in defeating the
coup against the regime of President Massamba-Debat, and these kinds
of foreign forces also helped suppress coups in Angola and South
Yemen. Egyptian forces stationed in the Sudan proved essential for de-
fending President Numeiry from a leftist coup. In addition, Syrian
forces in Lebanon defeated a coup by radical Muslim forces against
President Franjiyya in January 1976 and East German advisors helped
suppress a coup in Libya in 1980. Third, military advisors in a third
world country can bring a great influence to bear on the armed forces
they are assisting. American advisors did a great deal to provoke the
Ethiopian military to defeat a coup launched by the Imperial Guard.
The Cuban-trained militia and presidential guard played a critical role
in safeguarding the Marxist-Leninist regime in Congo-Brazzaville. Fi-
nally, American diplomats played key roles in defeating coups in the
Dominican Republic (1962), in Laos (1973), and in Bolivia (1984).
This type of countercoup involvement is especially attractive because it
is the least costly politically.*
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These case studies also illustrate indirect ways by which foreign in-
volvements have defended third world regimes from coups. In the Ethi-
opian case, communication facilities provided by the United States al-
lowed senior officials of the threatened regime to rally the military on
their behalf. Because many coups occur when a country’s leader is out
of the country, this type of assistance is important in enabling the head
of state or his representative to communicate with his supporters. The
leadership can then reassert its authority and assist in the planning of
the countercoup. Providing transport for foreign troops is another in-
direct way outside forces have helped to defeat coups. Many third
world states lack the logistical means for sending troops rapidly to the
site of an attempted coup. As demonstrated by the Egyptian airlift of
Sudanese troops of Khartoum, such assistance can be critical for suc-
cessfully defending a regime against one.

Because there are many ways by which states can assist other states in
the suppression of coups, it is reasonable to ask why the drastic action
of taking direct military intervention is ever the correct choice of policy.
After all, the consequences of the failure of a direct military intervention
are visible, serious, and not easily forgotten by the new regime that
takes power. Not surprisingly, direct intervention was in fact only un-
dertaken in three of the cases we studied, one of which failed; the other
countercoups relied on less risky actions.

When direct intervention was undertaken, it proved to be the only
choice available for saving a threatened regime. The use of diplomats,
military advisors, or other indirect forms of assistance to help a regime
defeat a coup are acceptable, so long as any or all of these policies are
capable of accomplishing their purposes. In those cases where such pol-
icies are precluded, because no military advisors are present in the
threatened country, or they are not sufficient, and foreign diplomatic
pressures might not influence the coup makers, direct military inter-
vention is required. In those cases in which direct military intervention
was employed—Gabon, Syria, and Gambia—it is difficult to conceive
of any alternative policy that had a reasonable chance of succeeding in
defending the regime against the coup.

The cases we studied illustrate also the way foreign efforts at coup
suppression can be directed at several types of coups. The Senegalese
intervention in Gambia was provoked by a breakthrough coup that
threatened to place a radical, anti-Western government on the border of
the intervening state. Fear of a breakthrough coup also helped to ac-
count for the U.S. direct involvement in defense of Haile Selassie in Ethi-
opia. In the Sudan, the attempt by communists to carry out a radi-
calizing coup to replace Numeiry with a Marxist-Leninist regime
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brought about the Libyan and Egyptian coup-suppression operations.
Syrian forces successfully carried out a veto coup to stem the rising tide
of Egyptian influence in their country, despite Nasser’s attempts to sup-
press their efforts. In the Congo, the regular army attempted a veto
coup in order to diminish the contro! of Marxist-Leninist elements, but
they failed, largely due to the actions of Cuban advisors. In each of these
cases, the critical determinant of the nature and extent of foreign in-
volvement was not the type of coup, but the recognition that its success
would threaten the interests of some outside power.

The success of five out of six of these cases of foreign countercoups
was due to several factors. In all of the cases we have discussed, the
leader of the existing regime survived the coup attempt. Even in the
most coup-prone states, the actual leader retains a certain measure of
legitimacy and commands some degree of loyalty among both the peo-
ple and the military. If that leader, or an accepted or designated suc-
cessor, is not entirely removed from the scene, doubts will linger as to
whether the old order has indeed been destroyed. These doubts inhibit
mass defections to the coup makers, depriving them of the “band-
wagon” effect they so desperately need. In this atmosphere of confusion
and indecision, a strong sign from the head of state or his representative
that the regime is still in power (e.g., a radio broadcast) can effectively
mobilize latent popular and military support, which could spell the dif-
ference between success and failure for the coup. The roles played by
Ethiopia’s Haile Selassie and Sudan’s Gaafar al-Numeiry are clear ex-
amples of the importance for defeating coups of keeping the existing
leadership alive.

Successful countercoup interventions were also marked by the speed
of their responses. As all of these case studies have shown, the first few
days—or even the first few hours—of a coup are crucial to its success or
failure, It is during this time that supporters, opponents, and those who
have not committed themselves try to determine which side has the bal-
ance of power in its favor. It is necessary for defendants of the existing
regime to make clear at the earliest possible time that the backers of the
coup have not achieved a de facto victory and that organized resistance
in defense of the existing regime still remains alive. In all of the cases of
successful countercoups we studied, the actions of the defenders of the
regime were taken immediately, as soon as the coup became known.
Responsive actions were taken often within hours of the threatened
overthrow. In the face of such actions, the coups were unable to develop
the crucial momentum necessary for their success.

There were other factors that contributed to the success of these foreign
countercoups. In several of the cases—Sudan, Gabon, and Gambia—tacit
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or formal agreements existed calling formally for foreign assistance in
the event of a coup. These understandings facilitated and legitimized
the interventions that followed the coups in those countries. Moreover,
such agreements can assist a regime in consolidating its gains, once a
coup has been suppressed. The quick conclusion of a mutual defense
treaty with the more powerful state of Guinea enabled the leader of
Sierra Leone to hold on to power in the wake of a major coup attempt
there. In addition, many of the actions taken to defeat these coups were
operations launched from states that had a detailed knowledge of the
conditions of the country they were assisting. This knowledge had been
gained through previous colonial rule in some instances, like France
and Gabon, perhaps Britain and Gambia, or by means of a military pre-
sence in the country, like the United States in Ethiopia, or Cuba in
Congo-Brazzaville.

Geographical proximity also played a role in successful efforts to
counter coups. Most third world states lack the logistical capability to
project force over long distances. Only when they share a border with a
country undergoing a coup can direct intervention by an interested
third world country become a fully viable and effective policy choice, as
happened with Egypt and the Sudan, and Senegal and Gambia. The
leaders of the outside state assisting the regime faced with a coup must
be aware of the political loyalties of the coup makers and backers. This
knowledge changes what might have been paralysis and indecision into
rapid, effective reactions.

The lone failure among the countercoups we considered in detail also
provides valuable lessons for future involvements.” Tactically, Egypt’s
actions proved incapable of reversing the Syrian coup because the coup
makers controlled most of the country’s airports and the port of Lata-
kia. Because Egypt and Syria share no common border, it was very diffi-
cult for Nasser to undertake any large-scale intervention. Nor were the
Egyptian forces stationed in Syria much help to Nasser. Because they
were largely intermingled with the much more numerous Syrian troops,
independent action by the Egyptians as cohesive fighting units proved
to be impossible. Moreover, inasmuch as the Syrian army controlled
most of the United Arab Republic’s armor in Syria, actions taken by the
Egyptian troops probably would not have succeeded in reversing the
coup, even if they could have been undertaken.

Most important, although Nasser initiated his countercoup oper-
ations at a time when the Syrian action could still be considered a coup,
by the time his troops arrived, the coup had become a full-scale rebel-
lion., The transformation of the coup into a rebellion had its roots in the
fact that the United Arab Republic was a single state in name only. After
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years of second-class treatment and of buckling under to laws designed
for Egyptians, most of the Syrian army and people were ready to with-
draw from the union and to resist foreign (i.e., Egyptian) efforts to pre-
vent them from doing so. Whether they formed an actual majority of
the Syrian population or not is impossible to tell and is not very sig-
nificant anyway. What is important is that the central element that de-
fines a coup and allows for its suppression—the lack of participation in
its action by a significant number of the people or the military—was
quickly lost in this case. It was Nasser’s recognition of the widespread
support that the Syrian action produced and, consequently, the massive
and protracted effort he would have had to undertake to defeat it that
lay at the heart of the intervention’s failure. As Nasser later said, “Unity
is a popular will. It cannot be a military operation.”*

The lessons to be derived from this example are clear-cut. In order to
intervene successfully with military force to defeat a coup, it is first nec-
essary to ensure access for your troops in the country where the coup is
taking place. Where forces are already deployed in the threatened state,
they must be able to operate as separate cohesive units and with suf-
ficient strength to overcome the troops backing the coup. When a coup
succeeds in generating widespread support, especially among the mili-
tary, it ceases to be a coup and the means necessary to defend the ex-
isting government become much more demanding and operations on its
behalf become much less likely to succeed.

The cases in this study demonstrate an extraordinarily high rate of
success for foreign involvements in defeating attempted coups. Overall,
only two out of these fourteen cases of foreign involvement failed in
their attempt to suppress a coup. While this success rate suggests that a
great deal can be done to defeat coups in third world states, it does not
mean that foreign involvement guarantees that regimes can be con-
fidently protected from coups. In each of the successful cases, mistakes
were committed by the coup makers that made foreign actions to com-
bat them potentially effective and therefore attractive. These mistakes
included the failure of the coup makers to eliminate completely the ex-
isting leadership, their inability to neutralize opposition elements, their
inadvertent leaving open of points of access for an interventionary
force, and their too quickly proclaiming their political intentions and
inclinations upon assuming power.

Where critical mistakes are not made, contemplated foreign inter-
ventions might not be carried out. This kind of hesitation can be seen in
the failure of the United States and Britain to intervene in Iraq in 1958.
The absence of important mistakes on the part of the coup makers can
also result in the foreign intervention failing to defend the regime from
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the coup, as was the case with the aborted Egyptian effort in Syria. This
is not to suggest that a coup that fails to make mistakes cannot be de-
feated. Rather, I mean to argue that suppressing a flawless coup would
be much more difficult for foreign interests and, consequently, that it
would be less likely to provoke a foreign intervention.

Foreign efforts to defeat coups have on the whole been remarkably
successful. However, they have been used only against a tiny fraction of
the coups that have taken place. While the role of outsiders in defeating
coups cannot be ignored, especially for vital third world states, for the
foreseeable future, the main line of defense against coups will almost
certainly lie within the third world regimes themselves.

The cases we studied demonstrate several strategies that third world
regimes can use to prepare for protecting themselves from attempted
coups d’état. Militaries can be divided into separate and, to a certain
extent, rival commands, because these appear to be less of a threat than
their more unified counterparts. Although this kind of division intro-
duces the danger that there will be more sources out of which a coup can
be initiated, the benefits of such a move will almost always outweigh the
possible costs. The major weakness of coup-prone states lies in their
narrow concentrations of power. Insofar as this dangerous con-
centration can be dispersed by the establishment of countervailing cen-
ters of power, the risk of a successful coup will be lessened. It requires
no great feat of political evolution or development to divide the military
into separate services, Saudi Arabia has successfully done so through
the establishment of two distinct forces (the regular army and the Na-
tional Guard), as well as a third unit (the Royal Guard), whose only
function is to provide personal protection for the king. The effec-
tiveness of dividing the armed forces was demonstrated by the sup-
pression of the Imperial Guard’s attempted coup in Ethiopia by the
combined rival army and air forces.

A third world regime must also be able quickly to mobilize loyalist
forces in the capital to deal with coups. The successful countercoups
that took place in Ethiopia and the Sudan could not have taken place
without the prompt dispatch of loyal troops to challenge the authority
of the insurgents and then to overpower them. Deploying troops out-
side one’s country that can be rushed home in case of emergency might
also be considered as a reasonable coup-prevention tactic. As the Su-
danese case illustrates, troops that are stationed abroad are likely to be
free from involvements in conspiratorial plots. Because most coups are
backed by a relatively small number of people, the rapid transfer home
of loyalist troops from abroad can be decisive in suppressing a coup.
Similarly, coup-prone states can encourage the deployment of politi-
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cally compatible foreign troops in their country. Cuban military advis-
ors acting directly and using their influence with Congolese soldiers
preserved the regime of President Massamba-Debat from a coup. Amer-
ican forces stationed in the Dominican Republic proved critical in de-
terring several coups there from 1965 to 1966. In relation to their own
armed forces, third world countries need to be careful to see that they
are content. This often will require providing them with ample supplies
of arms, high salaries, and control over their autonomy. A discontented
military is probably the single greatest danger to the survival of most
third world regimes.

Any countercoup launched should communicate to the insurgents
exactly for which side they are fighting. A small group of officers intent
on overthrowing a government will often enlist the support of other
military personnel by telling them that they are defending the existing
regime. This deception played a prominent part in the unsuccessful
coups in both Ethiopia and the Sudan. In both of these cases, mass de-
fections of insurgents resulted when loyalist forces communicated to
them the antigovernment goals of their commanders. Futhermore, the
anticoup efforts should consider the use of aircraft and armor to sup-
press the insurgents, even when these weapons are tactically inap-
propriate. As was demonstrated in the Ethiopian, Sudanese, and Ga-
bonese cases, the use of sophisticated arms against insurgent troops can
have a demoralizing impact out of all proportion to its actual military
effect.

Regimes wishing to survive coups need to protect and broaden their
leadership. As the cases we studied show, the survival of the actual lead-
ers of the incumbent regime is a critical element in the success of coun-
tercoup operations, while the destruction of the leadership elite, as hap-
pened in Iraq in 1958, can preclude any attempt to defend or to restore
the old government. Moreover, while extraordinary measures for safe-
guarding heads of state are necessary, they are not sufficient. Because
such efforts can never be a guarantee of safety, the regime needs to be
broadened to include more than a single individual as its symbol and
spokesman, and recognized procedures for political succession should
be agreed upon in advance. The Saudi network of several thousand
princes, each with a place in the hierarchy of the royal family, is illustra-
tive of this type of measure, even though it is not applicable to most
third world states. Many third world leaders will resist such a broad-
ening of the country’s leadership out of a reluctance to share even the
appearance of power. Nevertheless, by broadening the base of legiti-
mate rule, third world leaders can make certain that a successful coup
cannot result from a mere simple assassination. In addition, the like-
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lihood of outside powers intervening to suppress a coup is increased
when there are several individuals who have the political stature to re-
quest foreign assistance.

The cases in this study demonstrate that where domestic defenses are
not adequate, coups can be defeated by prompt, determined foreign in-
tervention. That this is the case should not be surprising. Coups are in-
herently weak threats that can succeed only when they are confronted
with even weaker oppositions. The prospect of outside assistance for
defending third world regimes will not bring about the end of coups. It
can, however, lessen their frequency and diminish their rate of success.
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Backing Coups d’Etat against
Third World Regimes

Backing a coup against another sovereign regime is one of the most ex-
treme examples of interference in the internal affairs of another coun-
try. The act of conspiring with foreign nationals to help them to forcibly
remove their government denies the most basic rights and con-
siderations of national sovereignty. Despite the controversial nature of
this kind of action, outside states have backed coups attempting to
overthrow existing regimes far more often than they have acted to de-
fend regimes from coups. They have done so because the coup 1s a swift,
inexpensive, and often secret means for replacing a hostile regime with
a friendly one. Especially for countries that lack the means to project
force against another country in more conventional ways, backing a
coup represents an attractive way of defending and asserting their inter-
ests. The purpose of this section of this work is to provide an overview
of coup-backing efforts, and to assess their effectiveness as an instru-
ment of foreign policy.

Before examining the record of foreign-backed coups, it is necessary
to clarify what foreign backing of a coup entails definitionally. Not all
actions to topple a third world regime can be considered foreign-backed
coups.' Countries support invasions, assassinations, insurgencies, and
civil wars in order to topple a hostile regime. Direct invasions of target
states have also been frequently employed to remove a hostile regime.
As significant as these policies have been historically, they are not ex-
amples of foreign-backed coups. For a foreign-backed coup to be said
to have occurred, an outside state must have supported an actual coup.
This means having supported a relatively small group, which already
wielded some power in the existing regime or military, in a rapid, forc-
ible, attempted takeover of the government.

In presenting an overview of coup-backing efforts, only cases that



Backing Coups d’Etat 139

resulted in actual coups being backed will be considered. Countries that
failed even to bring about a coup attempt, despite reports that they tried
to do so, will not be examined. Especially in the third world, ac-
cusations against other countries that they are plotting coups are very
common and widespread. In the Middle East alone, President Nasser of
Egypt was accused of having backed coups in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jor-
dan, Saudi Arabia.? In the 1970s and 1980s, Libya’s Muammar Kha-
daffi has been accused of backing coups and plots in the Sudan, Tunisia,
Nigeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia, North Yemen, and countless
other countries. As we discussed in Chapter Two, the United States
failed to incite real coups in Chile (1970), Iran (1979), and Libya
(1986).

There is little doubt that many of these charges are true and accurate.
Nevertheless, to include them in the study would open the examination
of coup-backing efforts literally to scores of cases in which one country
has been accused of subverting another. Without being able to examine
an actual historical coup in order to find possible real foreign in-
volvement, it would be impossible in most cases to separate the facts
from politically motivated falsehoods. By focusing only on cases in
which an actual coup was launched, the foreign role in determining the
success or failure of the coup can best be assessed.’

Even focusing on cases in which coups were actually launched, it is
often impossible to obtain reliable information on the extent or nature
of foreign involvement in these coups. While some regimes might not
wish to conceal the role they played in defending a government from a
coup, virtually no government wants to reveal that it supported a coup
against another regime. At the very least, such a revelation could invite
international censure; at the worst, it could provoke a war. Secretly
backing a coup is a temptation for some countries precisely because
their role in the enterprise can be concealed and denied. This is espe-
cially true for communist and authoritarian third world regimes, be-
cause they are well-equipped to hide their involvements in such oper-
ations. Open societies are far more likely to generate evidence of their
involvements in coups than are closed societies.

Moreover, just as false allegations are easily made in connection with
plotted coups, so also false allegations can be easily made in connection
with actual coups. It is far easier to blame a coup on “foreign aggres-
sion” than on fundamental domestic problems, like ethnic divisions,
official corruption, or economic difficulties, that might actually have
given rise to the coup. Sudan’s President Numeiry routinely blamed
Libya and Ethiopia for the attempts to overthrow him. While some of
the coups against him were backed by these states, others stemmed
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from the horrendous problems that persist in the Sudan. Significantly,
when Numeiry was finally toppled in 1985, outside involvement played
no role. It is impossible, consequently, to rely simply on a leader’s word
that a coup launched against him really had foreign backing.

The difficulties of confirming actual foreign involvement in a coup
call for a close study of each successful and abortive coup where such
involvement is suspected. For the purposes of this study, the evidence of
foreign backing must be quite credible—that is, it must be presented by
reliable sources that would not be expected to have altered the facts for
political purposes. The reported foreign involvement would have to di-
rectly back a specific group in launching a coup rather than simply to
incite the military to action through indirect means (e.g., economic
sanctions). The alleged foreign involvement would also have to have
been significant enough in its impact such that, in its absence, the coup
most likely would not have been attempted. Judgments as to what con-
stitutes “credible” evidence and “significant” foreign involvement are
unavoidably subjective. Because stringent criteria are employed in mak-
ing the selections for this study, many coups that have been widely be-
lieved to have been backed by outside sources were not included. The
cases of foreign-backed coups discussed here are not meant to be all-
inclusive. Nevertheless, cumulatively they provide insight into the
phenomena of foreign-backed coups.

Successful cases of foreign-backed coups in the third world since
1945 include: the United States and Britain in Iran (1953), the United
States in Guatemala (1954), Egypt in North Yemen (1962), the United
States in South Vietnam {1963), the United States in Brazil (1964), the
United States in South Vietnam (1965), the British in Oman (1970), the
United States in Cambodia (1970), Saudi Arabia in North Yemen
(1974), Greece in Cyprus (1974), mercenaries in the Comoro Islands
(1975 and 1978), the Soviet Union, Cuba, and East Germany in South
Yemen (1978), and France in the Central African Republic (1979 and
1981). In all of these cases, the foreign support proved to be critical for
enabling the coup successfully to overthrow the existing regime.

Foreign-backed coups that have failed include: Iran in Iraq (1970),
the Soviet Union in the Sudan (1971), Libya in the Sudan (1976), Libya
in Niger (1976), European and African mercenaries in Benin (1977),
Libya in North Yemen (1978), Saudi Arabia in North Yemen (1979),
Morocco in Mauritania (1981), and South African—backed mercenaries
in the Seychelles (1981). In each of these cases, a coup was launched
with the support of outside forces, but it failed to overthrow the
government.

These coups, like operations to suppress coups, reveal three principal
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levels of foreign support (see table 2). First, the outside state provides
advice and encouragement to the coup makers. This kind of support is
sought by the coup makers from foreign powers who wield substantial
influence in the country that is the target of the coup. Because of their
influence, such states would be in a position to suppress the coup, if they
chose to do so.

Foreign powers are most likely to be asked for their approval of a
coup when they deploy large numbers of troops, relative to the indig-
enous forces, in the country that is the target of the coup. The center of
power in that country has then become not the regime or its military,
but the foreign presence. Since it is often impossible for indigenous third
world forces to defeat a large foreign military presence, a successful
coup requires at least the tacit acquiescence of the outside state.

Table 2. Foreign Backing of Third World Coups d’Etat, 1945-1985

Use of Foreign Forces Material Assistance
United States in Guatemala (1954) United States and Britain in Iran
Egyptin North Yemen (1962) (1953)
Britain in Oman (1970) United States in Brazil (1964)
Greece in Cyprus (1974) Iran in Irag (1970) (failed)
Mercenaries in the Comoro Islands Saudi Arabia in North Yemen {1974)
(1975) and (1978) Libya in Sudan (1976) (failed)
Mercenaries (with possible French Libya in Niger (1976) (failed)
support) in Benin (1977) (failed) Libya in North Yemen (1978)
USSR, East Germany, and Cuba in (failed)
South Yemen {(1978) Saudi Arabia in North Yemen (1979)
France in the Central African (failed)
Republic (1979) Morocco in Mauritania (1981)
South African—backed mercenaries (failed)

in the Seychelles (1981) (failed)
Advice and Encouragement

United States in South Vietnam
(1963)

United States in South Vietnam
(1965)

United States in Cambodia (1970)

USSR in Sudan (1971) (failed)

France in Central African Republic
(1981)

Note: Included here are only those cases for which there is public and convincing
evidence of significant foreign involvement in the backing of a coup. Where several

policies were employed to back a coup, the principal means was taken to categorize the
coup-backing effort.
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For example, the deployment of French troops in the Central African
Republic has made getting the approval of Paris a virtual necessity for
any coup there. Although the French maintain only thirteen hundred
troops in the Central African Republic, that is nearly the size of the
country’s eighteen-hundred-man army. Consequently, when the head
of the military, General André Kolingba, plotted to topple the French-
installed regime of David Dacko, it was first necessary to obtain
France’s approval. Because the French were unhappy with Dacko’s in-
ability to cope with guerrilla activity and economic problems, they
readily agreed to the coup. The success of Kolingba’s September 1981
coup can be traced directly to his knowledge that the French forces
would not defend Dacko.

Countries that do not maintain an overwhelmingly large military
presence in a state that is the target of coup also support coups with
advice and encouragement. American planning allegedly led to the suc-
cessful coup that replaced Prince Sthanouk with the more pro-Western
Lon Nol regime in Cambodia in 1970. (The absence of a large American
troop presence in Cambodia was, of course, compensated somewhat by
the American forces in neighboring South Vietnam.) American advice
and encouragement, however, failed to provoke a coup in Iran in 1979,
despite the demand of National Security Advisor Brzezinski that a coup
be made.* The Soviet Union almost certainly used its influence with Su-
danese troops to encourage the unsuccessful coup against Numeiry in
1971. In 1978, the Soviets—with the assistance of the Cubans and East
Germans—were able to use their influence with the South Yemeni mili-
tia successfully to overpower the South Yemeni army and to overthrow
its president, Rubayi Ali. A year later, the Soviets reportedly en-
couraged a coup against Prime Minister Amin by the more moderate
President Taraki in Afghanistan. The failure of the Soviets to initiate a
coup led to Taraki’s death and to the subsequent Soviet invasion.’

A second level of support by foreign powers in backing coups in-
volves providing coup makers with material assistance, such as money
or arms. Material assistance serves two goals. It improves the ability of
the coup makers actually to carry out the coup, and it provides a tan-
gible symbol of the commitment of the outside state to the success of the
coup. This kind of support is especially common coming from third
world nations.

The shah of Iran provided weapons and transmitted messages to the
Iraqi military officers who launched a coup against their leader, Presi-
dent Saddam Hussein, in January 1970. The failure of the coup nearly
led to war at that time between Iran and Iraq.* The Saudis reportedly
paid $13 million to finance a coup against President Iryani of North
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Yemen, which succeeded, but their financial backing failed to lead to
the successful overthrow of President Salih of North Yemen in 1979.
Both attempts apparently were spurred by Saudi fears of North Yemen
drawing closer to South Yemen, thus reducing Saudi influence there.’
The unwillingness of Mauritania to take a more active stand against the
Polisario rebels led to a Moroccan-backed coup attempt there in March
1981. A small group of Moroccan-equipped military exiles joined with
about one hundred regular Mauritanian soldiers in a vain attempt to
install a government more to the liking of the Moroccan government.
The failed coup resulted in strained relations between the two
countries.?

The United States has provided material support for at least two
coups. In 1953, American money helped finance the successful coup
against Prime Minister Mossadegh of Iran. In 1964, the United States
made available supplies of weapons and petroleum to coup makers at-
tempting to overthrow the leftist president of Brazil, Joao Goulart. The
coup succeeded without the insurgents ever having to draw upon the
American resources.’

One of the countries most active in providing material assistance for
coups is Libya under Muammar Khadaffi. In March 1976, Khadaffi
allegedly provided weapons to dissident groups for a coup against the
government of Niger. Khadaffi reportedly wished to gain control of
Niger’s rich uranium fields, perhaps for use in the construction of a nu-
clear weapon. The failure of the coup did not appreciably strain the re-
lations between the two countries. In the same year, Khadaffi trained,
transported, and armed a coup force of nearly two thousand mostly
Sudanese fighters in an abortive attempt to overthrow the pro-Western
President Numeiry in the Sudan. The coup makers, led by exiled poli-
ticians and supported by some indigenous forces, succeeded in cap-
turing the airport in Khartoum, where Numeiry had just landed, but the
insurgents failed to capture the president and to seize control of the gov-
ernment, Since Numeiry and Khadaffi were already bitter adversaries,
the failed coup had little effect on relations between the two countries. ™
In October 1978, Khadaffi struck again when he financed a coup at-
tempt against North Yemen’s President Salih. The attempt was de-
signed to support South Yemen in its conflict with North Yemen. The
failure of the coup led to the freezing of diplomatic relations between
North Yemen and Libya, but they improved a year later."

A third level of outside support for coups involves the direct inter-
vention of foreign personnel in the coup. This kind of support can be
distinguished from an invasion when the operation essentially is con-
fined to overthrowing the regime in the capital, relatively few troops are
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used, the intervention is short in duration, and it acts in support of in-
digenous groups. The outside state provides foreign forces in the belief
that they are needed to give the margin of victory to the domestic coup
mabkers it is supporting.

Small numbers of foreign advisors were employed to support coups
in Guatemala and Oman. In Guatemala, CIA pilots allegedly played a
pivotal role in the Guatemalan military’s overthrow of President Ar-
benz in 1954." In the Persian Gulf, British officers assisted Omani
troops in overthrowing the tradition-bound Sultan and replacing him
with his more progressive son in 1970. The British led the assault
against the Sultan’s palace after the initial Omani effort had failed. By
backing the coup against the Sultan, the British hoped to protect Oman
from radical subversive forces similar to those that had already emerged
in South Yemen."

The list of cases in which organized units of foreign troops have been
employed to support coups includes the use of Egyptian forces in a coup
against the Imam of North Yemen in 1962. Egyptian troops in North
Yemen and troops airlifted into the country from Egypt itself backed
North Yementi forces in a successful coup, which replaced the royalist
regime with a republican one more in line with Nasser’s pan-Arabist
designs. In addition to providing troops, the Egyptians were needed to
start the tanks surrounding the Presidential Palace. Greek troops
played a critical role in the successful coup in Cyprus against Arch-
bishop Makarios in 1974. Nearly two thousand Greek troops from the
Cypriot National Guard, the Greek contingent on Cyprus, and Greek
troops flown in from Greece itself participated in the coup. Athens
planned and implemented the overthrow because of Makarios’s strenu-
ous resistance to Cyprus’ union with Greece."

In 1978, over five hundred Cuban and East German (and possibly
Soviet) forces played a central role in backing the South Yemeni mili-
tia’s efforts to overthrow its president, Rubayi Ali. The successful coup
removed a leader who had been showing signs of independence from
the Soviet Union and a growing affinity for the West.'* A year later, sev-
eral hundred French troops from a special long-range strike force in
west Africa assisted indigenous forces in bringing off a bloodless coup
against Emperor Jean Bokassa of the Central African Republic. The
motivation for the coup seemed to come from French displeasure over
Bokassa’s horrendous human rights abuses, particularly the part he
played in ordering a massacre of school children a month prior to the
French intervention."

The use of foreign mercenaries constitutes another way by which for-
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eign-backed coups are carried out.'® The mercenary Gilbert Bourgeaud
(alias Bob Denard) successfully overthrew the repressive regime of Ali
Solih in the Comoro Islands in 1978. Under Solih, whom Bourgeaud
had helped to gain power in a coup in 1975, the Comoro Islands had
been terrorized by a brutal militia patterned after the People’s Republic
of China’s Red Guard. Using only fifty men, Denard, probably with the
knowledge of the French, captured President Solih in his bed and then
quickly took control of the state capital. The army and the militia of-
tered no resistance. A former leader of the Comoro Islands and a sup-
porter of the coup, Ahmed Abdallah, was installed in power, much to
the delight of the population.”® In Benin, approximately one hundred
European and African mercenaries attempted to overthrow the govern-
ment of Mathieu Kerekou in January 1977. The coup was allegedly
masterminded by Denard again, and it may have relied upon French
and Moroccan resources as well, although their motivations for any
such involvement remain murky. The coup makers flew into Benin,
seized the airport, and then drove into a nearby town, firing at buildings
in a seemingly random fashion. When it became apparent that they
were not receiving support from Benin’s military, they quickly departed
in the same plane in which they had arrived, without having deposed
the government.”” A colleague of Bob Denard’s, “Mad” Mike Hoare,
reportedly led a South African—backed coup against the socialist leader
of the Seychelles, Albert René, in 1981. In South Africa, which had
called the Seychelles a “Soviet outpost,” Hoare recruited some forty-
five mercenaries from Britain, France, West Germany, Zimbabwe, and
South Africa itself. They flew to the Seychelles, where customs officers
discovered their weapons, reportedly supplied by South Africa, and
foiled the coup. After some fighting at the airport, the coup makers hi-
jacked an aircraft and returned to South Africa.”!

Coup-Backing States and Their Targets

Regimes that are the targets of foreign-backed coups fall into four
sometimes overlapping categories. First, regimes that depend on a for-
eign military presence for their survival are often the targets of foreign-
backed coups (e.g., South Vietnam in the 1960s, the Central African
Republic in the early 1980s). Outside states backed coups against these
regimes when they failed to support their outside interests and because
it was relatively easy for them to do so.

Secondly, regimes in countries that are comprised of relatively simple
societies with a minimum of meaningful political participation and a
maximum of political instability are often tempting targets of foreign-
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backed coups (e.g., North Yemen, Niger). Outside states recognize that
backing a coup against such regimes involves the simple task of neutral-
1zing a small number of individuals.

Third, neighboring countries embroiled in conflict may back coups
against each other’s regimes. In contrast to a direct invasion, a costly
and sometimes impossible undertaking, backing a coup can be an inex-
pensive and effective alternative for a country for dealing with its re-
gional enemies (e.g., Libya and the Sudan, Iran and Iraq).

Fourth, regimes seeking to distance themselves from a major power,
without at the same time canceling that power’s influence over their
military, also seem to invite a foreign-backed coup. If the third world
country is important enough to the stronger power, it will sponsor and
support coup machinations among the military as a likely response to
problems developing with the political leadership of the country (e.g.,
the USSR in the Sudan and South Yemen, the United States in Brazil,
Chile, and Cambodia).

Outside states have backed different types of coups in order to ad-
vance their own interests. Radical states have backed breakthrough
coups in order to bring compatible regimes to power. Libya’s oper-
ations in the Sudan, Niger, and North Yemen (1978) and Egypt’s coup-
backing actions in North Yemen (1962) fall into this category. Where a
leftist regime has failed in the eyes of its sponsors to live up to its revo-
lutionary promise, radicalizing coups have been backed by those spon-
sors. The USSR’s support of coups in the Sudan and in South Yemen
stemmed from Moscow’s desire to prevent radical regimes from revert-
ing to some sort of moderation. Veto coups have been supported by
more conservative countries, such as the United States (in Guatemala,
Brazil, and Iran) and Saudi Arabia (in North Yemen). In addition, the
mercenary-supported coups in the Comoro Islands in 1975 and 1978
and in the Seychelles in 1981 can be characterized as veto coups. By
attempting to topple governments that were trying to bring leftist
groups into power, veto coups sought to support or restore the status
quo and thus to preserve the interests of the outside power against
change. Guardian coups have been employed to deal with regimes that
have proved unable or unwilling to govern effectively. The British-
backed coup in Oman and the French-backed coup in the Central Af-
rican Republic were both undertaken to replace incompetent and em-
barrassing governments with ones better able to control their own
countries and thus better able to maintain the outside powers’ interests.
These and other coup-backing policies illustrate that just as the mo-
tivations for backing a coup of an outside state differ, so do the types of
coups they will support.
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Aside from maintaining interests in other states that they believe
could be advanced by coups, there is nothing distinctive about the coun-
tries that decide to back coups against foreign regimes. There are differ-
ences, however, between the superpowers, the European powers, and
the third world countries in the ways in which they prefer to support
coups, at least insofar as the public record reveals this support. The
most common method of supporting coups employed by the super-
powers involves providing advice and encouragement to the coup mak-
ers (e.g., the United States in South Vietnam, the Soviet Union in the
Sudan). This method reflects the strong degrees of influence maintained
by the U.S. and the USSR in the countries where they have backed
coups, allowing them to limit themselves to giving advice and en-
couragement and still produce a successful coup. The superpowers
most desire to keep their involvements secret.

The European powers seem to prefer the method of using their own
troops in supporting coups. The continuing presence of European
forces in their former colonies makes this kind of direct involvement the
easiest and most effective choice for them. Because these forces have
often already played a crucial role in determining what regime would
come to power, their involvement in a coup does not constitute a major
deviation from their already-established role.

Third world states tend to back coups by means of material support.
By providing money or arms to the coup makers, third world countries
make up for their lack of influence with the targeted regime. That kind
of influence would have allowed them simply to rely on the kind of en-
couragement of coups favored by the superpowers. Material assistance
does not incur the risks of war that are raised by direct intervention, nor
does it entail the logistical problems that a direct intervention would
entail,

Third world regimes differ from European countries and from the
superpowers in backing coups against regimes that are outside their
spheres of influence. The superpowers and the European states tend to
back coups against regimes with which they have had both influence
and extensive historical contact. Their prior involvement with these
countries explains their interest in them in the first place and enables
them to back a coup, because that history has linked them with groups
seeking the overthrow of the regime. Most of the third world’s coups,
however, were directed at enemy regimes. Libya’s attempts on the Su-
dan, Niger, and North Yemen are examples, as is Iran’s coup attempt
against Iraq. All were directed against bitter adversaries.

Too few cases exist to enable us to come to any definitive conclusions
about why third world countries differ from the developed states in the
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kinds of regimes they choose to target for coups, but several possibilities
suggest themselves. First, the intensity of conflict between two third
world states is often greater than that between a third world state and a
developed state. Because of the violence of their sentiments, the extreme
measure of initiating a coup against an enemy regime becomes more
thinkable to these regimes. In addition, the geographical proximity of
some third world states to their adversaries, combined with over-
lapping ethnic groups, facilitates their involvement in each other’s in-
ternal politics. The developed states often do not have a presence in en-
emy third world countries that would enable them to back a coup there.
Common ethnic backgrounds can also motivate coups. Third world
states may come to feel that they have a “right” to determine what kind
of regime governs “their” people. Furthermore, many of the likely third
world targets of the superpowers, especially those of the United States,
are not vulnerable to coups (e.g., Nicaragua, Cuba) and thus they are
less likely to be targets of a coup-backing effort. Superpower in-
volvement against third world adversaries is also likely to arouse sup-
port for the targeted regime among its neighboring states, calling into
question whether the coup-backing effort is worth the cost. Most im-
portant, many of the possible targets of the major powers are protected
by other major powers. If the United States attempted to provoke a
coup in Ethiopia or the USSR attempted to launch a coup in South Ko-
rea, it could very well bring about a major superpower confrontation.
This does not mean that the major powers do not attempt to subvert
countries in the other camp. But it means that if they do, they usually
behave so cautiously that either no coup results or their involvement is
successfully concealed.

Evaluating the Outcomes of Foreign-Backed Coups

There is no significant difference between the rates of success of coups
with foreign backing and of all coups. Although the rate of success of
foreign-backed coups (63 percent) is higher than the 51 percent rate for
all coups, the difference is too small to be significant when it is taken
into account that many foreign-backed coups have never been made
public and that these figures do not consider failed attempts at inciting
coups. Consequently, while specific coups may be benefitted or hurt by
foreign backing, not enough reliable data exists for us to be able to
make a conclusive statement regarding the effects of foreign in-
volvement on the overall rate of success of coups.

The level of foreign backing that has produced historically the great-
est probability of success was the use of outside troops or advisors di-
rectly in the coup operations. Eight out of ten foreign-backed coups suc-
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ceeded when foreign forces were used. The only two failures resulted
from mercenary actions. Coups that received only advice and en-
couragement from an outside state also did well, however, with four
out of five of these attempts having proved successful. Only in cases in
which foreign backing was limited to giving material assistance did the
rate of success fall below 50 percent. In this category, six out of nine
attempts failed.

Several reasons for these results emerge from the study of these cases.
Coups that used foreign military personnel did well because they were
usually launched against weak regimes without broad-based popular
support or effective countercoup capabilities. It is not a coincidence
that these kinds of regimes were selected as targets of direct foreign in-
tervention. Before an outside state will take the drastic and politically
risky step of committing its own forces to a coup against the sovereign
government of another state, it wants to ensure that such an action can
be carried out quickly and successfully, with a minimum of domestic
and international protest. By trying to select weak, unpopular govern-
ments, the outside state hopes to reduce the task of the coup makers to
the relatively easy one of replacing one small group of individuals with
another. Just as few indigenous coups can succeed against determined
foreign protection, few indigenous leaders with little domestic support
can protect themselves against coups with determined opponents and
real foreign support.

Coups backed by the advice and encouragement of an outside state
did well largely because of the nature of the regimes that were over-
thrown. In all of the cases in this category, the survival of the regime
that was the target of the coup already depended somewhat on the out-
side power backing the coup (e.g., the United States in South Vietnam,
the French in the Central African Republic). What was critical was not
the actual content of the plans provided to the coup makers by the out-
side power, but the knowledge that the outside power supported their
efforts and would support a successor regime. The key predictor of
coups of this sort is the amount of influence maintained by the outside
power, Where that influence is overwhelming, as it was with the United
States in South Vietnam, the chances of success are very high. Where
that influence is subordinate to the inherent power of the existing re-
gime, as it was with the Soviet Union in the Sudan, the chances of suc-
cess are much lower.

Several factors help explain why, as a group, coup makers who re-
ceived only material assistance fared so poorly. First, the groups that
received the support tended to be politically inept and tactically incom-
petent. While this concurrence in many examples may be a coincidence,
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it is also true that weak groups would be more likely to seek outside
support for their projected coups than those who were well placed to
overthrow the government on their own. Since the support they re-
ceived was not as substantial as foreign personnel, their failures were
perhaps predictable. In addition, the outside government that provided
the assistance to the coup makers did not in any of these cases have any
overwhelming influence over the regime in question. This made its sup-
port less critical than it might otherwise have been. Where success with
such assistance was achieved, like that of the United States in Brazil and
Iran, the material assistance provided was not nearly as critical as the
political importance of and promises of continued aid from the major
power. Finally, many of the coups in this category were backed by bitter
enemies of the countries in which they took place, as was the case with
Libya and the Sudan, and Iran and Iraq. This enmity made cooperation
with the indigenous military difficult before the coups, and it provoked
resistance to the insurgents by the people and the army during the
coups.

In sum, the likelihood of a foreign-backed coup succeeding depends
on four factors. These are the extent of the dependence of the regime
attacked on the state backing the coup, the degree of support for the
regime among the populace and the military, the effectiveness of the
tactical countercoup measures taken by the regime, and the strength of
the coup makers. Foreign-backed coups with the greatest chance of suc-
cess are those backed by states with overwhelming influence on the
threatened regime, those targeted against incompetently defended and
unpopular governments, and those that support effective coup makers
with their own forces.

It is far more difficult to generalize about the long-term conse-
quences of coups. Much depends on subjective criteria as to what con-
stitutes “success” and what costs are worth paying to achieve it. In
terms of the interests of the state backing the coup, such efforts often
bring about positive results. Successful coup-backing policies have en-
abled countries to replace hostile governments with friendly ones at lit-
tle risk or cost. This is especially true of coup-backing efforts that never
became public. When coup-backing efforts do not remain secret, the
countries can nevertheless deny their involvement. Explicit denials of
complicity in these coups was common to virtually every coup-backing
incident considered in this section. Even where convincing evidence ex-
ists of outside involvement in a coup, it does not provoke the interna-
tional censure or demands for retaliation that more overt aggression
often generates. With some notable exceptions, the overwhelming
number of coup-backing instances considered in this section did not re-



Backing Coups d’Etat 151

sult in any protracted conflict or even in diplomatic censure. As for the
future stability of the regimes, there is no evidence that governments
placed in power by outside involvements are any less stable or enduring
than any other regimes.

Even the failure of a coup-backing effort does not need to produce
long-term adverse consequences. Because of the “deniability” factor,
failing to overthrow a government does not necessarily result in poor
relations between affected states. In some cases (e.g., Libya’s abortive
coup against Niger) the country that was the target of the foreign-
backed coup may publicly accept the disavowals of the aggressor state,
so as not to provoke additional attempts. Even repeated failures of
coups can eventually produce positive effects for the country backing
the coups. Following the 1985 ouster of Numeiry in the Sudan, the new
regime sought to mend relations with Libya. Numeiry’s successors no
doubt judged that they could better protect themselves from Libya’s
subversive intentions by a policy of appeasement than by one of hostile
resistance.

The foreign backing of coups can also, however, entail grave costs. In
contrast to the defense of regimes from coups, overthrowing a govern-
ment carries with it the risk that the new leaders will be no better and
might be worse than their predecessors. Dissatisfaction with regimes it
placed in power has caused France to back at least two coups in the
Central African Republic over a period of just three years from 1979 to
1981. Backing a coup can also undermine whatever political stability
exists in a country, making the long-term situation worse for the out-
side power. The American-assisted overthrow of Diem in 1963 led to a
succession of feeble South Vietnamese governments and a weakening of
the war effort. When coup-backing efforts become known or strongly
suspected, as was the case with the United States in Chile, the inter-
national reputation of a country backing them can suffer. This is an
especially sensitive issue for democracies.

The foreign support of successful coups can also lead to armed con-
flict with countries backing the threatened regime. Greece’s successful
toppling of the Cypriot government of Archbishop Makarios in 1974
led directly to a Turkish invasion of the island, which quickly reversed
any Greek gains. Egypt successfully overthrew the Imam in North Ye-
men in 1962, only to find itself engaged in a costly five-year war with
Saudi-backed supporters of the old regime. The Egyptian case also illus-
trates how removing a regime with popular or military support can lead
to a civil war.

Failed efforts to overthrow a regime can also lead to war. Iraq and
Iran mobilized troops on each other’s borders following Iran’s attempt
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to back a coup against Iraq in 1970. Although this immediate crisis was
ultimately defused, armed conflict was a distinct possibility, as it has
since become reality. Failing to overthrow a regime can drive it to adopt
policies directed against the state that sought to topple it. Numeiry’s
realignment away from the Soviet Union and toward the West began
with an abortive Soviet-supported coup against him in 1971. Re-
portedly, Soviet efforts against Anwar Sadat of Egypt and Siad Barre of
Somalia may have influenced both those leaders also to move away
from Moscow.

Balancing the costs and benefits of foreign-backed coups depends on
the individual case, the estimate of the consequences of doing nothing,
and an assessment of whether those consequences justify the coup-
backing effort. Such considerations make it impossible to determine ob-
jectively which coup-backing efforts will lead to long-term success. It is
interesting to note, however, that with the possible exception of the
British involvement in Oman in 1970, no “successful” case of a coup
backed by a foreign power has avoided serious long-term problems.
Supporting a coup against a foreign government may be the chosen so-
lution to a problem, but it has never been a cost-free one.

Foreign-backed coups are likely to continue so long as coups persist
in the third world. The anticipated costs of backing a coup are too
small, and the potential for major gains too large, for this type of activ-
ity to be halted. If there is a positive side to this assurance, it is that third
world regimes that truly command broad support from their people
and their military are not likely to provoke foreign-backed coups. Such
efforts can too easily produce protracted conflict, canceling out the at-
traction of making a coup by replacing one small group with another
small group. By raising the possibility that it will take more than a coup

to deliver the country, the probability of foreign-backed coups is
diminished.
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Prospects for Future American Involvements
in Third World Coups

How important is the international dimension of coups likely to be in
the future? There are signs that its importance will diminish over time.
While they are still an important factor in the politics of the third world,
coups are occurring less frequently than they have in the past. For ex-
ample, between 1955 and 1969 there were over fifteen successful coups
in the Middle East and North Africa. Between 1970 and 1984, only six
coups succeeded in the same region. Similar declines in the number of
successful (and abortive) coups have been reported for other regions of
the third world. They reflect an increasing ability on the part of third
world states to deter coups. This has been accomplished either by
means of more effective suppression capabilities or through the de-
velopment of stable political systems, either democratic or totalitarian,
which make coups unlikely to be attempted.

This decline in the number of coups does not entail, however, a less-
ening of the importance of the international dimension of coups. Fewer
coups does not necessarily mean fewer coups with foreign involvement.
On the contrary, the foreign suppression and backing of coups has in-
creased or held steady over this same period of time. Cases of outside
involvement in defeating coups have risen from zero in the 1950s to six
in the 1960s while dropping slightly to five in the 1970s. Foreign sup-
port for coups has increased from two in the 1950s to four in the 1960s
to fifteen in the 1970s. Information on the 1980s is necessarily still in-
complete, but in the first half of the decade there have already been
three cases of foreign efforts to defeat coups and an equal number of
foreign-backed coups. While these figures are not all-inclusive, they il-
lustrate that foreign involvements in coups are by no means a relic of the
past.?

Moreover, there are several developments that point to a continuing
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if not increasing significance for the international dimension of coups.
First, although third world regimes have made some progress in halting
coups, the threat or opportunity that coups pose remains very much
alive. As long as many third world states are characterized by the rule of
a narrow elite, by the absence of legitimate governments, by the pri-
macy of the military in politics, and by the lack of meaningful par-
ticipation on the part of the general population, coups will dominate
third world political life. In addition, the decline we have registered in
the incidence of coups may be short-lived. The rising debt crisis and the
fall in oil prices could easily create the conditions for a new wave of
coups.’ Furthermore, the large number of authoritarian leaders in
power for many years who are likely to die in the coming two decades
could very well create the kind of instability that will lead to a greater
frequency of third world coups.* In the first half of 1985 alone, suc-
cessful coups in Nigeria, Uganda, and the Sudan, and unsuccessful
coups in Thailand and Libya, clearly indicate that coups still play a
major role in the politics of third world states.

The development of transnational ties can increase the salience of the
international dimension of coups. If states share a sense of community
or ideology with other states, they are less likely to be deterred by con-
siderations of sovereignty from meddling in others’ affairs. Egypt’s
Nasser and Libya’s Khadaffi have justified their involvements in nu-
merous coups by their commitment to a pan-Arabist ideology that seeks
to overthrow “reactionary” regimes and to protect “progressive”
ones.’ Similarly, the rise to power of the Ayatollah Khomeini and the
increasing importance of Islamic fundamentalism in the Middle East
can increase the importance of the international dimension of coups. As
long as leaders appeal to populations over the heads of their govern-
ment and feel that they have an obligation to make sure that only cer-
tain types of regimes are in power, one can expect increased foreign in-
volvement in backing coups and defending against them.

The high cost of conventional warfare, as illustrated by the Iran-Iraq
war, is a further incentive for states to attempt to determine the out-
come of coups in hostile states. The motivations for both the Iraqi at-
tack and the Iranian counteroffensive lay in the desire to overthrow
each other’s leaders. The horrendous price being paid by both sides in
the conflict may lead other states with similar aims to place more em-
phasis on backing or suppressing coups than on war to realize their
goals. The weakening of norms against interfering in the internal affairs
of other states, the deniability of such an involvement, and the ability of
many states to act in secrecy may all further contribute to an increase in
international involvements in coups.®
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Most important, the international dimension of coups will continue
to be critical as long as outside states can effectively promote their own
interests by backing or suppressing coups in the third world at little cost
to themselves. They depend on both the weaknesses and strengths of
third world regimes. The weaknesses of these regimes allow outside
states to play a role in determining their survival and thus their policies.
The strengths of these regimes allow them to control the assets that are
of such concern to outside powers. As long as the nature of the third
world retains this strength/weakness dichotomy, the international di-
mension of coups will continue to be of major significance in world
politics.

An American Response to the International Dimension of Coups

There is a great deal that the United States could do to respond to each
of these aspects of the international dimension of coups. While most
coups, even those that take place in countries of importance to the
United States, do not affect American interests, it is likely that a sig-
nificant minority will continue to be of major concern to Washington.
By putting in power new leaders who often seek to distinguish them-
selves from their predecessors, coups frequently produce major foreign
policy reversals and realignments. A coup can quickly transform a
steadfast American friend into an intractable foe, change a moderate
regime into a radical one, and change reliable supporters of American
economic interests into backers of ideologically motivated economic
embargoes. No third world country is free from the threat of coups; no
American interest in the third world is either.

It is not the purpose of this study to detail exactly how American
policy makers should respond to coups in the third world. Such an anal-
ysis would require an examination of the policy making processes of the
United States and those of its key allies, and that task is beyond the
scope of this work. Specific policy recommendations also depend on the
context of the specific coup and the individual country in which it takes
place. Nevertheless, by considering the implications of the international
dimension of coups that Washington is likely to confront in the coming
years, the United States can better prepare itself to cope with the dan-
gers and opportunities that these coups will present.

Defending Third World Regimes from Coups

The United States maintains important interests in the third world that
are dependent on friendly regimes being in power in those countries
where those interests are represented. In many of these cases, coups are
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the most likely threat to these regimes and to the American interests
they safeguard. While it is not always possible to determine in advance
which interests will remain the most important to the United States and
which regimes will be threatened by coups, one can highlight certain
kinds of situations that are the most likely to provoke American in-
volvements in the defense of governments from coups.

One obvious interest that would likely bring about an American re-
sponse to try to suppress a coup would involve rescuing a moderate re-
gime, like Pakistan or Brazil, that possesses nuclear weapons from radi-
cal coup makers. The implications of a renegade third world country
brandishing nuclear weapons are far too horrendous for the United
States to allow such weapons to fall into the hands of unstable elements.
Other situations that would probably generate American assistance for
defensive purposes would include coups directed against key political
friends, like El Salvador, Jordan, and Egypt; coups supported by the
Soviet Union or by pro-Soviet elements against pro-Western regimes, as
possibly in the Sudan; coups against economically critical third world
regimes, like Saudi Arabia; and coups likely to pose an immediate
threat to American citizens, as occurred in Grenada. The United States
may also act to safeguard its long-term interests by protecting newly
democratic regimes, especially in Latin America, from coups.

In addition to these kinds of specific interests, there are several fac-
tors that have a bearing on the probability of American involvement in
coup-defending efforts. First, the coup makers would have to be seen as
constituting a threat to American interests if they should gain power for
the United States to act to defend the existing regime. In Huntington’s
terminology, guardian and veto coups would be less likely to provoke
an American defensive response, because they are essentially con-
servative, than breakthrough coups would, because of their revolution-
ary implications. Coups backed by high-ranking officers and other
members of the military or political establishment in a third world state
are less likely to bring about the kind of changes the United States fears
and are thus less likely to precipitate an American defense of the threat-
ened regime. The chances of an American defensive response are in-
creased when a coup is known to be backed by outside powers hostile to
the United States.

The feasibility of U.S. involvement would also help to determine
whether and how the United States would respond to a coup. Countries
where American troops or advisors are already stationed are more
likely to generate an active American role than are countries where a
direct intervention would have to be undertaken from scratch. Regimes
that require only indirect assistance are naturally more likely to receive
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it than those that require direct aid. An American involvement would
also have a greater chance of coming about if the existing government
formally requested U.S. assistance. Furthermore, the prospects of an
American involvement are enhanced when a coup does not achieve an
immediate success, allowing time for Washington to act.

Most important, the nature of the government to be defended from
the coup and the society in which it rules would be of paramount impor-
tance for U.S. policy makers in deciding whether to provide assistance.
It makes little sense to defend a regime from a coup if the threat is a
broadly based one. Such an enterprise, even if it were successful, would
simply gain a little time before the next coup. Governments with the
support of or at least the acquiescence of their people and their military
stand a much better chance of surviving a foreign-backed coup than
those whose rule is challenged by powerful elements with popular sup-
port in the society. Moreover, regimes whose human rights record is
poor {e.g., Mobutu in Zaire) are less likely to be defended by the United
States on the pragmatic grounds that such an action would incur both
domestic and international censure.

Once the decision is undertaken to defend a third world regime from
a coup, ideally there should not be many operational problems in its
implementation. In essence, defending a regime from a coup consists of
protecting one small group from another—hardly an impossible task in
theory for a superpower. In addition, offering protection against a coup
when it is requested by the legitimate government safeguards sov-
ereignty rather than undermines it. It is in conformity with inter-
national law and Western values.

The preferred method for the United States to safeguard its interests
from unfriendly coups is to move third world regimes in the direction of
basic economic and political reforms and eventually toward democratic
rule. While the prospects of achieving democracy throughout the third
world are not encouraging in the short term, actions can be taken to
lessen the probability of coups in third world countries by fostering the
development of political stability. The United States can use its political
and economic influence to encourage third world regimes to diminish
large income gaps between the rich and the poor, to establish civilian
political institutions to diffuse the power of the military, to broaden
bases of popular political participation, limit corruption, halt human
rights abuses, and inculcate a civic ethic in the military. Attaining these
goals will not be easy, nor is it even possible in many third world states,
but this does not relieve the United States of the responsibility of work-
ing toward these goals.

It is also in U.S. interests to work toward the deterrence of coups in
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friendly regimes, like El Salvador and the Philippines. American deter-
rence of coups is far easier, more effective, and likelier to occur than
overt efforts at coup suppression. Many third world countries are de-
pendent on American economic and military aid. An American threat
made to the relevant political and military groups that it will withdraw
this aid in the event of a coup will often make it sufficiently difficult for
potential coup makers to mobilize the support needed to overthrow the
government.

A policy of coup deterrence is likely, on occasion, to force Wash-
ington to choose between dealing with a friendly regime that came to
power through a coup and supporting democracy. As with the Ameri-
can experience with Latin American coups in the 1960s, there will often
be a strong temptation for the United States to restore its aid and recog-
nition to a regime that achieved power through a coup, if it adopts a
pro-American stance. The Latin American coups of the sixties also
demonstrate, however, that failing to punish coup makers who over-
throw democratic regimes simply because they are friendly to the
United States hurts American credibility in the world, especially in re-
lation to deterring future coups. By withholding aid and diplomatic rec-
ognition to groups that have come to power through coups, especially
after their having been warned by the United States against taking such
an action, Washington will have to suffer some short-term losses. Nev-
ertheless, these losses have to be balanced critically against the potential
for long-term gains realized through a more credible deterrent policy
and by the protection of democratic regimes in the third world.

Tactically, there is a great deal that the United States can do to defeat
coups. Drawing upon the lessons gleaned in Chapter Four, an American
approach to defending third world regimes from coups would include
giving assistance to third world countries to counter coups on their
own, providing logistical support for European and third world states
willing to intervene to protect pro-Western regimes from coups, and
encouraging the formation of regional pacts in the third world whereby
larger pro-Western states would protect smaller ones from coups. More
direct American assistance would involve training diplomatic and mili-
tary personnel for coup contingencies, preparing in advance for the use
of secure communications facilities by beleaguered leaders, and up-
grading the intelligence capabilities of third world countries to help
them determine when coups are likely to occur and which potential
coup makers are hostile to their own and American interests.

It is also possible that the United States could find it necessary to in-
tervene with its own troops in an effort to defeat an ongoing coup at-
tempt. This kind of action would most likely be taken only under the
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most extreme circumstances. A direct American countercoup inter-
vention would seek to defend a friendly regime of critical importance to
the United States against a coup backed by groups hostile to American
interests. In order to avoid transforming a countercoup intervention
into a counterrevolutionary intervention, Washington would have to
be very careful that it is not defending a regime that lacks broad social
and military support from a broadly based threat.

If the United States should decide that it must intervene, the lessons
of past coups demonstrate that speed is essential to the success of the
mission. Any delay in sending troops into the target country could re-
sult in the success of the coup. This would change the mission of the
intervention from a defense of the existing regime to the much more
difficult and politically sensitive one of overthrowing a newly “estab-
lished” government. Tactically, therefore, it is far preferable to send in
several hundred troops within a day of the coup than to wait a week—at
which point it may be too late—to send in an armored division.

The vast majority of coups will obviously not provoke such a drastic
reaction as a direct American intervention. It would be prudent, never-
theless, for Washington to focus its analysis on regimes that might jus-
tify and require this kind of involvement in order to prepare for this
kind of American action, should it become necessary. The Pakistani re-
gime of Zia ul-Hagq, for example, is suspected of possessing nuclear
weapons. Zia, who came to power via a coup himself, is very vulnerable
to coups, as is evidenced by the uncovering of a serious coup plot
against him in January 1984.” If a coup were to be launched against Zia
by fundamentalist elements allied with the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran,
for example, a direct American response might well be called for, if
Washington believed that this was the only way to keep nuclear weap-
ons out of the hands of the coup makers. Similarly, the key strategic role
played by Saudi Arabia in the Middle East makes the active defense of
that regime from a coup a real possibility. As long as the coup makers
came from the royal family or did not appear to threaten American in-
terests, direct American involvement would remain a remote possi-
bility. But if radical opponents of the regime attempted to launch a coup
and if the existing Saudi leadership requested American assistance, it is
probable that such assistance would be given. Protecting the regime of
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt is another instance where the United States
might become involved in a countercoup. As one of the key countries of
the Middle East, Egypt is of great concern to Washington, Mubarak’s
pro-Western government is threatened by a host of problems, including
Islamic fundamentalism, exploding population growth, and a deterio-
rating economy exacerbated by the decline in oil prices. Should any of
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these factors (or some others) provoke a coup that threatens to place a
radical, anti-American leadership in power, the United States might be
required to defend the existing regime with substantial support.

If the United States does indeed find it necessary to intervene to de-
fend a vital regime from a radical or pro-Soviet coup, such an action
would probably not be opposed by American public opinion. Since
World War II, the American people have not been against direct United
States involvements in other countries per se, but rather they have been
opposed to any American involvement that is protracted and waged on
behalf of ambiguous ends. An intervention undertaken by the United
States to defeat a coup and not some broader threat would necessarily
be swift—a few days at most—and presumably it would be taken on
behalf of interests generally recognized as vital. Moreover, assuming
that an American intervention was requested by the government in
power, it would not be counted as an unwarranted interference in the
internal affairs of another state. Just as the United States is prepared to
defend the Pakistanis, the Saudi Arabians, and the Egyptians from ag-
gression, so should it be prepared as well to defend its friends from
coups.

Coping with the Absence of Coups

Not all coups threaten American interests. When important third world
countries are led by regimes hostile to the United States, coups against
those regimes can support American interests. Coups in Ghana (1966),
Mali (1968), and Oman (1970) were all generally understood as being
helpful to the West. Similarly, there is little doubt that the United States
would welcome any pro-Western coup against Libya’s Muammar Kha-
daffi, Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini, or Nicaragua’s Daniel Ortega. It is
the eventual result of a coup and not the idea of the coup itself that de-
termines whether it is in American interests.

Whatever the potential benefits of mounting coups against anti-
American regimes, it is becoming increasingly difficult for such oper-
ations to be mounted successfully. This is true both for indigenous and
for foreign-backed coups. Nowhere is the difficulty of launching coups
more striking than among Soviet clients. As described in Chapter Three,
there have been no pro-Western coups in regimes protected by the
USSR since the 1960s. The development of vanguard parties, the estab-
lishment of secret police forces, the political control of the military, the
mobilization of the masses, and the personal protection afforded by Cu-
ban and East German forces explain much of the Kremlin’s success in
this regard. As the Soviets gain additional experience in the third world,
their efforts at protecting friendly regimes from coups should become
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even more effective. Moreover, regimes that are not in the Soviet sphere
of influence have also become less vulnerable to coups. Whether that
relative invulnerability is due to increasingly successful means of re-
pression or to greater mass support for a regime itself, many third world
countries of importance to the United States, like Iran, are becoming
less susceptible to coups.

One has only to contrast the American experience in the 1950s with
more contemporary efforts to see how regimes can become more resis-
tant to foreign-backed coups. In 1954 the United States was able to suc-
cessfully back a coup against the mildly leftist government of Jacobo
Arbenz in Guatemala with little effort. In the early 1980s, the Reagan
administration has been unable to topple 2 much more anti-American
and pro-Soviet government in Nicaragua. The very fact that Washing-
ton finds it necessary to support a “contra” army against the Nicara-
guan regime, despite the domestic and international criticism this sup-
port has engendered, shows that it does not believe that the far less
costly and protracted option of an American-supported coup could be
achieved. In 1953 the United States had little trouble in backing a coup
against Prime Minister Mossadegh of Iran. In 1979, when confronted
with a much greater threat to American interests, the United States
proved unable to initiate a coup to prevent the Khomeini regime from
taking power.

Although they are very different, the regimes in Nicaragua and Iran
have both taken similar steps to make the prospect of a coup in either
place highly remote. Both regimes have placed the military under civil-
ian control, mobilized the support of large numbers of people, and neu-
tralized many of their opponents. Moreover, the use of communist ide-
ology by the Sandinistas and Islamic fundamentalism by Khomeini has
legitimized their regimes to a degree not found in many other third
world states. As a result, it is unlikely that either a domestic group or a
foreign power such as the United States will be able to remove either
regime through a coup.

How should the United States respond to the increasing in-
vulnerability to coups of hostile third world regimes? To a great extent,
the American response must depend on the specifics of the situation.
More generally, American responses can be divided between policies
that do not aim at the overthrow of the hostile regime and policies that
do.

The effectiveness of countercoup efforts in third world regimes may
encourage more American actions to try to stop anti-American forces
before they seize power. This is especially true in relation to pro-Soviet
groups. As long as governments friendly to Moscow were vulnerable to
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pro-Western coups, the United States could view the expansion of
Soviet influence in the third world with some complacency. If Soviet
gains are inherently short-lived, the fact that the Soviets might secure a
temporary foothold in a given third world state is not cause for undue
alarm. But should Soviet gains come to be protected effectively from
coup-induced reversals, it would be more difficult for Washington to
accept the establishment of pro-Moscow regimes with equanimity.

If the United States cannot depend on coups to reverse pro-Soviet
and other anti-American directions of third world regimes, it must fo-
cus more of its efforts on weaning existing leaders away from the other
blocs. Since the 1960s, the major Soviet setbacks in the third world have
come not from changes of leadership but from changes of mind. Egypt’s
Sadat, Sudan’s Numeiry, Somalia’s Siad Barre, Guinea’s Sekou Touré,
and (most important) China’s Mao all realigned themselves and their
countries away from the USSR because of dissatisfactions with the
Kremlin’s policies. Promoting other realignments will likely provide
Washington with its best opportunities for extending its influence in a
Soviet camp largely free from coups.

Convincing pro-Soviet third world leaders to turn toward the West
will not be easy. The Kremlin has learned from past defections and has
taken steps to make future realignments very difficult. Surrounded by
Cuban bodyguards and an internal security apparatus controlled by the
East Germans, these third world leaders would find any decision that
moves in a direction against the wishes of the Kremlin dangerous to
take. This is especially true in the “transition” stage of the transfer of
influence, when Soviet influence is still strong and the United States has
yet to establish itself. As we saw in Chapter Three, Soviet efforts to back
coups have focused on leaders already within Moscow’s sphere of in-
fluence. If the United States wants to entice these leaders away from the
USSR, it must first convince them that it will ensure their short-term
survival, as well as meet their long-term needs.

Another implication of the decline in the number of coups launched
against anti-American regimes is that U.S. support for insurgency
movements and even direct U.S. military involvements will be con-
sidered more seriously than they have been in the past to remove hostile
governments from power. When coups no longer function as avenues
for producing indigenous change and when democratic means of re-
placing governments are lacking, outside military intervention or even
invasion may be the only way to reform or replace existing governments
that pursue policies contrary to American interests. This is especially
true when the incumbent regime either was placed in power or is pro-
tected in power by foreign assistance. The temptation to aid indigenous
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groups in trying to overthrow these regimes is shown by recent Ameri-
can behavior. In the mid-1980s, the United States has publicly sup-
ported insurgent movements in Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Cambo-
dia, while holding out the prospect of aiding other insurgencies in
Ethiopia and Angola. The American invasion of Grenada in 1983
marked the first time the United States has invaded a third world coun-
try to remove its government since World War II. However one feels
about these American actions, they indicate that direct, public, and pro-
tracted U.S. involvement in attempting to overthrow third world re-
gimes may be on the increase, due in part to the declining utility of
American coup-backing efforts.

Backing Coups

One policy that the United States is likely to consider, despite its limita-
tions, to cope with the permanence of certain anti-American regimes is
to support coups against these governments. This approach falls some-
where in between the drastic measure of launching a direct invasion and
the often ineffectual policy of imposing economic sanctions or diplo-
matic censure. In theory, American assistance for coups could com-
pensate for the increasing effectiveness of third world regimes, often
with foreign assistance, in suppressing coups. By supporting indigenous
groups in the overthrow of their governments, the United States can
exercise the possibility of removing a hostile regime at far less risk or
cost than a protracted military operation would entail.

It must be emphasized that an American policy of supporting coups
against hostile regimes would be of only limited utility in the third
world. American-backed coups will necessarily suffer from the same
inhibiting factors that have curtailed indigenous coups in third world
states: existing regimes, especially pro-Soviet ones, are better able to
defend themselves now against threats to their leadership in many
ways. American concern for deniability and secrecy also limits the pos-
sible extent of Washington’s support, and third world states are better
able to protect their regimes by means of increasingly effective policies
of repression and mobilization.

An American coup-backing policy would suffer from an inability to
moderate hostile regimes. Economic sanctions, support for indigenous
insurgents, and diplomatic bargaining can all be manipulated gradually
to increase or decrease threats to a government. A coup, however, is an
event quickly over, which either succeeds or fails. Perhaps the United
States could exploit a reputation as a coup-making power to attempt to
intimidate existing third world leaders. President Carter tried to use the
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threat of an American-backed coup to coerce support for the Bakhtiar
government in Iran. Carter’s failure demonstrated, however, that in or-
der for intimidation to be effective, the United States would have to be
able to convince the relevant groups that it had the will and the capa-
bility directly to launch a coup. Cultivating such a reputation is possible
for the USSR; it is highly unlikely and ultimately undesirable for the
United States.

Most important, backing coups against foreign governments would
be difficult for the United States because these are such controversial
actions. Instead of protecting the sovereignty of third world regimes,
the United States would be undermining their sovereignty. Inter-
national and domestic norms against interfering in the internal affairs
of other states are likely to remain formidably operative for the United
States. Moreover, the problems that open societies such as the United
States have in pursuing covert actions also limit the effectiveness of any
coup-backing policy. That such a policy would be morally and politi-
cally repugnant to many Americans stands as a further constraint on its
utility.

American prohibitions against backing coups can be overcome when
vital interests are at stake. However, if truly vital interests are threat-
ened and time is a factor, supporting a coup would often be too risky a
policy on which to rely. The extreme delicacy required for backing a
coup and the need to rely on others make this often a dubious policy in
terms of effectiveness. The time needed to prepare the operation would
also often preclude it as a policy choice. In most cases, if the threat to
American interests is critical enough to justify trying to topple a regime,
it is also critical enough to justify an open invasion by American or al-
lied forces, as in Grenada, to directly remove the offending regime.

Under what conditions then would the United States best consider
backing coups? To a great extent, those conditions would mirror the
conditions for an American involvement in defending a regime from a
coup. The major difference between the two different kinds of in-
volvement is that the controversial policy of backing a coup would re-
quire even more favorable conditions than the less objectionable policy
of protecting a third world regime from a coup.

The first condition for American involvement in a coup-backing ef-
fort is that important interests should be at stake. Before supporting a
coup, Washington would have to have concluded that critical American
interests were involved and that these interests would be threatened by
the continued rule of the existing regime. Whether such an involvement
had a reasonable chance of success and whether it could be kept secret
would also be critical factors influencing American decision makers.
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These considerations in turn would have to be based on the extent of
support for the regime among the military and the people in that coun-
try. In general, the United States probably would not choose to assist a
coup against a government that commands the allegiance of broad
groups in the society and the military. While the initial coup might be
successful, ensuring the survival of the new government would be likely
to lead to protracted difficulties, as the Egyptians learned in Yemen.
Conversely, leaders who do not enjoy the support of the military and
the people, and particularly leaders who engage in human rights vio-
lations (e.g., Emperor Bokassa of the Central African Republic), are the
most vulnerable to having the United States support coups against
them.

The nature of the opposition to the existing regime must also play a
role in any decision on the part of Washington to become involved in a
coup. Obviously, the United States should only support potential coup
makers who will respect and further American interests once they have
seized power. It would also be far easier to justify American in-
volvement in a coup if the coup makers are genuinely committed to the
support of American values, such as democratic rule. While any Ameri-
can involvement in a coup is bound to have negative repercussions, the
replacement of a dictatorship by a democracy should mitigate some of
the criticism that would follow any American coup-backing effort.

Once Washington decides to back a coup, there are several policies
that it can employ. The United States has already helped to bring about
coups through the cultivation of a “coup climate,” which helps to pro-
voke an otherwise reluctant military to act—in Chile in 1973 and in
Guatemala in 1954. The United States has also made material support
available to coup makers, as in Brazil in 1964, has introduced coup
makers into the indigenous military, as allegedly in Cambodia in 1970,
and has also planned actual coup operations, as in Iran in 1953. Other
states have taken an even more active role in assisting coups by com-
mitting relatively large numbers of troops to the coup, as France did in
the Central African Republicin 1979, and as Egypt did in North Yemen
in 1962. Depending on the situation, any or all of these policies can be
utilized by the United States in the coming years.

The most likely approach for the United States to follow would be to
confine itself to encouraging or approving of the plans of coup makers.
This policy has proved successful in the past in the short term, as in
South Vietnam in 1963 and 1965, and in Brazil in 1964. By limiting its
involvement to encouraging or approving the actions of others, the
United States stands the best chance of avoiding the embarrassment and
censure that a more interventionary participation in a coup would
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surely bring. Even when more direct and open American participation
is requested, there is a good chance that Washington will nevertheless
choose not to become involved in a coup directly. The ultimate un-
willingness of the United States to assure potential Iranian coup makers
in 1979 of tangible military support reflected Washington’s reluctance
to become deeply and publicly involved in a coup-making effort, even
when critical interests were at stake.

An American policy that limits itself to encouraging coups is likely to
focus on regimes where the United States already maintains con-
siderable influence. It is of course impossible to back a coup by any
means without having some influence among the members of the power
structure who are attempting the regime’s overthrow. Moreover, if all
the United States is prepared to do is simply to encourage or approve the
plans of indigenous coup makers, it will have to wield a substantial de-
gree of influence in the country involved, if it is to be confident of suc-
cess. Consequently, a coup-backing policy is far more likely to be used
against friends (or former friends) than against enemies. The history of
coup-backing efforts by the United States and the other major powers
has demonstrated this overwhelming bias for aiding coups against re-
gimes that are already within the coup-backing state’s sphere of in-
fluence. There is nothing to indicate that this trend will be changed in
the foreseeable future.

This is not to suggest that countries hostile to the United States
would never be the target of American coup-backing efforts. Regimes
that present a direct threat to U.S. interests, a threat serious enough to
justify the removal of the instigator but not so serious as to warrant an
American invasion, are likely objects of U.S. coup-backing efforts. The
regime of Libya’s Muammar Khadaffi and its support of terrorism fall
readily into this category. Efforts to back coups against enemy regimes,
such as Libya’s, are likely to remain rare, however, because the United
States will usually lack close ties with opposition groups in the country
(especially among the military) that are necessary for a successful coup.
When such efforts are undertaken, they will probably be designed to
create a climate for a coup so that the indigenous military will be pro-
voked to act against the regime. Exacerbating the country’s economic
woes, assisting the coup-backing efforts of countries that do maintain
ties with opponents of the regime, and even directly attacking elements
of the military that support the existing leadership (all of which have
been done against Libya) are likely policies for the United States to
follow.

There are several situations that could provoke the United States to
become involved in a coup-supporting effort against a country within
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its sphere of influence. Any regime of vital importance to the United
States that is overthrown by groups hostile to the United States might
provoke an American-backed coup to try to restore it to its pro-Western
alignment. The overthrow of regimes, for example, in El Salvador, Pak-
istan, Saudi Arabia, or Egypt could all provoke American support for a
coup to restore the status quo. This is especially true where the United
States has retained its influence among the armed forces supporting the
overthrown regime.

Coups against countries of less than vital importance (as well as
countries of vital importance) could also provoke an American-
supported coup if the new regime has not yet had time to legitimize or
establish itself firmly. Once a coup has overthrown a regime, a counter-
coup to restore the original leadership can be seen as a defensive action
supportive of sovereignty. Because it is likely to incur less domestic and
international censure, this kind of countercoup policy would be more
likely to be pursued by Washington than some others. Although it was
accomplished through an invasion, the quick American overthrow of
the government in Grenada following a leftist coup there shows Wash-
ington’s belief in the need and the justifiability of acting quickly once a
government has been illegally replaced.

The United States is most likely to back a coup against an existing
pro-Western leader if he is losing his ability to cope with anti-American
threats to his regime. American policy makers have long been accused
of having backed leaders far longer than was justified in terms of their
support among key elements in their society. It has been argued that by
the time the United States distances itself from these leaders, a radical
anti-American opposition has already emerged, precluding the con-
solidation of a moderate pro-Western alternative. Examples of leaders
in relation to whom this mistake allegedly was made include the shah of
Iran, Somoza in Nicaragua, and Batista in Cuba.

Whether this argument is valid in relation to these or other cases need
not concern us here. What is germane is that the United States will likely
be confronted in the future with leaders who no longer command their
people’s support and yet will not step down or submit to democratic
rule. While the days of engineering coups against such leaders are prob-
ably over, it is probable that military groups in countries supported by
the United States will seek a signal from Washington or even its outright
approval before launching a coup against the leadership. By supporting
the military in this kind of “guardian” coup, the United States would
increase the possibility of a regime coming to power that could both
effectively govern and preserve American interests.

Although they did not involve coups, American actions in Haiti and
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the Philippines in 1986 demonstrate the way the United States may be-
come involved in coup-supporting efforts in the future. In both of these
countries, the United States used its influence and especially the threat
of withholding aid to support opposition elements and to encourage the
existing leaders to step down. Facilitating the American effort was the
fact that both Duvalier of Haiti and Marcos of the Philippines had lost
the support of, and were rapidly losing control of their ability to rule,
large portions of their citizenry and the armed forces. Crucial to these
American successes was the understanding that if the leaders would not
relinquish power, the United States would not assist them against the
popular and military threats against their position. Moreover, it is pos-
sible that the United States informed military officials of its intention to
support a successor government (including the provision of increased
military and economic aid) to encourage their efforts. If so, the United
States at least held out the possibility of supporting a coup against these
leaders if they refused to give up power on their own.

Similar situations could easily arise in relation to other leaders who
are within the American sphere of influence, but whom the United
States sees as liabilities. In South Korea and Chile, for example, rulers
opposed to democracy hold power in defiance of broad groups in their
countries. It is at least possible that a situation may arise in which Amer-
ican support is sought by opposition forces seeking to launch a coup to
restore democratic rule in these and other pro-Western countries. Pre-
paring to respond to these contingencies is a critical requirement for
United States policy makers.

In deciding how to respond to requests for American support for
coups, each situation must be treated on a case-by-case basis. Never-
theless, in general terms it will frequently be tempting to use a coup as a
means of replacing a head of state who has become an embarrassment
and a threat to American interests with a democratic or even a military
leadership dedicated to preserving pro-Western interests and sup-
pressing anti-American threats. And yet, before Washington attempts
to use coups as a way of solving its problems with developing countries,
a word of caution is in order. It must be remembered that the apparent
successes of the United States in removing leaders in Haiti and the Phil-
ippines were achieved due to a broad-based mandate for change in both
of these countries without the United States having to back an actual
coup. Where the United States has backed coups, any gains achieved
have proven to be short-lived. Coups beget coups, they damage the rep-
utation of the United States, and they involve Washington in the inter-
nal political problems of another state that it may well prefer to avoid.
While coups hold out the possibility of providing time for needed re-
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forms, they also can legitimize an unstable form of succession and make
democracy less likely to be achieved, both of which work against Amer-
ican long-term interests. It would be foolhardy to argue that it is never
in American interests to back coups. It would be equally foolhardy to
believe that Washington could rely on such a policy to meet its funda-
mental needs in the third world.
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