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I J 

"I must now once again confess that Ido not have a general theory 

of dictatorship ora general theory of how dictators stay in power. 

!'ve been concerned about the problem of dictatorship for almost as 

long as I've been interested in public choice ... The reasons that 

my writings have mainly been concerned with democracies is simply 

that dictatorship turns out to be a very difficult subject." 

Gordon Tullock, Autocracy. Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1987, p. 18. 



A Public Choice Approach to Military Coups d'Etat . 

INTRODUCTION: 

Edgardo Enrique Zablotsky2 

August 1992 

Since the pioneering works of Anthony Downs (1957), James 

Buchanan and Gordon Tullock (1962), and William Riker (1962) most 

of the public choice literature have been developed under a 
democratic framework . These works, which are based upon the 
assumptions of utility maximization and rationality of the 

individual voters, present testable theories of political behavior. 
Unfortunately, democracy, while highly desirable, does not 

representan appropriate description of the political 

have ruled most countries in the world during a large 
regimes that 

part of this 
an index of century. 3 Zehra Fatma Arat (1984) has built 

democraticness for selected countries which allows me to clearly 

illustrate this point.• From the Arat sample I have selected the 

2This paper has greatly benefitted from the help of others. 
I want to thank the members of my thesis committee at the 
University of Chicago, Robert Fogel, Larry Sjaastad and the 
chairman, Sam Peltzman, for their help, advice and encouragement . 
I specially want to thank Larry Sjaastad for his friendship and 
guidance over all these years. My good friends Carlos Asilis and 
Ch i -Wa Yuen he 1 ped me w i th the ir adv ice and comments when th is 
project was starting and encouraged me to pursue it . At different 
stages, I also benefitted from the comments from Arieh Avishur, 
George Me Candless, Edgardo Favaro, Philip Keefer, George Stigler, 
and from the participants of workshops at the University of Chicago 
( Pub l i e F i nance Workshop) and at the Center f or Macroeconomi c 
Studies of Argentina (CEMA). The usual disclaimer applies. 

3"The dominant form of government in the world today is 
dictatorship . Further throughout history, dictatorship has been the 
commonest form of governmen t in the world" (Tullock [1987), p . 4) . 

4The measure of democraticness is based upan principles which 
lead to higher levels of popular control. This control is 
perceived to have three components: political part icipation (which 
meas ures the extent that popu 1 ar wi 11 is refl ected at dec is ion
mal<i ng i nst i tut i ons ) , compet i ti veness ( wh i ch meas u res the com
pet i ti veness of the political system) , and civil and political 
liberties (which meas ures the coerciveness of the government). The 
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63 countries which have been included during the whole period and 

I have classified 17 of them under the label of "first world 

countries", and the remaining 46 under the label of "others"; from 

the later I have selected the 19 Latin American countries (see 
Table 1). 

TABLE 1 

SCORES OF DEMOCRATICNESS FOR 63 SELECTED COUNTRIES 

Average First Others Latin America 
Year (63) World (46) ( 19) 

( 17) 

1950 11 . 32 19.39 8.34 11 . 1 O 

1955 10.94 19.43 7.80 10. 2 1 

1960 11 . 42 19.35 8.49 11 . 70 

1965 11 . 25 19.42 8.23 10.64 

1970 10.94 19.36 7.83 9.96 

1975 10.75 19.42 7.56 7.51 

Average 11 . 1 O 19.40 8.04 1 O. 19 

Source: Compiled from Zehra Fatma Arat, "The Viability of 
Political Democracy in Developing Countries. Ph.D. dissertation, 
The Graduate School of the State University of New York at 
Binghamton, 1984. 

While the average score for the 17 "first world countries" 

reached 19.40, it dropped for the 19 Latín American countries to 

10.19, and to only 8.04 for the 46 "non first worid countries" as 

a who 1 e . 5 From these seores i t comes e 1 ear that, duri ng thi s 

estimated seores, which are ranked in the (0-20) interval, 
fluctuate between 0.55 and 18.91; the higher the rank, the higher 
the degree of democraticness. 

51 have classified under the label of ''first world" the 
Western European countries in addition to the USA, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand. I have classified under t he label of 
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historical period, democracy, rather than be characterized as the 

rule, has to be considered asan exception! 

The fi rst paper in the publ ic choice l iterature developed 

under a non-democratic framework was presented by Thomas Ireland in 

1967. This work, as well as the Gordon Tullocl<'s (1971) paper, 

opened a new framework to the study of non-democratic changes of 

government. Until Ireland's and Tullocl<'s works, the study of 

revolutions was an exclusive field of pol itical scientists, who 

focus their interest on the public good aspect of the revolutions. 6 

Since the appearance of Ireland's and Tullock's works a group of 

scholars (Leites and Wolf, 1970; Tullock, 1974; Silver, 1974; Cao 

Garc i a, 1983; Cartwr i ght, De 1 arme and Wood, 1985; etc. ) have 

challenged this romantic notion of revolution using the assumptions 

and methodology provided by the economic theory. 7 The by-product 

designation of this self interest theory is credited to Gordon 

Tullock (1971), who used the term following Mancur Olson (1965), 

whose analysis of the motivations of an agent as an active 

"others" the remaining forty six countries: Afghanistan, Albania, 
Bulgaria, China, Czechosloval<ia, Ethiopia, Greece, Hungary, Iran, 
Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Liberia, Mongolia, Nepal, Philippines, 
Poland, Portugal, Romanía, South Africa, Saudi Arabia, Spain, 
Thailand, Turkey, USSR, Yemen, A.R., Yugoslavia plus the following 
nineteen Latin American countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Haití, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, 
Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela. 

6rhe public good approach can be summarized by portraying the 
object of the revo 1 ut ion as the i mprovement of the we 1 f are of 
society; Goldstone, 1980, presents a good review of this approach. 

7rhis challenge can be summarized by the following statement 
which concludes Tullock's (1971) paper, 

"In s um, the theoret i cal arguments for the vi ew that revo 1 ut i ons 
are carried out by people who hope for prívate gain and produce 
such public goods as they do produce as a by-product seems to me 
very strong. As for now, no formal empirical test has been made of 
it, but a preliminary view of the empirical evidence would seem to 
support the by-product theory. Th is, of course, is a paradox . 
Revolution is the subject of an elaborate and voluminous literature 
and, if I am right, all of this literature is wrong." 
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participant in a collective action can be extended to the 
revolutionary activity. 

While most of the public choice literature in non-democratic 

changes of government center their interest in the so called "mass 

revolutions" (Ireland, 1967; Leites and Wolf, 1970; Tullock, 1971; 

Cartwright, Delorme and Wood, 1985; Kuran, 1989; Grossman, 1991; 

etc.), most of the actual irregular executive transfers are 

mi 1 i tary coups d 'etat. For examp 1 e, mass revo 1 ut i ons 1 i ke the 

French Revolution of 1709, the Russian Revolution of February 1917, 

or the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979, are completely unusual 

events in Latín American countries; instead, military coups d'etat 
are a well known political tradition. 

To the best of my knowledge, only Gordon Tul lock ( 1974), 

Silver (1974), Cao Garcia (1983), and Mbaku and Paul (1989) analyze 

coups d' etat. Of these scho 1 ars, on 1 y Gordon Tu 11 ock' s 

illuminating work explicitly studies military coups d'etat by means 

of a microeconomic analysis of benefits and costs. Tullock 

differentiates coups d'etat from mass revolutions and analyzes 

structural factors that affect the participation of the army 

officers in the coup. But, is point of fact, as Tullock (1987) 

emphasizes, that much more progress has been done in understanding 

democracias than dictatorships; this paper is intended to 

contribute to fill this gap by proposing a simple theory which may 

help us to better understand military coups d'etat. 

I will devote the following section to develop the theory. It 

will closely follow the Tullock's approach to the subject but it 

will also take into account the civilian side of the coup; the 

inclusion of civilian considerations constitute the basic 

difference between my framework and that of Tullock, and radically 

departs from the .by- product theory of revolutions since it provides 

public good considerations, instead of prívate interest rewards, as 

the engi ne for the moti vat i ons of the ci vi 1 i an actors. These 

considerations are a side product of the pressure groups approach 

to the economic policy developed since the seminal work of Arthur 

Bentley (1908). To take into account the role played by c i vilian 
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groups will allow me to obtain further insights into the causes of 
military coups d'etat; insights which are unattainable if we 
consider solely the military side of the coup. 

THE THEORY: 

The casual observation of most of the Latín American military 

coups d' etat8 shows that th is sort of non-democrat i c change of 

government is usually not verified without sorne sort of support by 

part of the civilian population. In this section I will extend the 

Tullock framework in order to take into account this fact. I will 

describe in the first part of the section sorne stylized facts that, 

at least in the Latín American case, the military coups d'etat 

apparent l y ful f i 11; in the second part I wi 11 propose a theory 

which provides the motivations for the civilian actors to 

participate in a coup, and which would satisfy the described 

stylized facts. Finally, given these considerations, I will 

introduce a very simple model which takes into account not only the 
military side of the coup but also the civilian side. 

The history of many Latin American countries presents a common 

denominator: the army has played an important role in their 

political life. This role is evidenced by long periods of military 

ruling andan amazingly large number of military coups d'etat. Not 
withstanding, this role has been frequently overstated by 

assumptions that military coups d'etat are just a military 

phenomena. The observation of the Latín American political history 
does not support this assumption. If, for example, we center our 

attent ion in a 1 ead i ng case and anal yze the l arge number of 

military regimes that characterize Argentina (see Robert Potasch 

[1981] or Alain Rouquie [1982]), it comes clear that, at least for 
this country, there was not a military coup d'etat without sorne 

sort of support from at least part of the civilian population. 

8 From now on, unless I explicitly indicate the contrary, I am 
referring to military coups d'etat that overthrow democ ratic 
regimes. 
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Actually, this conclusion can be extended to most of the successful 
coups in Latin America; and, can even be applied to most of these 

non-democratic changes of government regardless of the geographic 

location of the specific country. For example, Rosemary O'Kane 

(1987) analyzes the composition of the governments that emerge 

after military coups d'etat during a period of 30 years (see 
Table 2). 

TABLE 2 

THE ARMED FORCES ANO CIVILIAN MIX OF COUP GOVERNMENTS 

Latín American 
Period Civilian Military 

and 
Military Civilian Mili tary 

Mix and 
Mili tary 

Mix · 
1950- 14 
1959 

1 6 o 

1960- 36 13 10 4 
1969 

1970- 24 9 9 1 
1979 

Total 74 23 25 5 

Percent 76 24 83 1 7 

Source: Compiled from O' Kane, Rosemary. The Likelihood 
of Coups, Averbury, 1987. 

Regardless of the geographic location of the countries, as few 

as 24 % of these administrations were composed exclusively of army 

officers; this proportion falls to only 17 % if we reduce our 

sample to Latín American countries. Based on this type of 

evidence, O'Kane concludes that the strong emphasis on the role of 
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the army in military coups d'etat cannot be empirically supported. 9 

On the contrary, the political history of most of the Latin 

American countries shows that usually there is negligible civilian 
resistance against the installation of a military regime. This 

asymmetry in the behavior of the civilian actors does not 
necessarily imply agreement with the coup, given that this 

situation may probably be its effect (for example, any form of 

civilian resistance is usually very dangerous under a military 

ruler). But regardless of the exact motivation of this behavior, 

the absence of civilian resistance is a stylized fact that is 
illustrated by different indicators of political participation (see 
Edgardo Zablotsky [1992 (i)]). 

Zablotsky [1992 (i)] has selected four coups , in four 

different countries (Argentina, 1976; Perú, 1968; Uruguay, 1973; 

and Chile, 1973), and has looked for indicators of political 

protest (protest demonstrations, political strikes, riots, armed 

attacks, and political assassinations) in the three years previous 

to the coup and in the following three years. The pattern of these 

indicators does not support the hypothesis that civi 1 ian groups 

have cha 11 enged the overthrow of democrat i e reg i mes, si nce the 

number of events di d not i ncrease at the ti me that the coups 
occurred, nor during the following year; in fact, the number of 

events follows in many cases a decreasing path. Table 3 summarizes 

the evidence provided by these indicators, by reporting the average 

9Rosemary O' Kane [ 1987], pp. 9-11 , states, 

"The value of the supreme consideration given to the military in 
coups d'etat, however, is clearly bel ied by the evidence that 
approximately only one in six of the governments set up after coups 
d'etat are composed exclusively of military personnel; the vast 
majority of post coup governments include a mixture of military and 
civilian personnel. These mixes can range from the extremes of 
only one civilian, as in Burma 1962 to only one military officer as 
in Ecuador, 1961 . ... Strong emphasis on the role of the military in 
coups d'etat cannot then be justified by their normally bringing 
military governments to power, they are just lil<ely to install 
military civilian mix governments, dften install largely civilian 
governments and sometimes entire ly civilian ones." 
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number of each type of event verified in the selected countries. 

TABLE 3 

CIVILIAN RESISTANCE TO THE COUP 

Type of Event -3 -2 -1 COUP 1 2 3 

(A) 2.5 4.7 4.7 3.7 1.0 0.3 0.7 

(B) o.o 1. 3 4.3 7.0 o.o o.o o.o 
(C) 3.7 3.0 5.7 6.2 0.5 0.7 0.7 

(D) 20.3 10.0 25.7 17.0 6.7 1. 7 o.o 

(E) 0.7 3.2 6.2 4.2 0.5 o.o o.o 

Source: Compiled from Charles Taylor and Michael Hudson, 
World Handbook of Political and Social Indicators, 1972 and 
Charles Taylor and David Jodice, World Handbook of Political 
and Social Indicators, Vol. 2, 1983. 

where, 

(A) = Protest Demonstrations. 
(B) = Poli ti cal Strikes. 
(C) = Riots. 
(D) = Armed Attacl<s. 
(E) = Political Assassinations. 

Gi ven these sty 1 i zed f acts i t is necessary to 1 ook f or a 
theory which allows to model the civilian side of the coup 

asymmetrically: by discriminating between the utility maximizing 

civilian agents which would benefit orbe harmed by the change of 

political regime; providing the former with motivations for 

support i ng the coup, but not bri ngi ng he 1 atter incentives to 
participate in defense of the democratic system. In actuality, 

this theory should also satisfy two additional stylized facts: 
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-A) Even when we consider the civilian side of the coup, this sort 

of non-democratic change of government remains essentially a 

military subject, in which most of the army officers participate 
but most of the civilian groups remain inactive. 10 

B) A military coup d'etat which overthrows a democratic regime is 

generally preceded by a period of economic and social chaos, 
which may characterize a vacuum _of power (where a vacuum of 

power is defined as a situation where the government does not 
fulfi 11 its obl igation to rule) . 11 

A public good theory is a natural candidate to play this role, 

given that in this type of framework the civilian actors will only 

choose to participate if they can significantly affect the 

probability of success of the action. Under this class of theory, 

if the participation of sorne civilian groups which benefit by the 

change of political regime affects the probability of installing a 

mi 1 i tary government, 12 whi 1 e the part i ci pat ion of the e i vil i an 

groups harmed does not, 13 then the former wou l d part i ci pate in 

1°For example, Gordon Tullock (1974), p. 60, states, 

"For most citizens of the state, remaining neutral is the optimal 
course of action .... In general, remaining neutral is not the 
profit maximizing course of action for the average army officer." 

11 This stylized fact was suggested by Robert Fogel. 

12 I define that a coup has been successf u 1 i f a mi 1 i tary 
government has been installed; then, a coup that has substituted a 
democratic regime for only sorne weeks will not be considered 
successful. Under this definition, a civilian group may increase 
the probab i 1 i ty of success of a coup by tal< i ng part in the new 
government in positions where the army officers have not 
comparative advantages (i .e., e conomics, foreign relations, 
education , etc . ), or by providing the necessary political support 
for the military government to be recognized, or evento rece ived 
financial support, from foreign countries, etc. 

13Th is as yrnrne try rnay be exp 1 a i ned by the f ac t that any form of 
violent civilian oppos ition (riots, armed attacks, po litical 
assass i nat i ons, etc . ) is i neff ect i ve g i ven the mi 1 i tary power of 
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support of the coup, while the latter will remain inactive. 

We will devote the second part of the section to introduce a 
public good theory-- based upon the pressure groups approach to the 

economic policy--which will provide the motivations for the 
civilians actors who participate in a coup. This theory radically 

differs from the by-product theory of revolutions on one key 

element: it provides public good considerations instead of private 

interest rewards as the engine for the motivation of the 
participants (see Mbaku and Paul [1989], for an example of the 
by-product approach). 14 

The pressure groups approach was originally proposed by Arthur 

Bentley (1908); his seminal work introduced an economic approach to 

political behavior that focused on political pressure groups 

the regular army. 

14 John Mbal<u and Chris Paul (1989) p·resent a model whicl, 
provides private interest rewards as the motivation for the 
civilian actors in order to take part in a coup, 

"The present mode l di ff ers f rorn prev i ous constructs of the 
economic or by-product theory of revolutions in its structuring of 
an engine for the self interest motivation of participants. The 
previous construct of the theory suggest that there exist a 
negative relationship between the probability of political 
instability and the state of the economy . . .. While concurring with 
this conclusion the present model treats the economy's health as a 
product of rent seeking behavior on the part of government 
officials. In effect, the governmental apparatus is employed to 
create and extract rents. This behavior has two important 
implications. First, blocl<ing competition in both the political 
and economic markets excludes non-members from sharing the rents 
and prof i ts generated. Second, the creat ion and extract ion of 
rents slows or reverses economic growth; further reducing the well 
being of excluded individuals ... . Blocked from competing for gains 
in government contro lled markets and from competing for rents by 
exclusion from institutionalized political procesa, members of 
excluded groups attempt to capture contro l of the government by 
extra constitutiona l or violent political means. That is, members 
of excluded groups seek to displace the in-power- group. Their 
object is, however, not to create free markets and/or public goods, 
but rather to capture the rent creati ng government control of 
markets for the purpose of creat ing and extracting rents. This 
goal is achieved by excluding non-member groups which results in 
continued political instability" (Mbaku & Paul [1989], p. 64). 
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; nstead of voters, po 1 i tic i ans and po 1 i ti ca 1 part i es 15 ( see Edgardo 

Zablotsky [1992 (ii)] for an study on the subject). Under this 
framework the economic policies 

equi 1 i bri ums, gi ven that they 

redistributive game; game which is 

under which it is played. 16 

have to be interpreted as 

are the end product of a 

highly influenced by the rules 

I will make use of this approach because it is an useful tool 

to explain redistributive policies under any type of political 

regime. 17 Under a military government the political activity is 

15The Bentley's approach can be illustrated by the following 
quotation: 

" The phenomena of government are from start to finish phenomena of 
force ... I prefer to use the word pressure instead of force, since 
it keeps the attention closely directed upon the groups 
themselves ... Pressure, as we shall use it, is always a group 
phenomenon. It indicates the push and resistance between groups. 
The balance of the group pressures is the existing state of 
society. Pressure is broad enough to include all forms of the group 
influence upon group, from battle and riot to abstract reasoning 
and sensitiva morality ... It allows for humanitarian movements as 
easily as for political corruption. Groups exert their pressure, 
whether they find expression through representative opinion groups 
or whether they are silent, not indeed with the same technique, not 
\'Jith the same palpable results, but injustas real a way." (Arthur 
Bentley [1908], pp. 258- 259). 

16 "Suppose, for example, we take a modern battle, and note that 
it is fought, not with complete abandon, but under definite 
limitations which forbid certain cruelties, such as the poisoning 
of spri ngs, the butchery of the wounded, f ir i ng u pon Red Cross 
parties, the use of explosiva bullets, or the use of balloon 
explosives. 0r suppose we take a political campaign, and note that 
in one country the contes tants use methods whi c h are not used in 
another ... There are rules of the game in existence, which form the 
background of the group activity" (Arthur Bentley [ 1908], p. 218). 

17 For example, Bentley [1908], p. 305, states, 

"Suppose now we take a general formation of interest groups, such 
as we know in our existing European and America n countries . . .... It 
is evident that within this range of nations the tripartita 
division into monarchies, aristocracias , and democracies has 
absolutely nothing whatever to bring to us in the way of making our 
material better capable of analys is and study. We must examine 
these governments with reference to the ways the interests work 
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rul ed out, then, mode 1 s of po 1 i ti ca 1 behavi or that focused on 

voters, politicians, and political parties do not provide any help 

for the understanding of its redistributive policies; by the 
contrary, models that focused on political pressure groups are not 

constrained by the type of political regime, they are an useful 

tool for explaining redistributive policies under any type of 
regime. 

In order to describe the role played by public good 
cons iderations on the behavior of the civilian actors I will borrow 

a formalization of Bentley's work developed by Gary Becker (1983, 

1985): 18 In any society there exists virtually an unlimited number 

of pressure groups whi ch compete for. government redi stri but ion; 19 

through the government, with reference the techniques they follow, 
and to the special kinds of groups, or organs, whi c h exist to 
reflect them and harrnonize them." 

18 The Bentley's ascendent over the Becker's work is clearly 
illustrated by the following quotation, 

"Individuals belong to particular groups-defined by occupation, 
industry, incorne, geography, age and other characteristics-that are 
assurned to use poli ti cal i nf l uence to enhance the we 11 be i ng of 
their rnernbers. Competition arnong these groups for political 
influence determines the equilibriurn structure of taxes, subsidies, 
and other pol itical favors." (Gary Becker, [1983] , p.372) 

19This is clearly illustrated by Bentley (1908), pp. 207-208, 

"If v-1e take all the rnen of our society, say all the citizens 
of the United States, and look upon them as a spherical mass, we 
can pass an unlimited number of planes through the center of the 
sphere, each plane representing sorne principle of classification, 
say, race, various econornic interests, religion, or language ... 
Now, if we take any of these planes and ignore the others, we can 
group the who 1 e mass of the sphere by rneans of an out l i ne or 
diagrarn traced upon the circle which the plane rnal<es by its 
intersection with the sphere, and by partition walls erected on 
this outline at right angles to the circle ... Sirnilarly, by means of 
sorne other plane together with partition walls perpendicular to it, 
we can group the whol e population on a different basis of 
classification : that is to say, for a different purpose. Ass uming 
perhaps hundreds , pe rhaps thousands , of planes through the sphere, 
we get a great confus ion of the groups. No one set of groups, that 
is, no set distingui s hed on the bas is of any one plane, will be an 
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each of these groups exerts any available form of political 

pressure (P¡) in order to maximize the utility of its members. The 
pressure exerted by each group is translated into political 
influence through the so called "influence functions," 

i = 1, ... ,n 

where R¡ represents the redi stri but i ve outcome of each of the n¡ 
i dent i cal members of the i th group, and X represents any other 

relevant consideration that may affect the outcome of the 

redistributive game. The interaction between groups is modeled as 

a Cournot-Nash non-cooperative game in political pressure; so, the 

equilibrium is determined by the utility maximizing condition for 

each group with respect to its level of political pressure, taking 
as given the pressure exerted by any other group. 

The level of political pressure chosen by any group depends on 

variables lil<e the size of the group, its efficiency producing 

political pressure, the effect of additiohal pressure on their 

influence, and the deadweight costs of taxes and subsidies (see 

Becker [1983]); but it also depends on the rules under which the 

different pressure groups compete, which I will summarize by the 
variable X. 

These rules are influenced by many factors, i.e., the basic 

laws of the country (Constitution, Electoral Law, Judicial 

Traditions, etc.), the level of political participation (the extent 

that popular will is reflected at decision making institutions), 

the level of competitiveness of the pol itical system (pol itical 

adequate grouping on the whole rnass . . . A classification into 
farrners, artisans, rnerchants, etc., will answer sorne purposes in 
studying our population but not others. A classification by race 
answer sorne purposes but not many." 

20subject to the governrnent budget constra i nt E¡ n¡R¡ = O. In 
order to sirnplify the exposition we are not taking into account the 
deadweight losses from taxes and subsidies (see Becker [1983), pp. 
389-390, for a more complete exposition). 
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parties may be forbidden, only one official party may be allowed, 

etc . ), the level of civil and political liberties (anti-government 

demonstrations, strikes may be forbidden, etc .), etc. (see Arat, 

1984). The following example will help me to illustrate this 

point; a usual form of restricting the extent to ~hich popular will 
is reflected in decision-making institutions consists of blocking 

access of the political procese to part of the population; South 

Africa gives usa clear illustration of this practice. In South 

Africa a substantial part of the residents of the geographic area 

have no pol itical rights; 21 the el imination of this form of 
political discrimination would sharply affect the rules of the re

distributive game, being possible to predict changes in its 
outcome, 

I¡(P1,r1 .•. ,P¡,r, ... Pn,r;Xr) ,¡, I¡(Pl,f, ••• ,P¡,f, •.. Pn,f;Xf) 

i = 1, ..• , n 

where, the subscripts r and f indicate an scenario characterized by 

the existence of political restrictions, and full political rights, 

respectively. The expected change in the outcome of this game is, 
from my point of view, one of the most critical 
white opposition to the complete elimination 
restrictions. 

factors in the 

of po l i ti ca 1 

The ro 1 e p 1 ayed by the rules of the redi stri but i ve game 

provides the public good considerations which would motivate the 

21 As Gordon Tullock (1987), pp. 4-14, states, 

"Modern Israel and South Africa are also electoral, although 
in both cases a considerable number of the residents of the 
geographic area are not permitted to vote ... The number is, of 
course, very much larger in South Africa than in Israel. Israel 
has a Jewish population of about 3 . 5 million, and an Arab 
population of about 1,650,000. Of the latter, about 1 . 15 million 
live in the area conquered by Israel in 1966 and cannot vote. 
There are about 5.4 million whites with full franchise, and about 
18 million blacks and Asians with either restricted orno franchise 
in South Africa." 
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civilians actors to participate in a coup. A rnilitary coup d'etat 

that overthrows a dernocratic regirne will alter the rules of the 

redistributive game; the reason for this is that the immediate 
consequence of the overthrow of a dernocratic regime will be the 

establishment of a dictatorship, a situation which wi 11 drastical ly 

modify the structure of the political organization of society 
(i.e., the Parliament will be closed, the political parties 

forbidden, any Electoral Law ruled out, etc.). The change in the 

rules of the game embodied in a successful coup will bring upa new 

political-economic equilibrium, which will have associated changas 

in the redistributive success of the different groups, 22 providing 

the public considerations to the civilian actors in order to take 
part in a coup, 

i = 1, ... , n 

22Gary Becker (1983) explicitly supports this hypothesis, 

"All political systems, however, including dictatorial as well 
as democratic systems, have been subject to pressures from special 
interest groups that try to use influence to enhance their welfare . 
. . . Since only weak restrictions are imposed on these functions, the 
basic implications of the analysis should be applicable to widely 
different political systems, including nondemocratic systems, 
although, of course, the influence of particular groups is often 
sensitive to the characteristics of a political system" (Becker 
[1983], p. 375). 

He also supports it implicitly in his (1985) paper, 

"If special interest groups are crucial to the political 
process, po 1 i ti ca 1 systems wou 1 d be l arge 1 y def i ned by the ir 
activities and opportunities. Democracies have competition among 
groups with relatively equal political strength, while totalitarian 
and other nondemocratic systems have restricted competition among 
groups with highly unequal strength ... In democracies so defined, a 
few groups cannot easily obtain very large subsidies, since I have 
shown that large subsidies stimulate countervailing pressure by 
those taxed to finance the subsidies. In totalitarian systems, on 
the other hand, a f ew groups can more read i 1 y use the state to 
raise substantially their well being because other groups ·are not 
permitted to form effective opposition'' (Becker [1985], p . 345). 
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where from now on the subscripts e and d refer to a military anda 

democratic regime, respectively (I sumarize in the Appendix of the 

pape r the emp i rica 1 support to the Bent 1 ey' s app roa ch to pub 1 i e 

policy; see Zablotsl<y [1992 ii], for a more detailed exposition ). 

The public good characteristic of these considerations would 
satisfy the described stylized facts, given that the change in the 

redistributive success of the different groups is exclusively 
associated with the change in the rules of the game embodied in a 

successful coup, and not with their level of participation in the 

action. This implies, assuming a positive cost of participation, 
that a pressure group will only take part in a coup if he can sig

significantly affect the probability of success of the attempt . 

I will devote the rest of the section to presenta very simple 
model which takes into account these considerations. In regard to 

this goal my first step will be to formalize the problem faced by 

the m-ilitary actors; in order to do so I will closely follow 
Tullock's approach to the subject. 

An army officer may support a coup heavily, leading it, or he 

may want to participate only as a follower in the event that most 

of his col leagues participate. In the fi rst case his level of 

support of the coup (Xi) will be high, while in the second it will 
be small but positive . Similarly, he may want to lead the 

repression, which wi 11 imply a large, in absolute value, but 

negative (X¡), or he may want to participate in the repression as 

a follower which will imply a smaller, in absolute value, and 
negative (Xi). Obviously, neutrality implies Xi= o. 

In order to choose his optimal level of participation in 

support of the coup or of the repression (Xi) the army officer will 
take into account the different payoffs that he expects to receive 

if the coup succeeds (R¡, Pi), or fails (D¡), and his own assessment 
of the probability of success of the action (l¡). 23 

23 I will assume that the army officers will not tal<e into 
account sorne of the factors proposed by Tullock, like their 
estimation of the likelihood of injury through the participation in 
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The army officer expects to receive a private interest payoff 
( Ri) i f the coup succeeds. It will be positive for the army 
officers who support the coup and negative for the officers who 

join the repression. An example of this payoff would consist in a 
higher rank that an officer may obtain if the coup succeeds and he 

participates in its support; another example may be a penalty, like 

an early retirement if the coup succeeds and he participates in the 
rep ress ion, 24 

R· = R· (X·)· 
1 1 1 ' Ri (O) = O; dR/dX¡ > O 

Each army officer also expects to receive a public good payoff 

(Pi) if the coup succeeds. An example of this reward is a higher 

budget for the army which may even imply higher salaries for the 

army officers independently of their level of participation in 

support or opposition to the coup; another example may consists in 

a change in the ideological orientation of the country. 

By the same token, every officer expects to receive a prívate 

interest payoff (Di) if the coup fails. It will be positiva for the 

army officers who join the repression and negative for the officers 

support or against the coup, the cost associated to that injury, or 
the entertainment value of participation. This assumption is done 
for simplicity, given that the inclusion of anyone of these factors 
will have no relevancy for this research. 

24Gordon Tullock (1974), p. 64, propases the alternative 
hypothesis that the arrny officer will face a punishment if he 
rernains neutral, 

"For the neutral, the slogan "He .,.,ho is not with me is against me 
rnay lead to positive punishment .. More cornmonly, however, the 
injuries inflicted upon a neutral come from the need for the 
winning side to distribute rewards to their supporters. He is 
deprived of his position not because he is disliked, but because 
the position is needed for other purposes." 

I have assumed that there is no punishment if the officer remains 
neutral once again for simplicity ; this assumption is completely 
i nnocuous, si nce f rom my rnode l I can reproduce anyone of the 
Tullock's results. 
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D¡ (O) = O; dD· /dX· < O 1 1 

Then, in order to choose his optimal level of participation in 

support of the coup or of the repression each army officer will 

face the following maximization problem, 

Max E(U¡) 
{X¡} 

T· T• 
= L · /

1
U,(R·t+P·t) e-6t dt + (1-L·) /

1U•(D·t) e-6t dt 
1 O 1 1 1 1 O 1 1 

In order to maintain my f~amework as simple as possible I will 
assume : 

1) R¡t = R¡, P¡t = P¡, and D¡t = D¡. This assumption is also 
employed by Mirani (1984), and Usher and Engineer (1987), in 

frameworks where an agent face the possibility to participate in 

the production of violent political pressure (i.e., riots, 

rebellions, etc.). While this assumption implicitly precludes 

the possibility that the agent takes into consideration the 

likelihood that the revolution's success will create an unstable 
political situation and that other revolutions may occur as a 

result, 25 it is completely innocuous to my present goal: obtain 

25As Ireland (1967), p. 51, states, 

"Something should be said about the nature of an individual's 
expected ut i l i ty f rom a revo 1 ut i onary out come. H is expected 
utility must be seen as discounted utility for an indefinite period 
of time into the future following the success of the revolution. 
It involves the individual's expectations about what laws will be 
put i nto eff ect and hmv the ba 1 anee of poli ti cal powe r in the 
society will shift as a result of the introduction of the 
revolutionary institutions. The individual will also take into 
consideration the possibility that the revolution's success will 
create an unstable political situation and that other revolutions 
may occur as a result. If this is so, the individual will make 
guesses about the changes these potential revolutions might bring. 
All of these factors and others will be weighed and balanced into 
the individual's expected utility , " 
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a better understanding of military coups d'etat, not the much 

more complicated issue of cycles of military and civilian 
regimes. 

2) L¡ = L¡(L) and dL¡/dL > O, where (L) represents the probability 
of success of the coup ; a similar assumption is implicitly 
employed by Sil ver ( 1974 )26 and O' Kane ( 1981), 27 

oL/aX¡ > O; aL/av > o 

where (V) sumrnarizes the exogenous factors that affect the 

probability of success of a rnilitary coup d'etat for given 

levels of participation of the army officers . An example of 

this variable may be the participation of a foreign country in 

support of the coup (V> O), or of the repression (V< O); 

another one, the participation of civilian groups in support of 
the coup. 

Under these assurnptions the maximization problem faced 

by each arrny officer becornes, 

26 "Students of revo 1 ut ion have 1 ong been aware that 
revolutions frequently occur after conditions have markedly 
improved or whi le in process of improvement .... Reforms often 
increase the political capabilities of the revolutionaries (i . e., 
by giving thern seats in Parliament, coverage in the mass media, and 
access to financial contributions) which raises their Lv 
(likelihood of success of the revolution, [mine]) .... Perhaps most 
important in a world of imperfect knowledge, many persons will 
quite rationally interpret the reforms as a sign of weakness or 
submission. In this event their subjective estímate of the Lv will 
rise" (Silver [1974], pp. 65- 66). 

27 "The decision of a group of conspirators to intervene, 
however, is based upon calculation of the chances of success . . .. 
. . . . Following Luttwak's method, three obstacles to coups may be 
suggested. When they exist, .. . . , they will reduce the likelihood 
of success of the coup . Be i ng part of the ca 1 cu 1 at i ons of the 
consp i rators, they wi 11 a 1 so reduce the probabi 1 i ty of such an 
attempt" (O'Kane [1981], p. 294). 
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Max E ( U¡ ) = n: { L¡ ( x,, . , xn ,; V) U¡ ( R¡ + P¡) + [ 1 - L¡ ( x, , . , xn ; V)] U¡ ( D¡ ) } 
{X¡} 

where, 
T· 

n: = f 1 
e -6t d t 

o 

My next step will consist to formalize the problem faced by 

the civilian actors. The exact specification of this problem has 

no relevance as far as it contemplates the existence of a positive 

marginal cost of participation; 28 this cost will rule out the 

participation of any pressure group who does not affect the 
probability of success of the coup to a perceptible degree. 

Consider, for example, that each pressure group faces the 
fo 11 owi ng max i mi zat ion probl ern, 29 

28 For example, Ireland (1967), p. 51, states (for the case of 
a mass revolution), 

"The individual .... has direct costs attached to his 
participation in the revolution. These involve the opportunity 
costs forman hours spent in carrying out the revolution and, more 
importantly, the possibility that the participant might be injured 
or killed while fighting far the success of the revolution." 

29Another possible specification of this maximization problem 
consists to assume that all the costs of participation are bear at 
the time of the coup; such that, 

where, 

~ = Cost of participation faced by each member of the group j . 

C(O) = O and 

it i s possible to show that under both specifications I can derive 
the same result. 
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= 

T• 
+ (1-l·) f J U·(W•t + D·t - F·t) e-6t dt 

J o J J J J 

which under similar assumptions to the ones imposed to the 
military building block, 

1 ) Wjt = wj, Mjt = Mj, Djt = Dj, cjt = cj , and Fjt = Fj 

2) Lj = Lj(L) and dL/dL > O 

becomes, 

Max E(~j) 
{Y:} 

J 

= e {L·(L) U,(W• + M· - C·) + [1 - l·(l)] U•(W• + ·o. - F•)} 
J JJ J J J J J J J 

T· 
where, e = f J e-6t dt 

and, 

y. 
J = 

W• 
J = 

M· J 
:: 

o 

Level of participation of each of the identical members 
of the group j in support of the coup (Yj > O), or of 
the rep ress ion ( Y j < O) • 

Income of the agent independent of government 
redistribution. 

Government redistribution to each member of the group j 
under the rules of the redistributive game embodied in a 
military regime. 

Cj = Cost of participation in support of the coup. 

C·=C(Y·) 
J J 

and if 

if 

y. > o 
J 

Dj = Government redistribution to each member of the group j 
under the rules of the redistributive game embodied in 
a democratic regime. 
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F· = Cost of participation in defense of the democratic J regime . 

F· = F ( yj ) and dF·/dY• < o if y. < o J J J J 

F ( yj) = o if y, ~ o 
J 

The interaction between the actors i s modeled as a Cournot

Nash non-cooperative game in their level of participation; then , 

the equilibrium is determined by the utility maximizing condition 

for each actor (military or civilian) with respect to his level of 
participation in support of the coup or of the repression, taking 

as given the level of participation of any other actor, 

dE(U)/dX = oL/oX [U(R+P)-U(D)]+L U' (R+P) R'+(1-L) U'(D) D'= O 

i = 1, .. . , n 

dE(U)/dY=oL/oY[U(W+M-C)-U(W+D-F)]-LU'(W+M-C)C'-(1-L)U'(W+D-F)F'=O 

j = 1 , ... , m 

where I am omitting from now on the subscripts i and j, and I am 
assuming n =e= 1. 

By comparing both sets of first order conditions it becomes 

clear why the proposed theory would satisfy the stylized fact ·that 

most army officers take part in a coup while most civilian actors 
defer from doing so . My framework provides army officers with not 

only public good considerations but also prívate interest rewards; 

then, while the total payoff expected by the army officers is not 

i ndependent of the i r leve 1 of part i e i pat ion, the total payoff 

expected by the e i vil i an actors is on l y based in a pub l i c good 

cons i derat ion: the change in the outcome of the red i str i but i ve 

game embodied in the overthrowing of the democratic regime 

Therefore, while most army officers will choose to take part, most 
pressure groups will choose to remain inactive, unless they can 

affect the probability of instauration of the military regime to a 
perceptible degree, 
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oL/oY = o - y* = o 

By means of a similar argumentation it is easy to show that 

the model would also satisfy the stylized fact that in most of the 

Latin American military coups d'etat it is usually verified sorne 

sort of support by part of the civilian population but not any form 
of civilian resistance. In order to contemplate this empirical 
asymmetry I have proposed a public good theory, given that in this 

framework the civilian actors will only choose to participate if 

they can significantly affect the probability of success of the 

coup. Under th is scenari o i f the part i c i pat ion of some of the 

pr·essure groups benefitted by the change of political regime 

affects the probability of success of the coup, but the 

participation of any of the groups harmed does not; the forrner 
groups would support the coup, because oL/oY > O; but the later 
will remain inactive, given that aL/oY = o - y*= o. 

The rnaximization problern faced by the actors allow them to 

choose their optimal level of participation in the contingent stage 

of a rnilitary coup d'etat, but it does not explain how the coup has 

begun. I will assume, as it is also implicitly done by Gordon 

Tullocl< (1974)3º and Rosemary O'Kane 1981)31 , that an increase in 

3º"so far we have discussed why individuals \'/ould join a coup, 
not the decision process which rnight lead people to entrepreneur 
one. In essence, what happens is that a number of high officials-
or in sorne cases 1 ow off i e i a 1 s who happen to have access to 
exceptional opportunities-- .... quickly take action which is 
intended to set off the kind of cascade effect we have described. 
However, the group that issues the pronunciamento or the small unit 
which simply grabs, can hardly make the type of calculation 
described.above. What they do, of course, is observe a situation 
in which they believe that a sudden move will set off a cascade 
toward themselves. Since the profits of pulling off such a coup 
are very great (albe it the dangers of failure are also great), 
profit- seeking individuals might be expected to look for such 
opportun i ti es" ( Tu 11 ock [ 197 4 J , p. 81 ) . 

31 "That coups are j ust a part i cu 1 ar strategy f or overth rowi ng 
governments is genera 11 y agreed in the 1 i terature .... Gi ven the 
importance of planning and timing, mistakes will be made. 
Sometimes coups may be attempted and fail dueto tactical errors. 
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the probabi 1 i ty of success wi 11 i ncrease the 1 i l<e 1 i hood that a 
subgroup of the army officers would decide to begin the action, 

C = C(L) and dC/dl > O 

where, (C) represents the probabi 1 ity of a coup. Under this 

assumption, it is possible to show that the model would also 
satisfy the remaining stylized fact: a military coup d'etat which 

overthrows a democratic regime is generally preceded by a vacuum of 

power, which usually implies an economic and social chaos. Given 
this chaos it is expected that the income independent of government 
redistribution may come back to its "normal" level under the new 

government .32 In terms of the model I will differentiate the 

income independent of government redistribution if the coup succeed 
(Wc) from the income if there is nota successful coup (Wd); such 

At other times coups which would have been successful may not be 
attempted because the conspi rators are unready or have si mp 1 y 
miscalculated their potential for success. The crucial question to 
be answered, therefore, should not be why coups occur, in the sense 
of for what reason conspirators stage them--fools may stage failed 
coups at any time--but under \'lhat conditions, if attempted they 
would like to succeed. Such conditions would, in principle, be 
capable of explaining both successful and genuine but unsuccessful 
coups" (O'Kane [1981], p. 288). 

32 For example, Mancur Olson (1991 ), pp. 3-4, states, 

"What incentives exp 1 a in the emergence of government?.. . . Si nce 
governments are the main custodians of the power to employ violence 
in modern societies, we have to go back to the even more elemental 
question of why violence plays such a depressingly large role in 
human affairs . . .. It is mainly because of the incentive individuals 
sometimes have to commit v-iolence that anarchy is so terrible . 
Since life in an anarchy is appallingly inefficient, there are 
gains from making and carrying out an agreement to maintain peace 
and arder." 

A similar argument is provided by Martin Paldam (1987), pp . 
165- 166, 

"Most people dislil<e military regimes and they are acceptable only 
when the real politicians have created chaos in the economy, and 
then only as long as people have this chaos clearly in mind." 
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that, (Wc) > (Wd). Under this specification the impact effect of a 
successful coup on the participation of the civilian agents will be 
positive if, for example, U''< o, 

Ido not wish to close this paper without highlighting the 

significance of the central factor, suggested by my theory, that 

may influence the likelihood of a military coup d'etat: the 

expected change in the rules of the red i stri but i ve game. A 

military coup d'etat that overthrows a democratic regime will alter 

these rules since the immediate consequence of the overthrowing of 

a democratic regime will be the establishment of a dictatorship, 

which will drastically modify the structure of the political 

organization of society. This change will bring up a new 

political-economic equilibrium, which will have related changes in 

the redistributive success of the different groups; the larger 

these changes are the higher the civilian support to the coup would 
be, 33 

Sign aY/aD (Impact effect) = Sign (-aL/aY U'(W+D) D'} < O. 

In fact, any change in the outcome of the redistributive game 

is associ ated wi th changes of economi c poli c i es ( see Edgardo 
Zablotsky [1992 (ii)]); in these terms it is possible to think in 

33 For example, the Electoral Law may determine if the political 
decisions are dependent or independent; where a dependent political 
decision is one that it is tal<.en after pol itical negotiations 
(i .e., a Congressman would vote in favor of a project presentad by 
a colleague if this colleague votes in favor of a project proposed 
by the f i rst Congressman) . The l ow cross hau 1 i ng of taxes and 
subsidies embodied in a political regime where the decisions are 
i ndependent i mp 1 i es that the change in the ru 1 es of the game 
embodied in the overthrowing.of the democratic regime will have a 
stronger i nf 1 uence over the outcome of the red i stri but i ve game, 
i ne reas i ng the benef i ts prov i ded by a successfu 1 coup to the 
pressure groups benefitted by the change of political regime, which 
would increase their support to the coup, 
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these policies as economic predictors of the coup, 34 but it is 

important to point out that, under the theory proposed in this 

paper, these policies are nothing more than proxies of the real 

causes of the coup: the bas i c 1 aws of the country wh i ch h i gh 1 y 

determine these policies through their effect over the rules of the 
redistributive game; in synthesis, 

A military coup d'etat is better interpreted as the final 

outcome of a given set of basic 7aws rather than as the 

end resu7t of erroneous economic po7icies, given that these 

po7icies are the end product of a redistributive game and 

the rules of this game are high7y inf7uenced by the basic 
7 a1vs of the country. 

I will devote the following section to summarize the main 
highlights of the proposed theory. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

This paper was devoted to the study of military coups d'etat, 

one of the most preva 1 ent types of non democrat i e change of 

government, but one which has not received a proportional degree of 
attention under the framework of the public choice literature. 

In order to contribute to fill this gap, I have proposed a 
simple theory which may help us to better understand the subject . 

34 The c i vi 1 i ans ha rrned by the change in the ru 1 es of the 
redistributive game may try to prevent the coup by exerting a lower 
level of political pressure in democracy, reducing in this way the 
benefits provided by the change of political regime to the pressure 
groups benefitted by the rules of the game ernbodied in a rnilitary 
regime; I will assume that the civilians harmed by the coup actas 
if they do not take into account this possibility; an appealing 
justification for this assumption is present in a country where the 
level of uncertainty about the future is so high (most of the Latin 
American countries may fairly be classified under this category) 
that an optimal behavior for the actors would consist to maximize 
their redi st ribute success today regardless of any future effect of 
this behavior . 
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This theory was cornposed of two building blocks: the rnilitary side 

of the coup, wh i ch c lose l y fo 11 owed the f ramework deve l oped by 
Gordon Tullock, and the civilian side. 

The inclusion of this second building block constitutes the 

basic difference between my frarnework and the Tullock's one, and 

radically departe from the by-product theory of revolutions because 

it propases public good considerations--instead of prívate interest 

rewards--as the engine for the motivations of the civilian actors. 

The theory was based upan the pressure groups approach to the 

economic policy, developed since the seminal work of Arthur Bentley 

(1908). Under this framework a military coup d'etat which 

overthrows a democratic regime would provide public good 

considerations which serve to motívate the civilians actors to 
participate, because it will alter the rules of the redistributive 

game. The changa in the rules of the game embodied in a successful 

coup will bring about a new political-economic equilibrium, which 

will have associated changes in the redistributive success of the 

different groups, providing in this way the public considerations 

for civilian actors to take part in a coup. 

The public good characteristic of the proposed theory would 

allow my framework to satisfy the following stylized facts: 

A) In most of the Latin American military coups d'etat it is 

usually verified_ sorne sort of support of part of the civilian 

population but not any form of civilian resistance. 

8) Most army officers take part in a coup but most civilian actors 

do not. 

C) A military coup d'etat is generally preceded by a period of 

economic and social chaos which may characterize a vacuum of 

power. 

In summary, the proposed theory highlights the significance of 

a non- mi 1 i tary factor that may i nf l uence the 1 i ke l i hood of a 
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mi l i tary coup d' etat: the expected change in the rules of the 

redistributive game. Under these terms, a military coup d'etat is 
better interpreted as the final outcome of a given set of basic 

laws rather than as the end result of erroneous economic policies, 
given that these policies are the end product of a redistributive 

game and the rules of this game are highly influenced by the basic 
laws of the country . 

It seems fair to conclude that the consideration of the role 
played by civilian actors in military coups d'etat will help us to 

gain further insights into their causes; insights which are 

unattainable if we only consider the military side of the coup. 

APPENDIX: 

The public good considerations which would motívate the 

civilian actors to participate in a coup will only be relevant in 

a military coup d'etat that overthrows a democratic regime; they 

are basically non-existent in a coup that replaces one military 

government with another. This type of coup, although it replaces 

the military head of the state and sorne of the government 

officials, it does not modify the political organization of 

soc i ety35 ( i . e. , the Par 1 i ament has been e 1 osed si nce the 

35As Ramon Cao García (1983), p. 78, states, 

"On the basis of the intentions of the plotters, two types of 
coups d'etat can be distinguished : (a) "changing of the guard" 
coups, and (b) "structural" coups. A changing of the guard coup 
intends to change the head of the state and sorne of the government 
officials without any change in the basic government policies or 
the political organization of society. The structural coup, on the 
oth~r hand, is one where the plotters aim not only to exclude sorne 
government officials from their offices, but also intend to 
drastically modify the existing government policies and change the 
political organization of society .. . A changing of the guard coup 
can only be possible in dictatorships, because in democracies all 
coup is of structural variety. The reason is that the immediate 
consequence of a coup d'etat is the establishment of a dictatorial 
regime and, if the political institutions of society before the 
coup were democratic, a coup would drastically change the structure 
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overthrowing of the democratic regime, the 

forbidden, the Electoral Law ruled out, etc.). 
political parties 

This hypothesis is 
supported by the behavior of the index of democraticness built by 

Arat (1984). From his estimated time series it is possible to 

verify important changes in the estimated value of the index after 

a military coup d'etat which overthrows a democratic regime but not 

after a coup which only replaces a military ruler by another one 

(the time series of this indexare reported in Edgardo Zablotsky 

[1992, ii]). Consequently, given the fact that the rules of the 

redistributive game remains basically unaltered after a coup that 

only replaces a military ruler by another one, there is no reason 

to expect that the outcome of the red i str i but i ve game w i 11 be 

greatly affected by the change of military ruler. This asymmetry 

will prove to be of great utility in order to provide empirical 

support to the Bentley's approach to public policy. 

I will devote this Appendix to provide evidence in support of 

the Bentley's approach to public policy by evaluating the plausi

bility of the hypothesis that a military coup d'etat which 

overthrows a democratic regime will produce significant changes in 

the outcome of the redistributive game (induced by the change in 

the ru 1 es of the game embod i ed in the coup) wh i ch w i 11 not be 

verified either after a coup that only replaces a military ruler by 

another one, or after a democratic presidential transition. 

In order to further this goal I will make use of an indicator 
of macroeconomic rent seeking proposed by Eliakim Katz and Jacob 

Rosenberg(1989). Katz and Rosenberg (1989) present quantitative 

measures of the proneness of di fferent countri es to respond to 

pressure groups in determining the composition of their spending. 

To do so, the authors meas u re the budget re 1 ated rent seel<i ng 

activity based on the data regarding the various categories in the 

government's budget (assuming that every change in the proportion 

of the government's budget spent for a given purpose occurs as a 

of the political organization." 
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result of rent seeking activity by pressure groups. 36 ) 

I will use a similar methodology since in this terms, my 

hypothesis predicts that the budget-related rent seeking activity 

will increase after a change of political regime but not after 

simply a change of ruler. 

The following measure, which I will call the Bentley Index, 

captures the rent seeking for budgetary allocation as a proportion 
of the overall government spending , 

Bentley Indext = ~ 1 S(t)¡ - S(t-1 )¡ 1 
, = 1. .. n 

where S(t)¡, S(t-1 )¡ are the proportions of the budget going to 

purpose i in years t and t-1 respectively and the nurnber nis equal 

to the number of categories in the budget. Then, the Bentley Index 

represents the total sum of the absolute changes in the proportion 

allocated to different categories in year t over year t-1. 37 

I will build up time series of the Bentley Index for different 

countries. The Statistical Yearbook of the United Nations provides 

a complete and similar desegregation of the total expenditures of 

the different governrnents since 1976; but for my purposes, I am 

interested in data from the fifties, sixties and the beginning of 

the seventies, when most of the coups have been verified. Then, I 
will mal<.e use of the data provided by the Statistical Yearbook 

since 1976; an alternative , but complete, desegregation provided by 

the International Financial Statistics (IMF) for the early 

seventies; and for the fifties and sixties the different 

36 For the purposes of measurement Katz and Rosenberg take into 
account the change in a given category in the budget (and not the 
overall size of the category) to represent rent seel<ing activity; 
given that rent seeking battles to alter the structure of property 
rights over the budget takes place at the margin. 

37 In arder to avoid double counting Katz and Rosenberg divide 
the value of this Index by 2. For my goal it will not be necessary 
to do so, s ince I am not concerned with the specific value of the 
Index but with it first differences . 
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desegregations available for the different countries provided by 
the Statistical Yearbook of the United Nations. 

Under this caveat n will represent the number of available 

categories in an specific country, and S(t)¡, S(t-1)¡, the 

proportions of the basket of the n available categories going to 

purpose i in years t and t-1 respectively. I will also build time 

series of an alternative version of the Bentley Index, excluding 
the allocation to "defence." 

I will define that the information provided in an specific 
case supports the proposed hypothesis if: 

A) The Bentley Index in the year when a change of regime was 

verified (if it was verified before October 1), or in the 

following year (if it was verified after October 1), 

exceeds the mean of the series by at least one standard 
deviation. 

B) The Bentley Index in the year when a change of ruler was 

verified (if it was verified before October 1), or in the 

following year (if it was verified after October 1), does 

not exceed the mean of the series by at least one standard 
deviation. 

Otherwise, I will determine that it rejects the proposed 
hypothesis. 

I will classify an event as a change of regime if: 

- A military coup d'etat overthrows a democratic regime. 

- A democratic regime is restored. 

- There is a mass revolution . 

I will classify an event as a change of ruler if: 
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- There is a non democratic transition (i.e. a military 
government is replaced by another one). 

- There is a democratic transition (i.e. a democratic 
presidential transition). 

I will examine 32 events; from them 14 represent changes 
if regimes and 18 changes of rulers. 

Changes of regimes 

A) Military Coups d'etat which Overthrow Democratic Regimes: 

- Argentina: 1966 (General Ongania replaced President Arturo 
Illia), 1976 (General Roberto Rafael Videla replaced 
President Maria Estela Martinez de Peron). 

- Chile: 1973 . (General Agustin Pinochet replaced President 
Salvador Allende). 

- Ecuador: 1963 (A Military Junta replaced President Julio 
Arosemena Monroy). 

- Panama: 1968 (A Provisional Junta of Government replaced 
President Arnulfo Arias). 

- Uruguay: 1973 (After a military coup d'etat President Jase 
Maria Bordaberry was allowed to remain in office but only 
as a figurehead). 

B) Democratic Regimes which are Restored: 

- Argentina: 1963 (Arturo Illia assumed the government after 
the non democratic ruling of Jase Maria Guido), 1973 
(Hector Jase Campara assumed the government after 7 years 
of military ruling). 

- Dominican Republic: 1966 (Joaquín Balaguer won the July 
election, the first after the USA 1965 invasion). 

- Greece: 1974 (The military rulers called Constantine 
Karamanlis to forma caretaker government preparatory to 
return to civilian rule). 

- Peru: 1956 (Manuel Prado is elected President in the first 
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free elections since 1945). 

- Spain: 1977 (Prime Minister Adolfo Suarez moved 
energetically to advance the reform program of the 
political system). 

- Venezuela: 1958 (Romulo Betancourt, leader of Accion 
Democratica, won the presidential election, the first free 
one after the General Perez Jimenez dictatorship). 

C) Mass Revolutions: 

- Iran: 1979 (On February, the religious leader, Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini carne back to Iran and formed a 
Revolutionary Council; two months later an Islamic Republic 
was proclaimed). 

Change of Rulers 

A) Non Democratic Transitions: 

- Argentina: 1970 (General Ongania is replaced by General 
Marcelo Levingston), 1971 (General Levingston is replaced 
by General Alejandro Lanusse), 1981 (General Viola is 
replaced by General Galtieri), 1982 (General Galtieri is 
replaced by General Bignone). 

- Dominican Republic: 1962 (Joaquín Balaguer installed a 7-
man Council of State with himself as President after the 
resignation, in November 1961, of General Hector Trujillo). 

- Uruguay: 1976 (Juan Maria Bordaberry was finally deposed. 
The Council of the Nation designated after 3 months 
Dr. Aparicio Mendez as President). 

B) Democratic Transitions: 

- Chile: 1958, 1964 and 1970 (Jorge Alessandri, independent, 
rightist candidate; Eduardo Frei, Democracia Cristiana 
Party; and Salvador Allende, leftist candidate, were 
elected President). 

- Ecuador: 1956 and 1960 (Jose Camilo Ponce Enriquez, 
Conservative Party; and Jose Maria Velazco !barra, 
charismatic leader who had also been elected President in 
1934, 1944 and 1952, were elected President). 
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- Franca: 1981 (Francois Miterrand, Socialist contender , 
defeated the incumbent President, Valery Giscard d'Estaing, 
candiCate of the Gaullist-allied Independent Republicans). 

- Isr·ael : 1977 (The opposition Likud party arrived to the 
government for the first time since the establishment of 
the state, after the stunning electoral upset of the Israel 
Workers' Party). 

- Spain: 1982 (The ruling of the Democratic Center Party 
ended on December, when Felipe Gonzalez, leader of the 
Socialist Workers' Party, was inaugurated as the first 
left-wing chief executive since 1936). 

- United Kingdom: 1974 and 1979 (Harold Wilson, leader of the 
Labor Party; and Margaret Thatcher, leader of the 
Conservativa Party, were designated Prime Minister). 

- United States: 1977 and 1981 (James Carter, Democrat 
candidata ; and Ronald Reagan, Republican candidata, became 
Pres i dent). 

In Edgardo Zablotsl<y (1992, ii) I report the time series of 

both versions of the Bentley Index for each case , as wel l as a 

brief summary of the pol itical history of each country in the 
relevant periods. Tables 4 and 5 summarize the information 

provided by these time series. 



-35-

TABLE 4 

BENTLEY INDEX. SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS 

Change of Regime Change of Ruler but 
not of the Regime 

Country Support Reject Support Reject 

Argentina 2 2 2 o 
(63-79) 

Argentina o o 2 o 
(77-83) 

Chile 1 o 2 1 

Dominican 1 o 1 o 
Republic 

Ecuador 1 o 2 o 
France o o 1 o 
Greece 1 o o o 
Iran 1 o o o 
Israel o o 1 o 
Panama 1 o o o 
Peru 1 o o o 
Spain o 1 1 o 
United Kingdom o o 1 1 

United States o o 2 o 
Uruguay 1 o 1 o 
Venezuela 1 o o o 
Total 11 3 16 2 

Percentage 79 21 89 11 
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TABLE 5 

BENTLEY INDEX WITHOUT "DEFENCE." SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS 

Change of Regime Change of Ruler but 
not of the Regime 

Country Support Reject Support Reject 

Argentina 2 2 2 o 
(63- 79) 

Argentina o o 2 o 
(77-83) 

Chile 1 o 2 1 

Dominican 1 o 1 o 
Republic 

Ecuador o 1 2 o 
France o o 1 o 
Greece 1 o o o 
Iran 1 o o o 
Israel o o 1 o 
Panama o 1 o o 
Peru 1 o o o 
Spain o 1 1 o 
United Kingdom o o 1 1 

United States o o 1 1 

Uruguay 1 o 1 o 
Venezuela o o o o 
Total 8 5 15 3 

Percentage 62 38 83 1 7 
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The evidence provided by the behavior of the Bentley Index 

supports the proposed hypothesis in 79 percent of the changes 

of regimes (11) and 89 percent of the changes of rulers (16); 

by the same token, if Ido not take into account the change in 

the government expenditures in "defence," the behavior of the 

Bentley Index supports the proposed hypothesis in 62 percent of 
the changes of regimes (8) and 83 percent of the changes of 

rulers (15). 

There exist many factors which appear to hinder the 

probability of obtaining evidence in support of my hypothesis 

(or of any other one) by using the estimated time series of the 

Bentley Index. For example: 

A) The fact that government spending by exact purpose or by 

very desegregated data is not available for most countries. 

Even for the countries where we have the complete desegregation 

of the total expenditures of the government, the data is highly 

aggregated (7 or 8 categories); to the extent that rent seeking 

takes place between sub-departments, the very aggregated data 

are likely to lead to underestimates of the rent seeking 

taking place for government spending. 38 

B) The fact that the available categories represent in sorne 

cases as few as 30 percent of the budget; which implies that 

there may be important changas between the rest of the 

categories which are not taken into account by our index. 

38 As Katz and Rosenberg (1989) indicated for the nine 
categories that they have utilized, 

"The purposes here are taken as equ i va 1 ent to the ver y broad l y 
def i ned ni ne categor i es of spend i ng by government departments 
described above. To the extent tha t most (or at least 
considerable) rent see king takes place between sub-departments or 
purposes, these very aggregated data are likely to lead to 
underes t i mates of the rent s eek i ng tal<i ng p 1 ace for government 
s pending." 
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Under these conditions the fact that the behavior of both 

versions of the Bentley Index in 15 different countries--during 

different periods of time, and under different available budget 

desegregations--does not seem to reject the hypothesis that the 

budget related rent seeking activity increases after a change 

of pol itical regime but not after a change of ruler alone 

represents, from my point of view, an important support for the 
Bentley's aprroach to public policy. 
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