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The 1980s represented a transformative period in British geopolitical and domestic history, marked by shifting 

ideological paradigms and the crystallization of what contemporary theorists refer to as the Deep State. At the 

center of this cultural and political introspection lies A Very British Coup, a seminal work originally penned as a 

novel by Chris Mullin in 1982 and later adapted into a critically acclaimed 1988 television serial. This work serves 

as more than mere fiction; it acts as a theoretical modelfor understanding the friction between radical democratic

mandates and entrenched institutional power. By examining the narrative through the lens of political science,

media theory, and institutional architecture, we can derive a comprehensive understanding of how power is

maintained and defended within a constitutional monarchy.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Anatomy of an Institutional Coup

Unlike a military coup d’état involving kinetic force and the seizure of physical infrastructure, A Very British Coup 

outlines the mechanics of a soft coup. This process involves the strategic application of institutional friction to 

neutralize an elected leader without formally suspending the democratic process. To understand this, we must 

evaluate the core mechanics of the Westminster System and its inherent vulnerabilities.

1.1. Constitutional Vulnerabilities and Exploits

The British Constitution is largely uncodified, relying on conventions and the Civil Service Code. In the context of 

the story, Harry Perkins—a socialist leader of the Labour Party—attains power on a platform of nuclear 

disarmament and press reform. The institutional response demonstrates a technical exploit of the system’s 

ambiguity. The Civil Service, the Security Service (MI5), and the press operate as an integrated ecosystem of 

resistance. The theoretical framework here is Institutional Preservation Theory , which suggests that

organizations will prioritize their own survival and traditional norms over external mandates, even those derived

from popular elections.

1.2. The 'Deep State' as a Functional Architecture

In the narrative, the 'Deep State' is not a monolithic conspiracy but a distributed networkof high-ranking officials,

intelligence directors, and media proprietors. Their operation follows a specific technical workflow:

•  Information Asymmetry: Withholding vital intelligence from the Prime Minister to prevent informed decision-

making.

•  Economic Sabotage: Coordinating with financial markets to trigger currency devaluation (a classic 'run on the 

pound').

•  Character Assassination: Utilizing state surveillance to find or manufacture personal scandals.

2. Technical Breakdown: The 'Perkins Takedown' Protocol

The downfall of Harry Perkins is orchestrated through a multi-stage procedural framework. As a technical analysis, 

we can break this down into three distinct operational phases: Isolation, Destabilization, and Termination .

Phase I: Political Isolation



The first step in neutralizing a radical executive is the severing of their support networks. In A Very British Coup, 

this is achieved by infiltrating the Prime Minister’s inner circle. The security services employ signal intelligence 

(SIGINT) and human intelligence (HUMINT)to monitor communications and identify the weakest links among the

Cabinet. By creating internal divisions, the establishment ensures that the PM is preoccupied with internal party

management rather than policy implementation.

Phase II: Economic and Media Destabilization

This phase moves from the internal to the external environment. The media, specifically the fictional 'News' 

corporation, acts as the force multiplier. The narrative details how headlines are coordinated with leaked memos 

to create a public perception of chaos. Simultaneously, the City of London (the financial hub) is used as a lever. By 

manipulating investor confidence, the establishment creates a feedback loop: media reports of instability lead to

market drops, which then justify further media reports of government incompetence.

Phase III: Administrative Termination

The final phase utilizes the technicalities of the law. When Perkins attempts to nationalize the press or remove 

nuclear warheads, the establishment utilizes the 'Honours' system and the legal framework of 'National Security' to 

frame his actions as treasonous or mentally unstable. The coup is completed not by a bullet, but by a resignation 

under duress, maintaining the illusion of constitutional continuity.

3. Comparison Matrix: Novel vs. Television Adaptation (1988)

The transition from Chris Mullin’s 1982 novel to Alan Plater’s 1988 screenplay involved significant shifts in technical

focus and tone. The following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of these two iterations.



Feature Original Novel (1982) TV Mini-Series (1988)

Political Tone Hard-edged, socialist realism. Cynical thriller, more atmospheric.

Antagonist Focus Systemic failure and broad 
establishment.

Specific focus on Sir Peregrine 
Williams (Civil Service).

Ending Resolution Ambiguous, suggesting a complete 
defeat of Perkins.

More defiant, emphasizing Perkins’ 
moral victory.

Media Portrayal Focus on print media and tabloids. Expanded to include the power of 
televised image.

Technological Context Analog surveillance and paper leaks. Early digital surveillance and 
computerized data.

4. Analysis of Production and Cinematic Techniques

From a technical media production standpoint, the 1988 adaptation directed by Mick Jackson utilized specific 

visual languages to convey the claustrophobia of power. Jackson, who also directed the harrowing nuclear war 

drama Threads (1984), applied a documentary-style realism to the series.

4.1. Visual Architecture and Set Design

The use of negative space in the depiction of Downing Street and Whitehall emphasizes the PM’s isolation. 

Technical lighting choices—often low-key with high contrast—mirror the 'shadowy' nature of the intelligence 

services. The blocking of actorsfrequently places Harry Perkins (Ray McAnally) in the center of the frame,

surrounded by tall, standing figures of the establishment, visually representing the pressure exerted on the

executive office.

4.2. Narrative Pacing and Scripting

Alan Plater’s script uses stichomythia (rapid-fire dialogue) to simulate the fast-paced, high-stakes environment of 

political crisis management. The technical structure of the three episodes follows a traditional three-act dramatic 

arc, but with a specific focus on the decay of the protagonist’s power rather than his rise. This subversion of the

'Hero's Journey' is a deliberate pedagogical tool used to educate the audience on the realities of institutional inertia.

5. Case Study: Real-World Parallels and Historical Context

To fully appreciate the technical accuracy of A Very British Coup, one must examine the real-world events that

informed Mullin’s writing. The early 1980s were a period of extreme industrial unrest and Cold War tension.

5.1. The Harold Wilson 'Plot'

A primary inspiration for the narrative was the alleged plot by MI5 to overthrow Prime Minister Harold Wilson in the

1970s. Historical research (including the Peter Wright 'Spycatcher' revelations) suggested that elements within the

security services viewed Wilson as a Soviet asset. The technical procedures described in the book—spreading

rumors of mental instability and investigating personal finances—closely mirror the tactics allegedly used against

Wilson.

5.2. The Miners' Strike (1984-1985)

While the book predates the strike, the 1988 TV series was produced in its wake. The technical management of the 



strike—specifically the use of coordinated police action, media blackouts, and financial sequestration of 

unions—provided a blueprint for the series’ depiction of how a state defends itself against radical internal threats.

6. Practical Implementation: Lessons for Modern Political Strategy

For students of political science and strategic communication, A Very British Coup offers several 'field rules' for 

executive survival against institutional resistance. If one were to reverse-engineer the failure of Harry Perkins, a 

Technical Defense Protocol would look as follows:

1.  Institutional Decentralization: Breaking up the monopoly of the Civil Service by introducing external advisors 

and diversifying the sources of intelligence.

2.  Media Sovereignty: Establishing robust, independent communication channels to bypass the corporate 

media filter—a tactic seen in the modern era via social media.

3.  Transparency as a Weapon: Perkins’ failure was partly due to his attempt to play the 'game' by the 

establishment’s rules (secrecy). A technical counter-move is the immediate declassification of documents to the 

public.

4.  Economic Buffering: Ensuring that radical policy shifts are backed by contingency capital to prevent market-

driven 'shocks' from toppling the government.

7. Engineering the Thriller: Plot Mechanics and Algorithmic Tension

The effectiveness of A Very British Coup as a piece of educational media lies in its pacing algorithms. The 

tension is not generated by physical action but by the accumulation of data points. Every scene adds a piece of

information that tightens the metaphorical noose around the protagonist.

7.1. Information Decay

The script tracks the decay of Perkins’ information advantage. Early in the story, he has the mandate and the 

momentum. By the middle, his information sources are compromised. By the finale, he is operating in an 

'information vacuum,' where he cannot trust his own staff. This technical representation of asymmetric warfare

within a domestic political context is what makes the work a staple of technical writing in the genre.

7.2. Character as a Variable

In this technical analysis, characters are variables in a political equation. Harry Perkins represents the 'Change' 

variable. Sir Peregrine Williams represents the 'Status Quo' constant. The story is essentially the calculation of 

what happens when a high-value Change variable is introduced into a rigid, high-mass system. The result, as the 

narrative demonstrates, is often the absorption and neutralizationof the variable rather than a change in the

system itself.

The Broader Implications of the 35-Year Legacy

Thirty-five years after its initial broadcast, A Very British Coup remains a startlingly prescient piece of work. Its 

technical accuracy regarding the interplay between the press, the intelligence community, and the executive branch 

has only become more relevant in the age of algorithmic surveillance and 'fake news.' The work serves as a 

warning about the fragility of democratic mandateswhen they clash with the structural interests of an un-elected

establishment.

The series won numerous awards, including BAFTAs and an International Emmy, not just for its performances, 

but for its courageous dissection of the British state. For the modern viewer or reader, it provides a masterclass in 

narrative engineering and political theory. It teaches us that power is not just held by those in the spotlight, but



by those who control the technical infrastructure of the state: the files, the secrets, and the screens. Ultimately, the

'coup' is not an event, but a process—a continuous technical effort to maintain the equilibrium of power against the

tides of social and political change.
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