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Levels of Analysis and the Coup Attempt in Equatorial Guinea

Political scientists such as Kenneth Waltz, who promote a systems level mode of analysis, would have us disregard decisions made at state and sub-state levels; while reductionists such as Graham Allison urge us to consider internal behavior when studying foreign relations. An incident which occurred in the spring of 2004 will illustrate the necessity of studying many levels of operation when attempting to assess events with broad political implications.


In March, 2004 a group of mercenaries took part in a failed attempt to overthrow the government of Equatorial Guinea (EG), a small former Spanish colony which has recently become the third largest exporter of oil in Africa. Led by British adventurer Simon Mann, the plot involved the mostly South African mercenaries and financiers from several countries including Mark Thatcher, son of the former Prime Minister. Parts were also played by the governments of Spain, Zimbabwe and South Africa (in particular a South African special investigation unit known as the Scorpions), the governments of major powers Great Britain and America, and possibly a few multinational oil companies.    


A strict proponent of systems theory, like Waltz, would ignore all of the details that make up this pulp novel escapade, and look only to the political structure within which it took place. The systems theorist would study the interactions between the regional actors as a power struggle within the context of a unipolar political structure and cut away, Occam’s Razor-style, any details that could cloud the issue. This, I believe, would be a mistake. The course of events could have been dramatically different. Had any of the participants made different choices, the outcome could have easily been quite different, with effects that would have been felt across a wide range of players. 


The coup was interrupted mainly by the actions taken by the South African government, who tipped off officials in Zimbabwe to the fact that an American-bought 737 was headed their way to acquire a small arsenal. The remainder of the conspirators still in South Africa were arrested under the Regulation of Foreign Military Assistance Act of 1998. The Mandela government had passed this law in an attempt to reign in the South African adventurers who had been selling their services to the highest bidders across the Dark Continent. Companies like the now-defunct Executive Outcomes had until then offered armies for hire, including helicopter gunships, to countries such as Sierra Leone and Angola. Simon Mann, a former British special forces operative and mastermind behind the EG coup, had been one of the heads of Executive Outcomes.      

Officials in the United States are alleged to have had prior knowledge concerning the coup attempt. Certainly it should have raised questions when a known mercenary sought to purchase a military 737 jet from the U.S. government and fly it to Africa (Roberts, 166). Military intelligence and oil company executives in the U.S. are also said to have known about the adventure. One of the plotters, Greg Wales is said to have made many contacts in America, including an official from the Pentagon and lobbyists for private military outfits (Roberts, 80). Former British Foreign Minister Jack Straw has admitted to having known of the coup plot since January 2004, though he has declined to explain why he did not warn the government in Equatorial Guinea (Flanagan, 1). Johann Smith, a veteran of South African intelligence contends that he sent e-mails to British officials warning of the impending coup. Smith, was himself a mercenary of sorts. Referred to in an article in the Telegraph as a “political risk consultant,” Johann “Peg Leg” Smith would more accurately be described as a freelance intelligence trader, a breed of actors who hang around African hotspots picking up valuable bits of information to sell to interested parties. At the time of the coup, Smith had been providing his services to the president of Equatorial Guinea. 

British and American officials could have the overthrow of the EG government as a cheap and easy way to be rid of a particularly unpleasant tyrant. President Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasago, an alleged cannibal, who took power in a coup that ended with the execution of his uncle, heads an oppressive government which spends much of the country’s oil revenues on mansions and fleets of expensive sports cars. Speaking out against the government will likely get a person sent to the notorious Black Beach prison, which has been described as one of the worst places on the planet. Inmates there are routinely tortured and the prison tends to flood when the Atlantic tide comes in (Roberts, 43). 


The Spanish government is also said to have been complicit in the coup attempt. Severo Moto, an opposition politician from Equatorial Guinea and friend of then president  Jose Maria Aznar, had been granted asylum by the Spanish government. Part of the coup plot was to install Moto as the new leader of EG. A plane from the Spanish Canary Islands was en route to EG with Moto on board when news came of the arrests and the plane turned around. Spain had missed out on lucrative oil deals in Equatorial Guinea when the boom began and installing a friendly government would have been an easy way to get in on the action.


The government of South Africa had an interest in preventing the coup because it enjoys favorable oil dealings with the EG government. South Africa was likely reluctant to see a change in EG that could have jeopardized its energy supply. Similarly, Zimbabwe has close ties to the EG government. The negative psychological reaction to a group of white mercenaries toppling a black African government and installing a puppet regime may have also come into play.


In arguing against reductionist theory, Waltz states that, “if the aims, policies, and actions of states become matters of exclusive attention or even central concern, then we are forced back to the descriptive level; and from simple descriptions no valid generalizations can logically be drawn” (Waltz 79, 10). This may in fact be true. But part of the flaw in the systemic/realist viewpoint may be this desire for a predictive theory. As was the case with Marx’s political economic theories, Waltz’s concepts do well to investigate and explain the world in which we live but falter when they try too hard to devise a scheme which can predict the future. Waltz dismisses the reductionist method of examining the component parts of the political structure because he is averse to getting bogged down with so many details that a working general theory becomes impossible. “The infinite materials of any realm,’ Waltz writes, “can be organized in endlessly different ways. Reality is complex; theory is simple. By simplification, theories lay bare the essential elements in play and indicate necessary relations of cause and interdependency- or suggest where to look for them” (Waltz 97, 913).  As with other sciences, the Grand Unifying Theory in international relations is a quixotic goal, given the innumerable stages at which world events can be influenced by actors both giant and miniscule. If a few mercenaries had been able to keep from bragging in Cape Town bars about their next daring adventure, there might have been a shift in the regional power structure in southern and central Africa. There would have been a government in Equatorial Guinea beholden to Western interests. The coup might have sparked unrest in EG that could have drawn other African nations into the fray. Since many of the mercenaries involved were from South Africa, Angola and Nigeria, there could have been repercussions for those countries. The violent change of regime would certainly have added to the general level of instability in western Africa. The plotters themselves discussed the possibility that neighboring Nigeria might see the coup as an opportunity to send troops across the border. The United States, concerned over threats to American petroleum firms and the all important energy supply, would be compelled to become involved in yet another regional conflict. The world of international politics is replete with variables and interdependencies, and those who study it cannot simply throw out the details in an effort to assess the broad interactions between black boxes.


The economic links between the nations involved must also be considered. The presence of oil reserves in EG is what made the country such a tempting target for the coup. Without the promise of oil concessions, the financial backers probably would not have had much incentive to fund such a risky scheme. The trade links between EG, South Africa and Zimbabwe effected the outcome of the story. After the failure of the coup, the U.S. remains friendly with the brutal dictator because the country needs the petroleum. In fact, Condaleeza Rice in April of 2006 welcomed President Obiang as a good friend of the United States and the Bush administration appointed a permanent ambassador to the African nation for the first time in over ten years. The previous ambassador, incidentally, had left after being accused of witchcraft and being told he would “go to America as a corpse” (Roberts, 44). Such aspects of this scenario would be dismissed by Waltz as “a mélange of irrelevant diplomatic lore” (Waltz 97, 914).


But where to draw the line when peering into the inner workings of political systems? As Waltz puts it, “faced with an infinite number of ‘facts’ one must wonder, however, which ones are to be taken as pertinent when trying to explain something” (Waltz 97, 913). Waltz argues that since reality is so filled with complexity, we cannot fully know the truth about a subject. Theories, however, provide a means to explain a particular facet of reality. Like the English coastline, we could continue to take smaller and smaller measurements to determine the circumference of the island. We would amass an infinite amount of data and spend generations calculating new data, centimeter by centimeter; or we could employ a rational method for determining the general measurements of a land mass which would allow us to grasp the size and shape of the island and its relation to other geographic fixtures.


We would be remiss, however, if we were to stop at the general outline of the Isle. The agricultural capacity and infrastructure must be considered to establish the economic situation on the island. The ocean currents that regulate the climate of the island and the state of nearby fishery stocks both have an impact on what takes place on land. The point here is that, while we do well to avoid being bogged down with ever shrinking levels of magnification, we must keep in mind that there are often issues at work beyond the surface. Equatorial Guinea was caught in the middle of power game of state-level actors which operated within the regional structure as well as the broader unipolar system; but it was also embroiled in a scenario that involved loose-lipped soldiers of fortune, a cannibalistic tyrant, big oil, foreign businessmen, and the black sheep son of a former world leader. To fully understand events like this one, we do more good than harm for the field of international relations when we err on the side of closer examination. To fully understand how the global political system operates, we must consider the role of state, sub-state and non-state actors. We cannot simply view states as isolated islands that are affected only by the tides of the system within which they operate. 
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