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Military disloyalty and disobedience can take several forms.  Some acts of disobedience are individual in 
nature—a single officer refusing to follow a direct order, for instance, or deserting his or her unit.1 Others, 
such as mass desertions or defections, coups d’état, and mutinies, are collective endeavors.2 While instances of 
collective disobedience have often been treated as broadly similar types of behavior, there are important 
distinction between them.  

As Maggie Dwyer and Oisín Tansey emphasize in their excellent new article, “Explaining Divergent Trends 
in Coups and Mutinies: The End of the Cold War and the Role of Military Agency,” coups and mutinies 
tend to be carried out by different actors and have different goals.  Mutinies are primarily a tactic of rank-and-
file soldiers, which target military leadership in order to address grievances.  In contrast, the aim of a coup is 
to overthrow the incumbent regime.  While some coups originate from within the junior ranks of the 
military, most are perpetrated by senior officers. 

Moreover, trends in coups and mutinies diverged dramatically following the end of the Cold War.  As Dwyer 
and Tansey document, while coups became less common, the opposite is true of mutinies.  Drawing on data 
from West and Central Africa, the article demonstrates that mutinies are much more frequent today than they 
were during the Cold War.  The numbers are striking: between 1960 and 1989, there were 69 coup attempts 
in the region; from 1990 to 2019, this number dropped to 46, which represents a decline of one-third.  In 
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comparison, there were just fourteen mutinies during the Cold War, but 65 after—a more than fourfold 
increase (871).  

Dwyer and Tansey attribute the diverging trends in coups and mutinies in the region to larger macropolitical 
shifts associated with the end of the Cold War that affected officers and rank-and-file soldiers in different 
ways.  The article emphasizes three shifts in particular—in the extent of democratization in the region, 
development of robust international norms against coups, and rates of participation in international 
peacekeeping missions.  In developing their theory, Dwyer and Tansey bring together insights from their own 
prior scholarship as well as a wide range of other quantitative and qualitative work.3 

Overall, the article’s arguments are logically developed and well-supported.  In West and Central Africa, 
Dwyer and Tansey contend, the initial instability brought on by democratization resulted in a temporary 
increase in the incidence of coup attempts.  Over time, however, the consolidation of democratic regimes 
increased regime legitimacy and thus the potential costs of a coup.  Senior officers also came to see that it was 
possible to maintain privileged positions under democratic rulers.  At the same time, the rhetoric of 
accountability and participatory politics that accompanied democratization encouraged demand-making by 
rank-and-file soldiers, resulting in more mutinies.  

The article also convincingly argues that the development of more robust anti-coup norms following the end 
of the Cold War—and an increased willingness by international actors to sanction coup-installed regimes—
made coup attempts costlier, while having no effect on mutinies.  These arguments track with other research 
that finds that international actors have become more likely to collectively penalize coups in the post-Cold 
War period.4 

Finally, Dwyer and Tansey argue that experiences of participation in peacekeeping missions, which increased 
rapidly in the region after the end of the Cold War, diverged for those at the top and bottom of the military 
hierarchy.  The article acknowledges that there has been some debate about whether participation in 
peacekeeping increases or decreases the likelihood of coup attempts in troop contributing countries, but draws 
support from recent research suggesting that peacekeeping can provide vital income to militaries and promote 
norms of subordination to military rule that result in fewer coups.5 For rank-and-file soldiers, in contrast, 
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peacekeeping missions often present new hardships.  Many soldiers blamed both political and military leaders 
for sending them into dangerous situations without adequate preparation, and for failing to compensate them 
fairly for the risks that they were undertaking.  As a result, the authors argue, participation in peacekeeping 
missions served as “a source of potent grievances for rank-and-file soldiers,” which resulted in more frequent 
mutinies (888).  

While these explanations are largely compelling ones, the argument about peacekeeping is ultimately less 
persuasive than those about democratization and anti-coup norms.  The article is successful in documenting 
the hardships soldiers faced due to participation in peacekeeping missions; it also notes that mutineers often 
cited grievances related to peacekeeping in explaining their actions.  However, the evidence presented in the 
article does not provide a way to assess whether these peacekeeping-related grievances were any more 
widespread or severe than grievances soldiers had during the Cold War.  As a result, it is not yet clear whether 
mutinies are more common today because soldiers have more grievances or because they have more 
opportunities to express them. 

The article also would have been stronger if it had explicitly considered (and attempted to rule out) other 
potential explanations for the diverging patterns in coups and mutinies.  One in particular that I would have 
liked to see addressed was the role of changing patterns in conflict.  For several of the countries in the region, 
the decades following the end of the Cold War also saw repeated attempts to conclude civil wars via peace 
agreements that frequently included provisions for demobilization and/or rebel-military integration.  While 
there is some evidence that ongoing civil wars create incentives for coups by officers and soldiers alike, the 
processes associated with the end of civil wars can create more hardships for those in the junior ranks.6 It can 
also create new opportunities for recently integrated soldiers to press their demands via mutinies.7 In Côte 
d’Ivoire, for instance, several of the mutinies that have occurred since 1990 were over the terms of 
demobilization and rebel integration into the military.8  

On the whole, however, this article represents a major contribution to our understanding of collective 
disobedience within the military.  While scholarship in civil-military relations has long treated the military as 
a unitary actor, this article contributes to recent efforts to disaggregate the interests and incentives of those at 
different places within the military hierarchy.  It builds in particular on Naunihal Singh’s influential work on 
the dynamics of coups, which emphasized the different resources coup plotters at different ranks have to stage 
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coups.9 While existing work in this vein has examined how attention to agency within militaries affects the 
dynamics of coup attempts and patterns of military defection during unrest,10 Dwyer and Tansey’s article 
shows that it can also help make sense of broader trends in the incidence of both coups and mutinies. 

The article focuses on West and Central Africa for reasons of data availability—drawing on Dwyer’s 
previously published data of mutinies in the region11—and because the region has a particularly high rate of 
coup attempts.  At the same time, it aims to “build a new theory that can be subsequently tested in a wider set 
of cases, from both Africa and other regions” (866).  Recent work has made progress on compiling the data 
that would make this possible.  Building upon Dwyer’s efforts to document mutinies in West and Central 
Africa, Rebecca Schiel, Jonathan Powell, and Christopher Faulkner compiled additional data on mutinies 
across the continent as a whole, 1950-2018.  Their analysis finds that while economic development and 
growth are both negatively associated with coups and mutinies in Africa, other factors commonly associated 
with coups—including legacies of civil-military relations, regional anti-coup norms, and military regimes—
are not associated with mutinies.12 Jaclyn Johnson’s new global data on military mutinies and defections also 
documents an increase in mutinies over time.13 In other words, the empirical trends that the article 
documents in West and Central Africa also appear to hold elsewhere. As more data on mutinies becomes 
available, the extent to which the specific arguments the authors advance to explain these trends hold 
elsewhere can also be tested.  

Another question this article raises is extent to which soldiers have come to see mutinies as a substitute for 
coups in an international context that has become more hostile to overt efforts to seize power.  The article 
briefly notes that mutinies can lead to coups, and vice versa (865), but does not probe the relationship 
between them further.  Yet it seems plausible that the two trends it documents—the decline in coups and rise 
in mutinies—are, to some extent, related to one another.  While coups and mutinies tend to be staged by 
different actors, with different goals, coups from within the enlisted ranks do occur; senior officers can also 
encourage mutinies as a way to put pressure on political leaders.  Future work might explore the extent to 
which a substitution effect is occurring.  Finally, future research might also put this work in dialogue with 
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scholarship on acts of individual insubordination to examine the conditions under which individual versus 
collective defection is most likely.  

In the meantime, this article succeeds in its central aim of demonstrating that coups and mutinies operate 
according to distinct, rather than parallel, logics.  It documents a striking divergence in the trends of coups 
and mutinies in a particularly coup-prone region of the globe, and develops a theoretically rich and nuanced 
account to explain it.  In doing so, the article helps to provide an important corrective to decades of coup-
centric scholarship within the study of civil-military relations.  It should be of interest to scholars of both 
political violence and democratization. 
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