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The Military Junta Obsession: How to Understand
Africa’s Surge in Coups

The image of uniformed officers storming dimly lit television studios to declare
their seizure of power and the suspension of the constitution has become a
familiar scene in African politics in recent years. What was once a rare
occurrence now happens with alarming frequency, signaling a profound shift
sweeping across the continent.
The most recent example unfolded in Guinea-Bissau on November 26, 2025,
when military officers appeared on state television to announce their complete
takeover just three days after a tense presidential election.
They justified the move by citing “threats to the country’s stability,” but the
military’s intervention seemed more like a calculated attempt to exploit a
moment of political weakness than a reaction to chaos.
With this latest coup, the small West African nation joins a long list of countries
that have been swept by a growing wave of coups in recent decades. These
events go beyond mere struggles for power they expose deeper structural flaws
in the state, the role of the military, and the balance of power across Africa. The
trend now demands a new reading of an increasingly complex political landscape
that threatens the continent’s democratic aspirations.
A History Steeped in Coups
Since gaining independence from Portugal in 1974, Guinea-Bissau a coastal
country nestled between Senegal and Guinea and recently a hub for drug
trafficking between Latin America and Europe has witnessed four successful
coups and ten failed attempts, the latest reported in October.
Guinea-Bissau is far from an exception. Coups have become increasingly
concentrated in Africa and the Sahel region in recent decades, whereas they
were once more globally widespread during the Cold War. Between 2001 and
2017, Africa saw 33 coups or attempted coups an average of less than two per
year.
Although the continent experienced a decline in coups over the past two
decades, this new wave has reversed that trend. In the decade leading up to
2021 a year that saw four successful coups in Africa and one in Myanmar the
average number of successful coups per year was just one, according to a
comprehensive database compiled by U.S. researchers Jonathan Powell and
Clayton Thyne.
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Since 2020, an unprecedented wave of repeated coups has emerged, including
at least ten successful and seven failed attempts. Most of these occurred in
Francophone countries within what is now known as the “Coup Belt” across West
and Central Africa and the Sahel. This trend raises serious concerns about the
erosion of democratic gains made in recent years.
Even for Africa which has seen more coup attempts than any other region the
number is staggering. Of the 492 coup attempts worldwide since the 1950s, the
continent alone accounts for 220, with 109 of them successful nearly half of all
global coups.
In total, 45 of Africa’s 54 countries have experienced at least one attempted
coup. If we narrow that down to successful coups defined as those where the
perpetrators remain in power for at least a week the number drops to 37, roughly
two-thirds of the continent.
Sudan tops the list with 18 attempted coups since its independence in 1956, six
of them successful. The most recent occurred in October 2021, when a civilian-
military partnership collapsed. At the time, UN Secretary-General António
Guterres described the spate of coups as a “plague.”
The April 2023 attack by the Rapid Support Forces is classified as an attempted
coup, plunging the country into a bloody conflict between the army and the
paramilitary group.
Although Burkina Faso has had fewer attempts, it holds the record for the most
successful coups on the continent nine since the 1960s, including two in 2022
alone. Under a new transition plan, the military regime led by Captain Ibrahim
Traoré is expected to remain in power until at least 2029.
Analyses show that while coup attempts have become less frequent in the past
decade, they are far more successful than during the Cold War, when Africa
recorded the highest number of coups. This suggests that while rarer, coups are
now more effective.
This is largely due to the structural conditions prevalent in many African
countries most notably poverty. Historically, the poorest and least democratically
stable countries have been more vulnerable to coups. In 2022, the Fragile States
Index listed 15 African countries among the world’s 20 most fragile.
Twelve of them have experienced at least one successful coup, including
Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Central African Republic, Chad,
Sudan, and Zimbabwe.
The Coup-Maker’s Playbook
This latest wave of coups is far from homogeneous; motives and contexts vary by
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country. In some cases, security concerns were the main driver such as the
September 2022 coup in Burkina Faso, which ousted Colonel Paul-Henri
Sandaogo Damiba over his failure to confront jihadist insurgencies.
Some countries have fallen into a “coup trap,” with frequent takeovers following
periods of relative calm. Mali, for example, has experienced four coup attempts
in the past decade after 20 years of political stability.
Colonel Assimi Goïta justified his May 2021 coup by citing public dissatisfaction
with the government’s inability to curb extremist violence. Less than a year later,
he staged another coup this time removing a transitional government in which he
himself had a key role after two influential military ministers were excluded from
a cabinet reshuffle.
Elsewhere, coups have been portrayed as “saving democracy.” In Gabon, the
August 2023 coup ousted President Ali Bongo following elections widely viewed
as rigged. The military dubbed it a “freedom coup” meant to end the Bongo
family’s 56-year rule.
In Guinea, the perpetrators of the September 2021 coup cited political
stagnation and public distrust in institutions alongside former President Alpha
Condé’s decision to override term limits to seek a third term as key reasons for
their action.
In Niger and Sudan, senior officers ousted leaders from within their own ruling
elites. In Niger, Presidential Guard commander General Abdourahamane Tchiani
justified his July 2023 coup and the detention of President Mohamed Bazoum by
pointing to worsening security, poor governance, and growing public discontent.
Many believe, however, that his true motive was the threat of dismissal.
Despite the varying justifications and contexts, post-coup behavior across
countries bears striking similarities. There is, in effect, an unwritten “manual” for
military rulers, with one central objective: to stay in power as long as possible.
Rallying public support or at least creating the illusion of it is a cornerstone of this
strategy. In Egypt, for instance, then-army chief Abdel Fattah el-Sisi capitalized
on civilian political polarization in the summer of 2013, calling on Egyptians to
demonstrate and “authorize” him to combat “terrorism.”
That public mandate culminated in a military coup that ended one political era
and began another, marked by authoritarian rule that persists today.
In Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso, coup leaders followed a nearly identical
playbook. They mobilized youth around anti-colonial rhetoric especially targeting
France portrayed ECOWAS as a hostile force after the bloc imposed sanctions,
and eventually withdrew from it in January 2024.
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They also turned quickly to outside powers, particularly Russia, which stepped in
to amplify these narratives and provide security support to protect the juntas
from counter-coups. Russian forces were welcomed under the guise of “fighting
terrorism.”
These mirrored actions suggest that military rulers not only observed and learned
from one another but at times collaborated directly creating an environment
conducive to adventurism and increasing the likelihood of success. This dynamic
culminated in the creation of a parallel security pact: the Sahel States Alliance.
Yet coup leaders remain vulnerable to rival factions within their own ranks, with
counter-coups a constant threat especially amid growing competition within the
armed forces. Typically, those who come to power via unconstitutional means
attempt to expand their authority, often triggering new coups and perpetuating a
vicious cycle.
Few appear willing to relinquish power anytime soon. Backed by real or
manufactured popular support, military rulers adopt tactics to prolong their rule:
delaying elections, extending transitional periods indefinitely, imposing
referendums, and invoking the need for “stability before democracy.”
This persists in part because the international community worn down by the
rapid resurgence of coups allows them to remain in power. The 2000 Lomé
Declaration created a strict framework for punishing coups, and for a while, it
worked: the number of coups in Africa halved.
But this deterrent has since weakened, with little action taken in cases like
Zimbabwe (2017), Sudan (2019), and Chad (2022). Regional organizations such
as ECOWAS, once a key player in upholding democratic governance, have also
lost much of their enforcement capacity.
The result is now clear: post-coup transitions in the Sahel are averaging three
years. In Burkina Faso and Mali, elections scheduled for 2024 have been
postponed indefinitely. Mali’s military rulers suspended political activities
entirely, citing the need to “maintain public order.”
Following this model, Guinea has set a two-year timeline for a return to
constitutional rule. Chad’s transitional military leader Mahamat Idriss Déby
extended his own timeline by another two years, despite promising a return to
democracy within 18 months.
Gabon’s junta, led by General Brice Oligui Nguema since August 2023, has
pledged a new constitution and updated electoral law within two years.
Thus emerges the formula for power-hungry actors across the continent: stage a
coup, promise a transitional period, prolong it as much as possible, then hold a
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controlled election to legitimize the new regime.
But the pressing question remains: how many of these pledges will materialize?
More importantly, will coup leaders ever risk surrendering their power at the
ballot box?
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