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government were still being created; and the American Civil War —
which did not call into question the legitimacy of the government,
but rather its policies, the balance of Northern versus Southern
states within the Union, and above all the question of slavery. The
South didn’t say they thought that Abraham Lincoln had been
illegally or wrongfully elected — they just didn’t like him or the
direction of the United States.

Fig. 28: US military riot control soldiers patrol Arlington Memorial
Bridge over the Potomac River. The coupists will likely have to deal
with public disorder and protests once they are in power — though
it is impossible to predict the protests’ magnitude.

So these examples beg the question: how will Americans greet a
coup? The American populace is not as politically quiet and docile
as, for example, Asian democracies such as Japan, Singapore, and
South Korea (though this is not to say these countries never have
mass protests). Yet the US is not a political powder keg with riots
and mass protests against even modest policy changes — or their
proposals — such as in France or Greece.

The US is a country where debate is free and open, in every
forum, but for any number of practical as well as historical reasons
mass mobilization rarely, truly occurs. A given cause might be lucky
to round up a million people for two days — a number less than
one percent of the population. But a few issues have galvanized
Americans to regularly protest in varying numbers and intensity
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over a period of time: Black Lives Matter, Occupy Wall Street, and
anti-White Supremacist counter-rallies. Americans also gather in
significant enough numbers for presidential campaigns; and join the
fray with signs, shirts, hats, pins, and donations. So this is to say the
US is not a lethargic, single-party democracy; but it is not a chaotic,
anarchic mob-ruled country either (indeed, the “street” has had a
substantial impact on many precarious dictatorial governments
since the end of the Second World War — which shows that just
because a country isn’t a democracy does not mean that populism
and mass unrest are either non-existent nor unimportant).

What will and will not galvanize the American people to mass
action is difficult to predict. This may be the result of many factors:
long work days with limited vacation days, a sense that mass action
is less effective than actual voting (whether in town councils, state
and national legislatures, and in actual elections), and a collective
sense that politics should neither be violent nor anarchic. This
would suggest that the American polity is more comfortable
working within managed institutions than through hooligan mobs
brandishing pitchforks and flaming torches.

Of course, a coup being as unprecedented as it would be,
it is impossible to predict the outcome in terms of mass and
institutional resistance. It might be that the president and his
entourage were so awful and the case against them so clear — but
Congress so deadlocked — that impeachment was not a realistic
possibility and a coup was the only option. This, however, is
unlikely, given that there are two mechanisms for removing the
president within Constitutional means; and if the Congress cannot
find itself to remove the president, this is probably an indicator that
the president has enough support within the country that a coup
would at least stir up some amount of public disorder. Both political
ideologies (loosely defined as conservative and liberal) have their
militant wings. Conservatives are more likely to clamor openly
for armed rebellions with generous use of their firearms (Second
Amendment proponents), while liberals might be more likely to
adopt a combination of unarmed civil unrest and terror attacks (the
Black Panthers, Earth Liberation Front, and animal rights groups
are examples of the liberal approach to violent resistance).

Modern history shows us that there any number of models or
templates for armed resistance to the government, even amongst
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the Western democracies. There are relatively ineffective resistance
movements, such as the leftist groups that plagued Europe during
the Cold War with bombing attacks, kidnappings, robberies, and
assassinations. They made headlines and caused personal tragedy,
but in no way changed governments, policies, society, or territory.
There are more organized but traditional guerilla uprisings, such as
the Irish Republican Army (IRA), which did not achieve its ultimate
goal of reunifying Ireland but might be said to have effected various,
major reforms (though detractors might fairly assess that they in
fact delayed these “inevitable” reforms). And then there may be a
wholesale war of liberation with a combination of guerilla, terror,
and conventional warfare. This latter category has not occurred
since the end of World War II within any modern democracy’s
traditional borders — but many of them grappled with uprisings
associated with their colonial holdings — and lost.

A final category worth mentioning are the anti-Communist
popular uprisings that swept Eastern Europe — countries that are
today steadfast members of the European Union and NATO. In
many or most of these countries they ejected both Communist rule
and Soviet military presence (or occupation, depending on one’s
perspective) through mass demonstrations, strikes, and the power
of speech. Some countries, such as Romania, experienced a brief
period of civil violence.

So what does history tell us about how a coup in the United States
would play out? Unfortunately, despite grand soliloquys of history
repeating itself, it rarely does; and those living it can rarely use the
past as a guide or template for the future for the simple reason that the
past almost always differs from the present in any number of ways big
and small. The other challenge for the persons living in the present
and making decisions is to know which historical moment applies. For
those resisting a coup do they look to the American Revolution? The
American Civil War? American support for anti-German partisans
during World War II? Which of the examples in the previous two
paragraphs — all of which occurred in the modern era — might they
draw lessons from? Or might they draw their inspirations from
textbooks or situations further afield — whether to Iran’s Revolution
of 1979 or further back in history to the Middle Ages?

There is no way to predict the outcome of a coup in terms of the
populace’s reaction. It may usherin an era of chaos, anarchy, internal
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strife, and decay; the equivalent of the sacking of Constantinople
during the Fourth Crusade and the subsequent slow collapse of the
Byzantine Empire. Or it might merely be as gentle and calm as the
end of the Italian monarchy in 1946.

The coup might be met with a hurricane or resistance, or the
sound of silence.
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CHAPTER 11:
The Undiscovered Country

“If you can look into the seeds of time, and say
which grain will grow and which will not, speak
then unto me.”

Shakespeare, Macbeth

As the film Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country said, the
future is the undiscovered country. But before making a few final
observations about the practical aspects of launching a coup and its
likely outcomes, it is worth addressing the key question which will
define the success or failure of the coup. In one word it is legitimacy.
Legitimacy follows a coup or other transition of power in a way that
a mere assassination does not. Assuming that Lee Harvey Oswald
assassinated John F. Kennedy, him having done so did not bring
him any closer to becoming the chief executive of the US than if he
had not. As mentioned in the introduction, a coup differs from a few
drunkards armed with daggers and clubs in that in a coup a successful
removal of the president would result in a wholly new government,
while the latter would just result at most in the president’s death and
the vice president taking over as the law intends. Assassins would
only earn the title of killers, while coupists may obtain the status of
legitimate president and leader of the Free World.

Legitimacy is the bedrock of the rule of governance. In Francis
Fukuyama’s tome (Part I of II) The Origins of Political Order:
From Prehuman Times to the French Revolution, he goes at length
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through the history and evolution of political systems and order;
that is, how humans came to rule one another. In every example, the
ruler’s post and its legitimacy were derived by a sense of legitimacy
reached by collective consensus through innumerable myths,
events, ideals, philosophies, and as necessary, bloodshed. A warrior
clan might be led by someone who had excelled in battle; Egyptian
pharaohs were chosen by God; Dutch leaders were selected by the
individual provinces; European monarchs were also chosen by God
through blood; popes were (and are) selected by a vote of their
peers “inspired” by God; and in most democracies, the president
(or prime minister) rules by the will of the people through elections
(direct or indirect, through parties in parliament). Indeed, Napoleon
Bonaparte was relatively original in that he claimed — to the great
dismay of the monarchs around him — that his rule was based on
the will of the people rather than the will of God. His assumption
of the title Emperor never changed this, which is why he abdicated
twice, as soon as he felt that the French people no longer supported
him. Almost no Queen or King of England, Sweden, or Saudi Arabia
is going to abdicate because they are unpopular.

There are innumerable symbols of power: crowns, scepters,
robes, emblems, offices (like the Oval Office), and even titles. But
there is no question that just because an individual physically
possesses or otherwise inhabits these symbols, they are not
the president. This author, for example, may go on a visit to the
White House, sit behind the Resolute desk, throw a name plate
on the desk that says Liam H. Dooley, and to emphasize my new,
self-given title, I could wear a ball cap that says President of the
United States: Commander-in-Chief. But that would not make me
president any more than holding an Oscar trophy would make me
an Oscar winner. If I were to go to Buckingham Palace and sit on the
throne, hold the scepter, put the crown on my head, and speak with
a posh English accent I would be king as much as I am a FIFA star
(which T am not). Despite my pleasure at seeing an Irishman rise
to the throne of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland and the Commonwealth, it will clearly take more than a ring
of metal and precious stones on my head to make me the sovereign,
or suzerain, of the land.

Thus, this is what will decide the ultimate success of the coup.
Will the coup leaders be viewed as legitimate? How will they
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achieve this legitimacy? How long will it take? And will it last?
As unpopular as many US presidents have been or are, they were
always legitimate — which meant their military commands were
usually followed, their proposals considered in Congress, and their
signature on bills and executive decisions were treated as legal until
otherwise overturned. If the coup leaders sit in the Oval Office but
no one obeys any of their orders, then they will have failed. But if
they are able to do most of the work a president does — or at least
the normal work of government proceeds without interruption —
then they will have succeeded.

Rl <\
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Figs. 29 and 30: The White House (then known as the President’s
House) was set afire by British troops during the War of 1812. The
British had raided Washington, DC, burning many of its relatively
few government buildings. A coup may also result in government
buildings being damaged or destroyed, including the White House.
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I have tried to lay out the practicalities of a coup in this book,
Seizing Washington: Overthrowing the US President, not because
I believe one should happen, but because — as a mad political
scientist — I can. Before anyone runs and grabs a rifle and sews
together a Mockingjay flag, I would like to emphasize some of the
downsides of conducting a coup in the US.

First, it opens up the proverbial Pandora’s box. There is no doubt
that through the years lots of political Pandora’s boxes have been
opened within the US. This is a natural evolution of time, society,
and technology. To equally pick on each party, Bill Clinton was
the first president to lie under oath in a deposition while in office;
and Donald Trump is the first to do almost everything that Donald
Trump does. Culturally, the Vietnam War ended, it is said, the trust
Americans innately had in their government. None of these are
necessarily good; but they do demonstrate that American politics
are not frozen in some eighteenth-century time machine. We should
not want it to be.

But a coup is a whole new level of change. And the Pandora’s box
it opens is that coups could become a new, legitimate way to change
the American government and policies. The party that is in power by
the coup can fall through a coup; live by the sword, die by the sword.
Instead of America being a country of free debate and liberty, it
would become a country where whoever is in power is continuously
watchful for who will march on the White House perhaps next.
One might say that America’s anti-privacy and anti-rights policies
following 11 September 2001 and other counter-terrorism laws and
policies are an indicator that freedom is exchangeable for security,
safety, and stability. In and of itself there is nothing wrong with
this trade-off — but it shows that the country that prides itself
on high-sounding principles of freedom and liberty can and has
compromised them for other purposes — for the most part, in utter
silence, if not celebration.

Aside from being an attack upon the peaceful transition of
power that the US has enjoyed for more than two centuries, a
coup might result in more than a few deaths. A few deaths would
be tragic for those immediately impacted for sure; but more than
a few — hundreds, thousands, or tens of thousands or more would
be a humanitarian disaster; or at least a human disaster. These
deaths might not occur on the night or first days of the coup, but
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over time — depending on the level of civil unrest. But if there is
one thing that is certain, whether it is mass shootings at parties,
concerts, churches, schools, or the American Civil War, it is that
Americans are good at Kkilling one another. Indeed, in any given
year since the end of the 1991 Gulf War, with occasional exceptions,
Americans are much more likely to die at the hands of another
American than by a foreign army or foreign terrorist. And it is worth
recalling that amongst all of its wars, more Americans died in the
American Civil War than any other American war — even though the
size of the population was far lower than during the World Wars,
Vietnam War, Iraq Wars, or Afghanistan War (America’s longest,
but not deadliest, war).

To some extent, Americans go to war in foreign countries “to do
the right thing” — and because they are told to go. But in a civil war,
it is not just a theoretical threat of an enemy destroying their homes
and family, but a real one. And it is likely most Americans will feel
strongly for their cause, and strongly against their adversaries. They
are less likely to look at the enemy as a poor, young draftee but an
ideological opponent bent on destroying them rather than just
driving them out of their own territory as in Afghanistan or Iraq.

There is no certainty that even one person would die in a coup;
nor yet is there certainty that millions won’t die. The outcomes and
death tolls of other civil wars in other countries, let alone within
the US (as mentioned above), should pose more discomfort than
confidence.

Then there are the second and third-order effects of a coup. Would
the US be invaded in its weakened state? Would it be partitioned?
Weakened states have frequently been the victim of foreign invasion,
and there may be more than a few countries in the world who believe
that a weak or non-existent America is better than a stronger one.
Would a coup victor launch America into some all-out war abroad to
build their legitimacy and rally the country? This, too, has happened
throughout history; new or weak regimes using the foreign enemy
as a rallying cry and unifier. But such a war might not go according
to plan (they rarely do) and America could find itself embroiled in
a bloody, endless war that will make the recent conflicts from 2000
to 2018 seem like pleasantries. In this situation, a world war — or an
enduring, total war with a peer competitor or peer alliance would
likely be a bloody, expensive affair with casualties in the hundreds of
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thousands. Such a war might be the outcome of a coup — but it would
not likely be its intent (and ironically it might have been launched
precisely to prevent such an outcome).

Nonetheless, while it is important to highlight the costs of having
a coup, the costs of not having one (at least in the assessment
and perspective of some persons past, present, and future) might
be greater than the costs of having one. It is difficult to conceive
a scenario in which Hitler being overthrown in June or July 1944
would not have been better for Germany and much of Europe.
Within the US, launching a coup might be preferable to permitting
a mad president to launch an unprovoked, unjustified nuclear war.

It is also important for the coupists to consider what their end
goals are. If it is merely for the sitting president to be immediately
removed, then their chances of success are not low. But if it is to
transform the entire political system, radically alter foreign policy,
confront cultural and social issues, and bring economic prosperity
(if the US was in a state of recession or depression), their coup will
be much less likely to succeed. If, on the one hand, all they want to
do is change the president and then restore constitutional rule (with
no changes to the US Constitution itself) then it is worth considering
if a coup is worth the effort and risk. On the other hand, if they seek
to radically transform the United States of America by tearing up
the Constitution and attempting to draft a new, all-encompassing
governing document, they may be setting themselves up for failure.

Fig. 31: The future is the Undiscovered Country. In this photo of the
future, a spaceship takes off from the Washington DC Mall. One
may hope that whatever happens, the US will endure and prosper
in the long term.
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Lest I leave the reader with a pessimistic note (or optimistic; again,
a matter of perspective), let’s remember one thing: nation-states
can recover from disasters though not always. Bourgogne is not a
member of the United Nations; nor are the Visigoths, Normans,
Byzantines, Ottomans, the Incas, or the Aztecs. These states have
all been inherited in some shape or form by certain countries — but
they no longer exist as the sovereign nation-states that they once
were. At the same time, countries that rested upon the brink of
extinction for decades made a comeback. Germany is undoubtedly
one of the best examples in modern history; but so are Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania who recovered their independence after a
half century of being part of the USSR, and centuries before that
of being conquered on and off. Israel made a comeback after a few
millennia; and perpetually occupied and divided Vietnam made a
comeback after decades of war and division (and now counts its
former enemy, the US, as a positive influence and power).

So a coup could tear apart America, politically, socially,
geographically, and in terms of lives lost. The Stars and Stripes
might be torn down for a few years or decades; and the US Capital
razed and moved to Denver or Saint Louis (where, if nothing else,
it would be more central). But it could recover in a new form, or
close to its pre-coup form. One might say that twenty-first century
Germany is an improvement over the one that was destroyed and
divided in 1945. So the risen phoenix may be an improvement over
its past.

“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and
women merely players. They have their exits and
their entrances; And one man in his time plays
many parts.”

Shakespeare

In the end, it is up to each individual to decide how to deal with the
times they live in — to pick the part they want to play in history. The
will decide how they view their political world and what to do about
it. For many, it is to grumble, laugh, shrug and go to work every day.
For others, it is to mobilize and fight for change, within the system.
And yet for some persons — one might call them history makers — it
is not enough to plough the same path. They blaze new trails and
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erect new flags, trampling upon the past and its traditions. Or at
least they try. History tells us if they succeeded; and if it is yet to
come, then it is for them to be the pioneers into that Undiscovered
Country.

Seizing Washington, Overthrowing the US President gives the
history makers a template and, perhaps, an inspiration on what to do
and how to do it. But it also gives the president and Americans who
retain a fundamental faith in the country, its system of governance,
and institutions a tool to counter those who will violently fight to
radically change America through the overthrow of the president.
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