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Abstract: This paper lays out theoretical expectations regarding how military rank conditions an 

individual’s disposition and opportunity to undertake a coup d’état. We present data collected on 

the military ranks of the leaders of coups during the 1950-2012 period. Then, utilizing a 

Heckman selection model, we quantitatively test the linkage between coups and ranks—

replicating a recent analysis of coups with the addition of the rank variable. We find that coup 

leader rank is a significant predictor of coup success. To refine our intuition regarding the 

relationship between these variables, we then delve into qualitative data on coups d’état from 

two country studies: Suriname 1980-87 and Argentina 1976-89. We suggest that the findings of 

our analysis contribute to broader literatures on causes of coups d’état, coup proofing, civil-

military relations, and social order and stability. This initial empirical analysis suggests that 

further theorizing the link between military ranks and coups would be fruitful.   
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Introduction 

 

In recent years the social sciences literature has witnessed a revival of interest in coups 

d’état. Influential and prolific from the 1960s through 1980s, against the background of coups 

and military governments in Latin America, Africa, and Asia (Finer 2002; Huntington 1968; 

Stepan 1971, 1988; Thompson 1976), coups research then became less popular among scholars. 

Yet, there has been a renaissance of coups research in recent years (Harkness 2012; Powell and 

Thyne 2011; Powell 2012; Taylor 2001). In part, this reemerging interest is linked to several 

recent, high profile, and well-publicized instances of coups, such as in Mali and Egypt. Another 

reason is the emergence of more sophisticated large-N datasets—a development fueled by the 

renewed general interest in civil-military relations and improvements in data analysis techniques. 

Quite surprisingly, however, both the older and more recent attempts to uncover the 

causes of coups d’état largely ignore (but see Thompson 1973, 1976) one important and intuitive 

factor, namely the military rank of coup leaders. This oversight is even more intriguing given 

deep-seated, popular perceptions of a coup-rank nexus as well as variation in the ranks of 

military rulers, known to most comparative politics scholars. A satirical television sketch, note 

Hebditch and Connor (2009, 9) 

[O]nce showed a long-suffering government official at his desk. On the wall behind him is a 

portrait of a mustachioed middle-aged man in a morning suit and blue sash. Below, a plaque 

reads: ‘Viva el Presidente!’ Suddenly in the street outside the window his window, there is uproar 

and the sound of small-arms fire. As soon as it subsides, the official emerges from his desk and 

flips the picture around. On the other side is the portrait of a mustachioed middle-aged man in 

military uniform with a chest that groans with medals. This time the slogan reads: ‘Viva el 

General!’” 

 

At the same time, “Why are coups always led by colonels?” wonders a Foreign Policy piece by 

Dickinson (2010). A “classic form of twentieth century politics: the colonels’ revolt,” describes 
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the Young Turks coup, according to prominent historian Eric Weitz (2013). An academic study 

of Argentina and Venezuela tries to explain the “rise of the lieutenant colonels” (Norden 1996b), 

while scholars of African politics are well aware of the Ghana’s dictator Jerry Rawlings’s 

military rank—flight lieutenant. Togo and Liberia experienced successful coups led by non-

commissioned officers (NCOs); and, Burkina Faso’s President came to power as a captain. We 

argue that to fully understand the phenomena of coups scholars have to pay greater attention to 

the people leading them, the motivation behind their attempts to overthrow the government, and 

their actual ability to do so. These factors, we will show, are strongly affected by actual and 

potential conspirators’ military ranks as the motivation and ability to carry out a coup differ from 

an NCO to a major to a general. 

 This paper analyzes the connection between military ranks and coups and answers two 

key questions: Which military ranks are more likely to lead coups? And, are coups initiated by 

different ranks more or less likely to be successful? We answer these questions by (1) coding the 

military ranks of the leaders of coups during the 1950-2012 period; (2) quantitatively testing the 

linkage between coups and ranks by replicating, with the addition of the rank variable, a recent 

analysis of coups; and (3) presenting qualitative data from two country studies: Suriname 1980-

87 and Argentina 1976-89. The findings of our analysis contribute to broader literatures on 

causes of coups d’état, coup proofing, civil-military relations, and social order and stability. 

  

Explaining Coups d’état  

Scholars have long sought to explain when and why military actors intervene in politics. 

Social scientists in the cold war era approached these questions by asking whether the military 

was “pushed” or “pulled” into high politics. The push argument saw the military intervening as a 

result of social change and extra-military events. Huntington (1968) highlighted the effects of 
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societal mobilization and political institutionalization, and Johnson, Slater, and McGowan (1984) 

considered how a state’s place in the international system influenced coup propensity. The pull 

argument concentrated on intra-military variables to explain coup d’état likelihood. Huntington’s 

early focus on professionalization and Janowitz’s (1964) sociology of the military implied that a 

military’s institutional development would influence its entrance into politics. More recently, 

however, scholars have studied coups from a rationalist perspective, considering the military’s 

disposition and ability to successfully undertake a coup.
1
  

There are two issues with the existing rationalist argument, however. First, scholars do 

not agree on factors influencing the motivation to undertake a coup. According to some 

arguments, military norms strongly condition the desire to intervene in politics. The military may 

feel it not simply can but also should influence politics, that it can aid the nation and the state. In 

extreme cases, the military might believe it is the only actor capable of saving the polity from 

collapse or anarchy, caused by subversive or incapable civilian politicians (O’Donnell 1979; 

Stepan 1971). A history of coups in a country might render military intervention more acceptable 

or normal; conversely, lack of an interference precedent might lead the military to feel it 

genuinely has no place in politics (Taylor 2001, 2003). Other scholars focus on material interests 

as driving the military’s disposition to undertake a coup. In these analyses, the military may seek 

to intervene in politics if it harbors institutional grievances (Huntington 1993; Nordlinger 1977; 

Stepan 1988; Thompson 1973) or if particular military officers have suffered at the hands of the 

regime (Thompson 1973). Finally, a third avenue considers how the balance of power within the 

military influences a desire to undertake a coup. One argument is that military faction rivalry can 

                                                 
1
 This approach to understanding coups is usually attributed to Finer (1988). There are also references back to 

Feaver (1999), who is usually cited specifically for his outlining of the civil-military problematique. Powell (2012), 

the most current and reputable article on coup dynamics, follows this approach. 
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produce a faction’s motivation to intervene in politics (McGowan 2006). It is clear that scholars 

have not achieved a consensus on the variables that increase a military’s coup disposition. 

Second, scholars do not have a clear understanding of the factors that enhance a 

military’s ability to execute a coup. One approach has been to consider when a regime is 

vulnerable to overthrow. In this vein, scholars have highlighted that the military may have an 

easier entrance into political intervention when the regime lacks legitimacy (Galetovic and 

Sanhueza 2000; Wiking 1983), such as when politics is polarized (Cohen 1987), when the 

economy is in crisis (Fossum 1967), or when the regime lacks international support (David 1986; 

Decalo 1998; Thyne 2010). Other arguments focus on military-level variables that influence the 

organization’s ability to execute a coup. For instance, if a military has popular legitimacy (Finer 

2002), technical capacity, and a large number of personnel (Powell 2012), it may be better 

positioned. A third set of hypotheses relates to the state security environment in which a military 

is situated. A military may be better positioned to intervene in politics if there are no strong 

domestic security institutions that can counterbalance it (Belkin and Schofer 2005; Pilster and 

Böhmelt 2012), and if other coup-proofing mechanisms are lacking (Brooks and Segal 1998; 

Powell 2012; Quinlivan 1999). Scholars have thus provided numerous hypotheses regarding 

what drives a military’s desire to undertake a coup, and the factors that facilitate a coup’s 

execution. However, there is no consensus in the literature as to which variables are most 

important in explaining coup success. 

 

Rank and the Disposition and Ability to Undertake a Coup 

 We argue that existing arguments are problematic and limited because they focus on “the 

military” as a unified, abstract body, rather than on those individuals within it who actually 

launch a coup. Historical records clearly demonstrate that it does not require the whole military 
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to undertake a coup, that a small group of motivated and well organized conspirators can 

successfully overthrow a government, and that the people leading coups are driven by a host of 

institutional and personal interests, determined in a large part by their position in the military. 

 We are not the first to make this argument. Almost forty years ago William R. Thompson 

(1976) disaggregated coup data in an effort to discern patterns based on the coup leader’s 

military rank. Looking at cases from 1946-1970, Thompson found that senior or middle-ranking 

officers most often lead coup attempts and he went on to code his data by the level at which the 

coup was planned, within versus outside the military headquarters. Unfortunately, such previous 

efforts to analyze the linkage between coups and military ranks are overlooked by contemporary 

scholarship. Furthermore, the universe of cases, theoretical perspectives on coups, and methods 

of analysis have substantially changed since the mid-1970s. In this paper we strive to close this 

gap between earlier and contemporary scholarship by looking at the people who led coup 

attempts and their military ranks during the 1950-2012 period. First, we establish expectations as 

to how an individual’s military rank influences his disposition and ability to launch a coup. 

In terms of disposition, all military ranks might have the motive to intervene in politics, 

but for different reasons. The highest-ranking officers (e.g., generals) may have the desire to gain 

or preserve the military institution’s legitimacy and prerogatives. In addition, the military’s top 

brass are likely to feel ultimately responsible for order within the nation and its protection from 

not only external but also internal threats. Such a concern is especially acute for the chief officers, 

as they, in contrast to brigadier or major generals cannot pass the buck to a higher rank. However, 

inclinations to intervene are tempered under certain circumstances by a high-ranking officer’s 

parallel incentives to sustain the existing system. A general officer is part of the regime’s elite 

circle and receives particular perks as a result. Lower-ranking generals have joined the elite later 
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than top commanders and are more likely to be satisfied with the current regime. In addition, 

these lower-ranking generals are still able to move up in the ranks without resorting to violence; 

top generals, on the other hand, have little to no upward mobility within the military and a coup 

might provide an opportunity for becoming a president and commander-in-chief.  

Middle-ranking officers would seem to have the greatest disposition to lead a coup. 

Senior enough to seriously consider influencing politics, they are nonetheless not part of the 

regime’s elite and hence receive limited perks. Furthermore, several scholars have noticed the 

importance of a generational gap between generals and mid-level officers (see, for instance 

Waisbord 1991). In many cases this gap is wide enough for the two groups to have different life 

experiences or to receive very different military and ideological training, thus making the 

middle-ranking officers less likely to blindly obey the top brass. Among the middle-ranking 

officers, colonels are likely to have the highest disposition to engage in coups. The colonel is the 

rank at which true military elite selection takes place. Once commissioned as an officer, it is 

typically possible to advance from a major to lieutenant colonel or from lieutenant colonel to 

colonel based on objective indicators only. But the promotion to generalship also involves (and 

at times is completely determined by) subjective considerations, such as political reliability or 

membership in favored professional or identity-based networks. If a colonel is denied promotion 

because of such subjective reasons he is likely to become less satisfied with the status quo. In 

addition, colonels (and oftentimes lieutenant colonels as well) are generally required to receive 

advanced military training as part of their preparation for more sophisticated assignments. Such 

training brings young, ambitious, and bright mid-level officers together, nourishing in them a 

sense of exclusivity and professional superiority. This may unite this cohort against current 
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military elite perceived as retrograde, stuck in the past, and subservient in its relations with the 

government. 

Low-ranking officers, non-commissioned officers, and soldiers are likely to have a more 

balanced disposition with respect to initiating a coup. On the one hand, this group receives the 

least selective benefits from the regime. Minorities or un-favored social groups may be limited to 

the lower military ranks, fueling their discontent with the system. Issues of pay and benefits are 

likely to be strongly felt for these lesser-paid personnel as well. On the other hand, this group 

represents those individuals most dependent on their military employment. NCOs and soldiers 

are not likely to have advanced education, and this group is also unlikely to have skills that 

qualify them for civilian employment, should they be dismissed from their positions if a coup 

plot is discovered. Lieutenants and captains, unlike the NCOs and the rank and file, can 

reasonably expect career advancement (and more perks) in the not-so-distant future and are also 

generally too young to consider themselves fit to take over the state. These two factors, 

combined, make the lower-ranked officers less likely to rock the boat.  

On surface, it appears there is a relationship between military rank and the motivation to 

undertake a coup: top generals and colonels indeed seem to have a higher disposition to engage 

in coups than subordinate ranks. Similarly, the ability to carry out a coup should differ across 

military ranks. According to Luttwak (1979), a successful military coup is defined by the 

organizing officers’ ability to convince alienated personnel to bring their units to the side of the 

coup, and capacity neutralize opposition from other security branches and political forces in the 

midst of the coup.  

Generals likely have the greatest ability to succeed in a coup attempt. Often based in the 

capital, they have relationships with political elites and knowledge of the entire military 
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organization. Their high rank allows them access to key facilities and as generals they sit atop a 

long chain of command, schooled in obedience to the generals’ orders. In addition, the generals 

often enjoy higher prestige and societal trust than the civilian politicians. Precisely because of 

these factors top generals are often sought after by the lower rank or civilian conspirators 

(Needler 1966), thus becoming leaders and executors of coups initially devised by other people 

who do not share the same ability to overthrow the government. The only factor working against 

generals’ ability to undertake a coup is that they are further removed from the actual military 

personnel and materiel used in the event.  

Middle-ranking officers, especially colonels are likely to have a more difficult time 

executing a coup. They might have a reasonable expectation of being able to succeed in the coup, 

as they are in direct command of relatively large units. Yet, they are also much more likely to 

face determined opposition and fail as a result. Unlike the generals, the colonels are not at the top 

of the military’s command chain and there are always units that can be deployed against the 

mutineers if the top brass decide to do so. Furthermore, the top command would likely perceive 

the revolting younger officers as a direct threat to its status and interests, and hence would be 

more likely to join forces with the government against the attempted coup. The colonels are also 

likely to have fewer elite relationships than their superiors, making it more difficult to neutralize 

political forces during the coup.  

Lower-ranking officers and soldiers will have the least ability to lead a coup. In most 

places, these individuals lack a robust elite or even military network to carry out the coup, and 

are not likely to have unquestioned access to the key facilities that would need to be held in the 

course of the coup. The only potential exception seems to be what Kroes (1982) defines as a 

“small-town coup.” In small states, the NCOs and soldiers might overcome the problem of 
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access to key facilities and elite networks. In larger settings, their chances are slim. There thus 

appears to be a linear relationship between military rank and the opportunity to undertake a coup. 

The coup literature emphasizes that an individual is likely to pursue a coup when the 

rewards (to individual or institution) are seen to outweigh the risk. With this concept, and based 

on our assessment of ranks’ disposition and ability to intervene, we can form expectations 

regarding from which military ranks coups are most likely to emanate and which are most likely 

to be successful. Highest-ranking officers should be most likely to initiate coups—they have the 

greatest ability to carry out a coup and thus the cost of doing so is low—and have their coups be 

successful. Middle-ranking officers should be less likely to initiate coups—they have the greatest 

disposition to intervene but are cautioned by their realization that their ability to do so is not on 

solid ground—and be infrequently successful in carrying them out. Lower-ranking officers and 

soldiers should never find it rational to initiate a coup—they should not have any confidence that 

the reward will outweigh the risk.  

 

Considering Ranks: Initial Data Associations 

 

Taking a look at descriptive statistics is helpful in discerning initial patterns in coups 

d’état. Following Powell and Thyne, we define coups d’état as: “overt attempts by the military or 

other elites within the state apparatus to unseat the sitting head of state using unconstitutional 

means” (2011, 252). Powell and Thyne’s (2011) coup attempt data observations form the 

bedrock of our dataset, and include 460 observations of coup events from 1950-2012. While 

1950 is an arbitrary starting off point, it serves both theoretical and practical purposes—allowing 

us to compare coup events occurring in a more modern political era and covering a period for 

which we have data on a range of control variables. Of the 460 identified coup events, half were 
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successful. The majority of the events represented a single coup attempt in a given country-year; 

however, there were fifty-five years in which two, three, or four coups occurred in a country.  

 

TABLE 1: COUPS 1950-2012, DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Total number of coup events 460 

Number of failed coups 230 

Number of successful coups 230 

Country-years with at least one coup event 398 

Country-years with exactly one coup event 343 

Country-years with exactly two coup events 47 

Country-years with exactly three coup events 7 

Country-years with exactly four coup events 1 

 

 

TABLE 2: COUP LEADER, BY AGGREGATED RANK 

 

Leader Number % 

Unclear 19    4 

Civilian 47   10 

Soldier 6    1 

Non-Commissioned Officer 8 2 

Company Grade Officer 43 9 

Field Grade Officer 140 30 

General Officer 197 43 

Total 460 100 

Note: Percentages are rounded. 
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In investigating coups, we also draw on Marshall and Marshall (2009), who provide specific 

leadership data for 271 of Powell and Thyne’s (2011) coup events. We bolstered this coup leader 

rank data by surveying major publications to identify (if possible) the coup leader and his rank 

for the remaining 127 coups.
2
  

Of 460 coup events, approximately forty-three percent were led by general officers and 

thirty-percent by field grade officers (majors, lieutenant colonels, and colonels).
3
 Figure 1 shows 

the distribution of coup failures and successes, by coup leader categories. It is clear that general 

officer coups most frequently occur and are most frequently successful—for the civil servant 

described in the introduction section, it would make sense to change the Viva el Presidente 

portrait with a Viva el General one upon hearing small arms fire on the streets. Yet, a prudent 

government official would be well advised to keep some more portraits in her office as well. In 

agreement with several small-N, region-specific studies such as Norden (1996b) and anecdotal 

evidence (Dickinson 2010), field grade officer coups are also frequent. However, contrary to 

coups undertaken by generals, these attempts are associated with more failures than successes. 

Company grade officer coups, led by captains or lieutenants, are infrequent and associated with 

greater failure rates; NCO and soldier coups are even more uncommon events. Yet, interestingly, 

while soldier-led coups have never succeeded, coups undertaken by NCOs have a formidable, 

fifty-percent success rate—higher than the success rates of field grade officer coups. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 For coup events occurring during and after 1980, we searched LexisNexis for articles from the “major publications” 

archive and FBIS archive. For coup events occurring before 1980, we consulted Google’s newspaper archives, 

relying on newswire articles published in outlets such as the Milwaukee Sentinel and Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. When 

information was not available in digitized news archives, we searched country-specific manuscripts. The specific 

sources for each coup leader coding are recorded in the complete dataset we constructed. 

 
3
 See Appendix for which specific ranks are subsumed in the categories. 
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FIGURE 1: NUMBER OF COUP SUCCESSES V. FAILURES, BY COUP LEADER AGGREGATED RANK  

 

 
 

 

It may be the case that there are associations between coup leader rank and coup outcome, based 

on a country’s regional context. Figure 2 highlights the distribution of general and field grade 

officer coups by geographic region. The striking initial observation is that there have been very 

few coups in Eastern Europe, Western Europe, North America, and East Asia; in contrast, Latin 

America, the Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa have witnessed many more coup events. The 

figure also reveals variation in the proportion of coups led by general versus field grade officers. 

At one end of the spectrum, in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East a roughly equal number 

of coups have been led by both categories of officers. In contrast, general officers have led a 

greater percentage of coups occurring in Latin America, the Caribbean, and South and Southeast 

Asia.  
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FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF COUPS LEAD BY FIELD GRADE VERSUS GENERAL OFFICERS, BY REGION 

 

 
 

There seem also to be some regional associations between coup success versus failure and coup 

leader rank. In Southeast Asia, one hundred percent of field grade officer coups have been 

unsuccessful. Field grade officers have a better history in Latin America (sixty-six percent 

unsuccessful), the Middle East (approximately fifty-percent unsuccessful), and Sub-Saharan 

Africa (more than half successful). Generals in all regions are associated with more coup 

successes than failures, although the proportion does range between two thirds and three fourths 

successful. 
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and consider specific ranks’ engagement in coups and their success rates. Figure 3 presents the 

distribution of coup attempts by specific military ranks.  

 

FIGURE 3: NUMBER OF COUP SUCCESSES V. FAILURES, BY COUP LEADER DISAGGREGATED RANK 
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predominantly coups committed by the chief commanding officers—they are responsible for 122 

coup attempts, of which seventy-one percent were successful.  

The descriptive statistics of coups d’état distribution by ranks presents several puzzling 

findings that demand explanation. Why would non-commissioned officers ever lead coups, and 

why would they enjoy success rates that are higher than that of any rank below brigadier 

general? Why would the colonels be three times more likely to engage in coups than the ranks 

immediately below and above them in the military hierarchy? And finally, why are top 

commanding officers the most coup-prone? We argue that the answer to these questions lies in 

the recognition of a basic fact, largely overlooked by the macro-level studies of coups: the 

disposition and ability to undertake a coup differ across military ranks.  

 

Empirical Analysis:  Predicting Coup Success 

 

Having shown patterns between coup leader rank and coup attempts, we now consider 

whether this association is actually driven by rank and not other, intervening variables. Similar to 

Powell (2012), we use a two-stage, Heckman selection model to evaluate whether coup leader 

rank has an influence on the likelihood of coup success. This allows us to first model the 

influence of a host of variables on the likelihood that a coup is attempted in a given country-year. 

We then “use a selection hazard as a regressor in the second stage (outcome of the attempt)” 

(Powell 2012, 10). As Powell points out, the selection model satisfies two theoretical 

expectations: that the same variables can have different effects on coup attempt versus coup 

success, and that the decision to attempt a coup is not unrelated to the probability that the coup 

will succeed or fail. 

 Our first-stage dependent variable is coup attempt and our second-stage dependent 

variable is coup success. When trying to explain a coup attempt or success, the reality is that 



 17 

there may be multiple coup attempts in a given country-year. This does not allow the researcher 

to code a given country-year as witnessing no coup attempt, a failed attempt, or a successful 

attempt. As most analyses seek to test explanatory factors that vary across, not within, years, this 

is a challenge. There does not seem to be a simple solution to this problem, but we are not 

satisfied with Powell’s (2012) response. Powell codes Attempt (1) if there is at least one coup 

attempt in a given country-year. He then codes Success (1) if there is at least one successful coup 

in a given country-year. In 1962, Argentina experienced one successful coup and then one failed 

coup; Powell’s “success” DV takes a value of (1). Thus, Powell’s explanation of coup success is 

imprecise—certain structural conditions can produce both failed and successful coups in a given 

year, but he defers to successes. 

We restrict our observations of the dependent variables, focusing on the first coup 

attempt in a given country-year. Seventy-five percent of coups, 343 of 460 coup attempts, 

represent the sole coup event in a given country-year. Focusing on these first coup events helps 

us in one way—we are able to clearly link coup leader rank to a specific coup attempt. On the 

other hand, this hampers our analysis as well. First, we are not making use of valuable 

information on coups, decreasing our sample size. Second, we may be distorting our analysis in a 

different way if a country-year’s first coup event is appreciably different from subsequent coup 

events. Thus, we see our test as an initial assessment of the influence of coup leader rank on coup 

success. 

The first stage of the model predicts the Coup Attempt dependent variable, which takes a 

value of (0) when no coup has been attempted and value of (1) once a coup has been attempted. 

The independent variables included in stage one are those Powell (2012) uses as his baseline 

control variables, and which Powell has made available via replication data. Change in Military 
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Expenditure is a measure of a country’s percent change in military spending, as recorded by the 

Correlates of War (COW) project. A Soldier Quality variable follows, which is a measure of 

military expenditure divided by number of military personnel for a given country-year, logged 

(COW). Typical economic indices—Change in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per Capita and 

logged GDP per Capita—originate from Gleditsch (2002). The variable Instability is measured 

by Banks (2001) and dummy variables for Democracy (Polity score 5 and above), Authoritarian 

(Polity score 5 and below), and Military Regime (Belkin and Schofer 2005) are included as well. 

Also included in the first stage is Powell and Thyne’s (2009) coding of Years since Coup, which 

measures time elapsed since a country’s last coup, as well as cubic splines to account for the time 

dependence issues this variable creates in the Heckman model. 

The second stage of the model predicts the Coup Success dependent variable, which takes 

a value of (0) when the attempt fails and (1) when the “coup perpetrators seize and hold power 

for at least seven days” (Powell and Thyne 2011, 252). Our independent variable of interest is 

Coup Leader Rank, an ordinal variable grouping ranks on a scale. The highest value (5) is a 

general officer rank and the lowest value (1) is a soldier rank.
4
 Like Powell (2012), we have 

reason to believe that most of the independent variables included in stage one to predict whether 

a coup is initiated may also influence whether a coup is successful. We thus include all the same 

explanatory in stage two, except Years since Coup, as we expect this variable to have an effect 

on the likelihood of a coup attempt, but not necessarily on the coup’s outcome.
5
  

 

 

                                                 
4
 See Appendix for the specific ranks subsumed in each category. 

 
5
 The model thus achieves the Heckman model exclusion restriction—there is at least one variable (Years since 

Coup) included in the selection equation and not included in the outcome equation. 
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TABLE 3: HECKMAN SELECTION MODEL, PREDICTING COUP ATTEMPT AND THEN COUP SUCCESS 

 

 Attempt Success 

Coup Leader Rank      0.378 (0.142) ** 

Ch. Mil. Exp. − 0.006   (0.019)  − 0.243 (0.189)   

Soldier Quality − 0.129 (0.041)  ** − 0.275 (0.074) *** 

Mil. Personnel  − 0.086 (0.025) *** − 0.171 (0.058) ** 

Ch. GDP/Capita − 0.961 (0.556)  − 1.503 (1.004)  

GDP/Capita  − 0.066 (0.054)  − 0.120   (0.106)  

Instability  0.051 (0.007) ***  0.061 (0.017) *** 

Democracy − 0.209 (0.118)   0.238   (0.288)  

Authoritarian − 0.493 (0.086) *** − 0.380 (0.164) * 

Mil. Regime  1.023 (0.086) ***  1.549 (0.163) ***  

Yrs Since Coup − 0.100 (0.027)  ***  

Constant  0.391 (0.418)  − 0.240 (0.872)  

Observations  4,665       231 

Athrho  1.191 (0.527) *  

Rho  0.831  

Log pseudo likelihood − 789.554  
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Cubic splines included in each model.  

***p < 0.001. **p < 0.01. *p < 0.05 (two-tailed). 

 

Model results are presented in Table 3. In comparing the results to Powell’s (2012) 

Model 1, we see that the same variables—Expenditure per Soldier, logged Military Personnel, 

Instability, Democracy, Authoritarian, Military Regime, and Years since Coup—are found to be 

statistically significant in both coup attempt equations. Moving to the second stage, variables 

from Powell’s (2012) analysis have a statistically significant effect on coup success in our model 

as well. Yet, in addition, our introduced variable—Coup Leader Rank—has a positive and 

statistically significance effect on the coup outcome. Figure 3 illustrates how coup leader rank 

values are associated with different marginal effects with respect to the probability that a coup 

attempt is successful. As can be seen, coups led by general officers are associated with a much 

higher likelihood that a coup attempt will be successful, as compared to coups led by subordinate 

ranks.  
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FIGURE 3:  PREDICTIVE MARGINS, COUP LEADER RANK AND COUP SUCCESS PROBABILITY 

 
 

For comparison purposes, Figure 4 presents the average marginal effects of Democracy, 

Authoritarian, and Military Regime on the likelihood of a successful coup. Only Military Regime 

appears to have as strong of an effect on coup success as does being a general officer.  

 

FIGURE 4: AVERAGE MARGINAL EFFECTS, BINARY IVS AND COUP SUCCESS PROBABILITY 
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This exploration lends initial support to our contention that a coup leader’s military rank goes far 

in explaining whether a coup attempt is successful. In the next section, we delve into two country 

studies to better understand one case in which, unexpectedly, lower-ranking military personnel 

succeed in executing a coup (Suriname) and another in which different higher-ranking officers 

have attempted coups d’état (Argentina). 

 

Coup d’état Case Studies  

 

Suriname 1980-87 

Located in the northeastern part of South America, the former Dutch colony of Suriname 

is a relatively small country, slightly lager then the state of Georgia, with a population of less 

than 400,000 at the time of independence in 1975 (MacDonald 1988, 108). The legacy of 

colonialism, slavery and plantation agriculture led to an ethnically divided population with East 

Indians (Hindustanis) comprising about 35% of the population, Creoles 32%, Javanese 

Indonesians 15%, and Bush Negroes, the descendants of the Maroon slaves, about 10%, with 

smaller populations of Amerindians, Chinese, and Europeans (Meel 1993, 125). Yet, despite its 

small size and ethnically divided population, the state had begun its independent existence being 

substantially better off than most other former colonies. The Dutch, notes MacDonald, “left 

behind a parliamentary democracy and an economy substantially endowed with a $1.5 billion 

‘golden hand-shake’ aid package to be disbursed over several years, little external debt … and a 

relatively competitive bauxite industry.” Suriname enjoyed relatively high literacy rates and one 

of the highest life expectancy rates in Latin America (MacDonald 1988, 106).  

Against this backdrop, the country’s small military was widely perceived as the least 

likely contender for power (Kroes 1982, 115) and the army was never envisioned as or trained to 

be a serious combat force. Its own commanders viewed parades and ceremonies as the 
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institution’s key activities (Singh 2008, 79). The country had territorial tensions with 

neighboring Guyana but faced no real external threat, and the political system, while fragmented, 

corrupt, and ineffective, was not in danger of descending into anarchy or civil war. Yet, in 1980 

the country faced a military coup in which a group of young, largely non-ideological (Singh 

2007, 76) NCOs led by Sergeant Major Desi Bouterse deposed the civilian government and took 

over the state. Furthermore, during the years of military rule the main challenge to the Bouterse-

led regime emerged from violence led by another NCO, Corporal Ronnie Brunswijk. 

What can explain a coup by NCOs in a small, relatively developed democratic state 

where the military is weak and does not perceive itself as a political actor? The answer lies 

chiefly in the motivations and actions of rebellious NCOs, responding to conditions faced by 

their specific rank. In other words, the coup had everything to do with the rebels being NCOs, 

and very little with macro-level political conditions and structural factors.  

Prior to Suriname’s independence, the defense of the country was entrusted to the Dutch 

Kingdom. The Dutch also set up a local force, the Troepenmacht in Suriname (TRIS), but it was 

never seriously envisioned as a combat-oriented organization. At 1,100 strong on the eve of 

independence, it was led by Surinamese NCOs and Dutch officers and engaged in numerous 

development projects, such as clearing roads in inaccessible areas (Brana-Shute 1996, 472). 

Furthermore, it was initially quite possible that the state would have no military at all. The Dutch 

had originally wished to leave Suriname with an extended police-force instead of an army; 

however, the Surinamese government opted for the military, thus leading to the creation of the 

Surinamese Army (SKM) (Meel 1990, 79). Following this decision, the Surinamese military 

cadre, “who had received their training in the Netherlands, had begun to flow back. [Surinamese] 

military personnel of the Kingdom forces were furthermore enticed to join the new Surinamese 
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army by a 20% bonus on top of their Surinamese income, to be paid by the Dutch government, in 

order to avoid a reduction in pay” (Kroes 1982, 122). The newly created SKM was a miniature 

army. Led by eight officers and 100 NCOs, it consisted of 500 conscripts and 150 civilians. The 

military’s chief officer, notes Brana-Shute, envisioned the force as performing mainly 

ceremonial duties and held the Dutch-trained NCOs in open contempt, calling them 

“lamebrained boy scouts.” His view of the military was also shared by the civilian politicians 

(Brana-Shute 1996, 472–473). 

Yet, despite Dutch financial aid, all was not well in Suriname on the wake of 

independence. Strongly needed (and promised) reforms were not enacted by the administration, 

parliament was gridlocked, the political system, led by corrupt leaders, was deeply divided along 

ethnic lines, and external aid funds were mismanaged and wasted (Meel 1990, 80). Under such a 

conditions of societal crisis it is not unreasonable to expect the military to intervene in politics 

and the intervention did eventually take place, but from entirely unexpected quarters—the NCOs. 

The civilian authorities did not fear the military as a political actor. The army was largely 

ignored by the government, and the politicians were “hardly aware of its existence, considering it 

a rather insignificant institution, politically neutral, and in an obvious stage of construction” 

(Meel 1993, 129). This belief in the army’s political neutrality, an entirely reasonable 

expectation if one considers only the views of the military’s top command, prevented the 

government from seriously addressing the grievances of the lower ranks. The government, 

argues Singh, “appeared tone deaf to the grievances of the non-commissioned officers, who 

outnumbered the commissioned officers by a ratio of 15:1 and who were much more directly in 

command of the ordinary soldiers” (Singh 2008, 79). NCOs in Suriname faced several problems, 

the primary issue being pay. There were substantial disparities in pay between local and Dutch-
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trained NCOs. Moreover, the difference “in salaries between the NCOs and the officers was huge 

and the salaries paid to new recruits was (sic) also very low. Further, because officers saw the 

SKM as a parade force, they insisted on soldiers being well turned out, and punishment for minor 

infractions took the form of heavy fines against their already paltry pay. It is not difficult to see 

how the issue of wages bonded the soldiers to the NCOs, who were much closer to them in 

execution of their duties” (Singh 2007, 76). Ignored by the government and alienated from the 

“pompous officers corps” (Brana-Shute 1996, 473), the NCOs nonetheless felt themselves 

superior to the top brass. Professionally trained, many of the NCOs served in the Dutch military 

in the Netherlands and viewed politicians and army officers with contempt.  

 The experience of service in the Dutch military, with its lower ranks’ unions, also 

affected the way in which the NCOs initially tried to protect their interests and address their 

grievances—they started a union of their own.  The 1979 attempt to introduce in Suriname such 

an NCO union, the Bond van Militair Kader, was the immediate trigger of the coup (Kroes 1982, 

123–124; Singh 2007, 76). Initially, the NCOs tried to have the union recognized through 

established legal channels, but were denied by the military top command and the government. 

Furthermore, three sergeants who were among the union’s key leaders were to be court martialed 

for their union activism. As a countermove, on February 25, 1980 a group of fifteen NCOs and 

one junior officer took over the government in a relatively bloodless coup d’état.  

 The people who took part in the coup shared several characteristics—they were a tightly 

knit group, trained by the Dutch and with service records in the Netherlands. Relatively young, 

most of them were Creoles from lower middle class and working class origin (Meel 1993, 130), 

and they were a fairly bright group who liked “to drink, womanize, occasionally get rowdy” 

(Brana-Shute 1986, 103–104). Very few of them were ideologically motivated and the vast 
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majority perpetrated the coup because of the immediate material concerns of the NCOs and the 

rank and file (Singh 2007, 76). 

 Yet, the NCOs initiated the coup not simply because they had grievances against the 

government and higher-ups in the military hierarchy. No less important, they believed that they 

could actually succeed in such an endeavor. The NCOs, who were for all practical purposes the 

mid-level managers of the military, were well situated to assess the predispositions of both the 

officers and the enlisted men, with whom they were in constant contact. The NCOs, notes Singh, 

knew that the officers were also conspiring against the government (Singh 2007, 78–79) and 

hence were unlikely to protect it. Against the background of officers’ expected passivity and the 

rank and file’s support, very little stood in the sergeants’ way to power. 

 Interestingly enough, the key challenge to the Bouterse regime also came from an NCO. 

Corporal Ronnie Brunswijk was Bouterse’s personal bodyguard and a graduate of commando 

training in Cuba (Meel 1993, 142). A Bush Negro, Brunswijk organized a predominantly ethnic 

armed group, generally known as the Jungle Commando, that skillfully fought the regime forces 

with the stated goal of restoring democracy by driving Bouterse and his supporters out of the 

country (MacDonald 1988, 110). In the pre-violence period, however, the Bush Negroes were 

among the main beneficiaries of Bouterse’s policies. Bouterse, writes Dew, “seemed to go out of 

his way to do something for this group—at least in order to utilize them as part of his effort to 

develop a power base” (1994, 122). It goes against the literature’s theoretical expectations that 

the smallest of the country’s main ethnic groups would try to overthrow the very regime that 

benefits them (Dew 1994, 122). The reason for Brunswijk’s insurrection lay not in his official 

pro-democracy statements, but in his personal situation—the corporal was discharged from the 

Bouterse’s bodyguard force in a dispute over pay (Dew 1994, 123), or according to another 
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version, for “intolerable behavior” (Meel 1993, 142). Unlike the Bouterse’s coup, however, 

Brunswijk was met with determined resistance from the military’s commander-in-chief 

(Bouterse himself) and his associates and hence was unable to topple the government. Evidence 

from this NCO-led intervention in Suriname suggests that there are very particular circumstances 

in which military subordinates can successful launch a coup—when these personnel have operate 

in a small armed force, when they have received advanced training, when they have a degree of 

legitimacy in society due to their service experience, when grievances hit their ranks particularly 

hard, and when the immediately higher ranks are neutralized due to their own regime grievances. 

We now turn to a more typical country case—Argentina—to understand variation in higher 

officers’ coup disposition and opportunity. 

 

Argentina 1976-89 

 Historically, few countries around the globe have experienced levels of military 

intervention in politics that can match those of Argentina. Starting with the military coup d’état 

of 1930, officers have played a dominant role in the country’s politics. In various periods of the 

country’s history the military has run the state, engaged in a bloody Dirty War against its own 

citizens, and initiated and humiliatingly lost a war against the UK over the Malvinas/Falkland 

islands in 1982. Following this defeat the state returned to civilian control that was nonetheless 

several times challenged by a powerful faction inside the military. Argentina’s rich history of 

coups coupled with the variation in the rank of actors leading them and their levels of success 

makes the country a good case study for the analysis of high and middle rank officers’ coups. In 

this section, we will focus on the military coup of 1976 and the military revolts under the 

democratic regimes of Presidents Alfonsín and Menem.  
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 According to Deborah Norden, the coup against the government of Hipólito Yrigoyen in 

1930 was the “least ‘military’” among the country’s coups. The number of military personnel 

involved in this almost bloodless coup was minimal, and after less than two years civilians were 

again in control. Yet, the coup of 1930 had also “launched the military’s trajectory, originating 

its subsequent defining role in the Argentine political system” (Norden 1996a, 21). It would take 

the country sixty years to finally end the trajectory. Another military coup, this time in 1943, 

eventually brought to power the person who would end up being the dominant figure of the 

twentieth century Argentine politics—Juan Domingo Perón. Shifting from a military conspirator 

to an elected president, Perón was ousted from power and sent into exile in yet another coup in 

1955, putting Argentina under military rule until 1958. The civilian presidencies of Frondizi and 

Illia then led to another military intervention.  

 The return to civilian rule in 1973 ended with a military takeover in 1976. This short, 

three-year period was one of the most unstable in Argentine history. The country experienced 

four presidents, domestic violence by urban guerillas, and a general perception of descent into 

anarchy (Norden 1996a, 45). When Perón, whom the military allowed to return to Argentina and 

become the president, passed away in 1974, his wife assumed the presidency. With no political 

experience she fell under the influence of her advisor, José López Rega. The country had also 

experienced a period of escalated political violence by urban guerilla groups, which were 

perceived by the military establishment as an acute national security threat (Lewis 2002). During 

the Martínez de Perón presidency, the military was given a virtual free hand in its assault on the 

guerillas; however, in other spheres the military perceived the government’s policies as 

contributing to the escalation of anarchy. In the view of the military top commanders—General 

Videla of the Army, Admiral Massera of the Navy, and Brigadier Acosti of the Air Force—it 
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was the armed forces’ duty to intervene to prevent chaos and protect the state. The 1976 coup 

was far from a spontaneous decision by agitated officers. Planned well in advanced by the 

military’s top command, it was smoothly executed by troops used to obey their commanding 

officers and, precisely because the orders came from the very top of the command chain, without 

any resistance from within the ranks (Norden 1996a, 48–53).  

 The military regime of 1976-1983 achieved little in terms of promoting the country’s 

wellbeing, stability, and security. Furthermore, the junta’s policies created a dangerous rift 

between the top command, which spent the junta years in air conditioned offices enacting 

policies, and the mid-level officers, who bore the brunt of actually fighting a bloody Dirty War 

against their own citizens and a failed campaign against the British in the Malvinas/Falklands. 

“The generals had the Swiss bank accounts, and we were left with the blood,” complained a mid-

level officer (Norden 1996a, 62; see also Waisbord 1991). 

 Following the return to civilian rule, these divergent experiences proved to be crucial in 

explaining the four military revolt/coup attempts during the Alfonsín and Menem presidencies. 

Democratically elected Alfonsín moved forward with slashing military budgets, reducing the 

military’s size, and trying perpetrators of the human rights violations—in civilian courts, which 

constituted a double insult to the military (Waisbord 1991, 159). Yet, the resistance to these 

policies came not from the military as an institution, as Stepan’s (1988) analysis would have 

suggested, and not from the top command, but from the middle-ranking officers—majors, 

lieutenant colonels, and colonels. The reason for this is simple. When the junta leaders were 

removed from power, the military top offices went to the lower-ranking generals who were 

promoted and coopted by the regime. The new top commanders had less incentive—and, given 

the military’s humiliation in the Malvinas, less ability—to resist the civilian authorities. 
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Furthermore, precisely because they were senior enough to spend the Dirty War years in various 

military-bureaucratic positions, these generals were not personally involved in human rights 

violations and did not fear prosecution.  

 For the mid-level officers, especially from the commando and other combat units, the 

situation could not have been more different. These people led the troops during the Dirty War 

and being “left with the blood,” they had ample reason to fear trial. The reduction in the size of 

the military and its budget led to reduced salaries and limited the availability of essential 

materials and supplies, such as bullets and fuel; many lower rank officer had to take second jobs 

to make ends meet (Norden 1996a, 93–94). Socially, the defeat in war, which the middle rank 

officers attributed to failures of the top command, led to diminished prestige and status of their 

profession. Worse still, the very people who, in the colonels’ view, failed miserably in the war 

(Waisbord 1991, 167) were now joining hands with the civilians bent on harming the armed 

forces. From the middle-ranking officers’ point of view, the generals were unable and unwilling 

to protect the servicemen and the institution as a whole. Only they could oppose the government. 

And oppose it they did. 

 In April 1987, Argentina experienced its first post-democratization armed revolt. Led by 

Lieutenant Colonel Aldo Rico, and supported from outside by Colonel Mohamed Alí Seineldín, 

the Easter Week (Semana Santa) rebellion was triggered by the refusal of an army major to 

appear in court to face trial for human rights violations. In combat gear, the rebels, who received 

the name carapintadas (Painted Faces) because of their camouflage face paint, demanded the 

end of the trials, the removal of the army chief of staff, and a stop to what they viewed as an anti-

military smear campaign in the media (Munck 1992, 207–208; Norden 1996a, 129). Their 

demands were largely met. 
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 With regards to the Easter Week rebellion it should be noted that unlike the Surinamese 

NCOs who rebelled because of their personal material conditions, Rico’s (as well as Seineldín’s) 

main motivation was to protect the interests and the prestige of the military as an institution and 

the officers as a group (Norden 1996b, 76). Neither Rico nor Seineldín were heavily implicated 

in human rights violations and both enjoyed fame thanks to their brave and competent conduct 

during the Malvinas/Falkland war (Waisbord 1991, 168–169). The main reason for the middle 

rank officers’ independent rebellion was that they could not count on their superiors to do what 

they perceived as the right thing (Waisbord 1991). But the rebels did not attempt to undertake a 

coup and overthrow the government. They could not count on the support of the top commanders, 

against whom the rebellion was in a large part directed, and were, at this stage, not senior enough 

to entertain political ambitions. Colonel Seineldín, who had extremely strong ideological 

convictions and was senior enough to potentially steer the rebellion towards a coup, was at that 

time outside the state, posted as a military attaché in Panama.  

 Rico and the carapintadas rebelled again in January 1988, this time without much 

success as the rebellion was perceived to be mainly about Rico’s personal legal status and trial 

for the Easter Week insurrection. The change from pragmatic and limited officers’ mutinies to 

rebellions with political and ideological goals came with the return of Colonel Seineldín to 

Argentina (Norden 1996a, 130–132). Of Middle Eastern heritage, Seineldín converted to 

Catholicism in his youth and was a zealously devout Catholic and a right-wing ultra-nationalist. 

He viewed the political situation in Argentina in Manichean terms as a struggle between ultimate 

good, represented by the Catholic faith and the military, and evil, represented by civilian 

politicians and the political Left (Zagorski 1992, 107).  
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 In late 1988 Seineldín returned to Argentina and was denied promotion to general by the 

military establishment, which viewed him as a threat.
6
 On December 1, 1988 he led five hundred 

rebels to occupy the Campo de Mayo Infantry School close to the capital. Officially, the rebels’ 

demands were quite limited and did not threaten the existing political order (Zagorski 1992, 111). 

Below the surface, however, the rebels’ real motives were more ambitious. Indicative here is the 

following story. During the rebellion Seineldín was spotted with an armband that looked like an 

Argentine flag with a cross in the center. This, according to Seineldín, was the design of the 

country’s next flag (Norden 1996a, 132). Yet, while the rebels managed to remove the army’s 

chief of staff from the office, the Radical Civic Union government survived only to be defeated 

by Carlos Menem in the May 1989 election.  

 On December 3, 1990 Argentina’s last major armed uprising took place. This time the 

rebellion can be quite safely portrayed as a coup attempt. Seineldín’s followers occupied the 

army headquarters, located just around the corner from the government seat, killing a number of 

civilians and servicemen and planning to seize the president (Norden 1996a, 149; Zagorski 1994, 

432). The rebels demanded the complete purge of government loyalists from the military and the 

appointment of Seineldín as the commander-in-chief in addition to some other explicitly political 

demands. According to Diego Pérez Andrade, “Seineldín’s theoretical-political plan always 

ended with taking power” (quoted in Norden 1996a, 151–152). This time, however, Menem, 

whose policies were much more military-friendly than those of Alfonsín, “had little trouble 

securing support from the military high command to use force to repress [the coup attempt]” 

(Trinkunas 2000, 94). 

 The analysis of Argentina’s armed forces demonstrates ranks’ varying dispositions and 

abilities to carry out military coups. In 1976, the military intervened because its top officers 

                                                 
6
 On the politics of promotion in the Argentine military see Norden (1996, 170). 



 32 

believed that they had to do so to save the nation from anarchy. As commanders of the three 

major branches of the armed forces, they were able to carry out the coup without encountering 

resistance and, at least at the initial stages of their rule, while enjoying popular support. The 

situation of the carapintadas was different. They rebelled mainly to protect their institution, 

rather than the state, and their grievances were caused by the particular predicament of their rank. 

They rebelled only after they became convinced that their superior officers were unlikely to do 

so themselves. Under Lieutenant Colonel Rico the carapintadas did not entertain political 

ambitions, but started to after the more senior Colonel Seineldín took the lead. Finally, precisely 

because they were mid-level officers, they could not count on the support of the entire military as 

the top command was coopted by the civilian government and satisfied with the status quo. The 

Surinamese NCOs were aware of the officers’ lack of desire to protect the government, and 

hence could succeed in taking over the state virtually unopposed. In Argentina, the situation was 

different and a successful coup was much less certain a prospect. When Seineldín’s followers 

came very close to a coup attempt, they were crushed by the government. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has analyzed the linkages between military ranks and coups d’état. Quite 

surprisingly, with very few notable exceptions, both the older and more recent social science 

studies of coups have ignored the questions of which military ranks are more likely to lead coups 

and whether coups initiated by certain ranks are more likely to be successful. By collecting data 

on the military ranks of leaders of coup attempts from 1950-2012 we are able to provide some 

insights on these questions. Our main findings are that general and colonel are the most coup 

prone ranks. At the same time, we also document a surprisingly limited level of coup initiation 

among lower-level general and field grade officer ranks. We also note interesting patterns of 
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success of the coups initiated by different ranks—while, quite expectedly, the coups initiated by 

generals are more likely to succeed than fail, the coups initiated by all other ranks have success 

rates below fifty percent. The only exception is the NCO coups, which are infrequent, but enjoy 

a fifty percent success rate. 

We argue that to properly understand the phenomenon of coups, scholars have to pay 

closer attention to intra-military, rather than macro-level and structural, factors. We demonstrate 

that different ranks have varying dispositions and diverging abilities to engage in coups, which, 

combined, determine variation in military ranks’ participation in coups d’état. We also 

quantitatively show that military ranks emerge as a significant explanation of coup success after 

controlling for various structural factors, discussed in recent studies. The case studies of 

Suriname and Argentina also suggest that structural, macro-level factors cannot adequately 

explain coup events when these attempts are driven by grievances and conditions of specific 

ranks inside the military. 

Our findings have not only theoretical but also policy relevant implications for coup-

proofing and civil-military relations policies. Thus, we believe that civilian leaders wishing to 

design successful coup prevention policies should not see the military as a unified black box, or 

to focus their attention on the top commanders only. These, after all, are responsible for only 

about a quarter of all coup attempts. Obviously, much more work is to be done to fully 

understand the rank-coup nexus and the disposition, as well the ability, of various ranks to lead 

military coup d’états. We hope that our data and findings will allow scholars to move in this 

direction.  
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APPENDIX: COUP LEADER CODING DECISIONS 

 

Specific choices 

 When multiple perpetrators as associated with the coup, we record the highest rank. 

 When both military personnel and civilians participate in the coup attempt, we record the 

rank of the highest-ranking military member. 

 When the coup initiator is retired from military service, we take his rank at time of retirement, 

which is often shortly before the coup. 

 When the coup initiator’s specific rank is unclear, but he heads a military unit (e.g., head of 

navy) we classify this as a General rank. 

 

Broad rank classification 

 

Broad Rank  

(value) 

Broad Rank  

(label) 

Specific Ranks Subsumed 

5 General Officer Heads of military and paramilitary branches 

Field Marshal 

Commodore 

General (A, MC, AF) 

Lieutenant General (A, MC, AF) 

Major General (A, MC, AF) 

Brigadier General (A, MC, AF) 

Admiral Chief of Naval Operations / 

Commandant of the Coast Guard (N) 

Admiral (N) 

Vice Admiral (N) 

Rear Admiral, lower and upper half (N) 

4 Field Grade Officer Colonel (A, MC, AF) 

Lieutenant Colonel (A, MC, AF) 

Major (A, MC, AF) 

Captain (N) 

Commander (N) 

Lieutenant Commander (N) 

3 Company Grade 

Officer 

Captain (A, MC, AF) 

Flight Lieutenant (RAF) 

First Lieutenant (A, MC, AF) 

Second Lieutenant (A, MC, AF) 

Lieutenant (N) 

Sub-lieutenant (RN) 

Lieutenant Junior Grade (N) 

Ensign (N) 

2 Non-Commissioned 

Officer 

Command Sergeant Major (A, MC) 

Command Chief Master Sergeant (AF) 

Sergeant Major (A, MC) 

Chief Master Sergeant (AF) 

Master Gunnery Sergeant (MC) 
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Senior Master Sergeant (AF) 

First Sergeant (A, MC) 

Master Sergeant (A, MC, AF) 

Sergeant First Class (A) 

Technical Sergeant (AF) 

Gunnery Sergeant (MC) 

Staff Sergeant (A, MC, AF) 

Sergeant (A, MC, AF) 

Corporal (A, MC, AF) 

Fleet/Command Master Chief Petty Officer 

(N) 

Master Chief Petty Officer (N) 

Senior Chief Petty Officer (N) 

Chief Petty Officer (N) 

Petty Officer 1
st
 Class (N) 

Petty Officer 2
nd

 Class (N) 

Petty Officer 3
rd

 Class (N) 

1 Soldier Specialist (A, AF) 

Private First Class (A, MC, AF) 

Lance Corporal (MC) 

Private 2 (A) 

Private (A, MC) 

Senior Airman (AF) 

Airman First Class (AF) 

Airman (AF) 

Airman Basic (AF) 

Seaman (N) 

Seaman Apprentice (N) 

Seaman Recruit (N) 

 

 

 


