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Abstract 

 

This study examined the relationship between military professionalism and 

civil-military relations in Nigeria. Focusing on the period between 1960 and 

2007, it explored the connection between understandings of professionalism 

amongst members of the armed forces and the way they relate to the rest of 

Nigerian society.   

Prolonged military rule (1966-1999) and the military’s heavy involvement in 

domestic security, resulted in increased militarization of Nigerian society and 

placed considerable strain on civil-military relations. The conduct of Nigerian 

military personnel in their dealings with civilians and their representatives 

faced criticism by members of the Nigerian civil society and the international 

community for being exploitative, heavy-handed and inconsistent with 

expected standards of military professionalism. Yet, during this period the 

military also increased its international profile, and came to be regarded, 

especially in the area of international peacekeeping, as a significant force 

within its region and beyond.    

Greater accountability and stricter adherence to professional standards were 

part of the democracy dividends expected by Nigerians when successful 

elections were held in 1999. Yet, two decades later, the relationship 
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between the military sphere and the civilian sphere has been fractious and 

conflictual.  

This thesis considers that efforts to promote military professionalism need to 

engage with apparent and evidential understandings of military 

professionalism held amongst military personnel themselves. On this basis, 

the study has sought to introduce military voices into the discourse on 

military professionalism. 

The study adopted a mixed methods approach incorporating both qualitative 

and quantitative methods in gathering perspectives held by members of the 

Nigerian military and the civil population about military professionalism. It 

found that the military’s self-image, in terms of its professionalism and values, 

is markedly at odds with the way it is perceived by the civilian population 

many of whom see it as a highly politicised, unethical and coercive institution. 

Further, that the military identity is deeply complicated by pluralism, religious 

and ethnic diversity in Nigeria with specific consequences for its 

professionalism.  

 

 

Key Words: Military Professionalism, Civil-Military Relations, Governance, 

Democracy, Human Rights, Nigeria. 
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CHAPTER 1  

Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations: A Case 

Study of the Nigerian Armed Forces 

 

Introduction 

This thesis is an inquiry into military professionalism and civil-military 

relations in Nigeria.  The notion of military professionalism sits uncomfortably 

with the record of the armed forces of most African states.  Throughout the 

Cold War years (1947–1991), the involvement of African state-owned forces 

in civil wars, internal conflicts and coups d’état kept them in the spotlight and 

at the centre of their countries’ national affairs. Many have a record of gross 

operational and tactical inefficiencies; others are associated with 

factionalisation and politicisation. Others are regularly accused of human 

rights abuses, bribery and corruption, and other ethical failings. Yet, weak 

levels of military professionalism are not a ubiquitous African phenomenon. 

The armed forces in countries like Zambia, Mozambique and Senegal with 

no record of coups d’état, have demonstrated relatively high levels of 

professionalism competencies. Although the costliest and most substantial 

UN peacekeeping missions are also in Africa, African countries contribute 

more forces to UN peacekeeping missions than any other group.  
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Through these contradictions, lack of professionalism is one of the enduring 

themes running across the panoply of military forces in Africa (Ouédraogo, 

2014: 3).  For many Africans, the presence of uniformed soldiers is seen as a 

source of threat or intimidation rather than security. As civilian populations 

cowered when confronted with military power, militarism thrived on the 

continent and democratic traditions and civil-military relations weakened. 

Since the end of the Cold War, the promotion of democracy has been one of 

the major discursive themes on the African continent. Military takeover of 

power is now firmly resisted by the international community and the collective 

of African nations. With the end of hostilities in most conflict zones and 

democratic renewal in post-autocratic states, there has been a strong push 

to reform key state institutions, especially the military. In today’s globalised 

world, the professionalism of military organisations that fail to behave 

accountably is regularly challenged by civil society and the international 

community (Caparini et al, 2006).  

Even in the post-conflict environment and after democratic transition, the 

relationship between the armed forces and citizenry has remained tense.  

This profile contrasts sharply with that gained at the inception of many 

military establishments in Africa that were celebrated as symbols of national 

sovereignty or lauded as freedom fighters.  
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Since the immediate post-Independence period, military forces in many 

African states have separated themselves from their civilian populations, in 

some cases forging competing identities with the rest of society.  

Many, it would appear, have developed hybrid standards of professionalism. 

From the viewpoint of civil-military relations professionalism standards are 

slow to respond and, in some cases, unresponsive to reform. Looking at the 

question of professionalism, it must be asked whether the African military 

project has not been derailed. 

This thesis engages fundamentally with military professionalism and civil-

military relations in Nigeria to better understand the interaction of these two 

factors elsewhere on the continent. The Nigerian military has been a regular 

contributor to United Nations international peacekeeping missions and has, 

for several years, provided the lead contingent in ECOMOG, the multilateral 

armed forces established by the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS).1 Given the military hardware it possesses and 162,000 

active personnel, it ranks amongst the top ten African countries with the 

highest military strength and firepower. It is regarded by many, at least 

externally, as a modern, highly visible professional force (Eyre, 1997: 126-7; 

Akinterinwa, 2008: 146). Yet, its extensive interventionist record, its 

performance when deployed into internal conflicts and its susceptibility to the 

vagaries of  

  

 
1 Established in 1990, the Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group 
ECOMOG was established in 1990 and is made up of military units drawn from ECOWAS 
member states. 
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national politics has, on several occasions, called its professionalism into 

question.  

The military ruled Nigeria for a period spanning approximately thirty years 

(see Appendix 1).2 During this time, it fought a bitter civil war against the 

secessionist state of Biafra (1967-1970). It has also been consistently 

deployed, with varying degrees of success, into counter-insurgency missions 

within the country.  

Over this period the country also witnessed the emergence of a moneyed, 

politically active military class, comprising retired military officers that has 

continued to play an active role in national politics.  

In relation to military professionalism, it should be noted from the outset that 

professionalism is an amorphous concept. According to Sarkesian, its 

boundaries and key elements lack a generally accepted and coherent 

perspective (1981: 21). Military professionalism applies to the characteristics 

and behaviour of individual soldiers and those of the military institution that 

they represent.  The military professionalism discourse encompasses a wide 

range of issues such as: mode of recruitment, training and discipline; 

effectiveness during missions; ethics and conduct; the responsibilities of 

military personnel as public servants; the treatment of civilians; and the 

relationship between the military and the state. The context in which the term 

is most often applied may vary from country to country and from region to 

region.   

 
2 In this study, the terms military rule and military regime will be used specifically to describe 
the extra-legal usurpation of political power by military leaders. 
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In Western democratic countries, where the principle of subordination to 

civilian authority tends to be well-established, military professionalism is 

seldom the basis of major investigations into the workings of the military. For 

military forces regularly deployed into missions across borders, the question 

of military professionalism may focus on the degree to which military forces 

have complied with the dictates of international treaties or the laws of war. 

On the other hand, in states that have experienced protracted conflict, the 

violent takeover of power by the military, ensuing periods of military 

dictatorships, increasing militarisation of society, concomitant curtailment of 

civil liberties and human rights violations, the issue of military 

professionalism is often much more complex.  In such environments, the 

people’s perceptions of military norms and professional ethics, which are 

essential for the development of the military’s esteem, prestige and 

credibility, are often disregarded (Sarkesian, 1981:23). This has significant 

consequences for the military’s self-image, its sense of identity and its 

understanding of its role in relation to the state. 

Thus, when in February 1999, successful democratic elections were finally 

conducted in Nigeria, the military was one of the key institutions targeted for 

reform. Although there we concerns that the newly elected President, 

Olusegun Obasanjo, was a retired army General and former military head of 

state, he pledged to restore professionalism to the military. Yet, despite 

considerable investment in the pursuit of this goal, by Obasanjo and 

successive heads of state, large sections of the military remain  
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fundamentally unchanged with regards to respecting the basic rights of the 

civilian population.  

Democratisation in Nigeria encouraged greater appreciation of the idea that 

security is not just about protecting those in power but is also about security 

of the people. Yet this is not always reflected in the manifest ethos of the 

military and their behaviour when dealing with civilians and their 

representatives.  This then raises questions about the degree to which the 

military sees its relationship with the civilian population as being contextually 

relevant to its professional competency or for that matter, its professional 

image.  This thesis takes the approach of engaging with members of the 

military directly in order to explore their perspectives on military 

professionalism and civil-military relations. It makes an original contribution 

to knowledge by introducing the views of members of a highly conservative 

closed institution into the discourse on military professionalism and civil-

military relations in undoubtedly, one of the most significant countries in 

Africa.  

 At both the individual and corporate levels, it considers the construction of 

the military’s professional outlook and the impact this has had on civil-military 

relations in Nigeria.  

It addresses the research question:  

How have civil-military relations in Nigeria been influenced by perceptions of 

professionalism among members of the Nigerian armed forces? 

The study also investigates three subsidiary questions:  
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i) How do Nigerian military personnel conceptualise military 

professionalism and their role in civil-military relations? 

ii) What are the main sources of influence on the professional identity 

of military personnel? 

iii) How do civilians in Nigeria conceptualise military professionalism 

and their role in civil-military relations? 

 

Background to the Study 

Several factors have informed this investigation into military professionalism 

and civil-military relations in Nigeria. These include, amongst others, the 

inherent complexity of the Nigerian military, the process of democratic 

renewal in Nigeria, and the impetus provided by the Security Sector Reform 

agenda for critical engagement with key security sector institutions in post-

authoritarian contexts.  

Given its size, resources and chequered history, Nigeria’s military is a very 

complex organisation that attracts the interest of both national and 

international scholars and policy makers. As an institution, it has been 

susceptible to the various fault lines that have historically beset the Nigerian 

state, namely ethnic competition, class competition, corruption, religious 

tension, political tension and a weak and undiversified economy. Religious 

and ethnic tensions, especially, have been factors that have undermined the 

management and control of the Nigerian military by both military and civilian 

leaders.   
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After decades of military rule, the notion that the military alone is able to 

govern this vast country has taken root in many sectors of the body politic. 

This view has also become popular within large sections of the military ranks 

leading to confusion about the role of the military vis-à-vis the state and, 

often, to military personnel acting with impunity when dealing with the civilian 

population.  

 On assuming office, Obasanjo took overall command of a military that 

epitomised Decalo’s stark description of the African military during the Cold 

War era: 

‘Many African armies bear little resemblance to the modern 

complex organizational model and are instead a coterie of 

armed camps owing primary clientelist allegiance to a handful 

of mutually competitive officers of different ranks seething with 

a variety of corporate, ethnic and personal grievances’ (Decalo, 

1976: 14-15). 

Nearly thirty years of military rule bequeathed to democratic Nigeria a military 

organisation that was internally and operationally weak and estranged from 

its client population. Turning the Nigerian military around from a force that 

rejected civilian control to one that embraced and supported the leadership 

of a democratically elected civilian leadership, was going to be an arduous 

task. After his election, General Obasanjo introduced a series of measures 

aimed at improving the military’s technical efficiency and the way it interacts 

with the civilian executive.  He confronted the country’s authoritarian past by 

forcibly retiring all military officers that had previously held political office  
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 during the military rule era. In his co-authored book, Making Africa Work he 

said: 

‘The retirement of these 93 officers all in one day was salutary. 

It meant that taking part in a coup and benefitting from one 

could catch up with you, no matter how long it would take, and 

for as long as you are alive’ (Obasanjo et al, 2017). 

President Obasanjo’s intentions were to safeguard Nigeria’s democratic 

consolidation from military intervention and were in line with those of the 

Security Sector Reform (SSR) agenda.  

The transformation of the security system so that it was managed and 

operated in a manner consistent with democratic norms and the principles of 

good governance have been central to the aims of the Security Sector 

Reform (SSR) agenda, ever since they were first put forward in 1998 by the 

former UK Minister for International Development, Clare Short (Short, 1998). 

SSR programmes apply broadly to three national contexts namely, the 

developmental, the post-authoritarian and the post-conflict contexts (Hänggi, 

2004). Whilst recognising that military forces represent an essential element 

of the security sector, the SSR agenda acknowledges that other institutions 

making up the sector, play an equally important and mutually supporting role 

in promoting and consolidating democracy. These institutions include the 

intelligence services, police services, border and coast guards, the judicial 

and penal systems and their respective monitoring agencies (Chalmers, 

2000; Ball, 2002; Greene, 2003).  
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SSR policy initiatives which promote the efficiency of security sector 

institutions, both individually and collectively, have been adopted by political 

and security sector leaders in many different countries around the world. 

They have also stimulated interest in investigating various aspects of the 

workings of the security sector and security sector institutions by government 

and non-governmental organisations, research institutions and scholars. 

Personal Observations of Nigeria’s Military 

Growing up in Nigeria I was able to observe first-hand the war-driven 

militarisation of Nigeria’s urban society through the lenses of the wartime 

economy, curfews and civil defence measures. At various times between 

1970 and 1999, I experienced what it was like to live under military 

dictatorship. I observed how the military elite were gradually transformed into 

a political class and how in general the military often operated with impunity, 

as larger-than-life overlords, when dealing with the general public. Beyond 

democratic elections in 1999, the military continued to be seen as a corrupt, 

factionalised and politicised institution, and heavily associated with human 

rights violations. Military personnel were found to engage frequently in violent 

confrontations with other law enforcement agencies, equally oppressing 

civilians and other members of security agencies. I responded to this picture 

of social and, in particular, civil-military relations tension with questions about 

the appropriateness of expectations of peace and security for the average 

individual in Nigerian society. I began to form questions around the bases for 

the persistence of unprofessional behaviour amongst military personnel.  
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My lived experience of the Nigerian military highlighted a clear paradox.  

Given the Nigerian military’s aspirations for a seat on the UN Security 

Council and their role in ECOMOG’s peacekeeping and peace enforcement 

operations, even ten years after democratic elections, they continued to be 

involved in gross violations of human rights. There was an explicit 

contradiction where the military was respected abroad for its apparent 

professional ethos and image but vilified and derided at home for its actions. 

Despite this paradox, which contributed significantly to the decision to 

conduct this research study, I was also aware from researching the 

government of Nigerian military dictator, General Sani Abacha, that within 

the military a cohort of apolitical military officers were tirelessly pursuing their 

goal of upholding standards of professionalism (Openiyi, 1998). Conducting 

a survey that gave soldiers across the ranks the opportunity to share their 

views on their own professionalism, individually and corporately, as part of a 

research project, then became one of my objectives. 

 

Statement of the Research Problem  

This study examines military professionalism in Nigeria within the context of 

civil-military relations. The research problem focuses specifically on how 

understanding military professionalism amongst members of the military 

have influenced the quality of civil-military relations. It investigates a pattern 

of fractious and conflictual relations between the Nigerian military and the 

civilian population it serves that has endured through various stages of the  
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 country’s political history. It considers that the paradox inherent in Nigerian 

civil-military relations warrants a dedicated study of military professionalism 

and civil-military relations. This study incorporates an analysis of the 

military’s own perception of its professionalism and the potential impact this 

may have on civil-military relations.  

The Nigerian State 

The paradox of the Nigerian military is intertwined with that of the Nigerian 

state. Nigeria has a land mass of 923,768 km² and an estimated total a 

population of 148 million making it the largest and most populous country in 

the region (Osaghae, 1998; OECD/SWAC, 2012). Indeed, one in every five 

Africans is a Nigerian and is home to 250 different ethnic groups making it 

one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world. Nigeria’s rich 

resources of arable land, minerals, notably oil and manpower, have 

combined to make it a sizeable market from the perspective of domestic and 

international trade and commerce. As one of the world’s 10 largest producers 

of crude oil and a member of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC), its oil revenues makes it one of the richest countries in 

Africa. Nigeria enjoys constant demand for its premium grade crude oil from 

Russia, South Korea, India and China (Vines et al, 2009) and is an important 

US trading partner, with 44 per cent of its oil exports going to the United 

States. 

Yet, Nigeria seems to be caught in a low-level trap where uneven socio-

economic competition, governance issues and corruption keeps it 

underdeveloped and unable to realise its potential as a nation. For most of its   
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post-independence history, the Nigerian state has been a hub for resource 

competition to the detriment of the country’s socio- economic development. 

For example, the United Nations Human Development Index (HDI), Nigeria is 

ranked 152 out of 188 countries with seventy per cent of their population 

living on less than one dollar a day (Human Development Reports, 2015). In 

the last twenty-five years, Nigeria has come to be heavily associated with 

military rule, human rights abuses, the drugs trade, international fraud and 

terrorism. The country has swung precariously between the authoritarianism 

of military dictatorship and fledgling democracy. 

In explaining the paradox of the Nigerian state, scholars have pointed to 

inherent contradictions, such as the difficulties associated with managing a 

large pluralist rentier state and the mismatch between local and western-

centric democratic values (Kew and Lewis, 2009; Elaigwu, 2011).  The 

complex ethno-religious identities that make up the country have only barely 

managed to hold together.  One commentator declared that Nigerians 'are in 

a state of relationship fatigue’ (Iliffe, 2011: 186). Others point to countries 

that have broken-up because their populations were so large and diverse 

rendering them too unwieldy to govern, as in the cases of Yugoslavia, 

Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, Sudan and Indonesia (Fani-Kayode, 

2013).  

 Kew and Lewis (2009: 270) suggest that having been passive subjects of 

the colonial state, Nigerians were not socialized to be active participants in  
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the parliamentary democratic system they inherited from the British. They 

argue that the authoritarian character of the colonial state encouraged 

Nigerians to maintain dual public identities. The ‘communal’ identity, which is 

based on ethnic affiliation, reflects a greater sense of accountability and 

morality relative to the ‘civic’ identity, which they view as a hybrid colonialist 

creation that needs to be resisted and exploited by all possible means, moral 

and amoral. Thirty years of autocracy under military regimes has reinforced 

this dynamic where the instrumentalist and exploitative civic approaches to 

the state, combined with entrenched communal loyalties, have formed the 

Nigerian polity that returned to democratic elections in 1999 (Kew and Lewis, 

2009).  

Competition is nowhere more evident than in the distribution of oil revenues, 

the primary artery through which funds are injected into the Nigerian 

economy. The frenzied focus of ethnic competition on the oil industry is one 

of the key factors responsible for Nigeria’s continued problematic and 

uneven development. Despite various medium and long-term development 

plans and poverty alleviation schemes, the country’s rate of economic 

development has been slow. Between 1962 and 1985 the country had four 5-

year national development plans in which successive governments set out 

their development objectives and the strategies for achieving them. 

averaging three-years), which ran between 1990 and 1999. These plans 

spanned thirty-seven years, twenty-nine of which were under military rule. As 

there were six successful military coups d’état over the same period,  
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the plans were seldom properly or fully implemented. 

Corruption continues to be a constant target for reform measures as a 

succession of Nigerian leaders have been unable to address the problem.  

There has been acquiescence at all levels of the social strata with clientelism, 

neopatrimonialism - the personalisation of state resources, lack of 

accountability fuelling widespread corruption. Joseph describes clientelism 

as, ‘a system of resource distribution in which individuals and groups receive 

preferential treatment from political patrons (Big Men) as a result of which 

they benefit disproportionately from state resources typically at the expense 

of the general public’ (1987: 55-58). Invariably, political patrons are 

themselves necessarily a part of, or closely connected to, the political centre 

- the Executive or the Presidency. Commenting on whether or not the 

discovery of oil in neighbouring Ghana was a blessing or curse, CNN 

Correspondent, Robyn Curnow remarked; 

“As those citizens in Nigeria [or Angola] know, the oil money often 

doesn't trickle down to the people” (Curnow, 2010).  

Corrupt practices ensure that core resources intended for investment 

expenditure, infrastructural development and social welfare for the benefit of 

the general population, never actually filters through to them. According to 

Afiekhena: 

“… about 80% of Nigeria’s oil and natural gas revenues accrue to one 

per cent of the country’s population.  
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The other 99% of the population receives the remaining 20% of the oil 

and gas revenues, leaving Nigeria with the lowest per-capita oil export 

earning put at $212 per person in 2004” (2005:15)  

For this reason, access to the political centre in Nigeria is typically fierce and 

gruesome (Kew and Lewis, 2009).  Often, the competition is based on ethnic 

and religious lines. Yet, ethnic competition and prebendal networks 

stilldominate the political system as the ‘multi-ethnic political parties have 

constituted themselves into a hybrid group whose purpose is to gain power 

and further prebendalist interests’ (ibid:271).  Nigerian political parties 

seldom have any policy or ideological differences and have not been able to 

organise a credible opposition.  Post-elections, many party members tend to 

cross-carpet in order to guarantee their place in the prebendalist distribution 

system. The politics of neopatrimonialism based on a hierarchy of ‘big men’ 

and ‘godfathers’ continues to pose a major obstacle to Nigeria’s economic 

emancipation and political stability. Due to the concentration of power at the 

centre, politicians, ethno-nationalist and ethno-religious leaders often seek to 

use the state and its institutions, not just the military, instrumentally.  

Since the beginning of the fourth republic efforts have been made by the 

Nigerian Parliament to minimise the concentration of power within the 

national executive but these have not been effective.  The centralisation of 

power continues to facilitate neo-patrimonialism in the Nigerian state. Further, 

Consequently, ethno-nationalism, the resurgence of segregationist  
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movements, religious extremism, militancy, a collusive and ostentatious  

political class, continue to undermine the prospects of transforming the 

Nigerian state. 

 

The Nigerian Military 

Nigeria’s military has played a significant role in the political affairs of the 

state. Based largely on its military strength, Nigeria is recognized within West 

Africa and internationally as a dominant geo-strategic, sub-regional power 

(De Waal, 2002; Saliu and Omotola, 2008).  It is a longstanding contributor of 

peacekeeping forces to regional and international peacekeeping missions. 

The Nigerian military’s role inter alia is to safeguard the territorial integrity of 

the country and protect its citizens.  To this end it maintains one of the 

largest armies in Africa with a total strength of approximately 80,000 military 

personnel (Jane's Sentinel Security Assessment, 2010). Despite its 

experience abroad, the Nigerian military’s most frequent deployment has 

been within Nigeria itself. Over the years, the military has played a significant 

role in domestic policing and domestic politics through the armed take-over 

of government by coups d’état. It is in this area that its relationship with the 

civilian population has been most tested and its image most significantly 

undermined. After thirty years of military rule, the military is seen as a brutal 

and highly corrupt institution by most Nigerians. According to Adekson: 
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“soldier-rulers often found themselves compelled by the logic of 

the situation to satisfy members of their profession with 

increased donatives and benefits, whatever the economic 

conditions prevailing in the wider society… “ (Adekson, 

1981:55) 

Successive years of military rule has had the effect of corroding the force’s 

core values, such as respect for authority, integrity, honesty, duty and 

discipline. It has become evident that the image of a modern, highly effective 

professional force that the military sought abroad was not matched by its 

reputation at home.  

The first democratic elections for nearly 20 years, were held in 1999 and 

created an opportunity for the government to reform the military away from 

its appetite for power and its pattern of impunity when dealing with the 

civilian population. The elections equally created an opportunity for the 

military itself to promote positive change within its ranks. Since that time, 

both the government and the military have taken steps to bring about reform 

and, encouragingly, there have been no coups d’état in Nigeria. Yet, the 

image of the Nigerian military and their behaviour and attitude towards the 

civilian population have continued to raise questions about their 

professionalism. Military personnel continue to operate with impunity when 

dealing with the civilian population and are constantly accused of extortion 

and other corrupt practices, including beating civilians, coercion, arbitrary 

arrests, human rights abuses and extra-judicial killings.  In 2009, Human 

Rights Watch (HRW) documented eight incidents involving the arbitrary  
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killing of up to 59 people by the Nigerian military (HRW, 2009a and 2009b). 

In the same year, Amnesty International (AI) reported on the military’s 

frequent involvement in extra-judicial executions and human rights violations, 

accusing the military of using excessive force resulting in the loss of innocent 

lives (Amnesty International Doc. No. AFR 44/028/ 2009). Although 

democratic renewal has led to the curtailment of militarism and the profligate 

expansion of the military sphere, military personnel have continued to 

operate with impunity in their dealings with the civilian population. Corruption 

and human rights violations continue to be seen as part of the military’s 

modus operandi. 

New approaches beyond the existing measures of reform driven by policy 

makers and non-governmental organisations are needed to address these 

challenges. This study examines military professionalism in Nigeria within the 

context of civil-military relations. The research problem focuses specifically 

on how deeper appreciation of military professionalism amongst members of 

the military can influence the quality of civil-military relations. It investigates a 

pattern of fractious and conflictual relations between the Nigerian military and 

the civilian population it is meant to serve. It considers the paradox inherent 

in Nigerian civil-military relations and the need for a focused study that 

incorporates an analysis of the military’s own perception of its own 

professionalism and the potential impact this may have on civil-military 

relations.  
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Justification and Value of the Study 

Having established the need for a more reflexive engagement of the role of 

the military in the country’s civil-military relations, a new approach is needed, 

one that examines military behaviour and contemporary associations with 

notions of military professionalism from the military’s own viewpoint as this 

study sets out to do.  

A number of authors have provided detailed analyses of military 

accountability or the lack of it in the context of civil-military relations in many 

Third World countries (Pion-Berlin, 2001; Anderlini and Conaway, 2004; 

Youngers and Rosin, 2005). In a review of the literature, Howe (2001) 

pointed out that ‘most academic works examine African armed forces as 

political actors and that only a few have actually engaged with the issue of 

military behaviour’ (ibid: 2). Fewer still have highlighted violence directed at 

civilian populations and the endemic disregard for human rights by military 

personnel. Djindjere (2010) studied a number of African countries, 

investigating the reasons why some militaries in Africa seem totally to lack 

codes of ethics whilst others maintain high ethical standards. This study 

builds on this work and extends further research into military professionalism 

amongst African forces.  

Due to the conservative nature of the military establishment and the problem 

this poses for access, military voices are usually missing altogether or largely 

hidden in the military professionalism discourse.  Even in cases where 

access has been granted, researchers’ personal safety is often at risk or they  
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have the integrity of their data compromised for the sake of protecting 

individuals or groups of individuals and their concerns. Consequently, the 

number of in-depth country-specific studies that focus on the normative 

aspect of military professionalism in Africa remains sparse. Professionalism 

is itself a challenging concept to research, since the field is relatively under-

researched, and any extant research is criticised for being ‘ambiguous and 

lacking a solid theoretical foundation’ (Kolsaker, 2008: 515-6). 

There is a distinct shortage of works focused on military professionalism with 

reference to Nigeria. Most of the available literature tends to approach the 

concept of military professionalism from the viewpoint of military capabilities 

rather than that of professional standards of behaviour. Few studies since 

Luckham’s The Nigerian Military: A Sociological Analysis of Authority and 

Revolt 1960-67 (1971) have explored the factors, attitudes and motivations 

behind the actions of Nigerian military personnel in their dealings with the 

country’s civilian population. Whilst Luckham’s work focused on a Nigerian 

military at the start of its corporate involvement in politics, governance and 

authoritarianism, this study extends the investigation of military 

professionalism in Nigeria to the period during and after the military’s 

involvement in governance and authoritarianism.  Building on empirical 

research exploring the relationship between civil-military relations and the 

professionalism of the military, this study reflects a new theoretical direction 

of research in civil-military relations a new era of research on civil-military 

relations theory that is moving away from the civil-military relations that  
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dominated the Cold War years.  

Furthermore, a critical constructivist approach is adopted in this study, which 

pays particular attention to identities and normative structures both in the 

domestic and international environments. By considering how norms of 

military professionalism are transferred to, and received in, the Nigerian 

domestic environment, this study furthers the narrative on constructivist 

theorising. In this way, it also contributes to the advancing constructivist turn 

in the field of civil-military relations. 

There is increasing acknowledgement of a link between security and 

development amongst governments, development agencies and regional 

organisations (Ayoob, 1995; Spear and Williams, 2012; Beswick and 

Jackson, 2013; Muggah, 2013). There is increasing evidence of a clear 

consensus in international circles that security and development agendas 

can no longer afford to run along parallel lines but need to converge if 

international development and security policies are to realise their objectives. 

Given the Nigerian military’s geo-strategic relevance for security within the 

West African sub-region, it is expected that this study will provide better 

understanding of a highly significant military organisation for the benefit of 

policy makers, strategic partnerships and management across the security 

sector.  

In this regard, by highlighting persistent tensions between the civilian 

population and the military in Nigeria, this study will be of particular relevance  
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to scholars and policy makers interested in civil-military relations, security 

and development in the West African sub-region. Understanding the 

dynamics of such tensions is likely to open new research pathways for future 

studies into governance in post-authoritarian states, democratic 

consolidation and military sector management elsewhere on the continent.  

Research Methodology  

This section explains the methodology and strategies used to explore the 

central questions raised in this thesis. It also aims to present the means 

through which I have sought to establish civilian and military understandings 

of the concepts of military professionalism. It is divided into three sub-

sections. The first sub-section contextualises the paradigmatic grounding of 

this research and focuses on social constructivism. The second sub-section 

discusses how the research was organised, the case study design and 

qualitative analysis techniques employed in this study. The third sub-section 

describes the sources of evidence, the data collection instruments and 

ethical issues.  

Ontology, Epistemology, and Methodology 

The ontological position adopted in this study draws from the social 

constructivist paradigm in which social reality is seen as a product of human 

experience and conceptions. 3 The central tenet of constructivism is better 

appreciated when compared to other competing paradigms. The 

paradigmatic spectrum in social science research ranges from the positivist, 

 
3 Paradigms are basic belief systems or world views held by the researcher that inevitably inform the 
way social data are collected, analysed and interpreted (Denzin and Lincoln 1994:13). 
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which relies on quantitative analytical methods, to interpretivist, which 

focuses on qualitative methods. In broad terms positivism is the belief that 

reality is objective and based on facts that are verifiable by observation 

(Delanty, 2005; Guba and Lincoln, 2005). ‘Positivist epistemologies deny a 

role for value judgements and moral considerations in the acquisition of 

knowledge’ (Klenke, 2008: 14). Consequently, methodologies based on the 

positivist approach tend to rely on experiments and measurement surveys 

whilst emphasising such notions as objectivity, replicability, generalizability 

and validity. At the other end of the spectrum, interpretivists holds that the 

social world, and indeed the quest for knowledge, cannot be disconnected 

from human interaction, reasoning, language or symbols which inform the 

meanings people attach to phenomena. 4  Reality is thus subjective or 

dependent on interpretation (Morgan and Smircich, 1980; Giddens, 1993; 

Schwandt, 1994). In interpretive ontology reality is not considered separate 

from the individual or the researcher (Snape and Spencer, 2005; Klenke, 

2008). In interpretive epistemology, knowledge is considered to be directly 

influenced by the individual’s point of view. According to Klenke (2008:20), 

interpretive epistemology ‘is based on abstract descriptions of meanings and 

[is] constituted through a person’s lived experience’. For the purposes of this 

research, an interpretive approach will aim to correlate the conceptions of 

military professionalism held by military personnel and civilians based on  

  

 
4 The salience of interpretive approaches and their regard for human agency was evident in the US 
government’s less than effective counter insurgency efforts in Vietnam in which government relied 
heavily on micro-management from the political centre which discounted military commanders’ the 
latitude to readily apply intelligence garnered whilst in the field (Grissom, 2006: 910). 
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their experience.5 Interpretive research makes use of methods that generate 

data from specified sample populations using techniques that require direct 

engagement with the subject being studied and not just observation. 

Examples include case studies, ethnography and interview-based research 

(Klenke, 2008).  

Constructivists aim to show understanding of social phenomena within the 

context of the situation and the environment in which they have developed. 

Consequently, the constructivist approach often seeks to incorporate 

historical, social and cultural factors in attempting to construct reality 

(Shekedi, 2005).  

 
In this thesis, I take heed of the interpretivist and constructivist approaches in 

examining military behaviour in the context of the emerging, cascading and 

internalising of norms and the impact these have on the military’s 

professionalism from the viewpoint of its interaction with the civilian 

population. In some instances, the Nigerian military has successfully 

internalised fundamental professional norms that are critical to their dealings 

with the Executive and the general civil population. In other contexts, norms 

languish for various reasons at the cascade phase (Lock and Wulf, 1979; 

Magala, 2007) with serious consequences for civil-military relations.  

Research Methodology and Design  

  

 
5 Constructivists argue that all knowledge is, in this milieu, relative and there are no absolute truths 
(Morgan and Smircich, 1980: 497; Holden and Lynch, 2004: 405). 
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This thesis adopts a mixed methods approach in investigating military 

professionalism and civil-military relations in Nigeria. To guide the analysis, it 

poses the following research question: 

How have civil-military relations in Nigeria been influenced by perceptions of 

professionalism among members of the Nigerian armed forces? 

Using historical and empirical data, it critically examines the development of 

military professional values and the rationale and context for their subversion 

over three distinct phases of the country’s its political history. Notably, 

colonial rule, military rule and democratic rule. In order to address the 

research question.  

One central assumption is that the Nigerian military is subject to democratic 

civilian oversight based on the provisions of the Constitution of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria (1999) and other relevant statutes. It is also assumed 

that the military are not passive actors in the civil-military relationship but 

have agency in the determination of the quality of civil-military relations in the 

country. Thus, from a constructivist standpoint both the civilian and military 

domains are assumed to be mutually constitutive.  

The study also investigated three subsidiary questions: 

(i) How do Nigerian military personnel conceptualise military 

professionalism and their role in civil-military relations? 

 

(ii) What are the main sources of influence on the professional 

identity of military personnel? 
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(iii) How do civilians in Nigeria conceptualise military 

professionalism and their role in civil-military relations? 

 

Primary data collection was central to the research design and fieldwork 

afforded the opportunity to test responses to a range of questions using 

various survey instruments (see Appendix 01-2).  

Fieldwork  Data – Survey Instruments  

This thesis has relied on the following sources of empirical evidence; survey 

questionnaire, in-depth interviews and focus groups (See Appendix 1 for 

details, methods and reflections).  

Field Work  

The first stage of fieldwork was a pilot study conducted 07 - 14 June 2002 

involving 15 military respondents. This was used to test the survey design, 

particularly the mode of questioning against the particularities of the sample 

population. The second stage was the main fieldwork exercise conducted 

between 19 July 2002 and 05 November 2002 in which 120 civilian and 

military respondents participated. One hundred and seven military 

respondents took part in the study, 63 per cent of whom filled out 

questionnaires, 18 per cent took part in face-to-face interviews and 19 per 

cent took part in focus groups. Military participants comprised 80 per cent 

officers and 20 per cent other ranks. Ninety-one per cent of the military 

participants were in-service personnel and 9 per cent were ex-service. In the 

third stage, the Researcher conducted 25 face-to-face interviews between 10 
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June 2007 and 15 June 2008 comprising 12 non-military and 13 military 

respondents.  

These interviews were carried out after the initial analysis of the fieldwork 

data to assess the stability of the findings. Altogether, 25 non-military and 

135 military drawn from different parts of the country took part in this study. 

Interviews were conducted at various locations including the Defence 

Headquarters, National Defence College, the Senate, the House of 

Representatives and the Nigerian Institute of International Affairs (NIIA).  

Junior Ranks 

It was not possible to achieve the 35 per cent participation rate from the 

junior ranks because contrary to a priori assumptions, access to this cadre 

proved to be very difficult. This was partly due to the fact that my 

accreditation papers from the Ministry of Defence did not specify what level 

of access I was to be given. Also, the perception held amongst many of the 

officers was that low levels of educational attainment common to the junior 

ranks would nullify the value of their contributions at the level of meaning. 

Efforts to approach junior ranks informally proved unfruitful and, in some 

cases, dangerous. The culture of distrusting civilians, which seemed to 

permeate the military establishment was nowhere more pronounced than 

amongst the junior ranks who may be severely punished if found to be 

complicit in granting unauthorised access to military information or military 

territory. A few junior ranks did eventually take part in the fieldwork survey 

and as a researcher I found this difficult especially because they, rather than  
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the officers tend to be in the frontline of the civil-military interface. Low-level 

participation of the junior ranks does not necessarily undermine the overall 

findings from the standpoint of the focus of this study, which is ultimately on 

the character of the Nigerian military. All soldiers, junior ranks and officers 

may behave unprofessionally, but junior ranks may point to the officers who 

give them orders, or who failed to deliver the necessary training, whereby the 

officers themselves invariably remain fully culpable. A sense of responsibility 

is one of the factors that account for Samuel Huntington’s restriction of 

military professional status to the officer corps. Another of his key criteria is 

advanced training and qualification (Huntington, 1957).  Abbott (1988), like 

Huntington, in his approach to professionalism also emphasises both 

professional work and professional qualifications. Therefore, the fact that 

military officers feature more prominently in the study, strengthens the data 

set and the conclusions derived thereof.  

Non-Military/Civilian Representation in the Study 

Compared with the military, engaging non-military or civilian respondents 

was much less onerous, yet as the focus of the thesis is on the military, 

relatively fewer non-military participants were recruited. However, it is 

important to note that, in the main, the civilian views on the Nigerian military 

coincide largely with those of human rights and civil society organisations as 

indicated earlier in this chapter. Such views are widely available through 

extant literature, country analyses and media reports. Thus, the views of the 

25 non-military participants surveyed in this study, though limited in number,  
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are reinforced by data available from other public domain sources.  

Ethical Issues 

For most military forces access to military personnel, especially for survey 

purposes is usually heavily restricted (Renzetti and Lee, 1993).  Nigeria has 

a vibrant free-press culture and aggressive journalists have been known to 

use underhanded means to obtain information about the military. To 

thechagrin of some military personnel, their comments, albeit obtained 

through bona fide means, have subsequently been embellished or 

sensationalised by the press. Consequently, civilians, including academic 

researchers, are often treated with suspicion. In Nigeria, accreditation papers 

had to be obtained from the Ministry of Defence before the respondents 

could be approached and their cooperation secured. Despite this, many 

potential military respondents declined to take part in the study. Some of 

those who agreed to take part were, for reasons of personal safety, obviously 

concerned and suspicious. For this reason, I consistently made known that 

my accreditation papers and other proofs of identity were readily available for 

inspection. Thank-you letters guaranteeing strict confidentiality on the use of 

data collected were issued to all respondents. The ethical challenge here 

was mitigated by ensuring that the responses incorporated in the analysis 

were anonymised and that the raw data held in secure storage. 

Scope and Limitation of the Study 

This study investigated military professionalism and civil-military relations in 

in Nigeria, from 1960, the year of the country’s independence from British  
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Colonial rule to 2007. Approximately, half a century. It is primarily focused on 

the military i.e., the Nigerian Armed Forces (Army, Navy and Air Force those 

Special Forces comprised of these service arms).  The subordination of the 

military to civilian authority as a criterion of professionalism has been 

incorporated into traditional military doctrine and forms one of the 

fundamental premises for this thesis. The relationship between the Nigerian 

military when on international assignment and civilian populations in and 

civilian populations in those countries is beyond the scope of this study. The 

Researcher was denied access to the following data sets during fieldwork: 

• Data on convictions by military courts for offences committed against 

civilians. 

• Data on convictions by military courts of military personnel involved in 

corruption cases. 

• Data on military assistance programs around the subject of civil-

military relations and military ethics training. 

Information in this regard that has been incorporated in the analysis 

presented in this thesis have been drawn from historical sources available in 

extant literature. 

  

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is presented in seven chapters and divided into two parts. Part 

One states the purpose of the study. It characterises the Nigerian state and 

discusses the key terms and how they interact. 
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It also examines the historical development of military professionalism in 

Nigeria and its relative impact on civil-military relations. Part Two is based on 

the empirical data, bringing the voices of members of the Nigerian military 

into the discourse on military professionalism and civil-military relations. It 

presents and analyses findings from interviews, questionnaires and focus 

group discussions conducted with members of the Nigerian Armed Forces 

collected during the course of the study. Specifically, Chapter One introduces 

the rationale of the study and articulates the main research questions it 

addresses. It describes the research problem and the research methodology 

adopted. It presents a brief profile of its primary subject, the Nigerian military. 

It includes a brief history of Nigeria and locates the country within its geo-

political environment. Chapter Two presents the contextual and interpretive 

framework that underpins the thesis and demonstrates, through a survey of 

the literature, the link between military professionalism and civil-military 

relations. It situates this study in the body of work currently available in this 

field. Chapter Three is the first of three chapters that use historical analysis 

to embed the thesis with its focus on military professionalism and civil-

military relations, within the context of the Nigerian state. It examines the 

Nigerian military’s professional development from its beginnings as a colonial 

counter-insurgency unit in 1862 to becoming the national army of a newly 

independent state (1960). It assesses the way its professionalism was 

perceived and the impact this had on civil-military relations. Chapter Four 

examines the professional development of the Nigerian military between 

1966 and 1999 focusing specifically on the years of military rule. 
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It also assesses the way the military’s professionalism was perceived and 

the impact this has had on civil-military relations. Chapter Five examines the 

professional development of the Nigerian military over the near ten-year 

period following the country’s return to democratic elections in 1999. It further 

assesses the way its professionalism was perceived and the impact this had 

on civil-military relations reform. Chapter Seven presents the major 

conclusions of the thesis, its limitations and implications for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 

 

Introduction 

The inquisitive focus of this study is the persistence of unprofessional 

behaviour on the part of the Nigerian military in its dealings with the civilian 

population in spite of reform measures introduced by successive 

governments. To this end, the study examines the development, 

characteristics and perceptions of military professionalism amongst members 

of the Nigerian military and their implications for civil-military relations. This 

chapter presents a review of the literature, theoretical perspectives, 

meanings, and understandings relevant to the terms military professionalism 

and civil-military relations as they are used in this study. It aims to provide a 

framework for the conceptual analysis of this study and to facilitate a deeper 

appreciation of the objectives of the study, its research questions and key 

concepts. 

The chapter is divided into three sections.  The first section investigates the 

meanings and understandings of the term military professionalism. It 

establishes the essential principles of military professionalism relevant to this 

study. The second section embeds the concept of military professionalism 

within the civil-military relations theoretical paradigm. 
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It examines the contexts of interaction between the key actors in the civil-

military relations equation. It notes the influence of Realism on the Classical 

writings in the field and the degree to which this continues to be relevant in 

the study of civil-military relations. The third section considers regional 

variations in approaches to military professionalism and civil-military 

relations.  In particular, it engages with the contrasting characteristics and 

alternative interpretations of military professionalism and civil-military 

relations in Africa. It also discusses a reflexive void in approaches to the 

study of military professionalism and civil-military relations in non-Western 

states, with reference to Africa. 

Military Professionalism: Meanings and Understandings  

Military professionalism is a term that is subject to multiple meanings and 

interpretation. Part of the difficulty in understanding the term lies in the fact 

that the individual words, ‘military’ and ‘professionalism’ do not themselves 

have clear definitions.  It is useful therefore, to first explore some of the 

meanings and understandings associated with these elemental words, 

starting with the word ‘military’.  

The term ‘military’ is most used to refer to those state institutions charged 

with the responsibility to protect the state, its citizens and property from 

coercive threat (Edmonds 1988: 22). Although, private military companies, 

militias, rebels and other non-state actors may operate with the  
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military in the same theatres and carrying out similar activities, the term 

military is used in this study to refer mainly to state-owned or national forces 

and their activities.  It encompasses all military organisations and personnel 

in the service of the state. Typically, this includes the Army, Navy and Air 

Force which are sometimes collectively referred to as the ‘Armed Forces’, 

the ‘service arms’ or ‘the army’.6 The military’s primary attribute is its ability to 

deploy violence and to use force, on behalf of the state (Weber, 1978: 54-6; 

Avant, 2005: 253; Leander, 2005: 610).7 Whilst attitudes towards the military 

often reflect an appreciation for its organising skills and its role in defence, 

there are those that are ambivalent due to the military’s potential for the 

inappropriate use of force (Gronke and Feaver, 2001: 153).   By using 

violence and force, the military has the capacity to destroy property, restrict 

freedoms and to take life. Boene describes this as the military’s ability to 

legitimately violate universally accepted civilian taboos and legal restraints 

such as killing human beings and taking them captive (Boene, 1990: 58).  

The question, ‘who will guard the guards…?’ attributed to 2nd Century Italian 

poet, Juvenal reflects this sobering reality. It draws attention to the need to 

have mechanisms in place for the control of security personnel and further, 

to have security personnel that are accountable and adhere to the highest 

professional standards. 

  

 
6 In some countries, specialist forces and coastal guards are also regarded as part of the 
military. 
7 In modern times, the assumption of state monopoly of force has been undermined by the 
growth of private military companies (PMCs), the ubiquity of organised criminal networks, 
national and transnational militias, the growth of private military companies (PMCs) and 
terrorists groups. 
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In considering the other elemental word ‘professionalism’ the next section will 

draw on the Sociology of Professions, a subfield of the Sociology of Work, 

and on the work of civil-military relations theorist Samuel Huntington. 

Professions and the Concept of Professionalism 

There are various understandings of what ‘a profession’ is and much 

contention about how to define professionalism (Abbott, 1988: 8; Millet, 

1996: 370).  In the Sociology of the Professions ‘professions’ are described 

as knowledge-based occupational groups whose members provide a socially 

important service for which they undergo a period of education and training 

(Evetts, 2003: 397; Cheetham and Chivers, 2005: 13). A more particularised 

rendering of this is available in the work of Samuel Huntington (1957) who 

prefaced his landmark work The Soldier and the State: The Theory and 

Politics of Civil–military Relations with a definition of professions.  Huntington 

(1957: 8-10) describes a profession as a group possessing three mutually 

constituted attributes: specialized expertise, a sense of corporateness and 

whose purpose is necessary for the functioning of society.  The first of these 

attributes, specialized expertise, refers to a set of skills and language 

acquired through a process of training and education with the goal of 

attaining efficiency and competence in the core service area of the 

profession. In this regard, based on the specialised training they must 

undergo, the members of the officer corps are commonly regarded as the de 

facto professionals within the military (Abbott 1988: 67; Millet, 1996: 11; 

Kirke, 2002: 146). With their core expertise being the management of  
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violence, the officer corps is responsible at all times for leading the military 

institution and for effecting change within it (Huntington, 1957: 61; Lasswell, 

1998: 26).  

The restriction of professional status to those that have acquired the 

necessary training and qualifications helps to establish professional 

standards and a sense of responsibility amongst practitioners.  Although 

Huntington’s description of the military professional excludes members of the 

lower ranks, there are cogent reasons why they should be included in the 

discourse on military professionalism. The first reason is accountability. 

Whether carrying out orders or acting autonomously, other ranks are highly 

represented in cases where military personnel have been accused of human 

rights violations.8  Soldiers are more likely to act accountably if they see 

themselves as professionals given the higher sense of responsibility that 

implies. Secondly, it is important to note that other ranks in the military may 

also achieve professionalism competencies and Huntington’s failure to 

recognise their potential to be counted as professionals has not gone without 

challenge. Bond, in his review of professionalism in the US Army, suggests 

that Huntington may have overstated the professionalism of the officer corps 

and understated the professionalization of the other ranks (Bond, 2010).  

 

  

 
8 The term ‘other ranks’ refers those ranks outside the officer corps, also referred to as junior 
ranks.  
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According to Bond:  

I would also claim, possibly contra-Huntington, that "career" 
Service members in the Army, or those serving for about 12 
to 25 years, may accumulate similar extensive training, 
education, and development that warrant claims that they 
too are professional in this category (Bond, 2010).  

Thus, other ranks may achieve military professionalism competencies also, 

although because of their status, they may not be found everywhere to be 

accountable for their deeds as the officer corps. Yet, given the strict 

hierarchical nature of the military, they are accountable to their superior 

officers who in turn are deemed vicariously liable for their deeds.  

Huntington’s second attribute of professions is a sense of corporateness 

which refers to the corporate governance of the profession by its members 

and for its members. In the case of the military, this points to the means and 

processes through which the institution manages and takes responsibility for 

its equipment needs, recruitment, discipline, training and education, 

regimentation and values, (Millet, 1996: 8). It also refers to the military’s 

sense of itself, its corporate image, its use of uniforms and colours, and other 

intersubjective measures through which the military maintains its unique 

culture a distinct identity.  This attribute is the context through which the 

military leadership takes responsibility for the military’s morale, esprit de 

corps, human resources and operational planning. Although the military 

would typically operate under the oversight of the Ministry of Defence, 

military leaders expect to enjoy a reasonable degree of autonomy in force 

management.  
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Huntington’s third attribute of the professions is the requirement that 

professions contribute tangibly to the day-to-day functioning of society. This 

attribute, referred to here as the ‘social value’ criterion, addresses the 

question whether modern society needs to retain military forces for its 

protection. The military’s structural and strategic importance is evident in the 

fact that a majority of states in modern times retain military forces for national 

security and defence purposes. Whilst there are exceptions in countries like, 

Costa Rica, Haiti, Iceland and Mauritius who do not to have national armed 

forces. In most cases, such countries also have proxy arrangements with 

other countries for their defence and national security. Yet, the salience of 

this attribute goes beyond society being able to avail itself of the military 

profession’s technical capabilities and expertise when needed. The social 

value criterion is, for the purposes of this thesis, the context in which the 

military’s interaction with the rest of society can be most critically considered. 

For example, based on the concept of the profession’s social value, in most 

countries the armed forces are party to a social contract backed up by 

constitutional law in which they are chartered by the state to carry out their 

role and function. Military personnel are in turn, expected to adhere to their 

constitutional role, show due regard for the legal framework they operate 

within, and maintain loyalty and accountability to the state (Barnes, 2013: 54-

55; Mann, 2003: 193). In the event of military deployment, the social value 

criterion validates society’s expectations that military duties will be carried 

out competently, accountably and ethically. 
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Huntington’s attributes of a profession; expertise, a system of organisation 

and social utility value, are characteristics common to most professions and 

they provide here, a necessary and useful template for engaging with the 

military as a profession. In theorising about the military profession much of 

Huntington’s focus was on the officer corps who he treated as a 

homogeneous group with a predetermined relationship with the state. He 

however avoids engaging with the notion of professional-ism to any 

substantial degree. Implicit in the notion of professionalism is the expectation 

that members of professional organisations are individually and collectively 

involved with their clientele through various networks. As suggested by 

Marshall (1962: 226): 

[the] essence of professionalism is the individual qualities of the 

professional which makes for individual judgement and 

assumption of individual responsibility not concerned with self-

interest but with the welfare of the client.  

 Based on Marshall’s viewpoint, although the term military professional 

generally refers to military officers trained in the management of force, the 

notion of military professionalism includes the professional’s manner in 

applying such training in the service of their client.  

Christopher Day describes professionalism as a: 

 …consensus of the “norms” which may apply to being and 

behaving as a professional within personal, organizational and 

broader political conditions’ (Day, 1999: 13).  
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Norms here refer to standards of behaviour that are historically constructed 

and that guide the way members of a group interact with others. In this 

regard, professionalism is a behavioural construct.  

For Graham Ward: 

Professionalism is about individual modes of behaviour that 

command respect and build trust. It is about excellence in 

service as measured by recognised standards. It is about 

delivering services or working to standards that meet the needs 

of, and are expected by, our clients (Ward, 2004). 

Ward, like Day highlights behaviour and standards as well as a client focus in 

his description of professionalism. He emphasises the importance of client 

expectations and considers that professionalism entails building trust with 

clients - those that the professional service is intended to benefit. 

Professionalism refers to how we conceptualise what professions and 

professionals do, how they do it, and how this affects society. Traditionally, 

military organisations are required to protect the integrity of the state, and 

protect citizens and their property from domestic, regional or international 

threat. Military professionalism is in one sense based on the degree to which 

military organisations and their members can carry out these functions and 

affect society in these ways or fail to do so.  

Principles of Military Professionalism 

Standards of military professionalism may vary significantly across national  
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armies and socio-economic regions. Research has shown that even within 

the same military establishment, the views of combatants and non-

combatants on what constitutes military professionalism may vary further still 

(Taylor and Rosenbach, 2000: 74). Conceptually, military professionalism is 

rooted in a set of overarching principles that apply to most military 

organisations, namely: competency, accountability, ethical orientation and 

subordination to civilian oversight.  

Competence 

Competence is often understood in terms of the possession and application 

of expertise. As noted earlier in this chapter, competence is often the 

criterion used to distinguish between the military professional and the 

enlisted soldier. According to Charles Kirke, in his study of social structures 

in the regular combat arms, military competence is sought after and 

cherished as a source of professional status (2002: 146). During interview a 

Nigerian Army officer seemingly gave equal weighting to the notions of 

training, competence and professionalism. He said: 

Professionalism gives the officer the competence to do his job. 

This comes from training and commitment in the execution of 

his daily duties.  

Accession No. 05 Interview Brigadier General NA 

The development of professional competencies is an area of autonomy that  
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is jealously guarded by military leaders and efforts to undermine the process 

by civilian authorities is typically robustly resisted.  

Accountability 

According to Herbst, the hallmark of democracy is the accountability of 

institutions (Mills et al, 2017: 45). Accountability is a process where, a person 

or groups of people are required to present an account of their activities and 

the way in which they have or have not discharged their duties (Lawton and 

Rose, 1991: 19). Thus, central to the principle of professional accountability 

are two key elements: giving account of deeds and being conscious of, and 

susceptible to, a review process that incorporates consequences for 

misdeeds. The widespread realization that modern military missions retain 

the potential to harm innocent people in considerable numbers validates the 

requirement that military practitioners adhere to a code of practice through 

which they can be held accountable (Studer, 2001: 370). As a government 

agency, the military is accountable to society and its representatives. The 

public served by the military in demanding accountability make their own 

judgements about which military behaviour or activity is or is not deemed 

professional (Hadad and Purtilo, 1996: 10). The description of a soldier as an 

expert in the management of violence in itself does not sufficiently distinguish 

them from, for example, warlords, militias and other non-state forces; it is 

accountability to the people and their democratically elected representatives 

that does. According to Snider, the military organisation and its members are 

likely to behave accountably to the extent that they are motivated to do so  
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(2016). He identifies two types of motivation that drive military accountability: 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  

Extrinsic motivation refers to those contexts in which the behaviour or 

performance of military personnel is subject to legal and other regulatory 

frameworks. This includes military law, domestic and international laws.  

Examples are:  

• The International Law of Military Operations(OPLAW)  

• International Human Rights Law  

• International Humanitarian Law (IHL) including the Hague and 
Geneva Conventions  

• Customary International Law and United Nations Agreements 

• Regional Agreements and Conventions such as the American 

Convention on Human Rights; the European Convention for the 

Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms; and the 

African Charter on Human and People’s Rights. 

Whilst extrinsic motivation relies on the strength and efficacy of regulatory 

institutions, intrinsic motivation refers to accountability through self-

regulation. It reflects the standards of behaviour that individual soldiers 

aspire to, standards that are promoted by their profession and modelled by 

their superiors. Although it relies on the military institution’s own capacity for 

the transmission, promotion and maintenance of professional ethics and 

values, it is ultimately a reflection of individual choices. Thus, whilst the 

professionalism culture of their institutional environment is significant, the 

soldier’s ethical choices are key drivers of accountability and central to their 

professionalism.  
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Snider conflates ethical orientation with accountability when he suggests that 

accountability is (2016): 

[about] the individual […], out of sight of anyone that is 

motivated to do what is right because it is right and because 

they want to do it right. 

Ethical Orientation 

Standards of professionalism are predicated on a set of ethics. Ethics is the 

study of what constitutes right or wrong behaviour (Gensler, 1998: 8). It has 

been described as the purpose and methods of a profession and the values 

that underpin them (Robinson, 2008: 1). Military ethics are a set of codes 

and standards that military personnel are expected to reflect in their actions 

and decision making at all times. They draw upon pre-existing legal, cultural, 

historical and in some cases theological frameworks (Syse and Cook, 2010). 

The violation of such codes and standards are typically treated with the 

utmost seriousness in most military forces.  

Huntington approaches the notion of military ethics in functional terms. He 

suggests that modern military officers are professionals who imbibe a military 

ethic that enables them to effectively apply training in the management of 

violence for the goal of defending the state (1957: 63-4). For him the ethical 

orientation of military professionals is influenced mainly by their socio-

political environment and so does not engage with their individual moral or 

ethical orientation (Huntington, 1957: 63,79,90; Roemer, 2008: 101).  

Kultgen, in his book, Ethics and Professionalism highlights the ethical  
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dilemma military personnel are sometimes confronted with in (2011): 

[…] should one always do one’s work in a professional manner 

or does morality sometimes demand unprofessional conduct? 

Must one ever violate the standards of professionalism in the 

name of something more important? (2011:3). 

Military personnel may choose to subvert or uphold military ethics and it is in 

so doing that their ethical orientation becomes apparent. In some cases, 

soldiers refuse to carry out orders they perceive to be illegitimate on ethical 

grounds. Examples of these include, orders relating to the use of proscribed 

weapons, the treatment of prisoners of wars, and the forceful takeover of 

government.  There is an ethical aspect also to be considered where military 

personnel are involved in human rights abuses, rape, looting, torture run 

against the code of ethics of the military in general and as such reflect to 

some degree an ethical stance. choices may attract the full weight of the law.  

Ethical orientation is thus what determines whether professional practice and 

professionalism would be used to pursue moral or morally deficient goals. It 

has been defined as an individual’s internal tendency towards one ethical 

perspective […] or another (Sullivan, 2007: 12).   

According to van Baarda there can be no question of a morally responsible 

attitude if the soldier has no moral awareness (van Baarda, 2006). Until 

recently, military ethics as taught in most military forces has been ad hoc. 

Questions about who ethical education should be aimed at, when ethical  

  



48 

 

education should be delivered, and what its aim ought to be, are addressed  

differently from one military organisation to another. Most educational 

programmes for military ethics tend to focus on ensuring that military 

personnel carry out their duties efficiently whilst paying due regard to the 

relevant the rules and regulations (Bernsten and Rolfsen, 2008: 96). 9 

Wolfendale describes this as the functional approach to ethics education.  

He juxtaposes this with the aspirational approach, which emphasises the 

development of moral character (Wolfendale, 2008: 161).  With the functional 

approach, it is assumed that military personnel are better motivated to 

engage with ethical concepts that they can relate to their roles and missions, 

(Robinson, 2008: 4; Kasher, 2010). Its critics suggest that, by not promoting 

personal virtues the approach does not encourage military personnel to aim 

for the highest moral standards. The aspirational approach, on the other 

hand, has as its aim, the character development of the individual soldier 

(Olsthoorn, 2011: 4). Unlike the functional approach, it seeks to imbue the 

soldier with professional values, so that the ethics of a military force are 

inherent in the individual regardless of the nature of the mission.   

Most armed forces corps typically issue a code of conduct to their members 

that broadly state what their ethical codes and standards are. They also 

publish a list of core professional values on which such codes are based and  

  

 
9 Critics of military ethics education and training claim that many military ethics programmes 
are not anchored in ethical theory and lack internal consistency (Robinson, 2008: 1; 
Wolfendale, 2008: 162). 
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which, once internalised, are to guide the behaviour of their members 

throughout their service life. Military values, though somewhat amorphous, 

converge around Aristotelian themes such as: duty, honour, loyalty, honesty, 

justice, integrity, selfless service, impartiality and human dignity (Sarkesian 

and Connor, 2006: 29; Nicolls, 2007: 6; Wolfendale, 2008: 166). The actual 

list adopted by military units tend to vary from country to country and even 

within the same national force, from service to service.  

Table 2.1 

Military Core Values 

 

Indian Army 
Honour, Courage, Integrity Sacrifice, Discipline, Fairness, 
Honesty 

Nigerian Army 
Honour, Personal Courage, Integrity, Selfless Service, 
Loyalty, Duty, Respect  

Pakistani 
Army 

Honour, Personal Courage, Integrity, Selfless Service, 
Loyalty, Duty, Respect, Faith  

South African 
Navy 

Honour, Courage, Integrity, Loyalty, Dignity, Pride 
 

British Army 
Courage, Integrity, Selfless Commitment, Loyalty, 
Discipline, Respect for Others 

US Army 
Honour, Personal Courage, Integrity, Selfless Service 
Loyalty Duty Respect  

 

Based on virtues, military values inform commonly held expectations about 

the military’s professionalism and organisational attributes. Examples of the 

core values of the military profession include: the principle of subordinating 

oneself to the group, or setting an example; discipline, and respect for 

authority (Fitch, 1998: 17; Nicolls, 2007: 6). Also included are such values 

as, duty to the state, respect for human life and human dignity, nationalism, 

integrity and sacrifice (Clapham and Philip, 1985: 7; Kasher, 2010: 140). 
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They have also been referred to inclusively as the cardinal virtues – courage, 

prudence, temperance and justice - that form the military’s ethical core 

(Toner, 2005: 46).10 

According to former Secretary of the US Air Force, Sheila Widnall (1997): 

Core values make the military what it is; without them, we 

cannot succeed. They are the values that instil confidence, 

earn lasting respect, and create willing followers. They are the 

values that anchor resolve in the most difficult situations. They 

are the values that buttress mental and physical courage when 

we enter combat. In essence, they are the […] pillars of 

professionalism that provide the foundation for military 

leadership at every level. 

 

Civilian Oversight 

The principle of military subordination to civilian oversight is an essential 

safeguard against the abuse of military power in democratic states. The 

prospect of such abuse, that is, military behaviour that threatens the state 

and its citizens, is the essential focus of the field of civil-military relations. 

Through the Cold War years, the field of civil-military relations has been at 

the forefront of the theoretical discourse on military professionalism. It covers 

the spectrum of relationships between the military and society having the 

question of how to establish and maintain control over the military without 

sacrificing military effectiveness as its primary concern (Hooker, 2003: 4; 

Sarkesian, 2006: 30; Burk, 2002: 7).  

 
10  The four cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, courage, and temperance) are first named by 
Plato in The Republic (1946: 160). 
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Feaver describes its central paradox in this way: 

Because the military must face enemies, it must have coercive 

power, the ability to force its will on others. But coercive power 

often gives it the capability to enforce its will on the community 

that created it. …… the very institution created to protect the 

polity is given sufficient power to become a threat to the polity"  

(Feaver, 1999: 214).  

For reasons outlined here by Feaver, most democratic states require the 

subordination of their armed forces to civilian oversight. Huntington elevated 

the principle of military subordination to civilian authority to a condition of 

professionalism. According to this view, a military that does not obey 

legitimate civilian authority, or is vying for political power, contravenes one of 

the military’s core values, that of selfless service and is therefore not 

professional (Huntington, 1957: 74, 80-84). The notion of military 

subordination to civilian oversight refers to a situation whereby the military 

ultimately looks to a representative civilian government to make the key 

decisions regarding defence policy and other matters affecting the military. It 

requires that the military leaders accept and respect the decisions made by 

civilian leaders on such matters and their authority to make them. This 

principle bridges the gap between the functional independence of the military 

organisation and its social responsibility. Specifically, it informs the 

relationship between the military and the Constitution and guides the 

military’s interaction with the Executive. The concept will be further examined 

in the next section within conceptual and theoretical framework of civil-

military relations.  
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Civil-Military Relations: Meanings, Understandings and 
Theoretical Perspectives  

Civil-military relations is a multidisciplinary field incorporating such disciplines 

as political science, international relations, sociology, history and cultural 

studies.  It engages with such issues as the role of the military, military 

effectiveness, militarism, and oversight mechanisms whilst focusing on the 

over-arching principle of civilian control of the armed forces. The term civil-

military relations itself points rather obviously to the relationship between 

military personnel and civilians and is consequently often used by scholars 

without conceptual clarification. What is often not clarified in usage is who 

the main actors are that take part in the civil-military relationship.  

 For Juanita Firestone, the term civil-military relations refers to the substance 

and depth of the connections between the military institution and civilian 

institutions (1999). This includes for example, linkages between the Ministry 

of Defence and the Offices of the Service Chiefs, the Judiciary, military 

courts and the media. Sam Sarkesian describes civil-military relations as the 

resulting balance emerging from interactions between the military institution, 

military professionals and political actors (1981). Other definitions reflect a 

broader societal dimension. For Mackubin Owens civil-military relations 

refers to the interaction between the armed forces of the state, the 

government, and the other sectors of the society in which the armed force is 

embedded (2012). In this thesis the term civil-military relations is used to 

describe the relationship between the civilian population and the military  
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organization established to protect it.  It encompasses the attitudes, 

perceptions and role expectations of the military personnel and the civilians 

that have in common one sovereign national identity.  

The military domain refers primarily to the Army, Navy and the Air 

Force and their members individually and corporately.11 It typically excludes 

civilians, reservists and retired military personnel. Included in this group are 

specialist units such as the Marines and other task-based forces drawn from 

the regular forces. The civilian domain represents essentially the civilian 

population comprised of the civilian leadership, including the Executive and 

other civilian community and political leaders; civil society, civilian defense 

experts, non-governmental organisations and other members of the public 

whom the military are deemed, by their charter, to serve. Civil-military 

relations, in terms of formal interactions between the two domains tend to be 

managed by designated teams of military officers and civilian political leaders 

and administrators. The process can however, be subject to the influence of 

peripheral actors such as: ethno-nationalist groups, religious groups, regional 

and international governments and organisations.  

 

Questions about the appropriate pattern of civil-military relations and how to 

achieve it has been a major preoccupation of scholars especially since the  

  

 
11 Included in this group are specialist units such as the Marines, Cross Service Units and 
other specialist forces drawn from the regular forces. 
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end of Second World War. Huntington’s seminal work, The Soldier and the 

State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations has been the main 

reference point in the field since it was first published in 1957.  His 

institutional theory exemplifies realist/neo-realist approaches to civil-military 

relations which were dominant during the Cold War years (Vasquez, 1998: 

179; Lambert, 2011: 157; Forster, 2002: 72; Nye, 2007: 4). To fiully 

appreciate the salient aspects of Huntington’s work in this area, it is useful to 

first establish an understanding of the realist/neo-realist paradigm. In realist 

ontology, states are the sole legitimate purveyors of violence, and state 

security and sovereignty are predicated on the state’s capacity to deploy 

violence both internally and externally. For realists, in the absence of a world 

government, security is the paramount concern of states which are, in turn, 

constrained to safeguard themselves by relying on military force (Waltz, 1979: 

111). Neo-realism, sometimes referred to as structural realism, characterises 

an international system in which states, acting as unitary actors, are pre-

disposed to conflict, given the absence of a world government or a ‘central 

enforcer’ (Waltz, 1979: 6, 126). For neo-realists, this situation constrains 

nation-states, to seek to maximise military power, this being the cardinal form 

of power and promote state security above all other national objectives 

(Waltz 1989, 40; Mearsheimer, 2001: 365).   In focusing on threat, conflict 

and military power as drivers of inter-state relations, both classical realists 

and neo-realists take the notion of  the military’s subordination to political 

authority as a given. Consequently, the prospect of the military  

promoting military prerogatives at the expense of the rest of society hardly 

featured in realist/neo-realist ontology.  They failed therefore to engage   
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critically with the dynamics of civilian oversight and alternative patterns of 

civil-military relations.  

 

Huntington and Classical Civil-Military Relations Theory 

In what is now often referred to as the classical tradition of civil-military 

relations, Huntington based his writings on the quality or nature of civilian 

control and the determining influence this had on civil-military relations. He 

suggests that military institutions are subject to two profound sources of 

influence: the functional imperative, which informs the military’s focus on 

external security threats and the societal imperative, which is how 

predominant social factors and institutions are brought to bear on the military 

(Huntington, 1957: 2). Here, the functional imperative is the dependent 

variable, whilst the societal imperative is the independent variable (Feaver 

and Seeler, 2009: 80). This means that Huntington does not attribute any 

independent agency to the military and civil-military relations is thus an 

essentially state driven process. Huntington further argues that civilian 

authorities can choose to exercise objective or subjective control in their 

dealings with the military (Huntington, 1957: 83-85). Objective control is the 

presumed outcome if political leaders, themselves emerging through bona 

fide democratic processes, maintain clear lines of separation between 

themselves and the military. Here the military, assumed to be patriotic but 

apolitical, maintains boundaries that are respected by the civilian authorities  
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(Huntington, 1957: 260). Huntington considered that the objective control, 

with clearer lines of demarcation, would mitigate the risk of ever-increasing 

military power, (Huntington, 1957: 80-85). It is assumed also that firmly 

maintained boundaries between civilian and military domains would allow the 

military to focus on the functional imperative i.e., war readiness and 

professional development, undistracted (Huntington, 1957: 83-85).  In this 

way, Huntington argued that objective control is more likely to produce 

balanced civil-military relations. 12 

Huntington described subjective control as a situation in which the military is 

weak and not well organised and civilian elites have responsibility for the 

broad base of policy, including those pertaining to the workings of the 

military. This mode of control is intrusive from the viewpoint of the military as 

it blurs the lines between military and civilian spheres. In this mode, the 

military may be assigned political roles and share common interests with 

civilian leaders. Examples of subjective control mechanisms include: the 

monitoring of the armed forces by state intelligence agencies; proxy 

representations of political parties in the military leadership; the exploitation 

of dominant socio-political or socio-economic traits within the military 

leadership such as ethnicity, religious or class identity by political leaders; 

undermining the military’s functional capability in order to prevent the political  

 
12  Balanced, or healthy civil-military relations is a term commonly used to describe a 
situation in which the relationship between military and civilian domains is harmonious, 
military effectiveness is maximised and there is mutual respect for civilian and military 
prerogatives (Owens, 2011: 15). 
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use of military power against government and entering into security 

contingency arrangements with other governments or security agencies as a 

countermanding safeguard against the unconstitutional use of military power. 

For Huntington, excessive subjective control may provide grounds for the 

military to intervene politically in the affairs of the state. The challenge for 

political leaders, thus, lies in striking the right balance between these two 

modes of control whilst maintaining the appropriate amount of distance 

between military and civilian spheres (Egnell, 2009: 17).  

Huntington’s contribution to the subject of military professionalism was 

nonetheless pivotal in generating sustained intellectual debate around the 

civil-military relations paradox.  

The central weakness of the Huntington School lies in its failure to sufficiently 

recognise the status needs of military leaders. It implied that the military 

professional is a puritan, efficacious bystander prone to being undermined by 

the society’s randomness and bi-partisan attributes. Taking the integrity of 

the military as given, Huntington did not critically engage with the 

consequences of unfettered military power and what effect this might have 

on the behaviour of military personnel and on civil-military relations. Further, 

the Huntington School was silent on the possibility of wilful collusion of the 

military with those in its external environment. The prospect of a patron-client 

relationship between segments of the political leadership and the military 

leadership, was not explored to any significant degree. It should, however,  
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be noted that his theories were mainly based on observations of US civil-

military relations in the aftermath of American military successes in Second 

World War, a time when the loyalty of the US military to its parent society 

was without question. Consequently, the excesses of the military, acting as 

praetorians in newly emergent states were not captured in his theory.  

In contrast to Huntington, military sociologist Morris Janowitz describes the 

military as an inherently political institution and military personnel as 

politically aware agents (1971). He argued that military professionals value 

recognition and are equally, aware of the prestige of their calling and the 

power they wield as experts in the use of force.  His convergence theory 

assumes that some trade-off between military and civilian spheres is 

inevitable which may lead to partial civilianization of the military or partial 

militarization of society. Janowitz rejects the Huntington school’s reference to 

systemic stress in the political environment as the main grounds for military 

intervention in the political affairs of the state. From the Janovitzian 

perspective, the military can be expected to serve the state in at least two 

different contexts. In certain contexts, the military is an instrument of policy 

and subordinate to state control and, in other contexts the military is acting 

for itself and promoting its own prerogatives.  

Janowitz was not alone in his resistance to a concept of civil-military relations 

in which the military is characteristically apolitical. Samuel Decalo (1976) 

another critic of the Huntington School, extends the Janowitzian perspective  
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to include the personal motives and ambitions of military officers. Decalo 

argues that personal and career aspirations on the part of military leaders 

can also be responsible for them adopting overtly political and militarily 

unprofessional means to promote their interests (Decalo, 1976).  

Samuel Finer extends this notion, further suggesting that implicit in the 

nature of military organisation is at least a latent challenge to the political 

order. He argued that:  

Instead of asking why the military engage in politics, we ought 

surely to ask why they ever do otherwise. For at first sight the 

political advantages of the military vis-a-vis other and civilian 

groupings are overwhelming. The military possess vastly 

superior organization. And they possess arms. The wonder 

therefore is not why it rebels against its civilian masters, but 

why it ever obeys them (Finer, 1962: 4).  

Finer’s incredulity about military subservience led him to suggest, in line with 

Huntington’s objective-subjective analysis, that a challenge to the social 

order by the military can only be sustained where government is ineffective. 

Implied in his stance on civil-military relations is the notion that the armed 

forces are rational and able to tolerate civilian oversight but may choose not 

to do so.  

In his principal-agent theory of civil-military relations, Feaver (1999) 

characterises the political authority as ‘the principal’ and the military as ‘the 

agent’. He suggests that the agent’s commitment to efficiently carry out the 

aims of the principal-agent agreement is rational and conditional, and subject   
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to the extent to which his or her interests are represented in it. He argues 

that to ensure that the terms of the agreement are adhered to the principal 

will need to monitor or control the operations of the agent. This control may 

be through the levels of reporting lines between the military and the 

Executive or the length of reviews of military plans and budgets. Feaver 

(1999) suggests that there is an inverse relationship between the costs 

incurred by the principal in monitoring the agent and the level of intrusion the 

agent is subjected to. Thus, the lower the costs of monitoring the agent’s 

performance, the more intrusive the principal will be in the agent’s operation 

and, conversely, the higher the costs, the less intrusive the principal will be. 

The implication of this is that there are costs attached to the goal of 

exercising effective oversight, the less it costs, the less effective will be the 

quality of oversight.  Feaver (1999) offered his principal-agent theory as a 

bridge between the Huntington’s institutional theory and Janowitz’s 

convergence theory. Whilst Huntington promoted the notion of an apolitical 

military and identified alternative modes of civilian control, Janowitz 

questioned the notion of an apolitical military suggesting that the military’s 

professionalism is not always dependent on the quality of civilian control. 

Feaver’s principal-agent theory sought to demonstrate that the state of civil-

military relations depends on the actions and reactions of the two parties 

involved. By extension, this thesis argues that civil-military relations is an 

intersubjective and mutually constituted concept. Although the thesis focuses 

mainly on the military domain, it considers that no one party in the civil- 
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military–relationship is passive and every stakeholder contributes to, and can 

be held accountable for, the quality of civil-military relations. To this end it 

behoves the primary actors in both the military and civilian domains to 

educate themselves about the salient characteristics of their opposite 

domains so as to participate and contribute meaningfully to the quality of 

civil-military relations. 

In the foregoing sections, it was noted that the military professional is 

typically a member of the officer corps. Military professionalism was 

presented in terms of military performance that is competent, ethical and 

legal. Two strands were identified to which the term military professionalism 

applies. On one hand, military professionalism refers to the competence of 

military personnel, operating in the strategic context of war or threat 

deterrence. On the other hand, military professionalism framed in the context 

of civil-military relations, refers to the use or abuse of military power in the 

military’s dealings with the civilian population and the Executive. In this 

regard, for national peace and stability, the focus of the dominant paradigm 

in Western civil-military relations discourse has been the control of the 

military.  

Yet, the question needs to be asked whether the preoccupation with the 

notion of control of the armed forces is universal. In the section that follows, 

we will consider civil-military relations and military professionalism in non-

Western countries. It will be argued that whilst the Western liberal model has  
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enjoyed theoretical appeal in some developing countries, for others with 

weak democratic structures, control alone has not delivered high levels of 

professionalism in the military or stable civil-military relations and some 

bargaining has been necessary. 

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations: 
Regional Perspectives  

This section will consider civil-military relations in two-broad categories of 

states.  In the first category are democratic states where the principle of 

civilian oversight is fully accepted by the military, individual rights are 

respected, and the rule of law is largely upheld. In the second category, are 

those states where the principle of civilian oversight is either lacking or is not 

fully established. This includes, autocratic, transitory and ‘hybrid’ states. 

Huntington’s model of an apolitical military under objective civilian control 

finds its expression in many Western democratic states. In countries like the 

USA, United Kingdom, Holland, France, Germany, Australia and New 

Zealand, military forces demonstrate to a high degree, the professional 

competencies of expertise, subordination to civilian oversight and citizens’ 

rights.  The military in these countries enjoy autonomy over their own affairs 

and have boundaries that are largely respected by civilian authorities. They 

in turn show respect for the rights and authority of civilian leaders to have 

oversight of the military (Howe, 2001: 275). Feaver (2009: 6) illustrates, in 

practical terms the essence of the concept of civilian supremacy in this way: 
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“Regardless of how superior the military view of a situation may 

be, the civilian view trumps it. In other words, civilians have a 

right to be wrong.” — Peter D Feaver 

Military professionals in Western countries are widely expected to be 

cognisant of the limits of military powers relative to those of civilian 

authorities. Further, they are expected to use military power judiciously, 

being fully aware of the consequences of its misuse. In turn, the public are 

confident that the abuse or misuse of military power will be dealt with 

(Donald and Olonisakin, 2001). In addition, military personnel in most 

Western countries are expected to be acutely conscious of the image of the 

military as a profession and of their own image as professionals. They are 

further widely expected to show due regard for the legal framework in which 

they operate and to be less likely to tolerate unprofessional behaviour within 

their ranks.  

This profile of military professionalism has unfortunately not been replicated 

around the world.  The impetus to preserve the new world order that followed 

the end of Second World War intensified the focus on the control of military 

power both nationally and supra-nationally. Whilst this contributed to peace 

and stability in the West, over the same period Non-western states recorded 

significant increases in the number of conflicts and military regimes they 

experienced. In the forty years between 1950 and 1990 there was a military 

coup or attempted coup in every single South American country with the 

singular exception of Guyana.  In Africa, between 1961 and 2001 there were 
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 188 failed and successful coups d’état on the continent (McGowan, 2003: 

351). These developments called into question the apolitical role for the 

military professional posited by theorists like Huntington. 

Based on his study of civil-military relations in Brazil, Stepan (1988) argued  

that the involvement of the military in domestic affairs does not compromise 

its professionalism but rather expands it. In what he described as the ‘new’ 

professionalism, he argued that restricting the role of military officers to the 

management of violence and external security limits their capacities which 

could be effectively applied to national development. For Stepan, military 

officers that acquire economic and political skills can intervene and 

effectively play the role of ‘moderator’ when faced with weak civilian 

institutions (Stepan, 1988; Einaudi and Stepan, 1971).    He considered the 

Huntingtontonian paradigm, which leaves no scope for the dilution of the 

military’s objective function as typifying the ‘old’ military professionalism.  

Table 2.2 
The Old Professionalism of External Defence and The New Professionalism of Internal 

Security and National Development 
 

 OLD PROFESSIONALISM NEW PROFESSIONALISM 

FUNCTION OF MILITARY External Security Internal Security 

CIVILIAN ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS GOVERNMENT 

Civilians accept legitimacy of 
government 

Segments of society challenge 
government legitimacy 

MILITARY SKILLS REQUIRED Highly specialized skills 
incompatible with political skills 

Highly interrelated political and 
military skills 

SCOPE OF MILITARY 
PROFESSIONAL ACTION 

Restricted Unrestricted 

IMPACT OF PROFESSIONAL 
SOCIALIZATION 

Renders the military politically 
neutral 

Politicizes the military 

IMPACT ON CIVIL-MILITARY 
RELATIONS 

Contributes to an apolitical 
military and civilian control 

Contributes to military-political 
managerialism and role 
expansion. 

SOURCE: Stepan (1973: 52) 
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The fact that sixty-five percent of the population of Africa lived under military 

rule between the 1960s and the 1970s seems to corroborate his viewpoint. 

Stepan’s new professionalism added to the civil-military discourse an 

acknowledgement of the military’s inherent political tendencies and the 

recognition of an internally focused role for the military. Besides taking over 

power, politically active forces are to be found supporting authoritarian 

regimes or collaborating with civilian governments for political advantage. 

One notable example is the Zimbabwean military which for thirty-seven years 

was the mainstay of the autocratic government of President Mugabe.   

Stepan considered that his concept of the new professionalism augured 

better for the state and the military organisation. However, he did not 

critically engage with the potential impact of his theory on democratic 

consolidation. For example, one of the manifest effects of an expanded 

political role for the military is increased militarism - the pervasiveness in 

society of symbols, values and discourses validating military power 

(Luckham, 1998: 14). Militarism provides fertile ground for the growth of 

praetorianism and is inimical to democratic ideals. According to W J Bryan,  

Militarism is the very antithesis of Democracy; they do not grow 
in the same soil; they do not draw their nourishment from the 
same source. 

William Jennings Bryan, "The Army" quoted in Kimminau, 
2001: 90. 

Whilst it is important to acknowledge, as Stepan does, the salience of an  
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internal role for the military, its value both for the military and the rest of 

society depends largely on the nature and duration of domestic deployment 

and the level of internal threat relative to external. Desch points out that 

those countries where the military are regularly deployed internally tend to 

exhibit “the worst pattern of civil-military relations” (Desch, 1996). He 

suggests that countries faced with low internal threat and high external threat; 

tend to have better civil-military relations. Conversely, those faced with a 

combination of low external threat and high internal threat, tend to be less 

amenable to civilian control (Desch,1999: 11-16). 

Rial also points out that the two tasks of maintaining internal order and 

external defence differ and that both cannot be pursued without trade-offs. 

For the military, this trade-off is represented by the risk of eroding its 

professional ethos and “of reducing its accountability and subordination to 

elected civilian authority” (Rial, 1996: 56). 

 Stepan’s critics have suggested that the partisan behaviour of the Latin 

American forces was influenced by the regional pattern at the time of his 

writing. They note that the military has since retreated from the political arena 

in that region (Edmonds, 1988; Rial, 1996). Further, the heightened level of 

military interventions in Latin America did not translate to the strengthening 

of political or economic infrastructures in the states where they occurred and 

only served to delay democratic consolidation. 
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At the end of the Cold War in 1991, a strong impetus towards democratic 

renewal ensued in many developing countries and the narrative of reform 

replaced that of war readiness. In Africa, Latin America Eastern and Central  

Europe, countries that had undergone military rule and civil war and had 

witnessed a significant expansion in the size and influence of their military 

forces, became targets for security sector reform. 

Security Sector Reform 

Whilst this study is primarily interested in the professionalism of military 

forces, it is important to note that they are part of wider security sector 

comprising other institutions that combine with the military in providing 

security for the state and its citizens. These include, the intelligence services, 

police services, border and coastal guards, the judiciary and penal services 

and, their respective monitoring agencies (Chalmers, 2000; Ball, 2002; 

Greene, 2003). The conceptualisation of the security sector as a collective of 

governmental and non-governmental institutions was promoted and 

popularised by the Security Sector Reform agenda (SSR) which emerged in 

1998 as a framework for assisting security institutions to be effective and 

democratically accountable.  

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

describes SSR as a process, noting that: 

Security sector reform is the transformation of the security 

system which includes all the actors, their roles, responsibilities  
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and actions, so that it is managed and operated in a manner 

that is more consistent with democratic norms and sound 

principles of good governance, and thus contributes to a well-

functioning security framework. Responsible and accountable 

security forces reduce the risk of conflict, provide security for 

citizens and create the right environment for sustainable 

development. 

(DFID13 2003: 30; OECD14/DAC, 2001: 38) 

SSR was developed after the Cold War by Western donor governments and 

international organisations in response to the persistence of poverty, 

underdevelopment, conflict and authoritarianism in many parts of the world. 

Notably, in Africa, Latin America and to a lesser degree, Central and Eastern 

Europe, SSR has sought to safeguard development efforts from the vagaries 

of unstable political and security situations. It adopts a people-centred 

conception of security that is focused on sustainable human development. 

SSR acknowledges that people’s lives and well-being can be placed at risk 

not just by war but also by threats arising from changing political, economic, 

environmental and social realities. With the individual and not just the state at 

the centre of security considerations, the responsibility for the provision of 

security extends to development agencies and other international institutions, 

NGOs and Civil Society and not just the defence sector (Hurrell, 1998: 542). 

Hänggi (2004: 10) identifies three national contexts in which security sector 

reform programmes broadly apply, namely, the developmental, the post-

 
13 Department for International Development, UK. 
14 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
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authoritarian and the post-conflict contexts Table 2.3 below shows the 

attributes of each of these contexts. 

Table 2.3  

Contexts of Security Sector Reform 

 Developmental 
Context 

Post-authoritarian 
Context 

Post-conflict 
Context 

Key Criteria 
Under Development Nature of Political 

System 
Peace and Security 

Key Problem Poverty; 
Infrastructure deficit; 
Low level of 
Economic Output. 
Development Deficit   
 

Weak Political and 
Security Sector 
Institutions; 
Inefficient Democratic 
Processes; 
Democratic Deficit 

Peace, Security and 
Democratic Deficits 
 

Specific 
Security Sector 
Problems 
 

Weak Management 
of Security Sector; 
Minimisation of 
Military Budgets; 
Poor Fiscal 
Management of 
Security Sector  

Oversized Security 
Sector; 
 
Professionalism Deficit 
in Security Sector; 
 
Minimisation of 
Military Budgets; 
 
Strong State but Weak 
Civil Society 
Institutions; 
Risk of return to 
Authoritarianism 
 
 
 
 

Weak Government 
and Civil Society 
Institutions; 
Displaced 
Populations; 
Privatisation of 
Security;  
 
Risk of Active 
Armed Resistance 
and Splinter 
Groups;  
 
Proliferation of 
SALW Arms; 
 
Risk of Active Anti-
Personnel Mines; 
 

Focus of SSR 
Assistance 

Conflict Prevention 
Development; 
Security Sector in 
Harmony with 
Development Goals 

Conflict Prevention; 
State Building; 
Democratisation; 
Restructuring of 
Security Sector; 
Military Role 
Redefinition; 
Strengthen Civilian 
Oversight Bodies 

Conflict Prevention; 
Demilitarisation 
and peacebuilding; 
Post-Conflict 
Reconstruction; 
Restructuring of 
Security Sector; 
State Building 

Aim of Reform 
Measures 

Economic Growth 
and Sustainable 
Development 

Effective Democratic 
Consolidation  

Transition from 
Conflict to Peace 

Sources: Adapted from Hänggi, 2004: 10  
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This study will consider SSR within the context of post-authoritarian states 

where the SSR interest is in strengthening civil society and oversight 

institutions and promoting democratic accountability in security sector 

institutions. 

Civil Society 

In democratic states, the control of the Armed forces and other components 

of the security sector require the effective oversight of the civilian Executive 

and often, the direct involvement of the public. This public involvement role is 

played by Civil Society. Within SSR, Civil Society is included in the 

framework for monitoring the security sector. The Civil Society comprises a 

broad range of civilian groups and associations including media 

organisations, academics, researchers, women’s groups, professional 

associations and non-governmental policy think tanks and experts. In 

authoritarian states, Civil Society tends to be weak, totally missing or 

operating underground. In the post-authoritarian context, the focus of SSR 

measures includes the resuscitation and promotion of Civil Society and 

fostering healthier civil-military partnership.  According to Ball and Fayemi, 

Civil Society groups are valuable for acting as watchdogs and contributing to 

discussions and debates on the performance of the security sector (2004). 

This may include matters to do with defence policies, defence expenditures 

and the size structure and deployment of the armed forces (Ball and Kayode, 

2004).  
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Oversight Institutions 

In authoritarian regimes, the state is controlled by the military or one ruling 

group supported by the military who dictates government policy. Oversight 

institutions are in such situations non-existent or lacking in authority. 

Following democratic transition oversight institutions often need to be either 

strengthened or reconstructed. To this end, the focus of SSR assistance is to 

support civilian authorities in the development of oversight policies, 

institutions and mechanisms. SSR principles require that civilians are drivers 

of key policy formulation and decision-making processes that relate to the 

security sector. SSR advocates that civilians occupy key positions within the 

security sector such as the Office of the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 

Forces, the Minister of Defence, and the Head of Intelligence Services. 

Within the SSR framework, all core security sector actors (see below) are 

expected to be accountable to elected civilian leaders and show due regard 

for domestic and international laws and democratic principles. The 

framework further advocates, in the post-authoritarian setting, that 

mechanisms for monitoring and sanctioning security sectors agents and 

actors who violate these principles are put in place (Ball, 2000).   

SSR promotes the view that the processes for the development and 

implementation of defence policies should be transparent. To this end the 

Executive should be included in defence policy formulation, implementation 

and review processes. Information pertaining to budgets and plans for the 

security sector should be made available for public scrutiny as the need 

arises (Ball, 2000). The Executive should also put measures in place to  
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ensure that budgeting and accounting processes of security sector 

institutions are managed in a disciplined manner (Ball, 2002).  

Security Sector Institutions 

In the SSR paradigm security sector institutions are grouped into four 

categories: core security actors, security management and oversight bodies, 

justice and law enforcement institutions and non-statutory security forces. 

Below is a list of security sector institutions based on the SSR framework. 

Table 2.3 
Components of the Security Sector 

 

Core Security Actors 

 

Armed Forces, Police, Paramilitary Forces, 

Gendarmeries, Presidential Guards, 

Intelligence and Security Services (Both 

Military and Civilian); Coast Guards, Border 

Guards, Customs Authorities Reserve or 

Local Security Units (Civil Defence Forces, 

National Guards, Militias). 

Security Management 

and 

Oversight Bodies 

 

The Executive, National Security Advisory 

Bodies, Legislature and Legislative Select 

Committees, Ministries of Defence, Internal 

Affairs, Foreign Affairs; Customary and 

Traditional Authorities, Financial 

Management Bodies (Finance Ministries, 

Budget Offices, Financial Audit & Planning 

Units); and Civil Society Organisations 

(Civilian Review Boards and Public 

Complaints Commissions). 

Justice and Law 

Enforcement 

Institutions 

 

Judiciary, Justice Ministries, Prisons, 

Criminal Investigation and Prosecution 

Services, Human Rights Commissions and Ombudsmen; 

Customary and Traditional Justice Systems. 

Non-Statutory 

Security 

Forces 

 

Liberation Armies, Guerrilla Armies, 

Private Bodyguard Units, Private Security 

Companies, Political Party Militias. 

Source- Department for International Development (DFID), 2002 and Brszoska, 2002: 8  
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Due to their heavy reliance on repressive practices, security sector 

institutions tend to be fully engaged in authoritarian states. Consequently, in 

the post-authoritarian context, they tend to be the prime target for reform.  

Often the most dramatic changes in security sector institutions following 

democratic transition occurs within the Armed Forces. In this regard, SSR 

objectives in post-authoritarian states include the reorientation of the Armed 

Forces to provide democratic support to civilian leaders and show respect for 

civilian institutions; reorientation of military personnel to respect the rights of 

citizenry; the minimisation of military budgets and transparency in the military 

budgeting process; re-focusing military objectives and doctrine; 

professionalization of the military in such areas as internal democratisation, 

skill development training and equipment modernisation (Brzoska, 2000). 

Nathan identifies six SSR principles that relate specifically to the military in 

this context (2000): 

Division of Responsibility – This principle refers to the non-interchangeability 

of roles between soldier and politician.  The Armed Forces are to avoid all 

activities that may lead them to active involvement in politics, whether this is 

by the takeover of power from civilian authorities or the instrumental use of 

military personnel in the political process by military leaders, government or 

opposition groups.  

Legality – The functions of the Armed Forces must be rooted in the 

Constitution and military personnel are to conduct all operations within the 

framework of the law.  
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Neutrality – Armed Forces must avoid promoting or obstructing the interests 

of any political party or group over another whether they are in office or in 

opposition.  

Accountability – Armed Forces must uphold the principle of accountability to 

elected civil authority.  

Transparency – Armed Forces must balance the need to safeguard sensitive 

defence information with the responsibility to provide the Executive and the 

public with information necessary for them to exercise effective oversight.  

Respect for Human Rights – In all forms of military deployment, military 

personnel are to show due regard for citizen’s rights in line with domestic 

laws, international humanitarian law and the laws of war. 

 

These goals point to ways in which the military can contribute meaningfully to 

the quality of civil-military relations. They are also indicative of how the SSR 

agenda, with inherently progressive objectives, acquired broad appeal as a 

systemic and adaptive framework. The people-oriented reform objectives as 

advocated by SSR can reasonably be expected to better reflect public and 

community perceptions of threat (Williams, 2007). However, although there is 

general acceptance within SSR that the responsibility for effective security-

sector governance ultimately rest with local actors, it has nonetheless been 

criticised for being an externally derived prescriptive (Chuter, 2006; Nathan, 

2007 and Nathan, 2008).   
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It has also been suggested, with regards to the military, that SSR does not 

differ significantly from the civil-military relations theoretical position as put 

forward by Huntington. For David Chuter (2009: 2), SSR theorising palpably 

reflects the influence of the fear-of-the military/control-of-the-military literature 

associated with traditional civil-military relations theorists. He cites, as an 

example Michael Brzoska’s description of the aim of SSR which borrows 

heavily from Huntington’s vocabulary: 

 …to create armed, uniformed forces which are functionally 

differentiated, professional forces under objective and 

subjective political control, at the lowest functional level of 

resource use (Brzoska, 2000: 9).  

Chuter suggests that the collective of non-military security sector agencies 

and institutions as reflected in the SSR model still leaves a ‘civilians versus 

military’ scale with its implicit polarity as does the classical civil-military 

relations model (2009: 6). It should however be noted that the SSR 

paradigm’s focus is on ‘democratic’ control of the military which has a 

broader scope in terms of how security is defined and the way security sector 

agencies, state and non-state, interact than is suggested by Huntington’s 

concept of control (Ruland and Manea, 2013: 4).  

Since its introduction, the SSR agenda has assisted the peacebuilding, state-

building and development initiatives of various government and non-

governmental organisations across the world. In Chile, the SSR process has 

been applied to good effect in restructuring the criminal justice system (Muna, 

2008: 241). In post-authoritarian Indonesia SSR has contributed to far   
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reaching reform measures in the Armed Forces, oversight bodies and Civil 

Society (Beckitt, 2007: 4; Scarpello, 2014: 134). Again, in Afghanistan, SSR 

principles have been applied to good effect in some of the reform 

programmes involving the Afghan National Army and the country’s police 

services (Howk, 2009).   SSR’s security sector governance principles have 

also been applied in many parts of Africa in the post-authoritarian, post-

conflict, peacebuilding, state-building contexts. The SSR contributions in 

meeting the challenges of military professionalism and civil-military relations 

in Africa will be considered in the next section.  

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations in Africa 

Despite sizeable military budgets, multiple reform efforts and extensive 

military assistance programmes, unprofessional behaviour amongst African 

military forces remains a persistent problem for civil-military relations on the 

continent. Many of Africa’s security forces have themselves been the main 

sources of insecurity for ordinary citizens in their countries (Aronson, 2013: 

24). Frequent domestic deployment of the military has promoted impunity 

and politicisation within the ranks of many of Africa’s military forces leading 

to widespread militarism and human rights violations (Head and Mann, 

2016). The public in turn, in many cases, also resort to violence to resolve 

grievances and conflicts. In several states this leads to a proliferation of 

small arms and light weapons (SALW) and, by default, a loss of the military’s 

presumed monopoly of the use of force. Whilst having defence systems 

designed to deter external threats, the security of many African countries is 

threatened mostly by insurgency and crisis in the domestic environment.   
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Military responses to such threats has all too often been ham-fisted and have 

on various occasions, unduly targeted civilians.  In South Sudan’s post-

Independence Civil War military forces brutally murdered civilians, including 

the elderly and children, and systematically raped women especially in the 

country’s Unity State (Amnesty International, 2018; Miles and Dumo, 2019). 

Even in the absence of open hostilities, military forces in countries like 

Angola, Botswana, Chad, Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, 

Mauritania, Nigeria, Togo and Zambia continue to use excessive violence, 

fear and intimidation when dealing with civilians. Despite the vast differences 

in intensity and scale of Africa’s conflicts most of them involve gross human 

rights violations and violations of international humanitarian law committed 

by members of the armed forces and their proxies. 

 There are multiple explanations for the hardiness of this professionalism 

deficit amongst African forces. To a certain extent, one explanation has to do 

with the legacy of colonialism. Most African forces emerged from colonial 

armies. Largely involved in counterinsurgency and policing, many African 

soldiers were more exposed to the internal politics of the colonial state than 

bona fide local politicians. In this, they were subject to the duality that 

characterised colonial violence as ‘good’ and anti-colonial violence as ‘evil’ 

(Falola, 2009: xvii). Predictably, getting the military to respect and abide by 

the principle of military subordination to civilian oversight after Independence 

became problematic with civilians having oversight of the former colonial 

forces, (Shiyanbande, 2000). A second legacy relates to the Cold War period 

during which the political ascendancy of the military in Africa became 

incontrovertible. African military forces were portrayed as modernizers and   



78 

 

as de facto bulwarks against social disorder, notably, against the spectre of 

communism (Lefever, 1970: 28; Edmonds; 1988 Abrahamsen, 2018: 22). 

The Communist bloc on the other hand having successfully sold Marxist 

ideology to countries like Angola, Mozambique, Tanzania and Ethiopia, 

promoted the development of their military forces over other government 

institutions. Due to the overtures of rivalling superpowers many members of 

Africa’s military forces acquired more international exposure and awareness 

of their strategic power than their local politicians. This easily engendered a 

sense of superiority and entitlement amongst members of the armed forces 

relative to their civilian counterparts. The combined legacy of colonialism and 

the Cold War led to the creation of military forces that were very politically 

aware and who, in many cases, became politically active. One commentator 

even suggested that during this period, Western elite military academies 

were outperforming the elite universities in producing African leaders (First, 

1970: 3).  

The third legacy comes from the era of Civil Wars and authoritarian rule on 

the continent during which many military leaders who began as freedom 

fighters or modernisers became military dictators.  Conflict and 

authoritarianism stymied the development of the rule of law and fostered 

militarisation. The military uniform came to symbolise patriotism or 

repression with both having the effect of promoting a sense of superiority 

amongst military personnel relative to their civilian populations. Further, 

despite the inherent organisational advantages the military has over the rest 

of society, the military’s identity in Africa has not been sufficiently stable to   
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keep it from being used instrumentally to promote the agendas of its own 

charismatic leaders or those of primordial identities in its environment. 

Pluralism and the Stability of Military Professional Identity 

Most African states have a pluralist heritage that features the contestation of 

multiple cultural, ethnic and religious identities.  These have the capacity to 

influence the military’s adherence to its professed values and tend to 

compound pre-existing tensions across and within, military and civilian 

domains. Africa’s military forces have responded differently to ethno-religious 

pluralism which has been the basis of most conflicts on the continent. Whilst 

in Uganda, Kenya and Nigeria ethno-political contestations led to ethnically 

driven coups d’état and civil wars, in Guinea and Tanzania on the other 

hand, with equally deep ethno-political contestations, such conflicts have 

been relatively well-contained (Aminzade, 2013: 125; Bah, 2015:28).  Daniel 

Zirker suggests that in cases where political restraint has been demonstrated 

by the military, the establishment has purposively adjusted its identity and 

mission to be more effective in dealing with such contestations and, be more 

emphatically regarded as a source of order (2015: x). For this, such forces 

have needed to effectively manage diversity within their own ranks through 

their recruitment and promotions policies and forge stable professional 

identities of their own.  

In many African states, the ethnic based colonial pattern of military 

recruitment laid foundations for the domination of some ethnic groups in the 

armed forces and this has continued for a considerable period after their 

independence (Howe, 2001: 29). Kandeh gives the examples of the Krahns 

in Samuel Doe’s Liberian army, the Kabre’s in Gnasingbe Eyadema’s   
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Togolese army, and the Baoules in Felix Houphet Boigny’s Ivorian army 

(2004: 156). This pattern contributed to the maintenance of patron–client 

relationships between military personnel and politicians and to the 

politicisation of the military. Lieutenant Colonel Ignatius Acheampong who 

overthrew the Busia regime in 1972, cited ethnic factionalism as one of the 

primary motives for his coup d’état. In doing so, he referred to the ethno-

political civil war in neighbouring Nigeria that resulted in unprecedented 

casualty levels, which had ended barely two years earlier. He said: 

I watched the seed of tribal conflict being slowly sown by the 

actions of the Busia regime and with the blood of millions of our 

Nigerian brothers to warn us I acted to nip the threat in the bud. 

            (Acheampong quoted in Smock and Smock, 1975: 249) 

Kandeh suggests that the over-representation of one single group should as 

far as possible, be avoided in highly diversified forces (2004: 156). To 

safeguard functionality and efficacy, Enloe also suggests that military 

organisations in multi-ethnic states should, as far as possible, reflect within 

their ranks, the numerical proportions of the various groupings as they are 

represented in the larger society (Enloe, 1980: 219).  

To forge strong and stable identities of their own, or quasi-identities, to use 

Zirker’s terminology, military forces in poly-ethnic states also need to 

systematically dissociate themselves from all pre-existing ethnic attachments 

(2015: xiii). In Tanzania under Julius Nyerere, efforts to forge a unifying and 

distinct identity for the Tanzanian People’s Defence Force (TPDF) led to the 

introduction of Kiswhaili as the language of command before it became the   
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national language (Zirker, 2015:63). After taking power in Ghana, 

Acheampong sought to curtail overt manifestations of ethnic identity and 

attempted to balance the military ethnically. His regime advocated a ban of 

the requirement to declare ethnic origin in government documents, the use of 

ethnic-specific surnames and the practice of some ethnic groups to self-

identify using facial markings (Brown, 1982: 60; Chazan, 1982: 464-465). 

Zirker does not refer directly to religious identity as one that needs to be 

effectively managed when forging a professional quasi-identity in ethno-

pluralist states. He does point to attempts by Turkey’s Mustafa Kemal 

Attatturk in the early 1920s, to break his soldiers’ ties to religious orders 

whilst trying to modernise the force, as an example of an early attempt to 

forge a quasi-identity (Zirker, 2015: xiv). It has been suggested that in multi-

ethnic states that are not committed to ethno-religious pluralism, the 

protection of minority rights and democratic principles, easily foment ethno-

religious conflict (Ganguly, 2006). In his study of religious violence in India, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh, Ganguly points out that politicians readily appeal 

to sectarian sentiments when needed, to bolster flagging ratings in the polls 

(2006). According to Fox, religious wars account for sixty-two per cent of all 

conflicts (2008).  This includes the second Sudanese War (1983-2005), 

which was at various points described as a war between Arabs and Blacks 

and Muslims and Non-Muslims. Since 2000, several clashes in the Northern 

part of Nigeria have been between religious groups (McCauley, 2017: 4). 

What moral or ethical dilemmas face soldiers with the same or opposite 

faiths to that of the insurgents they are confronting where such faiths are 

worn on their sleeves? This question is posed to highlight the complexity and   
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multi-faceted nature of the subject of military professionalism in pluralist 

states. In response to this challenge, in many multi-ethnic armies much effort 

goes into how squad members are selected before units are deployed into 

missions. Crucially, it is important to note that the need for such precautions 

will be minimised where military forces promote neutral identities in addition 

to political neutrality. In the post-Cold War era, there is consensus, even 

within the military, that keeping the military out of politics is good for its 

professionalism. Whilst, the logic of quasi-identities, as a tool for keeping 

politics out of the military in pluralist countries is unquestionable, forging such 

an identity remains an immense task for most African forces.  The era of 

military rule and authoritarianism bequeathed military elites whose identities 

are more purposefully aligned with civilian elites in the quest for the state’s 

resources. Corruption and patrimonialism, endemic in African politics often 

translated into the erosion of lauded military professional values such as 

discipline, honesty, integrity and selfless-service. 

 

Corruption and Patrimonialism 

In the post-Cold War era members of the armed forces in Africa have freely 

indulged in looting and profiteering during war, and in peace time, at the 

communal or street level and at the level of their country’s treasury funds. To 

the nation’s embarrassment, in 2013, following a counter-terrorism mission, 

some members of the Kenyan Defence Forces were filmed looting at the 

Westgate Shopping mall during a siege (Pflanz, 2013).   Nigerian troops 

serving as part of ECOMOG peacekeeping mission in Liberia between 1990 

and 1997 were so identified with looting that Liberians adapted the force’s   



83 

 

 

acronym to read Every Moving Car or Object Gone (Tuck, 2000; Gberie, 

2003). 15  Between 1997 and 1998, kickbacks and profiteering by cliques 

involving senior Ugandan military officers grossly overvalued military 

hardware purchases unduly costing the Ugandan taxpayer millions of dollars 

(Tangri and Mwenda, 2013: 71).  

Several of Africa’s military personnel and government officials regularly 

augment their wealth through corrupt practices: kickbacks, bribery, blackmail, 

extortion and proxy ownership. Zaire’s General Mobutu Sese Seko and 

Nigeria’s General Sani Abacha are two of Africa’s most corrupt military 

leaders who were reported to have regularly made huge transfers of funds 

from the national budget to their private coffers (Majeed and MacDonald, 

2010). Whilst the commonly declared aim of military intervention is to 

cleanse the political system of corruption and restore integrity to public 

service, this goal is seldom achieved (Blundo, 2006: 52). In their cross-

sectional study of thirty-five countries between 1984 and 2007, Majeed and 

MacDonald found a strong correlation between the military in politics and 

high levels of corruption (2010). Corruption, for the purposes of this thesis, is 

defined as “the misuse of entrusted power for private gain” (Transparency 

International, 2006).  

  

 
15 Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group 
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Hierarchism, which is inherent within the military, promotes absolutism so 

that in political office, military dictators easily acquire patrimonialist 

tendencies. Patrimonialism describes a situation of personal rule in which the 

ruler and those to whom he has delegated his authority, do not regard the 

boundaries between public and private estates in the way they exercise such 

authority. Weber, in his sociology of domination, identified the ‘patrimonial’ 

mode of exercising authority which he approximated to the patriarchal, 

personalized style of control commonly associated with the head of 

household in a family context (1978). He associated this ideal type, with early 

European feudal and monarchical societies, which were legitimated and 

restrained simply by tradition (Weber, 1978: 1011, 1020).  Weber also 

contrasted the patrimonial authority with the rational-legal authority 

associated with the modern bureaucratic state (Weber, 1947). The distinction 

between the two ideal types is illustrated in Table 2.5 below.  

For post-authoritarian states, often the challenge for reform is how to change 

the orientation and expectation of security forces and society away from the 

more personalised patrimonial systems to Weber’s more objective and 

meritocratic   rational-legal model. 
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Table 2.5  
Weberian Administrative Systems 

Patrimonial Rational-legal Bureaucratic 

• Administrators are recruited and promoted 

on personalised rather than meritocratic 

grounds 

• Administrators are recruited and promoted 

based on merit and expertise 

• Administrators may be summarily 

dismissed without reason 

• Administrators can only be dismissed if 

good cause is established 

• The hierarchy is not dependent on 

specialization or output levels or standards, 

reporting lines are variable. 

• Hierarchy is based on clear reporting lines, 

division of labour is unambiguous, output 

and productivity are subject to pre-

determined standards 

• Important orders may be given verbally • Important orders are put in writing 

• Public and private realms are blurred • Clear lines of demarcation between public 

and private realms 

• Administrators can supplement their 

incomes with bribes and kickbacks 

• Administrators can only supplement their 

income by means that are officially and 

formally sanctioned  

• System is decentralised with wide scope for 

administrator discretion on the job  

• System is centralised with limited scope for 

administrator discretion on the job 

• Administrators’ actions are arbitrary, 

subjective and based on ad hoc procedures 

• Administrators’ actions are predictable, 

objective and based on uniform procedures 

• Rules are applied with partiality and some 

citizens receive preferential treatment 

• Rules are applied with neutrality and some 

citizens receive equal treatment 

• Verbal agreements may be used in 

state/government procurement and sales 

 

• State/government procurement and sales 

are based on binding legal contracts 

 

Levitsky and Way suggest that authoritarian rule necessarily relies on 

institutionalized corruption, patronage and proxy-ownership networks (2010: 

28). In such networks, preferential treatment, ‘string pulling’ favouritism, 

bribes, extortion, clientelism are the norm.  
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In the Niger Republic, General Seyni Kountche’s regime (1974-1987), 

launched reform measures to end the ‘commercialisation’ of public service. 

The campaign was targeted at junior administrators whose conformity was 

forced through the repressive tactics of the President’s security apparatus. 

Senior military and administrative officers on the other hand, were allowed to 

indulge in illicit transactions (Blundo, 2006: 52-3). Malawi’s President for Life, 

Hastings Kamuzu Banda (1898 – 1997) forced a certain level of probity on 

the country’s public servants with the use of a highly repressive security 

apparatus (Anders, 2005).  In Uganda, President Yoweri Museveni’s more 

than thirty-year rule introduced various reform measures targeted at public 

institutions. Yet, contravening the ethos of the reforms, the President has 

himself been known to use his powers of patronage to gratify ethnic, religious 

and other groups, including the military (Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith, 2002). In 

the Weberian continuum, most African leaders, by occupying and exercising 

power through a public office embedded within a government structure, fit 

the rational-legal bureaucratic model. Yet, many such leaders operate as 

patrimonialists working with a retinue of clients, for the furtherance of their 

private interests often at the expense of public goals. The combination of 

patrimonialist and rational-legal bureaucratic styles of authority is known as 

neo-patrimonialism (Bratton and van de Walle, 1994: 458). Jean-Francois 

Medard who first applied the term to African states noted that whilst the 

demarcation between ‘the public’ and ‘the private’ is often widely 

acknowledged officially, in practice they cease to exist (Medard, 1979:68). 

According to Bach:  
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Devoid of legitimizing ideology, the ruler owes his ability to 

remain in power to his capacity for transforming his 

monopolistic control over the state into a source of 

opportunities for family, friends and clients (2012: 27) 

It has been suggested that the term neo-patrimonialism makes it possible to 

engage collectively with various normative and albeit, tentative explanations 

put forward by scholars seeking to understand Africa’s complex pattern of 

political administration. This includes the salience of corruption and such 

issues as big-manism, god-fatherism, nepotism, kleptocracy, clientelism, 

prebendalism and tribalism (Blundo, 2006: 27). In this regard, the term has 

controversially, been widely adopted to describe the nature of African politics 

either as an abstraction or deviation from the western model of politics or as 

part of a generic template for the continent. A recurrent question has been  

whether the trajectory of neo-patrimonialism will safeguard the ability of state 

institutions to function as they are intended (Medard, 2003). In this regard, 

Medard, identifies two forms of neo-patrimonialism distinguished by the 

extent to which they deviate from the rational-legal bureaucratic ideal type. In 

the regulated form of neo-patrimonialism, patrimonialist distribution of 

resources and prebends is measured and designed to even out anomalies 

arising out of the structural complexity of the state and their concomitant fault 

lines. Bach cites the example Kenya’s Jomo Kenyatta who used a regulated 

form of patrimonialism to mediate between contradictory political imperatives 

of mainstream groups and incorporate the periphery (2012: 29). In the 

predatory form of patrimonialism, state resources are distributed wantonly on   
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the basis of allegiance or affinity to the ruler. Significantly, because predatory 

neo-patrimonialist consumption of state resources is not measured, it can 

potentially lead to state failure by overwhelming the productive capacity of 

state institutions (Bach, 2012: 30). In authoritarian regimes, the professional 

character of the military is often eclipsed by the politics of the ruling class or 

military junta. Africa’s military leaders, whether supporting autocratic rule or 

serving as military dictators, acquire ‘patrimony’ for themselves which they 

freely distribute. In one curious example, Gambia’s President, Lieutenant 

Yahya Jammeh, had the habit of throwing biscuits and money to crowds as 

he sped past them in his motorcade whilst visiting various parts of the 

country (Roin and Danielsen, 2018).  

It is debatable whether, given the pervasiveness of neo-patrimonialism in 

African society at large; the military is able, as a measure of its 

professionalism or sense of corporateness, to insulate its ranks from the 

rapaciousness of predatory neo-patrimonialism. According to General Sir 

John Hackett  

“What a society gets in its armed service is exactly what it asks 

for, no more and no less. What it asks for tends to be a 

reflection of what it is. When a country looks at its fighting 

forces, it is looking in a mirror; the mirror is a true one and the 

face that it sees will be its own.” 

(Quoted in Moten, 2014: 376) 

Whilst the military may reflect attributes of its parent society, to do so  

  



89 

 

perfectly would be to undermine its professionalism. As part of the apparatus 

of authoritarianism and the neo-patrimonial state in Africa, adapting the 

professional outlook of the continent’s military institutions to democratic 

transition represents a significant challenge. Reforming the military and other 

security sector institutions to provide democratic support is thus inevitably a 

slow process. In some cases, the primary actors and agents of authoritarian 

rule, both civilian and military have sought to adapt democratic processes so 

that they interfere minimally or, operate concurrently with, pre-existing neo-

patrimonialist structures. Diamond queried the notion that the conduct of 

elections in post-authoritarian states implies that they have somehow 

become democratic. He notes that often in such states, despite the regular 

conduct of multi-party elections, other central aspects of democracy, such as 

a generative civil society, citizen’s rights, the rule of law and good 

governance, either lag or remains underdeveloped (2002: 22).  Referred to 

as partially free or hybrid regimes such states include: Egypt, Pakistan, 

Nigeria, Central African Republic and Zimbabwe (Morlino, 2009: 284).   

Authoritarianism, as noted above, tends to produce a class of powerful and 

wealthy military officers who, in retirement, embark on or sponsor political 

careers. Prominent examples include: Egypt’s Field Marshall Abdel Fattah el 

Sisi, Sudan’s Field Marshall Omar Hassan al Bashir, Equatorial Guinea’s 

Brigadier General T.O.N Mbasogo and Nigerian Generals, Olusegun 

Obasanjo and Muhammadu Buhari.  

Although so called retired generals are not able to represent the military  
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institution, they are part of the military class and, in politics, are able to 

influence the military establishment and civil-military relations (Adekanye, 

1999; Siddiqa-Agha, 2007; Abul-Magd, 2017).  Themner suggests that in 

politics, ex-military leaders may continue in the military style to which they 

are accustomed which incorporates the use of violence and fear or 

demonstrate a commitment to democratic principles (2017: 7). Whilst some 

critics have raised concerns about the undue influence of retired military 

personnel in African politics, typically they tend to work in tandem with 

civilian elites in pursuing, political, class, ethno-nationalist, ethno-regional, 

religious or other partisan agendas (Diamond, 2002; Morlino, 2009; 

Themner, 2017).  

Neo-patrimonialism and the fluidity of military identity in Africa remain one of 

the major challenges facing the development of military professionalism on 

the continent.  Others are: how to develop appropriate reform strategies, 

engendering military commitment to civil-military relations; and how to secure 

the comprehensive engagement of military personnel themselves in 

promoting military professionalism and civil-military relations in Africa. 

The Challenges of Military Professionalism and Civil-Military 

Relations in Africa 

Most African forces tend to mimic their Western counterparts in structure, 

institutional culture and doctrine (Williams, 2000:24; Farrell, 2001:67). 

Besides turning to the West for most of their training and equipment supply 

since Second World War, African forces have benefited from donor  
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assistance programmes worth billions of dollars. Yet, they do not reflect 

Western standards in their record of human rights violations, corruption and 

their propensity for seeking political power. Several explanations have been 

put forward for this contrast including differences in professional values, the 

strength of oversight structures and the stability of the military’s professional 

identity. In the context of civil-military relations, it has also been suggested 

that differences in levels of professionalism between African and Western 

forces, can be attributed to a tendency to overlook the promotion and 

transfer of military norms and values (Elaigwu, 2013: 83). According to Hills, 

when norms and values feature in military assistance programmes, more 

attention tends to be paid to the way they are transmitted rather than how 

they are received. She suggests that in most cases, projects that seek to 

transfer skills through technical assistance and equipment supply tend to be 

better received than those that focus on promoting values (2012: 742). To 

this end, recent SSR programs in Africa have incorporated the development 

of military values and oversight mechanisms. In Burundi for example, an 

SSR collaboration with the Netherlands sought to promote the accountability 

of security sector institutions to civilian authorities; professionalism in security 

services and measures for better management of public expenditure (Ball, 

2014). In post-conflict Liberia, the US government, using SSR principles has 

assisted in the training and development of security sector institutions and 

the establishment of the rule of law (Whitmer, 2011). Similarly, in Sierra 

Leone, UK-led SSR programmes have been so effective that the results are 

sometimes referred to as security sector transformation. Reform strategies,  
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having been applied to good effect amongst security providers, notably the 

Sierra Leone Police (SLP) and the Republic of Sierra Leone Armed Forces 

(RSLAF) have thereafter been targeted at civilian oversight institutions (Horn, 

Olonisakin and Peake: 2006; Bangura, 2017). In varying degrees of success, 

countries like Ghana, Uganda, Sierra Leone, South Sudan and Nigeria have 

adopted SSR measures aimed at delivering professional, transparent and 

democratically accountable security forces.  

The SSR agenda has not been without its critics, being largely donor-driven, 

it has been seen as a mainly Western-centric approach. According to Eboe 

Hutchful (2013) the SSR agenda gives the impression that it is the; latest 

magic potion from the North here solve all your problems. Martin Rupiya 

whilst acknowledging the value of SSR suggests that making positive change 

must not be seen as external intrusion adding nonetheless that we have to 

begin to grow our own timber (2016). Whilst local engagement and local 

ownership are now prioritised in many SSR programmes, African regional 

organisations such ECOWAS and the African Union (AU) have also 

developed their own policy frameworks for security sector governance and 

reform. The ECOWAS Security Sector Governance Concept and Action Plan 

include the adoption of a West Africa Code of Conduct for Armed Forces and 

Security Services as one of its core principles (ECOWAS, 2016: 10).  In the 

AU’s SSR policy framework is a commitment to enhancing democratic 

control and oversight mechanisms amongst member states (African Union, 

2008: 17). 
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It requires that amongst its members:  

The Executive will also ensure that the security sector adhere 

to, and implement their mandates, roles and functions and 

have the necessary operational resources, in a manner that 

promotes human security (African Union, 2008:18). 

Despite the development of African SSR architecture and the fact that intra-

African SSR collaborations are starting to grow on the continent, one primary 

obstacle to SSR concerns the willingness of African political leaders 

themselves to embrace the principles of SSR.  To quote Hutchful: 

African governments, in spite of their weak security capacities, 

can actually protect everybody but they choose not to. So, 

security sector reform is in this respect beside the point. It is 

[ultimately] a problem of local will and the problem of 

governance (2013). 

According to this view, considering that the security of their citizens is one of 

the primary responsibilities of states, the will of African leaders themselves to 

comprehensively address the security needs of their citizens needs to be 

interrogated. How are they motivated to provide security? What factors 

influence their decisions about how or when and for whom security provision 

is a priority?  Further, given the fluidity of power relations in African politics, 

to what degree do African leaders have the capacity to exercise effective 

oversight of the military and other security institutions? In this regard the 

weakness of oversight structures in Africa continues to be a challenge to  
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successful security sector reform on the continent.  

Standards of professionalism maintained by military personnel depend on 

their individual journeys within the profession, their understanding of military 

professionalism and how they interpret and apply these when making 

professional judgements. Hence, military professionalism is often, ultimately 

a matter of the judgement of the professional. However, the perspective of 

the individual soldier or officer in Africa about professionalism is an area that 

is under-researched and largely misunderstood. The glaring void in efforts to 

professionalise the military in Africa, is in a sense again, one of local 

ownership. That is, the ownership of the essence and purpose of military 

professionalism by the military itself. Professionalising the armed forces in 

Africa, when couched in terms of government reform measures or in the 

language of international development, still in many ways, represents a top-

down approach to a matter that most members, at least senior members, of 

the military take very seriously and even personally. On the subject of 

professionalism, a Nigerian officer’s considered response to military 

assistance led by US military consultants was ‘Who are you to tell me that I 

am not a professional?’ 

Empirical studies focused on considerations about military and civilian values 

systems and perceptions of professionalism have been relatively few and 

spasmodic. In the US, examples include: John Moellering’s, Future Civil-

Military Relations: The Army Turns Inward? which considered the impact of 

the Vietnam War on perceptions of the military professional and civil-military 
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 relations (1973); Bachman and Blair’s, Soldiers, Sailors and Civilians: The 

"Military Mind" and the All-Volunteer Force which examined value 

preferences and perceptions about the military using US military and civilian 

samples (1975). In 2011, after nine years of conflict, the US army 

commissioned a series of surveys investigating the stability of professional 

identity amongst officers and soldiers and, their commitment to upholding 

core army values and principles (Duncan, 2012: 159).  The survey poses 

approximately 180 questions to over 20,000 military and civilian leaders. In 

2012, seventy-seven percent of these said; ‘It is important to me that I am 

referred to as a professional’. Seventy-five percent said that it was important 

to them that the Army is seen as a profession (CASAL, 2012). The themes 

emerging from these studies centre on civilian vs military value systems; 

military ethics and behaviour; and military professional perceptions of 

society, the military institution and the military profession. 

Although, with nearly 250 years of civil-military relations history, the US 

experience does not offer a valid comparison, there is a dearth of empirical 

work focused on military professionalism and civil-military relations in Africa.  

Whilst this is starting to change, research work into military professionalism 

in Africa is remains limited. Much of the available literature has lacked 

empirical grounding and has followed a historical approach and are 

differentiated only by their choices of chronological clusters (Adekanye, 1999 

and 2005; Amuwo et al, 2001; Jega 2007).  Consequently, although they 

contribute to an understanding of how military and civilian spheres interact,  
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they do not provide much insight into how they work individually or what 

informs the choices they make. Emile Ouédraogo’s Advancing Military 

Professionalism in Africa which focused on the challenges of advancing 

military professionalism in Africa represents the changing tide although it 

lacks empirical grounding (2014). Equally, in his The Soldier and the State in 

the Congo Crisis: The Unprofessional Legacy of the National Congolese 

Army, Thomas Barron investigated military professionalism in the Congolese 

Army under Mobutu Sese Seko. In his analysis of military intervention, he 

draws heavily on Samuel Huntington’s definition of military professionalism. 

Barron suggests, as this study does, that in addition to structural and 

functional aspects, behavioural factors are also central to understanding the 

actions of the military in a civil-military relations context (2013). 

Empirical work on the military in Africa have tended to focus on neo-

patrimonialism, the character profile and motivations of coup plotters and 

mutineers, or on the individual of group contribution of military personnel to 

wars. These include the South African studies by Cock and McKenzie on the 

defence sector and economic resources (1998) and Dwyer’s study of former 

mutineers in Sierra Leone, Burkina Faso, and the Gambia (2018). In Ruland 

et al’s (2013) volume about military reform in Indonesia and Nigeria, they 

identify only a handful of studies in which intra-military discourses are used 

to move analyses beyond the purely historical. However, none of these 

studies was based on Nigerian case studies. One exception is Adeakin’s 

study, Military Identity in Nigeria, which relied on interviews with serving and  
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retired military officers in exploring the prospect of military adopting its own 

quasi-identity to enable it to protect itself from ‘destructive social forces’ and 

help it compete effectively for resources (2015). It was found that whilst  

respondents viewed the adoption of a quasi-identity as imperative, the 

military establishment was distracted by the complexities of dealing with 

ethno-religious challenges within its own ranks. Crucially, a high number of 

the officers and troops hail from the northern part of the country where a 

bitter battle against violent extremists, Boko Haram, has been raging since 

2002 (Adeakin, 2015: 47). 

This study with its focus on military perceptions of professionalism and its 

impact on civil-military relations charts a new path for research into the 

military in Africa. Whilst perceptions are susceptible to stereotyping, beliefs, 

expectations and concerns, they are nonetheless critically important 

decision-making variables. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined various understandings of military 

professionalism and civil-military relations from a semantic and theoretical 

standpoint. It sought to establish the epistemological positions available 

within the literature and also, to lay the foundation on which the discussion 

on the Nigerian military contained in the following chapters can be developed. 

The next section is a historical analysis of the Nigerian military’s professional 

development covering its roots as an embryonic colonial counter-insurgency 

force (Chapter 3), its involvement through a series of coups d’état, in military  
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rule (Chapter 4) and, following democratic elections in 1999, its 

subordination to the oversight of civilian authority (Chapter 5).  

Over this period, specific attention is paid to the behavioural patterns and 

level of professionalism associated with the military from a civil-military 

relations standpoint. The next chapter will consider operational and social 

aspects in charting the early growth and development of the Nigerian 

military. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations 

in the Colonial and Post-Colonial Nigerian Military  

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we considered various theoretical positions that 

inform professional standards for military organisations. Professionalism, it 

was suggested, is predicated on three intersubjective attributes, namely: an 

institutional framework through which corporate governance can be delivered, 

a definitive skill set acquired through education and training and a sense of 

social responsibility (Huntington, 1957; Barnes, 2013: 54-5; Mann, 2003: 

193).  The latter, a fundamental aspect of the military’s social value, is 

material to the line of enquiry adopted in this thesis - understanding the 

prevalence of incongruities between the Nigerian military’s professed 

standards of professionalism and those demonstrated by its members in 

civil-military dynamics. As discussed in Chapter 1, for constructivists, 

collective choices, meanings and practices emanate from interactions that 

overtime inform behaviours and identities. Constructivists therefore make 

use of social, cultural and historical factors to construct reality (Wendt, 1992: 

397; Klotz and Lynch, 2007: 7). Accordingly, with the use of historical 

material, in this chapter and the next, we will, examine how the Nigerian 

military’s experience in the pre and post-Colonial period helped shape its 

professionalism, based on its behaviours and identity and the impact this had 

on civil-military relations. For this, the chapter considers aspects of the   
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military’s institutional development, highlighting the influences on its civil-

military relations outlook and crucially, its record in exercising the 

professional attribute of social responsibility. Whilst civil-military relations is a 

multidisciplinary field, it is notable that, within extant literature, there are no 

studies that specifically offer a historical analysis of military professionalism 

and civil-military relations covering this period in Nigeria as these chapters 

do.  These chapters make original contributions to research by reviewing the 

identity and character formation of the Nigerian military and highlighting how 

norms that promote or undermine its professionalism emerged, were 

internalised and sustained.  As a field of study, civil-military relations tends to 

focus excessively on the relationship between the military and the state and 

understates or fails to recognise the contiguous civilian dimension even in 

those environments where the military’s relationship with the civilian 

population is negative.  In this regard, and as a further contribution to 

research, the analysis in these two chapters include the interactions of 

military personnel with the public and not just with the Executive or the State. 

In this way, the chapters promote and help illustrate the salience of a much 

needed recontextualization of civil-military relations. 

This chapter will examine the professional growth of the Nigerian military as 

it developed from a colonial army to the armed forces of an independent 

state.  Over this period the Nigerian military is transformed from a subaltern 

force comprised mainly of junior ranks to rulers of the state. The chapter is 

divided into two parts. The first part will consider the major influences on 

Nigerian military’s professional identity and outlook in the colonial period. It 

will be argued here that the colonial experience skewed power relations   
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between the military and the civilian population and had a latent politicising 

effect on the force.  

The second part will examine the military’s professional development after 

independence from a civil-military relations standpoint. It will show how, the 

military veered from its generic professional path of neutrality and 

subordination to the state, ceased to be subject to civilian control and joined 

the ranks of political armies with grave consequences for civil-military 

relations. It will be argued here that although the military entered the 

independence period with a strong sense of identity, it was not cohesive and 

crucially, was not able to play a neutral and supportive role in the context of 

the unfolding democratic process. 

Professional Development in the Colonial Period 

The first ‘Nigerian’ military unit was established in 1862 by Lieutenant John 

Glover, the Colonial Administrator of Lagos. In the preceding year, Lagos 

had been annexed by the British government and formally became a British 

colony (Smith, 1979: 2).16 The nucleic force was officially referred to as the 

Lagos Constabulary, comprised of ethnic Hausa, it was also commonly 

known as ‘the Hausa militia’ or ‘Glover’s Hausas’ (Falola, 2009 and Genova: 

20; Arnold-Baker, 2001: 1303; Eleazu, 1988: 62). 17  Although the term 

‘Constabulary’   

 
16  The city of Lagos was already a quasi-protectorate. Protectorate status commonly 
safeguarded the interest of the ‘protector’ state and was, in general a precursor to full colony 
status. In international treaties of the period listed protectorates were listed at par with 
colonies (Grewe, 2000: 472-4). 
17 The mainly Muslim Hausa are one of the major ethnic groups based in the northern part of 
Nigeria. It is widely considered that the Hausa and the Fulani were both regarded by the 
British as belonging to the ‘martial races’ (Gordon, 2003: 84; Peters, 1997: 59). These are 
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emphasised the fact that their role was mainly internal and involving policing 

duties, they were organised as military units and operated under the 

command of British army officers (Achike, 1978: 7ff).18  Similar forces were 

also established throughout British West Africa, with varying strengths and 

levels of diversity. With the establishment of the West African Frontier Force 

(WAFF) in 1897, these were all unified under one regional Army command 

led by Colonel Frederick Lugard. In 1914 Lugard amalgamated the Northern 

and Southern protectorates of Nigeria to form one country and at the same 

time set up the Nigeria Regiment of the WAFF (Ajayi, 2018: 94).  

Made up entirely of junior ranks, the Nigeria Regiment of the WAFF could not 

strictly be described as military professionals in the Huntingtonian context 

due to a training and education deficit. However, Huntington’s other two 

criteria for professions; ‘a sense of corporateness and social responsibility, 

can easily be applied to the newly constituted Nigerian force collectively.  

Corporate Identity and Social Responsibility in the Colonial 
Army 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Huntington’s concept of corporateness 

points to how systems for recruitment, training, regimentation, hierarchy and 

administration inform a common sense of identity amongst members of 

forces. In this regard, the Nigeria Regiment was part of a well-established   

 
groups with evidence of military successes in the pre-colonial period. According to Enloe 
(1980: 39), “European colonialists, mostly Christian, seemed to believe that Moslem groups 
in their various colonies were particularly ‘martial’ on the basis of Western Christian historic 
myths about Moslem conquerors and armies of conversion”. 
18 The predominantly British officer corps provided the training through drills, parades and 
instructions in the use of weapons particularly rifles and light military equipment (Killingray, 
1989: 155).   
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military structure initially headquartered in London that gave the soldiers a 

strong sense of belonging to the ‘military profession’ (Peters, 1997: 58).   

The lifestyle of the soldiers also informed their status identity. The military 

uniform which transformed the appearance of the enlisted men was a source 

of prestige and authority for the soldiers. Significantly, the economic security 

they got from regular pay, food and accommodation provided a major boost 

to their sense of status and identity. This becomes even more significant 

considering that majority of the recruits where either brigands or escaped 

slaves. Certainly, relative to their civilian peers, the enlisted men were much 

better off and this in turn contributed to the sense of superiority many 

soldiers exuded.19  

 
The WAFF was from the start a culturally diverse, all-male force. The Nigeria 

Regiment comprised soldiers from major Nigerian ethnic groups; the 

Hausa/Fulani, the Yoruba and Ibo and others such as the Kanuri, Birom, 

Nupe, and Shua (Haywood and Clarke, 1964: 14, 16; Jemibewon, 1998: 4; 

Iliffe, 2005: 209; Omu, 2005:117; Falola, 2009: 21). Ethnically and culturally 

diverse forces predictably present more management challenges compared 

to homogeneous ones (Sigel, 1989: 97).  Two of the management strategies 

employed by British colonial powers to cope with this are noteworthy. The 

first is the adoption of a recruitment policy that favoured, so-called martial 

races, a policy borrowed from the British   

 
19 The initial crop of WAFF soldiers were recruited from fleeing slaves and others, mainly 
outcasts for whom the garrisons represented be safe havens (Haywood and Clarke, 1964: 5; 
Killingray, 1999: 222; Stapleton 2011, 16). 
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experience in India and applied across the British colonial empire.20  In the 

Nigeria Regiment of the WAFF, the martial races were the predominantly 

Muslim Hausa/Fulani group from the Northern region who became heavily 

represented within the force. To further accommodate this group, the Hausa 

language was adopted as acceptable alternative to English, the language of 

command (Jemibewon, 1998: 4; Omu, 2005:117; Ejiogu, 2011: 164). The 

martial race stratified the force and created a divide between the Northern 

soldiers and their Southern colleagues who were less represented in the 

force. The policy had a negative impact on cohesion and dire consequences 

for intra-military relations in the post-independence period.  

The second strategy relates to the ethnic composition of the deployed unit. It 

is summarised in the following comments by the Commander of the WAFF, 

Lord Lugard:  

I am not in favour of tribal companies that lead to quarrels in 
barracks, but battalions or wings of battalions, composed of 
races which have no affinities with the population of the region 
in which they are serving, and even the introduction of an alien 
battalion may be a wise precaution (Lugard, 1965: 577)  

  

 
20 Erstwhile Commander in Chief of the colonial Bengali Army, Lord Roberts explained the 

concept of martial races in the following apposite terms with reference to the Ghurkhas: “In 
the British Army, the superiority of one regiment over another is mainly a matter of training; 
the same courage and military instinct are inherent in English, Scot and Irish alike, but no 
comparison can be made between the martial value of a regiment recruited among the 
Ghurkhas of Nepal and the warlike races of Northern India and of one recruited among the 
effeminate races of the South”.  Lord Roberts quoted by Philip Mason (1974: 374). 
According to Killingray, the idea of martial races was borne out of European ideas of 
masculinity which attributed hardiness to certain types, mainly, pastoralists, grain-eaters, 
horse riders and those that had come under Muslim influence (Killingray, 1999: 222).  
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Lord Lugard describes designed to boost task efficiency by ensuring that 

colonial military units had no ethnic, social or cultural affinities with the 

communities they were deployed to. This disconnectedness undermined the 

degree to which the soldiers were able to exercise a sense of social 

responsibility during missions or restraint in their use of violence.  This 

deployment pattern which continues to the present day and laid the 

foundation for civil-military relations tensions in the longer term.  

Huntington’s (1957: 8-10) concept of social responsibility as an attribute of 

the professions derives from three factors: the profession’s contribution to 

the functioning of society, its monopoly of the service it provides and its 

general character.  It highlights the context through which national forces are 

party to a social contract in which they are chartered by the state and their 

role and function are typically enshrined in the national constitution.  Based 

on this, the military is in turn expected to adhere to their constitutional role, 

show respect for domestic laws and maintain loyalty and accountability to the 

state (Barnes, 2013: 54-55). 

The Nigeria Regiment had the monopoly for the use of force on behalf of the 

colonial administration. Although the force was deployed to fight in the two 

world wars and took part in some counter-insurgency missions outside the 

country, it was mostly deployed within the country confronting or policing the 

local population (von Trotha, 2006: 438; Schmitt, 2005: 13; Peters, 1997: 59; 

Killingray, 1989: 146; Omu, 2005:117). In addition to counter-insurgency 

missions, the soldiers were involved in such duties as guarding prisons, 

protecting colonial officers and installations, and other police   
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functions. These roles had a profound effect on the men and how they were 

regarded by the Nigerian public especially as their effectiveness in carrying 

out their duties was often overshadowed by poor levels of professionalism, 

particularly the lack of discipline (Barnes, 2009: 111). Nigerian military 

historian and constitutional lawyer, Okay Achike (1978: 21), records that the 

soldiers’ moral bearing was always questionable. He cites Major 

Adamolegun’s reference to the practice that earned the troops of the Niger 

Coast Constabulary the title of ‘The Forty Thieves’: 

 […] this was common practice throughout Nigeria – [the practice] of 

commandeering foodstuffs and livestock, as and when necessary, on 

operations (Adamolegun, 1960 cited in Achike, 1978: 21; Miners, 

1971: 29)   

This was compounded by some complacency on the part of their 

commanders. According to van den Berghe, to secure their loyalty, the 

colonial soldiers were sometimes indulged as they oppressed the local 

population. He wrote:   

The loyalty of native troops was also often fostered by granting them 

inexpensive privileges, such as good food and quarters, a colourful 

uniform, a small but regular income in cash and the implicit right to 

molest, pilfer and exploit in a small way the local population, thereby 

reinforcing the already existing antagonisms." (van den Berghe, 1981: 

99). 

It should be noted that that this pattern of exploiting the local population has 

been sustained over the years. Even in modern times, Nigerian soldiers are 

still frequently accused of collecting backhanders for example, when   
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manning checkpoints and at various levels of the military supplies chain 

(Oarhe and Aghedo, 2010:134).  

 

The colonial ‘Nigerian’ soldiers’ reputation was lowest amongst the local 

elites who treated them with contempt. The resentment can be seen in the 

following account of the Lagos Constabulary, published in the West African 

Standard, a bourgeois paper:  

From Ijebu to the further interior, there was one painful cry echoing 

from town to town, from city to city, of the evil deeds of the Lagos 

Constabulary. Goods have been seized from traders; maidens have 

been assaulted, youths have been plundered; men have been 

browbeaten and women have been robbed. Neither the family altar 

nor the family hearth has escaped their daring. Travellers of all ages 

have suffered from their cupidity, avarice, rudeness and effrontery, 

and there has been none to deliver… (Excerpt from the West African 

Standard quoted in Omu, 2005:117) 

The comments made by erstwhile premier of Northern Nigeria, Sir Ahmadu 

Bello in his 1926 autobiography, underlines this perception. He said: 

We did not like the soldiers; they were our own people and had 

conquered us for strangers and had defeated our people on the plain 

just before us (Miners, 1971: 29) 

This polarity between the elites and the soldiers expressed here in the words 

of Sir Ahmadu was essentially a time bomb for future civil-military relations. 

Held against Huntington’s professionalism criteria, the distance between the 

soldiers and the civilian population was yet another factor that stood in the   
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way of the Nigerian military internalising a sense of social responsibility as 

part of its professional development in its early days.  

 

Accountability, Ethics and Professionalism in the Colonial 
Period 

As discussed in the previous chapter the legal framework in which soldiers 

operate largely informs their behaviour during military missions and in the 

way, they relate to the civilian population. The colonial ‘Nigerian’ forces were 

subject to military law and other operational laws applicable within the British 

army. They were further subject to the provisions of customary law, locally 

enacted laws, received English law and to a lesser extent, case law (Achike, 

1978: 29).21 Of the locally enacted laws, the West African Frontier Force 

(Nigeria Regiment) Ordnance, No. 44 of 1916 represented the first 

comprehensive legislation pertaining to the military in Nigeria (Jemibewon, 

1998: 237).  The Ordnance covered recruitment and discipline, military law 

and the powers of government (Jemibewon, 1998: 238). Despite the 

provisions of the Ordnance (section 101) military prosecutions were a rarity 

and case law pertaining to the military was almost non-existent (Achike, 1978: 

39). This gave soldiers the impression that they were not essentially bound 

by common law.  

 Based on his study of colonialism in Africa, von Trotha (2006: 438) 

suggested that colonial society was characterized by expansive arbitrariness  

 
21 In traditional Nigerian society, military recruitment was based on the call-up system 
and warfare was restricted to the front. The absence of a formal role for soldiers during 
peacetime meant that a code of conduct governing their behaviour in peacetime was not 
required (Achike, 1978: 29). Consequently, the impact of customary law was negligible 
for the purposes of controlling the pre-Independence Nigeria forces. 
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 and violence and as such it lacked adequate institutional and normative 

means of keeping its military forces in check. There were several ethical 

issues regarding the treatment of belligerents and civilians by Nigerian 

colonial soldiers during expeditions. These include the targeting of civilians in 

war, the killing of wounded soldiers and prisoners as well as the seizure of 

private property (Falola and Genova, 2009: 63). Others include the 

destruction of supplies, livestock and crops with the aim of starving villagers 

to deter them from further resistance or revolt (Killingray, 1989: 157). The 

ethical behaviour of the soldiers during internal operations have historically 

had a corrosive effect on civil-military relations. Ethics for the Nigerian 

colonial forces can be illustrated with the distinction between functional 

ethics and aspirational ethics established in the previous chapter 

(Wolfendale, 2008: 161). Aspirational ethics, which have the aim of providing 

the soldier with an independent ability to make ethical judgements when 

confronted with moral choices in the course of duty, would have been 

counterintuitive for colonial forces given the autocratic nature of colonial rule. 

Contrariwise, the salience of the functional approach to ethics in colonial 

forces is underscored by Schmitt who describes the ideal colonial soldier as 

unsophisticated, passive, politicised and unquestioning but simply obedient 

and focused on the mission at hand (Schmitt, 2005: 18; Gutteridge, 1969: 9). 

Thus, in the early Nigeria military, ethical orientation predicated on the 

efficient functioning of the military force had greater currency compared to 

having the soldiers themselves imbued with ethical principles.  

The more effective the Nigerian colonial forces became in implementing 

colonial security policies, the greater the strain this placed on their   
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relationship with the indigenous population. It has thus been suggested that 

the close association between the British colonial administration and the 

Nigerian military made the latter more political rather than apolitical (Howe 

2001: 27). Yet, it should be noted that although there was no ethnic affinity 

between the troops and the indigenous population they were deployed to, 

they had religious, socio-cultural, and political associations with members of 

their own ethnic group. Their dealings with the indigenous population as a 

collective were thus both formal, when controlling or containing the local 

population, and informal, when operating autonomously or socially.  

The end of the Second World War in 1945 precipitated a renewed sense of 

nationalism and agitation for independence amongst the indigenous 

politicians in Nigeria (Crowder, 1984: 27). The prospect of independence 

offered the military an opportunity to rid itself of the mercenary stigma it had 

amongst the local population, and to start asserting itself as a pan-Nigerian 

national institution.  

 

Professional Development after Independence  

 

Nigerian Independence on 1st October 1960 ushered in a period of dynamic 

and intense political change for the country with significant consequences for 

the military. Constitutional and structural changes were introduced designed 

to enhance the military’s level of expertise, its institutional development and 

social responsibility. In 1960, the Nigeria Army Act, the first sovereign legal 

document covering the role of the military was passed into law. This paved   
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the way for the establishment of the Nigerian Navy (NN), and the Nigerian Air 

Force (NAF) by acts of parliament (Falola and Genova, 2009: 39; Achike 

1978:49).  The Ministry of Defence (MOD) commissioned projects to build 

more barracks, training institutions and a munitions factory (Peters, 1997: 

83).However, as a force it became better able to assert itself in the unfolding 

politics of the newly independent state and within the first ten years following 

independence, the military had successfully staged two coup d’états and 

fought a bloody war to prevent the break-up of the country.   

Ethnic Differences and the Challenge of Personnel Numbers 

 

 Independence highlighted a significant shortfall in personnel which quickly 

became a priority for the new government.  The total strength of the Nigerian 

military in 1958 was 7,500, a number grossly disproportionate to the size of 

the population which was 45,000,000 (Luckham, 1971: 235).22  In 1960, 82 

per cent of the serving officers in the Nigerian military were British and their 

withdrawal was imminent (Luckham, 1971: 163). In response, the 

government commissioned the establishment of local military training 

colleges, although it had initially to look to the United Kingdom, India, 

Pakistan, Canada, Ethiopia, Australia, and the USA to train more officers 

(Miners, 1971: 115).  

Government also introduced other measures such as raising of the age limit 

for applicants, lowering the minimum academic standards, and rapid  

 
22This translates into one soldier for every 6,000 civilians. In comparison, Argentina with half 
of the population of Nigeria maintained a force ratio of 1:200 in the same period (Miners 
1971: 2).   
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 promotions (Luckham, 1971: 233, 234). Rapid promotions had the effect of 

extending the age range in the officer corps so that there was hardly any 

difference in age and experience between officers at the upper and the lower 

levels of the hierarchy (Luckham, 1971: 3). This undermined the level of 

respect for superior officers who had risen from the ranks and undermined 

the quality of command and control (Badru, 1998: 73).  

 

Table 3.1   Distribution of Officers by Regions October 1960. 

Region No. of Officers Distribution of Officers (%) 

North 8 14 

Sth. East 37 65 

Sth. West 10 17.5 

Sth. 
Cameroons 

2 3.5 

  100 

 
Source: Miners, 1971: 51 

 

Northern soldiers, heavily represented within the ranks expressed a dislike of 

receiving orders from Southern officers – see Table 3.2 (Miners, 1971: 55). 

Further, many of the Northerners were sceptical about Western education 

were therefore under-represented compared to Southerners, within the 

officer corps.23 The domination of the Officer Corps by Ibo (South East)   

 
23 The disparity in regional educational profiles is explained in part by the Muslim 
North’s, (then referred to as the Holy North) mistrust of European education, 
although parts of the North (Tiv, Benue, Adamawa), untouched by the Fulani Jihad, 
remained largely pagan until the arrival of Christian missionaries (Miners 1971:26). 
Comparatively, the groups in the Southern areas embraced Western style education 
(Luckham, 1971: 188). 
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officers also caused some concerns e amongst the Northern politicians – see 

Table 3.1.   

Table 3.2   Demographic Distribution of Military Recruits: Post-Independence 
Period. 

Region 
% of Population     1952 

Census 
% of Army Recruits   1946-

1958 

North 54.5 62.5 

Sth. East 23 25 

Sth. West 20 11 

Sth. Cameroons 2.5 1.5 

 100 100 

 
Source: Miners, 1971: 25 

 

This was evident from a pre-Independence speech given by Sir Abubakar 

Tafawa Balewa, then Prime Minister and a Northern Muslim, in which he 

expressed some of the concerns of the Northern lobbyists whilst also 

acknowledging the stark realities facing the military at the time. He said: 

I do not like only one section to be overwhelmingly dominating the 

other sections if it is possible, but at the same time we want to have 

Nigerian officers in the Army and certain educational qualifications are 

required of such officers. Still if people who present themselves to the 

army are from one section and they have the qualifications, what can 

government do other than to accept them? (Sir Abubakar Tafawa 

Balewa quoted in Miners 1971: 53) 

In 1961 the Ministry of Defence introduced a regional quota system which 

required that 50 per cent of all officer cadets must hail from the Northern 

region, 25 per cent from the Southeast and 25 per cent from the South West 

(Suberu, 2001: 126; Miners, 1971: 116, 230; Luckham, 1971: 126).  The  



114 

 

 policy bypassed rather than engaged with the complexities of ethnic 

pluralism that had attended the growth of the Nigerian military from its 

inception. It re-emphasised ethnic differences within the military at the 

expense of a unified, cohesive corporate identity (Suberu, 2001: 126).24 By 

1966 personnel numbers had improved to 10,500 and the number of officers 

rose to 511 but overall, personnel numbers remained grossly inadequate for 

the size of the country (Tignor, 2003: 199; Luckham, 1971: 90).   

The Challenge of Civilian Oversight 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the primary challenge of civil-military 

relations is the control of the armed forces. At independence, control of the 

Nigerian military transferred from the colonial authorities to the newly elected 

Nigerian politicians. Compared to the newly elected politicians, the British 

officers that represented the colonial authority were a cohesive group. They 

had a long-standing relationship with the force and had links to other military 

formations outside the Nigerian territory. The Nigerian leaders were 

contrariwise, mutually competitive and had very limited experience of 

working with the military. The military appeared indifferent to the politicians 

and perhaps revelled in the added level of autonomy it enjoyed in the 

absence of effective oversight (Falola and Ihonvbere, 1985: 249). This did 

not augur well for civil-military relations. After witnessing how a group of 

soldiers in armoured cars assaulted the crowds during the first Nigerian 

Independence Day celebrations, historian Basil Davidson raised concerns   

 
24 Although the policy has been modified over the years, it is still regarded as unmeritocratic 
and remains contentious. 
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about the consequences of ineffective control of the former colonial forces. 

He wrote:  

The Union Jack came down and the Nigerian flag went up, floodlit in 

their momentary silence. And then, as I recall, pandemonium 

exploded. There burst upon the dark arena, without one word of 

warning, a phalanx of armoured cars firing blank ammunition at the 

assembled multitudes who thronged the encircling stands. This 

dreadful assault was brief, and nobody was hurt, unless in the 

eardrums; but it was menacing. And whatever the devisors of that 

interlude may or may not have intended by it, the effect conveyed was 

unmistakable: days of wrath lay all too probably ahead (Basil 

Davidson quoted in Luckham, 1984). 

Similar apprehensiveness can also be detected in the statement by Lord 

Lugard, commander of the West African Frontier Force who wrote: 

It remains to consider whether in a moment of religious or secular 

excitement, they themselves [indigenous rulers] would be able to 

control the excitable material of which the Africa Forces are made up. 

Above all there has not yet been created, and will not be for many 

years, among the [indigenous] rulers, that appreciation and application 

of military discipline, which alone renders the existence of armed 

forces a safeguard and not a menace to civil population (Lugard’s 

Political Memoranda cited in Kirk-Greene, 1965: 76) 

 

These concerns were by no means exaggerated. The junior ranks had 

mostly evolved in an environment where they regularly confronted the civilian 

population with aggression or the threat of violence. It was also apparent that 

a higher level of political consciousness was prevalent within the ranks.  

Amongst the new Nigerian officer corps, many did not have, and in some   
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cases, shunned, the professional conservatism hitherto associated with 

officers with regular commissions. According to Madiebo (1980: 8) who 

enlisted in the Nigerian military in 1954:  it was obvious that only the group 

that controlled the Army could aspire to run a stable Nigerian Government. 

This heightened level of political awareness inevitably had a bearing on the 

nature, of civil-military relations in the immediate post-Independence period. 

Major Ademoyega, who joined the military in 1961, wrote that the Army was 

not as insulated from ethnic politics as it seemed to be to outside observers 

(Ademoyega 1981, 24).  Thus, at independence, there were tensions within 

military ranks that were not apparent to the political class. 

 The intense level of rivalry between local politicians distracted them from the 

task of managing the military and other state resources effectively. The 

political class was represented by three political parties set up along regional 

and ethnic lines; the Northern People’s Congress (NPC), which was 

dominated by the Hausa/Fulani (North), the Action Group (AG), 

predominantly Yoruba (South), and the National Council of Nigerian Citizens 

(NCNC), mainly Ibo (East). At Independence, the Colonial administration 

handed over to a coalition government led by NPC and NCNC, whilst the AG 

party was in opposition (Luckham, 1971: 209). Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, an Ibo, 

was elected President of the Federation, whilst Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, 

a Hausa/Fulani emerged as the Prime Minister. Civilian prerogatives were 

coloured by ethno-regional competition.  Thus, whilst the new civilian 

government had the opportunity to actively re-orientate the military away 

from the colonial agenda and promote professionalism with a renewed spirit 

of nationalism, it failed to do so. Despite having in place legal structures that   
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ostensibly expanded the role of the military, competition for government 

posts, economic resources and political power prevented the political 

leadership from engaging tangibly with military prerogatives (Luckham, 1971: 

209-10). According to Max Siollun: 

many of the politicians were little more than ethnic champions 

uninterested in a national outlook. The [electoral] campaign was 

conducted not on platforms of policy or ideology, but on the basis of 

personal abuse and vitriolic ethnic chauvinism (Siollun, 2009: 18)  

The politicians saw the military through instrumental lens as gendarmeries to 

be deployed internally in policing roles as the colonial authorities had done.  

Some of the military leadership on the other hand, started to see the intense 

competition amongst politicians and the resulting tensions as a threat to the 

integrity of the Nigerian state. 

Coups d’état and Counter-coups 

 

From the point of view of the state, the takeover of power by the military 

represents the lowest of the lowest point in civil-military relations. Coups 

d’état and the factors that lead up to them are instructive when seeking to 

understand the dynamics of civil-military relations in Nigeria.   From as early 

as 1962, political tensions started to rise due to posturing, cross carpeting, 

brinkmanship and violence in lobbying and campaigning. There were 

disagreements about the outcome of the national census held in 1963 which 

showed that more than half of the total population resided in the Northern 

region. The parliamentary elections were fraught with electoral malpractices. 

In 1964 the election results that gave the northern NPC control of the federal   



118 

 

government (Dudley, 1968: 26) were disputed, and the 1965 elections were 

also massively rigged. The military stepped into this situation by staging a 

coup d’état on the 15th of January 1966 with the stated aim of restoring order 

to the political environment and so brought an end to civilian rule (Ojeleye, 

2010: 35). As discussed in Chapter 2, the military takeover of power by the 

military is typically the lowest point in civil-military relations. Major Emeka 

Kaduna Nzeogwu, an Ibo officer from the Southeast called his coup a 

revolution designed to bring about a free country, devoid of corruption, 

nepotism, tribalism and regionalism. Amongst the fifteen people killed in the 

coup was the Prime Minister, Alhaji Tafawa Balewa, the Northern Premier, 

Alhaji Sir Ahmadu Bello, several other leading politicians and military officers 

from both the western and northern regions (Uwechue, 2004: 43). Major-

General Aguiyi Ironsi, the most senior serving officer, an Ibo, emerged after 

the coup, as the country’s first military ruler.  

Reasons for the coup have been the subject of much debate amongst 

scholars. It has been suggested that the coup d’état of January 1966 was 

borne of the military, or sections of it, seeking to safeguard military 

prerogatives, which the civilian leadership had either failed to acknowledge 

or ignored (Luckham, 1971: 236; Ojeleye, 2010: 35). It was suggested that 

sections of the military leadership were dissatisfied with the excessive 

domestic deployment of the armed forces into political situations25. Between 

1960 and 1966, the military were deployed on seven occasions to quell riots 

and other civil disturbances, to demonstrate government authority through   

 
25 Whilst thirty out of five hundred officers in the entire force were actively involve straging 
the coup, it is uncertain how more gave them their support of shared their ideology 
(Luckham, 1971: 33). 
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use or display of force (Luckham, 1971: 237; Ojeleye, 2010: 35). It was also 

suggested that the coup was a collegiate effort by professional military 

officers seeking to safeguard the integrity of the state. In this sense, they 

were considered to have been following professional guidance by intervening 

in a period of perceived national crisis to safeguard the state. given the 

politicians’ poor record in governance (Gaub, 2011: 22; Gordon, 2003: 130). 

This view fits in with Samuel Huntington’s (1957: 260) notion that the 

professional military is essentially apolitical and is only drawn into the 

political environment by factors external to it.  It is however not corroborated 

by the Major Nzeogwu’s broadcast to the nation following the coup. His 

speech opened with the line, In the name of the Supreme Council of the 

revolution of the Armed Forces of Nigeria… and, included statements that 

described the aim of the coup as a revolution (Odu, 2009:  78). Further, the 

planning of Nzeogwu’s ‘revolution’ preceded the political chaos of January 

1966 (Siollun, 2009: 90; Madiebo, 1980: 388; Achike, 1978: 119). According 

to Major Ademoyega, one of the coup plotters, he joined the army in 1961 

with the aim of finding a solution to the political problems of the country 

(Ademoyega, 1981: 26). He said that they planned to launch a new 

nationalist, progressive order that would feature far reaching changes to pre-

existing political, economic and security structures (Ademoyega, 1981: 35). 

Major Nzeogwu, the coup-leader suggested that he wished for the country to 

remain on its federalist path but with the political will being exercised more 

beneficially and with equanimity (Luckham, 1971: 40). The nationalist 

sentiments in the pronouncements after the coup were unmistakable. In his 

broadcast Nzeogwu copiously used collective terms and phrases, for   
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example, …you shall no longer be ashamed to be Nigerian and … hope you 

will cooperate fully in the job which we have set ourselves of establishing a 

prosperous nation and achieving solidarity (Odu, 2009: 78; Luckham, 1971: 

286). Thus, the coup is perhaps best explained as the result of sections of 

the military who, fired up by notions of nation-building, failed to fully 

appreciate the military’s role in providing democratic support to the political 

leadership and instead sought power for themselves. It demonstrated that 

the military’s core leadership had not internalised the professional ethic of 

neutrality.  Significantly, with 10,500 men, the military did not have the 

necessary numbers to take charge of the country. 

The new head of state, General Ironsi an Ibo, a successful career soldier 

was inept as a politician. He dithered in the aftermath of the coup.  He failed 

to discipline or prosecute the junior officers involved in the coup d’état. He 

abolished the federal system of government, thus creating further insecurity 

within the polity (Gordon, 2003: 131). As it became clear that the interests of 

the Muslim North had suffered the most from the coup, both within the 

military, and politically, a backlash from the North seemed inevitable 

(Uwechue, 2004: 36). Tensions rose within the military as soldiers and 

officers in various parts of the country started to turn on one another (Phillips, 

2004: 46). Against this background, starting from May 1966, nearly a 

hundred thousand Ibos, mostly resident in Northern Nigeria, were killed in 

xenophobic attacks (Ezeigbo, 1986: 90, Adamolekun, 2004: 101).26   

 
26  Accounts of ‘bizarre and horrifying pictures of the Northern massacres of Eastern 
Nigerians’ were relayed through the media to a shocked global audience (Ezeigbo, 1986: 
90).  
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Although most of the attacks were carried out by civilians, the participation of 

some soldiers again reflected the state of discipline and professionalism 

within the military and its susceptibility to social pressures (Nwadike, 2010: 

21-22; Odu, 2009: 86). Two months later, on 29 July 1966, Northern officers 

staged a countercoup in which General Ironsi, the Head of State, was killed 

along with the Western State Governor and other senior politicians and 

military officers from the South (Mwalimu, 2010: 905; Ojeleye, 2010: 41; 

Adamolekun, 1986: 101). The coup was very bloody and succeeded in re-

ordering ethnic representation in both the political and military spheres once 

again in favour of the Northern region (Venter, 2010: 114; Phillips, 2004: 46). 

Following the countercoup, Lieutenant Colonel Yakubu Gowon, the most 

senior serving officer able to represent the North, emerged as Head of State 

and Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces (Uwechue, 2004: 37; Luckham, 

1971: 299). Being a Christian and from a minority ethnic group, Gowon was 

considered a compromise candidate for the leadership of the country. He 

was however, seen as a better choice than the most senior serving officer by 

rank, Brigadier BAO Ogundipe, a Yoruba from the South who could not 

command the necessary moral and charismatic authority amongst the 

Northern coup planners (Ebbe, 2010: 26; Obasanjo, 1980: 7). In his analysis 

of the countercoup, Barua suggested that: 

In 1966, the Nigerian army was yet another manifestation of the 

numerous ethnic tensions that divided Nigerian society. Hence the 

structure of the Nigerian army, instead of contributing to the solution of 

the divisions in society merely reflected and reinforced them. It was 

the coincidence of military rank and ethnicity that made possible the   
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coup or mutiny, against military superiors who were also ethnic 

opponents (Barua, 1992: 131). 

Soon after independence, as Barua suggests above, the military fragmented 

into factions along ethnic lines. The professional attributes of neutrality, 

cohesion and discipline eluded the force as the factions prioritised political 

goals.  

The Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970)  

The countercoup did not stop attacks against Ibos. The terror they faced is 

captured in the following account recorded 14 October 1966, three months 

later:  

A Lagos-bound jet had just arrived from London, and as the Kano 

passengers were escorted into the customs shed, a wide-eyed soldier 

stormed it, brandishing a rifle and demanding, ‘Ina Nyammari? [Hausa 

for “Where are the damned Ibo?”]. There were Igbo among the 

customs officials, and they dropped their chalk and fled, only to be 

shot down in the main terminal by other soldiers screaming [Jihadist 

slogans]: the Hausa troops turned the airport into shambles, 

bayoneting Igbo workers in the bar, gunning them down in the 

corridor, and hauling Igbo passengers off the plane to be lined up and 

shot….One contingent drove their Landrover to the railroad station 

where more than one hundred Igbos were waiting for a train. They cut 

them down with automatic fire  […] troops invaded the Sabon Gari 

[strangers’ quarters], ransacking, looting, and burning Igbo homes and 

stores and murdering their owners (Nwadike, 2010: 21-22; Odu, 2009: 

86). 

In May 1967, as pogroms against Ibos in Northern Nigeria continued 

unabated, Lieutenant Colonel C. Odumegwu Ojukwu, the military governor of 

the Eastern Region, declared his people’s secession from the federation. He   
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announced the new state of Biafra as the political homestead for Ibos (Smith, 

2010: 68; Terry, 2002, 42; Uwechue, 2004: 7). The government of Lieutenant 

Colonel Gowon responded by imposing a naval blockade on Biafran territory 

but thereafter the situation quickly descended into civil war (Ojeleye, 2010: 

66; Smith, 2010: 68; Uwechue, 2004: 7; Terry, 2002, 42).27  The Nigerian 

Civil War remains an important milepost in African military history because of 

the technology it featured, the use of crude military tactics and the gross 

casualty levels, especially amongst civilians. The war started in earnest on 6 

July 1967 and was fought mainly between the Nigerian armed forces and the 

Biafran Army. Military resources, in terms of weapons, equipment and 

logistical arrangements were on both sides, considerably overstretched (Alao, 

2002: 10).  The Head of State, Lt. Colonel Gowon was himself only 32 years 

of age. The low average age of field and staff officers adversely affected the 

quality of command (Hatch, 1970: 141). Through rapid recruitment, the 

military strength rose from 10,500 to approximately 250,000 during the war. 

This dramatic increase meant that core professional training could not be 

properly delivered which further undermined discipline and efficiency 

(Ojeleye, 2010: 112; Ihonvbere, 1994: 38; Achike, 1978: 202).  In 

consequence, core professional values such as courage, selflessness, 

meritocracy, integrity and discipline became even more unstable.  Some 

military units were depleted by desertion, self-inflicted injuries, absence 

without leave. Some commanders re-assigned serving family, relatives and  

 
27 Gowon was not alone in his expectation that the conflict would be short-lived. According to 
Graham-Douglas, Ojukwu had expectations that Gowon’s Christian leanings would lead him 
to seek every other avenue but war. Ojukwu also had the hope of should Gowon decide to 
wage war, early international intervention would force Nigeria to let go of the East (Graham-
Douglas, 1968: 12). Again, these proved to be mere conjectures.  
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 friends to safer tasks. Lack of unity also meant that some officers celebrated 

the failings or losses of their colleagues (Obasanjo, 1980: 56-7).  

An example of the soldier’s treatment of civilians is reflected in a 1968 field 

report following the Federal troops liberation of the coastal town of Oron:  

At all roadblocks in Oron where Nigerian soldiers are on duty, food 

stuffs and other commodities are being seized from the owners, if they 

object, they will be very severely beaten up and finally food stuffs will 

be taken from them. […] Since the Nigerian soldiers at Oron are not 

housed in a Barrack and are allowed to reside scatteredly in the town 

with civilians, under the circumstances they are not amenable to usual 

checking by their Senior Officers; they have been indulged in the habit 

of night looting, and robbery of some civilians of their money at 

gunpoint. They at times fire shots which sound as Biafran-gunshots 

and this at times set the natives panicking [that] the Biafrans are 

around (Adekunle, 2004: 126) 

This report shows how the negative norm of predating on the civilian 

population which we saw in the colonial period continued not only into the 

post-independence period but also into wartime. The soldiers’ lack of 

professionalism when dealing with the public was again noted in another 

wartime general staff memorandum, which stated that: 

Molestation of civilians is known to be more pronounced in Lagos due 

to indiscipline and insufficient training on the part of soldiers 

(Adekunle, 2004: 231).28 

  

 
28 Although this study is focused on Federal forces representing the Nigerian government, 
reports about the atrocities committed by Biafran forces, have also been documented in 
such works as: (Graham-Douglas, 1968: 17). 
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This account recorded by General Adekunle, a decorated commander during 

the war confirms the soldiers’ lack of professionalism and highlights their 

training deficit.  

The operational tactics and methods of military commanders on both sides 

also had a devastating effect on civilians. As indicated earlier, the scope of 

this thesis does not include military professionalism in the context of the 

military’s technical efficiency. Therefore, the military’s strategic and tactical 

performance in the civil war and the professionalism it brought or failed to 

bring to the various campaigns of the war will not, to any significant degree, 

be considered here.29 It is however important to note that the naval blockade 

imposed by Federal forces had by the end of 1968, started to take its toll and 

the resulting starvation of Biafrans drew condemnation from several 

international sources (Smith, 2010: 67).  Richard Nixon, on the campaign trail 

in September 1968, accused the Nigerian government of genocide and 

pursuing an immoral objective (cited in Forsyth, 2007: 177). Senator Ted 

Kennedy issued a statement describing the conflict as fratricidal war and 

warning that the death toll will rise to two million by the end of the year if the 

Nigerian military does not change its tactics.30 

The degree to which these warnings were heeded is uncertain but according 

to most accounts the death toll arising from the war was in excess of one   

 
29 The military campaign in the Civil War are well covered in various works notable amongst 
which are Ola Balogun’s The Tragic Years:  Nigeria in Crisis. 1966-197 (1973); John 
Stremlau’s The International Politics of the Nigerian Civil War 1967-1970 (1973); Alexander 
Madiebo’s The Nigerian Revolution and the Biafran War (1980); Olusegun Obasanjo’s My 
Command (1980) and Michael Stafford’s Quick Kill in Slow Motion: The Nigerian Civil War 
(1984). 
30 Communiqué issued by the Office of US Senator Edward Kennedy, November 17, 1968, 
Kennedy, 1968 quoted in Mudge, 1970: 229.  
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million largely due to the blockade against Biafran supply channels (Mwalimu, 

2010: 906; Venter, 2010: 129; Ojeleye, 2010: 81; Conteh-Morgan, 2004: 33; 

Gyimah-Boadi, 2004: 141). Fred Cuny described the situation in the 

secessionist state of Biafra as “the first of the big international complex 

emergencies to come after World War II” (Cuny, 1995).  

This situation was compounded by overcrowding and the spread of disease 

leading to the surrender of the rebel army on 15 January 1970 (Siollun, 2009: 

168; Uwechue, 2004: 12; Uzokwe, 2003: 147; McKenna, 1969: 3).  

Conclusion 

The Nigerian military started life as a motley crew but having served as a 

counterinsurgency and police force in the colonial period, it entered 

Independence with a strong sense of corporate identity. Its professionalism 

however was undermined by several factors. Some of the excesses of 

soldiers when dealing with the civilian population, were carried over from 

colonial days into the immediate post-Independence period. This provides a 

crucial insight into the trajectory of civil-military relations in the country as 

soldiers in Nigeria are to be found exploiting and abusing the rights of 

ordinary members of the public to this day. This suggests that such practices 

have not been effectively addressed by successive governments but rather 

have become part of the character of the Nigerian military and the Nigerian 

way of life. In the immediate post-Independence period, negative norms such 

as predating on the public were sustained to a large degree by an acute 

shortage of experienced officers which limited staff coverage of the ranks   
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and undermined the overall quality of command and control.  Further, as we 

have seen, the new Nigerian military was not entirely cohesive. The force 

was divided along identity lines based on the pre-independence martial race 

streaming, level of education, type of commission, class, ethnicity and 

religion. The first five years of independence afforded both military and 

civilian leaders’ opportunity to address these issues. However, many 

amongst the political elite were themselves divided along ethnic lines and 

entangled in mutual distrust, corruption, intense rivalries and political 

hostilities. Therefore, unlike the military in French Guinea under Sekou Toure 

and in Tanzania under Julius Nyerere, the Nigerian political leadership in the 

period after independence did not have any critical engagement with the 

military. Military leaders were themselves too jaundiced to undo the 

politicising effect of the military’s colonial role or to redress the ‘alien force’ 

factor or sufficiently impress upon the ranks the need to respect human 

rights and uphold their obligation to protect rather than oppress the civilian 

population. Although the British colonial army from which they evolved 

espoused an apolitical military and the professional ethic of military 

subordination to the state, the two coups d'état of 1966 both indicated that 

the Nigerian military had not imbibed the non-interventionist characteristic of 

their forbears. The two coups represented the capitulation of the military’s 

unstable professional identity when confronted with the pressures from 

primordial ethnic identities represented in the larger society. Based on their 

rhetoric, the leaders of the first coup seemed to want to put society first but 

they had misplaced ideas about how to express the professional military’s 

ethic of social responsibility. The coups pushed the country into civil war   
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which further highlighted the military’s pre-existing weaknesses but 

suppressed any capacity for dealing with them. Although Lt. Colonel Gowon 

marshalled the military successfully and the Federal forces recovered the 

secessionist state of Biafra, the human toll was colossal. The end of the war 

in January 1970, after nearly three years, marked the beginning of his 

military and the country’s second military government. 

This chapter has examined the Nigerian military’s professional development 

from its earliest days through the first ten years after the country’s 

Independence.  In a manner not found elsewhere within the literature, the 

chapter has assessed the character of the military focusing on the 

behavioural aspects of its professionalism and the normative aspects of its 

relationship with the civilian population and the state. In the early 

independence, as a new national force, the military was in a constant state of 

change as it consolidated, in such areas as personnel, unit and formation 

development and infrastructure. In the behavioural aspects, it faced 

challenges in maintaining a neutral identity, at some level in maintaining 

discipline and in its overall corporate image. Notwithstanding, in less than 

seven years after Independence, the military moved from being subordinate 

to the state to overseeing the state. Starting with Gowon’s regime, the 

following chapter will examine the impact of military rule on the professional 

development of the military and civil-military relations. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations 

in the Military Rule Era 
 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the Nigerian military’s involvement in governance 

and examines the impact this had on its professional orientation and civil-

military relations. It considers the factors that led to the military’s withdrawal 

from the political scene and following democratic elections in 1999, its 

subsequent subordination to civilian oversight.  Between 1966 and 1999, the 

Nigerian military produced eight military rulers and conducted as many 

attempted coups d’état earning itself a place in the world’s exclusive club of 

political armies. Military rule places the military on a collision course with the 

civilian population and especially the political class.  It is not a ballot box 

option. Once the military takes overpower, it is no longer accountable to 

civilian authorities, the constitution is typically either suspended or held with 

scant regard and military personnel are prone to operating with impunity. 

Military rule has thus been a major source of influence on the identity and 

character formation of the modern Nigerian military. The literature on military 

rule in Nigeria is extensive and ranges from sociological, historical and 

political treatises to literary works such as Okunoye’s study of Nigerian 

poetry in the military era (2011). Most of the available material tend to focus 

on justifications for military intervention, the military’s capabilities in 

governance, foreign policy, fiscal management and the military’s   
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management of and participation in democratic transition. Luckham’s The 

Nigerian Military: A Sociological Analysis of Authority and Revolt 1960-67 

(1976) is of particular interest. This ground-breaking work provides detailed 

analyses of the events that led up to the Civil War (1967-1970). Like this 

study, it makes use of historical and statistical data as well as observation to 

explain phenomena pertaining to a highly conservative and strategic 

institution. This material, gathered in the thick of the Nigerian Civil War, a 

time when very little was documented, remains a relevant and valuable 

source for scholars interested in the Nigerian military. Luckham’s work, 

located in the field of military sociology does not take the backward and 

forward look approach employed in this study when explaining the behaviour 

of the military in the run up to the Civil War. He therefore attributed to the 

military a more stable professional identity than it had at the time. He did not 

fully acknowledge the role of identity-based tensions within the military that 

led it to intervene in politics. These regional, ethnic and religious tensions 

which derived from the body politic were manifest throughout the military rule 

era and subsist till today so that the spectre of secession is ever present in 

Nigerian politics. In the literature I reviewed I was unable to find any works 

that focused on military professionalism and civil-military relations for the 

period 1966 to 1999 in Nigeria as this chapter does.  This chapter contributes 

to original research by examining the major influences and changes to the 

military’s professional identity and civil-military relations in the thirty-three-

year military rule era. Whilst relying on secondary data, it makes an original 

contribution to research by applying that data in the context of the framework 

used in this thesis.  To this end, for each of the military regimes the chapter  
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 considers the degree to which the behaviour of military personnel promote, 

affirm or impugn professional standards and the consequences of such 

actions for civil-military relations in the country.  

A Word About Military Regimes 

Having disbanded the civilian Executive, civil-military relations in a military 

regime is the relationship between the military and the civilian population 

collectively. For the purposes of this thesis, both the civilian and military 

domains are mutually constitutive and both have agency in the determination 

of the quality of civil military relations. However, given the military’s 

advantage in controlling both the state and the state’s coercive power, 

military rulers have greater agency in influencing civil-military relations 

compared to the circumscribed civilian population.  

At the start of the military rule era, professionalism in the Nigerian military 

had been conspicuously undermined by a number of factors: the absence of 

a quasi-identity through which it could hold itself distinct from and therefore 

withstand, competitive primordial identities in its external environment; and 

the concomitant lack of internal cohesion. In the area of civil-military relations, 

there were problems of discipline, coercion and abuse when dealing with 

civilians and the distrust that this fomented. There were also tensions in the 

military’s dealings with political leaders. This chapter will consider the impact 

of military rule on these pre-existing challenges to the military’s  
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professionalism and civil-military relations. 

To aide to the analysis of military rule presented in this chapter, the life–cycle 

of military regimes can be delineated into three distinct phases namely, 

entry, and the decay phase. The entry phase is the period during which the 

regime seeks to safeguard its own security and gain legitimacy. In the 

consolidation phase, the regime’s security arrangements are firmly 

established and it is able to make policy choices more authoritatively. The 

decay phase is the period in which the regime’s popularity is waning and/or it 

is embarked upon a deterministic democratic transition programme 

(Koonings and Kruijt, 2002: 29; Arogundade, 1995: 28). 

The following regimes cover the entire period of military rule in Nigeria from 

1966 up to democratic transition in 1999: the Aguiyi-Ironsi regime (January to 

July 1966); the regime of General Gowon (1966-75); the Mohammed-

Obasanjo Regime (1975-9); the Buhari regime (1984-5); the Babangida 

regime (1983-93); the Abacha regime (1993-8) and the Abubakar regime 

(1998-9) (see Table 4.1 below).  

Table 4.1 Nigerian Military Heads of State 

Name  From  To Tenure 

A Ironsi 15 January 1966                  29 July 1966 6 mnths. 2 wks. 

Y Gowon 1 August 1966                   29 July 1975 9 yrs. 

M Mohammed 30 July 1975               13 February 1976 6 mnths. 2 wks. 

O Obasanjo 14February 1976        30 October 1979 3 yrs. 8mnths. 

M Buhari  1 January 1984               26 August 1985 1yr. 8mnths. 

I Babangida 27 August 1985              26 August 1993 8 yrs. 

S Abacha 18 November 1993              8 June 1998 4 yrs. 8 mnths. 

A Abubakar June 9 June 1998  29 May 1999 11 mnths. 3 wks 
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The General Yakubu Gowon Regime (1966-1975) 

The previous chapter covered the entry phase of Gowon’s regime in which 

he served mainly as a war General. After the war, Gowon’s popularity was 

very high as he set about governance and the task of post-war 

reconstruction (Siollun, 2009: 167; Fayemi, 2002: 210). At the apex of the 

Gowon regime’s power structure was the Supreme Military Council (SMC) 

which comprised state governors who were mainly military officers (Siollun, 

2009: 72). To boost its credibility, the regime admitted civilians, intellectuals, 

senior civil servants and politicians into the cabinet presenting itself as civil-

military partnership (Dudley, 1973: 200; Adamolekun, 1986: 104-5). In 

October 1970, ten months after the war ended, the administration announced 

a nine-point political program covering administrative, constitutional and 

military reform proposals (See Table 4.2 below).  

Table 4.2 

The Gowon Administration’s Nine-Point Political Program 

 

1. Reorganization of the Armed Forces. 

2. Implementation of the National Development Plan and 

reconstruction of wartime damage. 

3. Eradication of corruption. 

4. Creation of more States. 

5. Adoption of a new Constitution. 

6. Introduction of a new revenue allocation formula. 

7. Conducting a national census. 

8. Organization of new genuinely national political parties. 

9. Organization of elections at state and federal level. 

                                                             Source: Ihonvbere and Shaw, 1998: 72 
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The plan which focused on political and economic reconstruction had the 

‘reorganisation of the armed forces’ as the first item on the list which 

suggested that the military was top priority for the regime. 

The Military Sector during the Gowon Regime 

The end of the war presented the first opportunity for military reform since 

independence in 1960. The major challenges facing the post-war Nigerian 

military were numerous including: the issue of ethnic identity and the factions 

built around them, troops’ discipline and the shortage of military infrastructure 

(Peters, 1997: 143).  

The task of demobilisation was the most pressing as ninety per cent of the 

defence budget was being spent on the salaries of an over-bloated army 

(Adekson, 1981: 11; Peters, 1997: 144; Ojeleye, 2010: 120).31   In 1972, a 

committee set up to review the matter recommended a minimum reduction of 

approximately 100,000 in personnel numbers. The regime however failed to 

implement the recommendation and instead tinkered with the retirement age 

with little or no effect on overall numbers. The regime also did not take any 

specific steps to address ethnic tensions in the military which remained a 

salient factor undermining military cohesion. claimed the pervasiveness of a 

quasi-identity that replaced the soldier’s pre-existing identities upon 

enlistment. In reality, pre-existing identities had a great deal of influence in  

  

 
31  Demobilisation is the term used to describe the systematic reduction of personnel 
numbers employed by the military, typically at the end of a war (Jelušič, 2006: 353). It 
typically follows a two-step process in which personnel are relieved of their military 
employment and then reintegrated, following a conversion programme, into mainstream 
society (Kingma and Pauwels, 2000: 13, 16). 
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the military. It was suggested that Gowon’s poor handling of the post-war 

demobilisation effort was related to ethnic pressures. According to Ojeleye, 

the fact that the over-populated divisions were infantry divisions made up 

largely of Northerners (Hausa/Fulani) and Gowon himself, not considered a 

‘true’ Northerner, may have contributed to his procrastination in the matter 

(Ojeleye, 2010: 121).  Thus, not only did ethnic identity continue to be a 

salient factor in the military’s professional development, it also featured in the 

policy choices of the military regime. 

Further undermining cohesion and esprit de corps was the regime’s handling 

of military promotions. Gowon approved promotions for himself and the 

Governors on the Supreme Military Council (SEC) but hedged around 

promotions for the rest of the military. Whilst Gowon’s own self-promotion 

could be seen as necessary for him to maintain his authority within the 

military, it was more difficult to rationalise the promotions of the governors. 

According to Max Siollun: 

The military governors had gone from junior officers to senior 

officers, and gained several promotions in rank even though 

none of them had seen active military service for nearly a 

decade (Siollun, 2009: 170, 191)  

Many senior military officers considered that the governors’ apparent lack of 

accountability and greed brought the professional image of the military into 

disrepute and could not justify the promotions. Whilst General Gowon’s 

popularity with the military top brass diminished, he became increasingly  
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popular with the civilians in his cabinet that he relied upon for much of the 

day-to-day running of the state. The demobilisation issue also had 

consequences for the civilian population. Due to the shortage of military 

accommodation, soldiers were often housed amongst the civil population. 

With soldiers away from the oversight of their commanders, many were 

found molesting and predating on members of the public (Ojeleye, 2010: 

120). 

Civil-Military Relations during the Gowon Regime  

The regime’s programme to reorganise the military failed to prevent the use 

of violence by members of the military when dealing with civilians (Peters, 

1997: 144).  Major General Chris Alli, a former Chief of Army Staff (COAS) 

suggested that after the war soldiers were neither properly engaged or 

monitored and were allowed to get involved in vices and criminal activities 

(Alli, 2001).  Another observer wrote: 

 In 1970, soldiers returning from the Civil War had no barracks 

and they lived with other tenants in face-me-I-face-you 

compounds. This made for a lot of fights. Usually it started at 

the water tap, where a soldier’s wife will quarrel with another 

person in the struggle to fill pails of water. The soldier’s wife will 

run home and call her husband, who will arrive with a belt or a 

whip and severely beat up the civilian. This phenomenon only 

ended when soldiers got barracks all over the country (Jega, 

2017). 

Indiscipline and the use of violence when dealing with the civilian population 

thus continued after the war. Musician and outspoken social critic, Fela Kuti  
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had his residence invaded by soldiers and policemen on 30 April 1974, was 

beaten up and thereafter hospitalised - a pattern that was repeated time and 

again between 1974 and 1976 (Aderinto, 2013: 323).  Such behaviour called 

into question the soldier’s appreciation of his role in society and any 

understanding of linkages between his behaviour and the integrity of his 

profession (Okoli and Orinya, 2013: 26).  It reinforced and perpetuated the 

false notion that violence aimed at civilians did not compromise the 

professionalism of the institution and so further polarised civil-military 

relations. 

The Economy and Fiscal Accountability 

The regime was only able to implement three of its nine strategic aims, 

specifically, the introduction of a new revenue allocation formula, the 

execution of a national development plan and the creation of new states.  In 

a period when the petroleum industry was expanding rapidly and oil prices 

were at record high levels, the regime changed the national revenues 

allocation formula so that government controlled over ninety percent of state 

revenues.32  This not only gave it the resources it needed to finance its 

national development plan and the infrastructural investment that entailed, 

but it also ensured that the funding for the state governments was readily 

available. Faced with the challenge of self-accountability much of the funding 

was diverted for personal use.  Nigerian political scientist, Billy Dudley wrote: 

  

 
32  During the regime, the economy was awash with oil revenues that, in the 1970s, 
quadrupled as markets reacted to the 1973 Yom Kippur war in the Middle East (Ojeleye, 
2010: 88; Ariweriokuma, 2009: 34). 
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Under military rule, with no constituents to conciliate and no 

electorate to be accountable to – in however weak a sense one 

interprets the notion of accountability – the effect of the oil 

boom was to convert the military political decision makers into 

a new property-owning, rentier class working in close and direct 

collaboration with foreign business interests with the sole aim 

of expropriating the surpluses derived from oil for their own 

private benefit (Dudley, 1982: 116) 

In 1973, Allison Ayida, Secretary to the Federal Military Government and 

Head of Service declared:  

Nigeria no longer has a ceremonial army. We are building a 

large modern army of well trained, self-conscious and 

intelligent young men who will not be content to be relegated to 

the barracks…The military leadership in the new setup is of 

necessity obliged to conceive an interventionist role for itself. 

The constitutional settlement must take into account this new 

and crucial factor (Ayida, cited in Dudley, 1982: 96) 

When on Independence Day the following year, Gowon announced that the 

date for handing over power back to civilians was to be postponed it was 

seen as a plan by Gowon and his cronies to perpetuate themselves in power 

(Osaghae, 1998: 77; Dibua, 2006: 97). By the end of the Gowon regime, 

politicians who had campaigned vigorously for independence, had been out 

of the political scene for seven years. Although the regime had partnerships 

with civil servants, civil-military relations tensions persisted throughout its 

tenure.  
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Coup D’état and Transition 

In 1975, the last year of the regime, public protests, strikes and student 

boycotts were rampant across the country. Like the early independence 

civilian leaders, the regime clamped down on civil liberties and gave the 

police extra powers to arbitrarily arrest and detain suspects (Arogundade, 

1995: 287).  For a military regime that was already unpopular with military 

elites, the postponement of the handover date proved to be the final straw 

and less than a year after the announcement, a coup d’état was successfully 

launched against the regime (Peters, 1997: 157). Despite having the re-

organisation of the armed forces at the top of its agenda, the regime failed to 

make any tangible progress in developing the military. Rather, the military 

became corrupt, more politicised, more praetorian and patrimonialist during 

the Gowon regime and its relationship with the civilian population more 

fractious (Fayemi, 2002: 210-211).  

The Mohammed-Obasanjo Regime (1975-1979) 

At his first speech as Head of State, Murtala Mohammed suggested that the 

Gowon regime ultimately became too distant from both the military and the 

public to be able to govern effectively.  The coup, like the previous two, was 

presented to Nigerians as a short and sharp corrective measure aimed at 

restoring order and direction in state affairs (Dibua, 2006: 97; Falola and 

Oyebade, 2010: 78). The return to civilian rule was to take place within four 

years and the regime announced that a democratic society, effectively 

guided by its constitution was central to its goals (Adekson, 1981: 130; Graf,  
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1988: 65). Unlike his predecessor, who was charming and diplomatic, 

Murtala was a decisive, uncompromising, no nonsense soldier (Alli, 2001: 

59, 252; Siollun, 2009: 170). The Murtala regime declared that it would wage 

war on corruption by focusing on ‘austerity and discipline’ and on 

implementing a new national development plan (Odetola, 1982: 29; Ojeleye, 

2009: 1).  

The Military Sector during the Mohammed-Obasanjo Regime 

The new regime expressed a commitment to the Gowon regime’s goal of 

reorganising the military. Its initial focus was threefold: remove or contain 

corrupt state governors, demobilisation and overdue promotions. 

The regime launched an investigation into corrupt practices which resulted in 

the retirement of ten out of the twelve military governors and excluded all 

military governors from the SMC (Siollun, 2009: 186, Lewis, 2006: 145).  To 

further its commitment to the initiative to reorganise the military, in January 

1976 the regime announced a wave of long overdue promotions of senior 

members of the armed forces.  Of those promoted, Murtala Mohammed 

himself became a four-star General whilst his deputy, Olusegun Obasanjo, 

was promoted to Lieutenant General (Siollun, 2009: 191). Once again, as 

with the previous regime, military promotions proved to be highly 

contentious. A significant number of officers suddenly found themselves 

outranked by their former juniors (Siollun, 2009: 192). A case in point was 

Chief of Army Staff, Brigadier T. Y. Danjuma’s promotion to the rank of 

Lieutenant General which placed him above six of his erstwhile seniors  
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(Siollun, 2009: 192).  This caused discontent right across the ranks 

especially amongst those who were completely bypassed in the exercise 

(Panter-Brick, 1978: 86; Siollun, 2009: 192).  One month after the promotions 

were announced, on February 13th, 1976, General Murtala Mohammed was 

assassinated in an attempted coup d’état.   It has been suggested that the 

indifferent way the military promotions were handled may have been a 

contributory factor to his demise (2002: 212). 

The coup d’état, of February 13th, 1976, though unsuccessful, highlighted 

the fact that the military at its highest levels, was not a cohesive force. The 

coup attempt also fanned insecurities amongst the political elites, especially 

in the North where there were those who feared that the coup d’état was 

instigated by regrouped Southerners in retaliation to the Northern-led coup 

d’état of July 1966. Consequently, although General Obasanjo, a southerner, 

was deputy to the late General Mohammed and as such his obvious 

successor, his appointment may not have been confirmed had it not been 

established beyond reasonable doubt that General Mohammed's demise 

was not part of a southern-led coup plot (Panter-Brick, 1978: 114; Siollun, 

2009: 191; Aka, 2010: 36). 

In his inaugural speech of 14 February 1976 General Obasanjo appealed for 

calm and declared his commitment to the plans laid down hitherto by his 

predecessor and promised to hand over power to civilians by 1979 (Peters, 

1997: 159). Lt. General Danjuma, the army Chief of Army Staff was given  
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responsibility for the outstanding demobilisation exercise.33   According to 

Danjuma, the reductions in personnel numbers were essential ‘in pursuit of 

[the] goal of having a disciplined, well-equipped, and mobile force’ (Adekson, 

1981: 10). Within three years he was able to reduce personnel numbers by 

seventy thousand (Adekson, 1981: 10; Peters, 1997: 143).  The regime’s 

military planners designed a new operational structure which replaced the 

pre-existing four infantry divisions with a combination of an armoured 

division, a composite division featuring both airborne and amphibious 

brigades, and two mechanised infantry divisions (with mechanised and 

armoured brigades (Peters, 1997: 144; Ojeleye, 2010: 125). Whilst much of 

the focus was on Army reorganisation, major changes were also introduced 

to modernise the Navy and Air Force (Yahaya, 1987: 97; Peters, 1997: 145, 

147). In the area of training and education, the Murtala-Obasanjo regime 

established the Armed Forces Command and Staff College34 (AFCSC) and 

the Nigerian Institute for Policy and Strategic Studies (NIPSS) (Peters, 1997: 

48). 35  Whilst these measures boosted professionalism within the officer 

corps, junior ranking personnel continued to commit gross acts of indiscipline 

and impunity in their dealings with civilians without redress (Odetola, 1982: 

51). The regime did not institute any programme to examine the relational 

gap between the military and the civilian population. Although, following the  

  

 
33 At the start of the Mohammed-Obasanjo regime, the three most senior members of the 
regime, Generals Mohammed, Obasanjo and Danjuma were the same officers chosen by 
the Gowon regime in 1972 to lead the Committee on military demobilisation.  
34 Formerly, Army Command and Staff College.  
35  In 1978, the training team became fully indigenised while in 1985 NDA was upgraded to a 
degree awarding institution. http://nigeriaonlinejobs.com/nigerian-defence-academy-nda-
recruitment-2011-into-Nigerian-defence-academy-Kaduna 
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failed military coup, the regime set up investigative tribunals by decree it 

relied more on pre-existing provisions of military law and command 

structures to keep in military discipline in check. 36 

Civil-Military Relations during the Mohammed-Obasanjo 
Regime 

Having appointed up to twelve civilians as members of the 25-man strong 

Federal Executive Committee (FEC), the Murtala-Obasanjo regime appeared 

to have a working partnership with civilian elites (Adamolekun, 1986: 120-1; 

Aka, 2010: 36). Civilians were however, excluded from FEC meetings in a 

bid to limit their overall influence in key decision-making processes (Odetola, 

1982: 98-99). The regime openly expressed contempt for so-called civilian 

values and sought to achieve greater convergence between lauded military 

bearing and social values (Obasanjo, 1980: 186). Its campaign against 

indiscipline was targeted mainly at civilians and designed to infuse society 

with such military values as selflessness, integrity, discipline and efficiency 

(Odetola, 1982: 50). To this end the regime experimented with the 

deployment of military officers into schools to instil discipline in the students 

and provide training in physical education and drills (Odetola, 1982: 50).  

Up to 11,000 civil servants were dismissed in the regime’s first seven months 

in office on charges of indiscipline, inefficiency, abuse of power and 

corruption (Peil, 1975: 41; Bienin, 1978: 248, Odetola, 1982: 50; Peters, 

1997: 158; Fayemi, 2002: 212). This action was taken during a period when 

civil servants had been experiencing long delays with the payment of their  

 
36 Decree 1: Treason and Other Offences (Special Military Tribunals) 1976. 



144 

 

salaries the measure thus further polarised civil-military relations (Falola and 

Heaton, 2008: 189). According to critics, the measure amounted to no more 

than a changing of the guards as the underlying system that facilitated abuse 

and corruption remained unchanged (Falola and Heaton, 2008: 189; Lewis, 

2007: 158). 

Military as a Nation Builder 

Like its predecessor, the Murtala-Obasanjo regime announced the creation 

of seven more new states, including a new, centrally located, capital city in 

Abuja. In 1979 it introduced the federal character (FC) principle into the 

constitution, with the aim of ensuring balanced ethnic representation in 

government agencies. This affirmative action policy, though highly 

controversial is still operational and remains one of the few attempts by the 

state to manage ethnic diversity within the polity. On the international scene, 

the regime followed an integrationist path within the West African region. It 

also demonstrated firm support for anti-Western movements notably, the 

MPLA in Angola and the ANC in South Africa (Peters, 1997: 152-3).  

Although it hoped that by focusing on austerity, indiscipline and most 

especially corruption, the economy would be self-correcting, the regime was 

unable to generate the necessary policy measures to reverse a burgeoning 

fiscal deficit (Lewis, 2007: 146, 151). Its anti-corruption measures were 

devoid of necessary checks and balances and for a sizeable and dynamic 

rentier economy, they proved to be ineffectual (Fayemi, 2002: 212; Falola 

and Heaton, 2008: 189). With imports and public spending levels at record  
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highs, the economy went into recession when oil prices and domestic oil 

production levels fell in 1978 (Lewis, 2007: 148). 

The regime handed over power as promised on 1 October 1979 to an 

elected civilian President, Alhaji Shehu Shagari. It was ineffectual in 

transforming the military into either an instrument of foreign policy or an 

agency for national development (Peters, 1997: 160). Its efforts to promote 

military professionalism focused mainly on technical aspects and combat 

readiness. The regime demonstrated a superior attitude when dealing with 

the civilian population and appeared to take no responsibility for the quality of 

civil-military relations.  

The unsuccessful coup d’état in which Murtala Mohammed was 

assassinated was a grim reminder that the military was by no means rid of 

factionalisation, nor of corruption or the ethnic and religious cleavages that 

beset Nigerian society before and after independence. At the end of the 

regime, after thirteen years of military rule, it seemed a much politicised 

military was retreating to the barracks just when its appetite for power had 

just been awakened. It has been suggested that the regime’s expeditious 

handover to a civilian government in 1979 was motivated in part by an 

inability to manage the economy and by a desire to safeguard the military 

from further politicisation (Anda, 2002:337; Ojo, 1998:75).  

The Government of President Shehu Shagari: 1979-1983 (The 
2nd Republic) 

 With victory at the polls, President Shagari’s NPN party was able to convene  
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the first civilian-led government since 1966.  The administration implemented 

the new constitution drafted by the Murtala-Obasanjo regime (The 1979 

Constitution) which replaced the Westminster style of government with the 

Presidential system based on the US model. New constitutional provisions 

rendered the seizure of power an unconstitutional act and prohibited military 

personnel from all forms of partisan political activity. At the onset, the 

Shagari administration declared its intention to transform the military so that 

it was ‘…second to none in Africa and comparable to the best in the world’.37 

It introduced for the first time, the office of the Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) 

who was to coordinate the military service arms and serve as a complement 

to the minister of defence in advising the President on defence and security 

matters (Garba, 2004: 104). However, both the CDS and the administration’s 

two ministers for defence were inept in core defence and security matters 

and unable to operate without recourse to the service chiefs (Fayemi, 1994: 

29). The administration failed to develop any effective mechanism to control 

the military or re-orientate it away from its authoritarian past. Left to develop 

their own rules military leaders often acted with impunity showing disregard 

for the President’s security policy preferences.38 Many of the politicians in the 

President Shagari’s civilian administration had been part of military rule in  

  

 
37  Excerpt from President Shehu Shagari speech given at the swearing in of Special 
Advisers, 27 December 1979 (cited in Tijani and Williams, 1981: 33).  
38 In 1983, General Muhammadu Buhari, Commander of the Third Armoured Division, broke 
ranks with the President by launching retaliatory attacks on Chadian forces that attacked 
Nigerian villages in the Lake Chad area (Peters, 1997: 175; Inamete, 2002: 120; Adebajo, 
2002: 46; Iliffe, 2011: 104). The administration equally disregarded military preferences on 
defence and national security matters (Bassey, 2011: xlii). Many senior officers felt that the 
government gave a weak response when a number of Nigerian citizens were killed by 
Cameroonian soldiers in border disputes in 1981 (Yoroms, 2001: 82). 



147 

 

one capacity or another and had imbibed the patrimonialist tendencies of 

previous governments. Prebendalist military officers were able to carry on 

freely with their exploitative ventures under the new government, often in 

partnership with corrupt politicians (Ebbe, 2003:143).  

Strained civil-military relations forced the administration to rely less and less 

on the military for projecting state power in the domestic environment 

(Fayemi, 1994: 50). The administration committed more resources to the 

intelligence and para-military services and the police force, whilst neglecting 

the armed forces (Fayemi, 1994: 29; Iliffe, 2011: 103).39  Ultimately, high 

levels of corruption coupled with the economic difficulties brought on by  

falling oil prices, turned public opinion against the Shagari government 

(Bienin, 1985: 2; Mwakikagile, 2001: 97). The administration resorted to 

dealing with domestic political disputes by using force and repressive 

practices (Ashiru, 2013: 128). Capitalizing on the government’s loss of 

credibility the military staged a successful coup d’état on 31 December 1983 

(Iliffe, 2011: 104). Although the Shagari administration sought, at its 

inception, to focus on strengthening the military’s strategic capabilities, it 

failed to take any tangible steps to improve civil-military relations or to 

safeguard itself from the risk of coups d’état (Tijani and Williams, 1981: 33; 

Fayemi, 1994: 29). The coup of December 1983 confirmed the military’s 

ownership of a new interventionist identity. This, a tragedy for Nigerian  

  

 
39 The Shagari government however proactively funded the Navy although this may have 
been because the Navy, unlike the army, was not typically associated with military 
intervention (Elaigwu, 2013: 91).  
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democracy, marked the return of the military to power for another sixteen 

years. 

The Buhari Regime (1984-1985) 

General Buhari described the factors that led to the coup as:  

The grave economic predicament and uncertainty which an 

inept and corrupt leadership imposed on our beloved nation for 

the past four years and the civilian administration’s gross 

indiscipline and […] misuse or abuse of public office for self or 

group aggrandizement (Falola and Ihonvbere, 1985: 231; 

Osuagwu-Iheukwumere, 1985: 47; Udogu, 2005: 173) 

The new regime announced its intention to turn the economy around through 

a combination of austerity and social reform programmes. It would shun the 

African regional power-house role played by previous governments and 

adopt a more cautious foreign policy posture (Peters, 1997: 225; Fayemi, 

2002: 215). 

The Military Sector during the Buhari Regime 

The Buhari regime continued with the development programme for the 

military sector put in place by the Murtala-Obasanjo regime. The regime took 

steps, as far as possible, to strengthen the position of the military class in 

Nigerian society (Osaghae, 1998: 178). Further consolidating its militarist 

outlook, several military officers, both serving and retired, received prominent 

political appointments both at home and abroad (Othman, 1989: 138). These 

appointments, not typically available in the regular course of a soldier’s  
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career are illustrative of how, the military almost by osmosis became more 

and more politicised. Distracted by the demands of governance and regime 

security, the regime was unable to attend to the normative and behavioural 

factors that undermined military professionalism, such as, increasing 

politicisation within the military, military indiscipline, ethnic tension and 

factionalisation within the ranks.  There were divisions in the Buhari regime’s 

Supreme Military Council (SMC) between the supporters of the Head of 

State, led by his deputy, General Idiagbon and the supporters of the Chief of 

Army Staff, General Ibrahim Babangida. It was Babangida who originally 

nominated General Buhari, to head the new regime but he openly disagreed 

with many of his policy choices and was often suspected of plotting a coup 

against the regime (Lewis, 2006: 139).  The consequences of such internal 

divisions had not been addressed since the two coups d’état of 1966, but 

rather, had been continually compounded by fresh lesions. The Nigerian 

Security Organisation (NSO), created in 1976 by the Obasanjo regime, was 

used, under Buhari, as a secret police force (GlobalSecurity.org: 2019). 

Civil-Military Relations during the Buhari Regime  

Despite the Buhari regime’s touted ‘corrective mission’ its proposed duration 

in office was left open-ended, to the disgruntlement of the political elite 

(Peters, 1997: 10; Fayemi, 2002: 251). (Peters, 1997: 10; Fayemi, 2002: 

215). Throughout its tenure there was continued tension between the Buhari 

regime and the civilian population. The regime dismissed up to fifty thousand 

civil servants and arrested several politicians on grounds of corruption  
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(Harnischfeger, 2008: 125). By-passing the courts, it set-up military tribunals 

to try politicians, imposing minimum sentences of twenty-one years on those 

found guilty (Otto, 2011: 573).40  Majority of the politicians arrested were 

members of the former opposition party whilst members of President 

Shagari’s ruling party were left untouched (Lewis, 2007: 161; Falola and 

Heaton, 2008: 213; Hauss, 2008: 444). The regime was thus seen in some 

circles as an instrument of ethno-regional competition and accused of bias in 

favour of Northern interests (Ekwe-Ekwe, 1985: 611; Momoh, 1995: 24; 

Falola, 1998: 62).  

The regime clamped down on the press, dissenting labour unions, students 

and professionals groups and unlike previous military regimes, was brazen in 

its disregard for human rights.  Like its predecessor, the Buhari regime was 

accused of looking for a scapegoat for the country’s economic woes, when it 

expelled up to 700,000 West Africans from the country in May 1985.  With its 

style of governance increasingly seen as repressive and heavy-handed, the 

regime was ousted on 28 August 1985 after barely twenty months in office in 

a coup d’état led by its Chief of Army Staff, General Ibrahim Babangida 

(Lewis, 2006: 100). 41  The Buhari regime did little to improve military 

professionalism and when it was overthrown, civil-military relations was 

highly strained and Nigerian society was more militarised.  

  

 
40 In 1984, General Buhari enacted Decree 2: State Security (Detention of Persons) which 
gave the National Security Organisation (NSO) the power to arbitrarily arrest and detain any 
individual or group without trial indefinitely on security grounds (Matthews, 2002: 177; 
Sørensen, 1991, 12; Peters, 1997: 10).  
41  Such was the measure of distrust that the Buhari regime’s coup deterrent strategy 
included the detailing of heavily armed soldiers outside all the federal broadcasting stations 
to prevent would be coupists from seizing them. (Uko, 2004: 139).  

https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&sa=G&tbm=bks&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Johannes+Harnischfeger%22&ei=Jg0gUIvbOIGm0QWpkIHQDw&ved=0CGoQ9Ag
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The Ibrahim Babangida Regime (1985-1993) 

General Babangida gave as reasons for the coup, the gross violations of 

human rights and the rigid and uncompromising attitude of the Buhari 

leadership (Bello, 1995: 301). The country’s fifth military head of state had 

inherited a polity whose resilience had been sorely tested by militarism, 

repression, continuous unrest and economic hardship. In his quest for 

legitimacy, Babangida reversed the divisive policies of his predecessor and 

adopted a pro-human rights outlook (Ihonvbere, 1994: 199). He appeased 

the public by repealing the repressive decrees passed by the Buhari regime, 

and released political detainees (Bello, 1995: 301; Adebajo, 2002: 42, 1998: 

118-9). He declared a 15-month period of economic emergency and 

announced a plan to hand over power to a civilian led government by 1 

October 1990.  

The Military Sector during the Babangida Regime 

The military’s internal problems specifically, factionalisation, corruption and 

politicisation, persisted throughout the Babangida regime. Four months 

intothe regime, in December 1985, a palace coup was foiled involving Air 

Force personnel. Thereafter, the regime relied heavily on the use of 

intelligence services for the surveillance of critics both within the military and 

without.  In 1989, a National Guard corps was set-up for the protection of the 

Head of State (Falola, 1998:63). A year later, in April 1990 Major Gideon 

Orkar and some middle-ranking officers attempted another coup d’état 

expressing a frustration with hegemonic control of the state by the political  
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North (Kalu, 2009: 95).  For security reasons, in response to the attempted 

coups d’état, two hundred senior officers were forcibly retired, and more than 

seventy officers were executed by the regime (Dibie, 2003: 113). Up to 

11,000 army personnel were discharged and throughout the service arms, 

several military units were either closed or merged. Plans to purchase new 

weapons and non-essential projects were suspended and there were major 

cutbacks to training and maintenance services (Peters, 1997: 209).  

Distracted by the need to maintain regime security the regime failed to 

promote military professionalism from the standpoint of the military’s role and 

identity. 

Neo-patrimonialism and other Corrupt Practices 

General Babangida shared the benefits of power through frequent changes 

to his administrative team. Up to 80 military governors served during his 

tenure many of whom, according to Peters, ‘…turned the state into private 

use’ (Peters, 1997: 223).  The regime pioneered the practice of handing out 

cash and expensive material gifts to maintain the loyalty of supporters and to 

purchase the loyalty of critics and opponents (Peters, 1997: 223; Rasak, 

2012: 7).  Whilst the regime’s austerity measures cut salaries and budgets in 

the public sector significantly, it provided many of its supporters with a 

continuous flow of extra-budgetary payments (Momoh, 1995: 46; Peters, 

1997: 216; Yoroms, 2011: 129). 

In an interview, the regime’s last Chief of Army Staff, General Salihu, said:  
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We created such a situation whereby we were operating mini 

armies within the larger Nigerian Army, to such a ridiculous 

extent that some commanders had the audacity to kit their 

troops without any recourse to existing regulations or the Army 

Headquarters. 

It was an open secret that some officers preferred political 

appointments over and above regimental appointments no 

matter the relevance of such appointments to their career 

prospects (Lt. General Ibrahim Salihu cited in Ihonbvere, 1998: 

508) 

The regime’s, neo-patrimonialist orientation undermined the military’s 

sacrosanct hierarchical structure.  Military personnel closest to the regime’s 

leadership were often financially better off compared to some of their 

superior officers. This encouraged insubordination, impunity and lack of 

regard for established protocols (Momoh, 1995: 48-9).   

ECOMOG - Nigerian Troops in the Liberian Crisis 

 
Whilst conditions at home approached that of a police state, soon after the 

start of the first Liberian Civil war (1989–1996) the Babangida regime 

audaciously deployed Nigerian troops to help resolve the crisis.  The move 

went against the grain of the non-interference posture of the OAU Charter 

and domestically, given the imposition by the regime of emergency 

economicmeasures, it was highly controversial (Peters, 1997: 212).42 The 

troops were deployed as part of ECOMOG peacekeeping forces, the 

Monitoring Group of the Economic Community of West African States  

  

 
42 OAU – Organisation for African Unity, now the African Union (AU). 
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(ECOWAS) in which the Nigerian contingent was dominant. The Nigerian 

troops were engaged in lengthy military operations and the maintenance of 

law and order in most parts of the war-torn country. They however received 

international commendations for their involvement in the Liberian conflict 

which, despite the ECOWAS intervention, claimed over 150,000 lives. 

Civil-Military Relations during the Babangida Regime 

Although the regime sought public acceptance by promising to uphold 

peoples’ rights when it came into power, it soon after became even more 

repressive than the regime it replaced (Rwomire, 2001: 80; Obiagwu and 

Odinkalu, 2003: 243). It demonstrated utter disregard for the rule of law by 

frequently setting up military tribunals which usurped the role of the civil 

courts (Momoh, 1995:49).43 The impunity with which many military officers 

acted during the regime is exemplified by the comment of one military 

governor who said: 

As the chief executive of the state it is up to me to decide 

whether or not to obey a court injunction (Lagos State 

Governor, Colonel Raji Rasaki, July 9, 1990. cited in Sørensen, 

1991: 11). 

Babangida used the police and security forces to crackdown on students and 

mass protesters, human rights activists, politicians and the general media 

(Odunsi, 2005: 197). Members of the civil society, trade unions, professional  

  

 
43 In 1993, the Babangida regime enacted Decree 29: Treason and Treasonable Offences to 
clamp down on the press. It gave the regime the right to seize publications considered a 
threat to peace and public order and to charge the authors for treason (Babarinsa, 1990).  
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associations and religious groups who opposed the regime were intimidated, 

imprisoned, assassinated or simply made to disappear (Obiagwu and 

Odinkalu, 2003: 243).  Like its predecessor, the regime was accused of 

seeking to instrumentally advance the political interests of the Muslim North 

when it surreptitiously upgraded the country’s observer status at the 

Organisation of Islamic Conferences (OIC), to full membership (Sørensen, 

1991: 43; Peters, 1997: 206, 220; Vaughan, 2005: 128-9). 44 

 

Democratic Transition under Babangida 

The Babangida regime devised an elaborate and expensive transition 

programme which involved the registration of political parties, and various 

political institutions for the administration and monitoring of the planned 

elections.  The date for the presidential elections was changed on four 

different occasions: from October 1990 to January 1992, then again to 

January 1993 and yet again to August 1993 (Momoh, 1995: 16, Dokubo, 

2011: 309). When the elections were eventually held on 12 June 1993, from 

the closing results, it was clear that Chief M.K.O Abiola of the Social 

Democratic Party had emerged winner. Rather than announce the results, on 

the 23 of June 1993, General Babangida announced their cancellation.   

For an already weary civil population this proved to be the last straw and civil 

protests and riots broke out in many parts of the country. Scholars disagree  

  

 
44 Organisation of Islamic Conferences (OIC), an umbrella body for Islamic nations. 
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as to what the real reasons for the annulment of the June 12 elections were. 

One argument is centred on the idea that in a military regime some officers 

may disagree with the notion of a return to civilian rule if they find the 

proposed post-authoritarian arrangements to be unsatisfactory (Barkey, 

1990: 175). Corroborating this viewpoint, Rotimi Ajayi quotes the Babangida 

regime’s vice president, Admiral Augustus Aikhomu who said in a press 

statement that the military would not relinquish power ‘to a president-elect 

not wanted by the military’ (Ajayi, 1996: 9; Onwumechili, 1998: 33). Another 

viewpoint suggests that the regime succumbed to overwhelming pressure 

from a powerful clique of northerners, led by the Sultan of Sokoto, Alhaji 

Ibrahim Dasuki, the aristocratic head of the Hausa-Fulani, who were 

dissatisfied with the two presidential candidates (Ajayi, 1996: 22). Others 

question Babangida’s sincerity in trying to achieve democratic transition. 

According to this view he wanted to hang on to power and remain in office for 

the longer term. This was supported by one of Babangida’s aides, who 

claimed that the military dictator had commissioned a study to investigate the 

methods adopted by General Pinochet of Chile in prolonging his time as 

head of the Chilean state (Peters, 1997: 214). 

Lacking both domestic and international support, General Babangida 

resigned on August 26, 1993, after eight years in as Head of State. Civil-

military relations and military professionalism were at their lowest point. 

Babangida handed over to Chief Ernest Shonekan, a bureaucrat from the 

south with no previous experience of civil administration who was to lead an   
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interim national government (ING) (Abegunrin, 2001: 124; Ojeleye, 2010: 

132).  More than any other military regime beforehand, the Babangida 

regime became notorious for neo-patrimonialism and corruption. By focusing 

on patronage and regime security, the regime neglected the military’s 

developmental needs. By the end of the regime, the military was a mix of 

competing factions and lacking in esprit de corps. There had been a shift in 

the military’s identity so that many within the military now saw political office 

as part of their professional path. Amongst the civilian population the military 

was a coercive organisation riddled with corruption and cronyism. 

The Government of Chief Ernest Shonekan  (The 3rd 
Republic) 

Chief Shonekan assumed office on 27 August 1993 and was to serve as 

head of a hastily set up Interim National Government (ING), until the new 

elections, scheduled for February 1994, were held (Abegunrin, 2001: 124). 

His government enjoyed neither local nor international support and its 

mainstay was the military that created it. Shonekan had led Babangida’s 

Transitional Council since early 1993. Having spent most of his career in 

industry, he was widely considered to be out of his depth politically. His 

administration retained the services of several members of the Babangida 

regime ominously including the Minister for Defence, General Sani Abacha. 

Without reference to the Head of the interim government, General Abacha 

changed the military service chiefs as he took steps to consolidate his hold 

on power (Dibua, 2006: 121; Barrett, 1993: 1763). In defiance of the ING, 

pro-democracy groups and large segments of the general public staged 

protests demanding that the cancelled elections be de-annulled and that   
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Chief Abiola be installed as president. Thus, the new government faced a 

crisis of legitimacy which was compounded when a Lagos High court ruled 

that decree 61 that brought the ING into being, was signed after Babangida’s 

resignation and was therefore illegal (Albert, 2005: 70). Even more socially 

divisive was the Shonekan government’s decision to press on with austerity 

measures by removing a pre-existing petroleum subsidy in the hope of 

reducing the excessive level of public debt that his government inherited. 

Labour unions responded by calling out their members on an indefinite strike 

which brought the country to a stand-still (West Africa, 1993: 2156). In the 

ensuing chaos, General Abacha and a cohort of senior military officers 

demanded Shonekan’s immediate resignation (Dibua, 2006: 121). He 

eventually resigned on 17 November 1993, referring to ‘a great deal of 

restiveness within the army (West Africa, 1993: 2156). General Abacha, who 

was considered to have been in effective control of government since the 

resignation of President Babangida promptly, declared himself the new Head 

of State (West Africa, 1993: 2156). He would prove to be the most despotic 

and brutal military ruler in the country’s history.  

The Abacha Regime (1993-1998) 

As Chief of Defence Staff in the Babangida regime, General Abacha was 

acknowledged to be the second most powerful person in the country.  

Nicknamed Khalifa, meaning ‘king in waiting’, he made no secrets of his 

ambitions to lead the country. In his capacity as Minister for Defence in the 

interim government, Abacha demonstrated his knowledge of the basic tenets 

of civil-military relations theory whilst addressing senior officers at the 

National War College when he said:  
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The success of the military profession depends on the 

disciplined subordination of the officers and men of the armed 

forces to the Constitution of the Federal republic of Nigeria that 

we have all sworn to uphold. Thus you must resist all attempts 

to be used by unpatriotic people to subvert the Constitution. It 

is your cardinal duty to defend the Constitution. The nation, and 

indeed the whole world expect no less of you (cited in 

Babatope, 1995: 16) 

Coming from a foremost militician, Abacha’s rhetoric here underscores the 

fact that military personnel’s motivation to pursue an interventionist and 

political career path is ultimately personal and separate from their 

understanding of their professionalism.45 

The Military Sector during the Abacha Regime 

The Abacha’s coup created further divisions within a highly politicised and 

factionalised military organisation (African Research Bulletin, 1998: 13119; 

Ajayi, 1996: 10).   The factions included the professionals, a lobby of lame 

but senior officers who sought a non-political role for the military.46 There 

were factions built around charismatic serving and retired senior officers as 

well as around ethnic, regional and religious identities (Ihonvbere, 1998: 

594). Arguably the two most significant groups were the establishment and 

the militicians. The establishment group sought the preservation of Abacha’s   

 
45 Militician – a blend of military and politician. A politician who, though maintaining an 
outward display of democracy, is strongly associated with or actively supported by a military 
establishment, and typically gained power through military force 
(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/militician). 
46 Abacha also reshuffled the military top brass removing the professional officers from key 
positions and replacing them with his cronies (Howe, 2001: 272; Lewis et al, 1998:67). 
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military supporters in a post-transitional civilian government.  This group was 

led by the Minister for the Federal Capital Territory, Jeremiah Useni and 

included General Abdulsalami Abubakar, Patrick Aziza, Bamaiyi and Rear 

Admiral Mike Akhigbe. The militicians comprised mid-career soldiers and 

officers for whom the armed forces had been involved in governance for the 

larger part of their professional careers. This group, many of whom held 

aspirations of holding political office themselves, sought a continued 

interventionist role for the military. The cornucopia of factions attending the 

start of the Abacha regime meant that the risk of a coup d’état was ever 

present and the prospect of military reform even more remote. 

Abacha commonly described the military as his ‘constituency’ and deftly 

manipulated the various camps within the military, initially to gain acceptance 

and thereafter, to consolidate his hold on the military.  The service chiefs 

were officers from the professionals’ camp which gave the impression that 

the regime would be collegiate in its policy orientation. Further, by making 

sure that they were non-Northerners, Abacha assuaged concerns about 

ethnic domination amongst military personnel and the larger society (Fayemi, 

2002: 219). His choice of a Southerner, Lieutenant General Oladipo Diya, as 

deputy Head of State and Chief of General Staff gave the impression that the 

Abacha regime was nationalist in its orientation.  

 

Personal Rule and Neo-Patrimonialism 

 Abacha’s commitment to self-promotion, wealth accumulation and regime 

security meant that he was distrusting of everyone besides a close circle of   
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cronies. For these, he openly flouted command traditions and protocols (Alli, 

2001: 349). The Abacha camp’s spin doctors produced a variety of loyalty 

merchandise and corporate gifts. 47  These included supplies of Abacha-

branded television sets, footwear, soap, keyrings and lapel badges. Within 

the military, it became de rigueur for personnel to show solidarity by donning 

the ‘Abacha’ badges as part of their uniforms. In order not to be seen as 

threats, most military personnel declared unflinching loyalty to the head of 

state. 

As Head of State, Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces, Chairman, Joint 

Chiefs of Staff and the Minister of Defence, Abacha saw to it that budget 

allocations could not be disbursed without his personal approval (Alli, 2001: 

331). Abacha engendered within the military, an environment in which 

various members of the armed forces received financial benefits via irregular 

and unofficial channels. Unit commanders received benefits, usually 

financial, for which they were not required to give account (Yoroms, 2011: 

127). At all levels of the military, personnel were kept permanently on their 

guard by the regime. Abacha avoided official meetings as far as possible and 

his informal meetings were held randomly around the clock (Alli, 2001: 337). 

Trusting only a few in his close circle, he was often totally inaccessible to the 

service chiefs and his ministers for days (Owolabi, 1998: 10).  He irritated 

many of his military colleagues by filtering nearly all matters of state through 

a junior officer, Major Hamza al-Mustapha, his Chief of Security Officer   

 
47 The pro-Abacha campaign included the Youth Earnestly Ask for Abacha (YEAA) group headed by 

Daniel Kanu. Kanu organised a march called Two Million Youth Ask for Abacha on 3-5 March 1998 in 
support of the military dictator becoming a civilian President (Africa Research Bulletin, 1998). 
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(Okafor, 1998: 14).48  Mustapha was reported to have been placed in charge 

of a Strike Force unit with its own interrogation centre, detention camps and 

assassination team (Iliffe, 2011: 152).  

Morale and esprit de corps soon sank to an all-time low and there were 

frequent rumours of coups so that military personnel were regularly arrested 

on treasonable charges. On the 9th of March 1995, several serving and 

retired officers were arrested on suspicion of coup plotting. This included 

General Shehu Musa Yar’Adua (rtd.), a Northern aristocrat who served in the 

Murtala-Obasanjo regime as Chief of Staff, Supreme Headquarters. 

Yar’Adua was considered one of the most powerful men in Nigerian politics. 

He had been vocal in advocating an early return to civilian rule. On the 19th 

of March, General Olusegun Obasanjo, the former Head of State, and an 

open critic of the regime, was also arrested along with one hundred and fifty 

other senior officers. A panel of enquiry into the alleged coup plot was set up 

headed by the regime’s Chief of Defence Staff, Major General Abdulsalam 

Abubakar (Dibie, 2003: 116). 49   The panel recommended that fifty-two 

officers be tried before a closed military tribunal and twelve senior military 

officers were subsequently sentenced to death by execution including 

General Yar’Adua (rtd.) (Novak, 2016: 97; Amnesty International, 1998: 2). 

General Obasanjo and nine others were sentenced to life imprisonment. 

Several others received sentences ranging from six months to  

  

 
48 Major Mustapha was rumored to be the second most powerful and dreaded person in the 
    Army after his boss, General Abacha (Okafor, 1998: 14). Mustapha’s Strike Force sponsored 
assassinations, covert terrorist activities and bombings (Adeakin, 2016). 
49 The regime extended the powers government has under Decree 1: Treason and Other Offences 

(Special Military Tribunals) (1976) to enable the trial of both military personnel and civilians 
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twenty-five years imprisonment whilst others were forcibly retired (Olowo, 

1995: 1639). 

Abacha’s deputy and Chief of General Staff, Lieutenant-General Oladipo 

Diya was arrested for coup plotting on 21 December 1997 (Dibie, 2003: 116; 

African Research Bulletin, 1998: 12956; Amnesty International, 1998: 2; The 

Times, 1997: 14). On 28 April 1998, a closed military tribunal passed death 

sentences on six of the alleged coup plotters including Diya whilst others 

were given long prison terms (Lewis et al, 1998:67). These events signalled 

to the rest of the world that the premier office in Nigeria had been occupied 

by a brutal dictator. 

Regional Power Projection and Foreign Missions 

Despite complications at home, the Abacha regime continued the tradition of 

regional power projection set by his predecessors. In December 1993, the 

regime deployed troops to the Bakassi peninsula region of Cameroon. The 

ownership of the oil-rich area had been the subject of a diplomatic stand-off 

between Nigeria and French-backed Cameroon since 1975. Although it was 

presumed that Abacha wanted to determine the dispute by annexing the 

peninsula, the operation was not guided by a clear strategic objective or 

tactical plan. It was poorly executed, and the Nigerian troops suffered 

avoidable casualties (Bassey, 2011: xxxvii).  

Nigerian Peacekeeping Force in Sierra Leone  

The Sierra Leonean Armed Forces Ruling Council (AFRC) and their rebel 

allies RUF forces threatened peace in the region by toppling the   
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democratically elected government of President Ahmed Tejan Kabbah in 

May 1997. Following the breakdown of peace talks, on 13 February 1998, 

Nigerian-led ECOMOG troops in association with local militias, Kamajors 

rounded up the AFRC/RUF forces and paved the way for Kabbah’s 

reinstatement. Thus, the world was presented with the irony of a highly 

unpopular and undemocratic Nigerian regime spearheading the installation of 

a democratic government in another country. Whilst the Sierra Leonean 

mission helped give the image of the Nigerian leader a temporary boost, it 

did little for the corporate image of the Nigerian military (Adebajo, 2002: 93).  

As was the case in Liberia, in Sierra Leone, the Nigerian ECOMOG 

contingent were accused of human rights abuses, rape, looting and other 

forms of conduct that called into question their level of discipline and 

professionalism.50 British Journalist Alec Russell: 

After their initial deployment in [24] August 1990, far from 

keeping the peace they actively fomented the conflict, arming 

several of the factions to fight as their proxies. They also 

shamelessly upheld their countries reputation for corruption 

and greed by pillaging Liberia as enthusiastically as any of the 

warlords. So comprehensive was their looting that they stripped 

one of Monrovia’s harbours of its dockyard fittings, shipped 

them away and sold them for scrap-metal (1997: 13). 

Abacha did little to nurture the military’s professional development. Its public 

image suffered considerably as it came to be regarded as a selfish and  

  

 
50 Amnesty International in its 1998 report, also detailed atrocities committed by ECOMOG soldiers in 

Liberia which included beating, torturing and firing upon peaceful demonstrators. See Amnesty 
International (1998: 1).  
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corrupt, praetorian establishment.  

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations during 
the Abacha Regime. 

At its entry stage, the Abacha regime appointed high profile civil servants, 

politicians and pro-democracy campaigners to key posts in the cabinet 

(Olowo, 1995: 2204; Ajayi, 1996: 27; Lewis et al, 1998: 67).   It promised to 

convene a sovereign national conference which many pro-democracy groups 

had been calling for (Olukoshi, 1998: 249; Dibua, 2006: 131).51 The National 

Constitutional Conference (NCC) was inaugurated on 27 June 1994 with a 

mandate to propose mechanisms through which the various ethnic identities 

could be more effectively accommodated within the existing federal structure 

(Suberu, 2001: 42). With approximately one-third of the delegates appointed 

by the Abacha regime, the NCC was largely boycotted by pro-democracy 

groups. 

One political analyst described Abacha’s early appointments as: 

 … clear reminders of the various praetorian tactics of 

manipulation, intimidation, diversion, incorporation and 

domestication perfected under the Babangida administration 

(Ajayi, 1996: 24) 

The regime arrested Chief Abiola, the presumed winner of the June 12 

elections on treasonable charges and made it clear that the elections would  

  

 
51  The call for a Sovereign National Conference (also referred to as National Conference or 

Constitutional Conference) was a recurrent one through which it was hoped, the various ethnic groups 
in the country would dialogue to ensure due representation and re-examine the basis of the Federal 
structure (Suberu, 2001: 41; Udogu, 2005: 2). The Conference had been avoided by successive 
regimes possibly because it was potentially volatile and could divide the country further if not managed 
properly. 
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not be revisited.  Several appeals for the release of Chief Abiola fell on deaf 

ears including representations from Pope John Paul II and Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu who paid Abacha a visit in April 1995 as envoy of the South 

African President (Keesings, 1995: 40490).  

Ken Saro-Wiwa, leader of Movement for the Survival of The Ogoni People 

(MOSOP), who campaigned for greater autonomy in the management of the 

environment in oil rich Ogoni land, also fell foul of the regime. In May 1994 

he was detained, tried by a military tribunal and subsequently sentenced to 

death by execution. Despite appeals for leniency from various national and 

international groups and Commonwealth leaders including President 

Mandela, Saro-Wiwa was executed on 10 November 1995 (The Economist, 

1995: 17).  Several cases of assassinations and assassination attempts 

involving high profile members of the public soon after they had criticized 

Abacha became commonplace (Olurunfewa, 1998: 15). 

 

Abacha’s Democratic Transition Programme 

Between 1996 and 1998 the regime convened elections for local government 

councils, state houses of assembly, the national assembly and the Federal 

Capital Territory.  In the course of these elections in which only pro-Abacha 

stalwarts were successful, it became apparent that the Abacha regime’s 

transition programme was designed to enable him to succeed himself as 

head of state.   The five political parties approved by the regime all  
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nominated Abacha as their presidential candidate. An anti-Abacha protest 

rally in Ibadan on the 1st of May 1998 was the scene for Nigeria’s own 

Tiananmen Square, when police fired on protesters, killing seven of them 

and so attracting more pressures from the international community. 

President Clinton, Tony Blair, Boris Yeltsin and other leaders of the Group of 

Seven, the most powerful nations in the world, in a press statement declared 

that a ‘credible transition ’could not be expected with Abacha as the sole 

candidate for the presidential elections (Somorin, 1998: 1-2).  

It was in these tense circumstances that General Abacha, rumoured to have 

suffered a heart attack, passed away suddenly on 8 June 1998. Although 

there are speculations that he may have been murdered, such speculations 

are outside the scope of this study (Dibie, 2003: 117; Edgerton, 2004: 172).  

Abacha became known as a brutal dictator.  The UK’s Daily Telegraph 

published an obituary under the heading, ‘General Sani Abacha: Nigerian 

dictator who promised elections but instead hanged political opponents’ (The 

Daily Telegraph, 1998: 21).  His regime was notorious for patrimonialism, 

corruption, unprecedented levels of politically motivated killings, and with 

reference to the handling of the Delta region crisis, also ethnic cleansing 

(Soyinka 1996: 6).  The Abacha regime raised questions about military 

accountability from within and outside Nigeria (Sesay and Ukeje, 1997: 31). 

Under Abacha, sectionalism in the military became more pronounced 

aspatronage and focus on regime security undermined the internal workings 

of the military institution. Against the background of the lavish lifestyles of the  
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military politicians, the terror reigned by the Abacha regime on the ordinary 

citizens of Nigeria painted a macabre picture of highly conflictual civil-military 

relations. Ben Charles-Obi a newspaper editor who was tortured by the 

Abacha regime said in an interview:  

 

I could see that the Nigerian military has lost touch with reality. 

It has deviated from the civilized standard of military institutions 

worldwide and degenerated into a gestapo institution. It is not 

only an army of occupation but a terrorist institution. It has 

become a killer, a torturer, a maimer of the people they are 

paid to protect (quoted in Owolabi, 1998: 10). 

 

The Regime of General Abdulsalami Abubakar (1998-1999) 

Following the demise of General Sani Abacha amidst national crisis, General 

Abdulsalami Abubakar was sworn in as Head of State on 8 June 1998.  He 

began by reversing many of the repressive policies and statutes introduced 

by his predecessor. His populist entry-phase measures included the release 

of political detainees and the recovery of some of the funds stolen by the 

former head of state and his cronies.52 General Abubakar’s one-year tenure 

did not give opportunity for significant changes to the military sector. His 

contribution to military professionalism was the restoration of esprit de corps 

in the forces. General Abubakar was able to dissipate the atmosphere of fear 

that gripped officers during the Abacha regime so that most could not interact  

 
52 The Abubakar regime recovered USD 750 million of the billions of dollars looted by the 
late dictator (Kofele-Kale, 2016: 194). 
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freely with one another. 

In the area of civil-military relations, General Abubakar promised to handover 

to a civilian administration within a year. He had to first to control the 

restiveness within the military ranks and unite the forces behind his plans to 

handover to a civilian-led government. At a time when ethnic tension was at 

an all-time high, organising elections was an onerous task.  In Anambra 

State, Osun State, Bayelsa State and the Middle Belt, there were severe 

cases of ethnic conflict (Alao, 2000: 27). Religious tensions and cultism were 

also on the increase heightening the overall level of instability in the country. 

General Abubakar’s discussions to release Chief M.K. O Abiola, the 

presumed winner of the annulled June 12 election were abandoned when in 

a sudden twist, he died in prison on 7 July 1998. 

The approval of General Olusegun Obasanjo who emerged as the People’s 

Democratic Party (PDP) presidential candidate helped to douse the flames of 

ethnic tensions to some degree as he, like Chief Abiola hailed from the 

country’s South-West region. Obasanjo subsequently won the presidential 

elections and was sworn into office 29 May 1999. Although, General 

Abubakar’s, pro-democracy stance earned him kudos with the international 

community, the fact that he had himself, and several members of his cabinet 

had been part of the Abacha regime meant that their stewardship was held 

with suspicion by the public. The regime’s enduring achievement was 

facilitating an orderly return to democratic elections in Nigeria after a 

prolonged period of military rule.  
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 Conclusion 

This chapter provided insights into military professionalism and civil-military 

relations during the period of military rule in Nigeria. There is a general 

consensus that military rule led to a significant decline in the level of 

professionalism in the Nigerian armed forces (Metz and Butts, 1996: v; 

Agbese, 2002: 99; Agbese and Udogu, 2005: 32; Houngnikpo, 2010: 139). 

All the Nigerian military rulers were professionals in the Huntingtonian sense, 

in terms of their rank, training and experience. Thus, their appreciation of the 

military’s professional development needs was seldom in doubt. Yet, the 

exigencies of governance compromised their ability to focus effectively on 

the military’s institutional and professional well-being.  Each one of the 

military regimes adopted a correctivist stance at the beginning. They made 

lofty statements about fixing society’s ailments but largely failed to do so 

(Hutchful, 1986: 804-7).   As military rulers responded to matters of state, 

they also had to contend with problems within the military camp. To the pre-

independence trajectory of problems arising from ethno-regional identities 

was added neo-patrimonialism, a proliferation of factions and the continuous 

risk of coup d’état.  Failure to develop coherent strategies for dealing with 

these problems caused the military to deviate from its core professional 

values. As the military rule period extended, the promotion of military 

professional values such as - duty, honour, loyalty, honesty, justice, integrity, 

selfless service, courage, sacrifice and human dignity became more and 

more tautological. The most flagrant of the military regimes were those led by 

Generals Babangida and Abacha. Despite their rhetoric neither represented  
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correctivist missions by ethically minded officers with the national interest in 

mind. The two military leaders were both driven by personal interest and 

launched their coups d’état with the primary aim of promoting their personal 

agendas.  They therefore paid less attention to the demands of governance 

or the essential needs of the military compared to previous regimes.  As a 

result, many otherwise taciturn officers openly admitted that the military’s 

incursions into domestic politics were at the expense of its professionalism.  

This can be seen in the comments of a Field Commander who described 

military professionalism as a direct casualty of military rule. During interview 

he said: 

The singular factor that suffered the most during the period of 

military rule was military professionalism. Deterioration in 

welfare occurred during military rule because they were 

concerned more with whom to bring into the political clique than 

about the health of the military. 

Accession No. 101/2002 Interview Maj. General NA 

His comments are corroborated by another senior army officer who said: 

It [professionalism] was not considered at all rather, regime 

security and the protection of political office was the most 

important thing. I would say military professionalism averaged 

about 25 per cent right through military rule 

Accession No. 102/2002 Interview Maj. General NA 
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The enduring legacy of the period of military rule is the politicisation of the 

military. Politicisation corroded the institution’s traditional bureaucratic and 

hierarchical structure as military careers became a means to amassing 

wealth. This chapter has thus shown that despite the military’s much lauded 

professional values, personal ambition is a key factor in determining the 

degree to which those values would be maintained. This aspect was 

overlooked by Huntington who posited that the officer corps’ deviation from 

the professional path only resulted from ineffective oversight from civilian 

authorities (1957: 83-85). It was similarly overlooked by Stepan who argued 

the inevitability of interventionism and a political role for military officers as a 

natural by-product of their professional training (1973, 47-68). Although at 

some levels there were partnerships, from the viewpoint of the political class 

as a whole, military rule in Nigeria has shown that military interventionism 

enlarged rather than bridge the civil-military divide. For decades of military 

rule rather than build trust, the Nigerian military instilled fear in the public 

psyche. Coercion became normalised as part of the way the military engages 

with the civilian population. This is corroborated by the comments of an army 

officer who during an interview held just three years after the end of military 

rule said: 

 "Fearing the military is normal, [because] the public are 

generally very unruly.”  Accession No. 04/2002 Interview Major 

NA 

In the same vein, in an interview conducted eight years after military rule 

ended, another commented that:  
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When we talk of CMR; is it the clashes with civilians or the 

impact of the military on the state? There are many things that 

the military does not see. The military does not see the harm 

done to the economy by military rule. It is true that the military 

is coercive when facing the public and that is normal. Yes, the 

military admits the clashes with civilians but sees it as minor. 

Accession No. 08 Interview Maj. General NA 

These comments indicate that even in the absence of civilian oversight, 

some within the military do not acknowledge that the military has 

responsibility for the quality of civil-military relations. Given that military rulers 

habitually partnered with civilian elites and administrators to achieve their 

political goals this attitude may apply to the more remote associations with 

the general public. 

Military rule also normalised militarism in Nigerian society. In addition to the 

regular appointment of military personnel to political and government offices, 

prolonged military rule led to the proliferation of various para-military and 

pseudo-military formal and informal organisations (Yoroms, 2011: 120). 

These include private security companies, vigilante associations, civil 

defence groups, road safety corps and ethnic militias with members of the 

armed forces at the apex of this structure.  

In a manner not found elsewhere in extant literature, this chapter has 

assessed the character of the military focusing on the behavioural aspects of 

its professional development. It has focused on the normative aspects of the 

military’s relationship with the civilian population and the state in the military   
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rule era. In the next chapter we shall examine the impact of democratic 

transition on exactly these same processes. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Democratic Transition, Military Professionalism and 

Civil-Military Relations in Nigeria 

Introduction 

The previous chapter captured a more nuanced portrayal of civil-military 

relations in which military and civilian elites formed administrative 

partnerships to run the state. However, essentially, it examined military 

professionalism in an era when military power was broadly unrestricted. It 

highlighted the extent to which prolonged military rule facilitated the growth of 

negative norms, such as politicisation, corruption, and human rights abuses, 

in the Nigerian military. We saw how, as these norms advanced, the 

development of traditional military professional values such as discipline, the 

pursuit of excellence, honesty and respect for civil authority were neglected. 

Successful elections in 1999 gave opportunity to politicians, military leaders, 

civil society and the civilian population in general, to seek military reform and 

engage with the notion of democratic control of the armed forces. How would, 

military elites respond to civilian control? Will the partnerships with civilian 

elites continue, will the military maintain neutrality when faced with ethno-

religious or political tensions? To this end, this chapter makes an original 

contribution to knowledge by examining the impact of democratisation on the 

normative structures that, over a long period of military rule, defined and 

shaped military professionalism and civil-military relations in the country. It 

covers the eight-year tenure of President   
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Olusegun Obasanjo (1999-2007), the first democratically elected Nigerian 

President in twenty years.53  

After twenty-nine years of military rule, military leaders, politicians, civil 

society and the general public had become accustomed to the Nigerian state 

being essentially autocratic. The use of force as a change driver had become 

normalised. Military symbols, values and perspectives had entered the 

mainstream of social consciousness. After the Cold War, the diminishing 

strategic value of North-South military alliances in global security, a 

concomitant wave of democratic renewal across the world and public angst 

at the local level forced the military’s retreat from political office. Still, the 

entire process that led to democratic elections was contingent upon the 

military elites’ endorsement of the candidates and respective timetables. This 

group, comprising rich and powerful retired military officers, some in-service 

senior officers and their clientelist networks have continued to be influential 

in national politics. Replacing the norms of militarism with democratic norms 

would prove a major challenge requiring key contributions from three 

important areas. Firstly, effective oversight by the Executive, specifically, the 

introduction of measures aimed at de-politicising, re-professionalising and 

monitoring the armed forces. Secondly, the efficacy of oversight institutions 

with the political will to engage meaningfully with the task of military oversight 

and finally, the commitment of military leaders themselves to the task of 

reform and to forging a professional identity for the armed forces that can 

withstand countervailing forces in the political environment. 

  

 
53 President Shehu Shagari, Obasanjo’s predecessor was elected in 1979. 
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President Olusegun Obasanjo54 

President Obasanjo won the election in Nigeria on the platform of the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP), a party associated with moneyed retired 

military officers. There were concerns that he may be ‘in too deep’ with the 

military to successfully carry out necessary reforms. Yet, Obasanjo had a 

wealth of political experience, having served previously as Nigeria’s Head of 

State (1976-1979) and as co-Chair of the Commonwealth’s Eminent Persons 

Group on South Africa. In his cabinet was the towering figure of retired 

General Yakubu Danjuma as Minister of Defence. Danjuma, had previously 

served as Chief of Army Staff (1975-1979) under Obasanjo in the military 

rule era. Danjuma enjoyed the respect of many within and outside the 

military. It was widely believed that the combined experience of Danjuma and 

Obasanjo would provide effective oversight of the military and minimise the 

risk of a coup d’état.  

Civilian Oversight: The Executive 

The Federal Constitution which came into effect 29 May 1999 established 

the primary function of the military and gave the Executive and Parliament 

the authority, together with military leaders, to determine how to 

operationalise that function (Section 217 (2) [A-D], FRN, 1999: 85)55. It gave 

the President, who is also the Commander-in Chief of the Armed Forces, 

wide ranging executive powers over the military including, powers to deploy   

 
54 See Appendix 4-02 
55 The Nigerian system of government is made up of three distinct sections: the Executive 
branch which is comprised of the President assisted by his Cabinet, (the Ministers of State); 
the Judicial branch, represented by the system of courts at the apex of which is the Supreme 
Court; the legislative branch – made up of the House of Representatives and the Senate 
(combined they form the National Assembly or the Nigerian Parliament) (Section, 217 (2), 
Section 219 [A-B] AND 220 (1-2), FRN, 1999: 85-6). 
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the military and to appoint and promote heads of the military arms, notably, 

the Army, the Navy and the Air Force (Section 218 (1), FRN, 1999: 85).  

In his inauguration speech, Obasanjo highlighted the harsh consequences of 

the country’s authoritarian past, stating that: 

“The incursion of the military into government has been a 

disaster for our country. The esprit de corps among military 

personnel has been destroyed. Professionalism has been lost.” 

(West Africa Review, 1999) 

He went on to say that: 

“…a great deal of re-orientation has to be undertaken and a re-

definition of roles, re-training and re-education will have to be 

done to ensure that the military submits to civil authority and 

regains its pride of professionalism and tradition”.  

(West Africa Review, 1999) 

The president clearly acknowledged the challenges ahead in relation to the 

military and his intended approach to achieving meaningful change. Despite 

inheriting a highly corrupt and politicised military, he seemed confident that 

the goal of military re-professionalisation and re-orientation for democratic 

support was attainable through training, education and good leadership.  

The pressing issues facing the military and its professionalism at the start of 

the new civilian administration were:  

(a)  De-politicisation and re-professionalisation - the reversal of the 

military’s coup culture, which undermined the military’s professional 

image at home and abroad; a re-orientation of the military to provide  
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(b)  democratic support; and re-focusing of the military on its traditional 

role of defence. 

(c) Corruption and neo-patrimonialism which, though widely seen as part 

of a national malaise, undermined the military’s image in terms of its 

integrity and its aspirations to be seen as a neutral institution in the 

maelstrom of Nigerian politics. Related to this is the lack of 

transparency in the appropriation of the military budget and managing 

the size of the military.  

(d) Ethno-nationalism within the ranks which distorted the military’s 

professional identity altering the structure of the military institution and 

its internal cohesion.  

(e) Human rights abuses, indiscipline, violence, arbitrariness and impunity 

associated with troops during domestic missions and in the streets, 

which combined to worsen the negative image of the military at home 

and abroad. 

It should be noted that these areas are consistent with those highlighted to 

reform the military/security sector in the context of post-authoritarian states, 

discussed earlier in Chapter 2 (Hänggi, 2004:10).  

De-politicisation and Re-professionalisation 

Within a month of taking office, in a phased de-politicisation programme, 

President Obasanjo retired more than a hundred senior military officers who 

held political offices in the outgoing military regime (BBC World News, 11 

June 1999). He went on to forcibly retire all those that had held political 

appointments in the fourteen years prior to his election (Siollun, 2009).   
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Nearly five hundred military personnel in total were retired in this exercise, 

including 93 military officers. The retirees were replaced by carefully 

screened career officers based on their qualifications, experience and proven 

professionalism. The move was well within the scope of the President’s 

authority under the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (No. 

24 of 1999). Specifically, Section 218 (1) which gives the President 

comprehensive powers over the military as the Commander-in-Chief of the 

Armed Forces of the Federation (see Appendix 4-03). These moves 

combined with the foreign policy initiatives taken by the last military ruler, 

General Abdulsalami Abubakar, were also designed to revamp the image of 

the Nigerian military especially in international circles. Subsequently, 

sanctions in the form of visa restrictions, the withholding of economic and 

military aid, denial of access to trade credits and guarantees, and restrictions 

on armament sales and military training abroad were lifted (Abegunrin, 2003). 

By April 2000, less than 6 months after successful democratic elections, the 

U.S. government, for example removed all sanctions and indicated a 

readiness to provide military assistance to the country.  

Military Training and Assistance 

To address the seemingly intractable problem of recurrent military takeover 

of power, there were suggestions from sections of civil society that the entire 

army should be demobilised and replaced with an expanded police force and 

a civil defence force (Ake, 1996). The government rejected this idea opting 

instead to re-professionalise the military through training and education 

programmes to minimise the risk of a military-led return to authoritarianism.  
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In a published interview, General Ogomudia, the army’s chief of staff at the 

time said: 

“Over the years, ... once officers came together for any 

exercise, it was believed that they were doing coup. So, 

nobody allowed serious training and that must tell on the 

system.”56  

(General Ogomudia quoted in Osifo-Whiskey and Oshunkeye, 2002: 26) 

The army chief here provides an insight into the level of mistrust that 

dominated the military for which training and even freedom of association 

within the ranks, became casualties.  

The Obasanjo government commissioned a review of training needs and 

offered support to officers that wanted study leave. The government’s reform 

program was incorporated within its Grand Strategy for National Security, 

and was based on two approaches: namely, the re-positioning and re-

professionalisation of the military (Obasanjo, 2000). Re-positioning referred 

to the upgrading of military equipment and the upskilling of personnel for the 

challenges of the 21st century. Re-professionalisation on the other hand, 

referred to efforts to ensure that the military understood and carried out its 

duties based on the provisions of the constitution (Toun, 2005).  The 

government sought assistance for its reform program from the US and British   

 
56 General Ogomudia said “You didn’t train for years. Your aircraft were on ground for 
years. And you think they can be rehabilitated in one day? No”. (Quoted in Onome Osifo-
Whiskey and Shola Oshunkeye 2002: 28).  
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governments. It entered a contract with Military Professional Resources 

International (MPRI), a US based security services consultancy representing 

the U.S. government under its International Military Education and Training 

(IMET) programme. The MPRI program took into account some of the critical 

civil-military relations issues that post-authoritarian Nigeria faced. The MPRI 

programme focused inclusively on, the creation and development of new 

civilian institutions for civil-military affairs and support for de-militarization of 

society (Miller, 2016: 41). However, the government was criticized for not 

involving the military hierarchy in the decision to engage the firm of 

consultants and in specifying their remit. A lack of local ownership thus 

undermined the initial support for the initiative and led to major divisions 

within the chain of command. The government’s Chief of Army Staff turned 

critic, General Victor Malu, was particularly outspoken against MPRI’s 

involvement. Malu, a former commander of ECOMOG, the West African 

peacekeeping force, accused the government of duplicity for spending on 

foreign consultants whilst at the same time starving the military of funds 

(Africa Confidential, 1993: 2). In public interviews, he accused President 

Obasanjo of not following due process in appointing MPRI ((Howe, 2005: 

189; Aiyede, 2015: 106). The ensuing standoff led to his tenure as Chief of 

Army Staff being terminated abruptly (IRIN, 2001; Howe, 2005: 190). His 

comments, however, highlighted the fact that there were elements in the 

military who, despite professed subordination to civilian oversight, were 

unwilling to sacrifice their professional judgement in their dealings with the 

Executive.  
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MPRI carried out a retraining and restructuring programme that included 

training on budget presentation to legislative authorities and other aspects of 

military administration (Howe, 2001). The program, was jointly financed by 

the Nigerian and US governments with the US government contributing the 

following: 

• Training management including training for Nigerian military 

personnel in the United States  

• Doctrine development and strategies for achieving greater civilian 

oversight of the military and restructuring of army, navy and air 

forces.  

• A Computer simulation centre for teaching peacekeeping skills  

• Refurbishing a fleet of C-130 transport aircraft  

• Classroom equipment for military (US$0.5m)  

(Source: Farah, 2000). 

The British Defence Advisory Team (BDAT) focused its involvement on local 

armed forces training institutions. This included providing the groundwork for 

the Peacekeeping facility in the Infantry Corps Centre and School in Jaji and 

the Nigerian Army Training Centre in Kontangora (Aiyede, 2012). Despite 

these measures, it was clear that re-professionalisation would be a gradual 

process.  

Diversity and Ethno-Nationalism 

Intense ethno-nationalist competition has undermined peaceful relations in 

Nigeria since independence. Whilst the repressive nature of military rule 

contained its most extreme expressions, the return to democracy witnessed 

a resurgence of ethno-nationalism as several disenfranchised and  
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disgruntled groups became politically active and, in some cases, organised 

as militias. These include: 

• The Odua People’s Congress (OPC) - South West  

• The Northern Arewa People’s Congress - North,  

• The Movement for the Actualization of Sovereign State of 

• Biafra (MASSOB) – South East 

• The Movement for   the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) – 

South East 

• The Movement for the Emancipation of Niger Delta (MEND) – South 

East 

• The Bakassi Boys - South East 

• The Egbesu Boys of Bayelsa – South and South East 

State responses to insurgencies from such groups have regularly involved 

the military, a tendency that has contributed to the military self-identifying as 

the de facto defender of national stability.  However, the military’s record 

during such deployments have often undermined its professional image.For 

example: in September 2001, 19 soldiers, thought to be impostors, were 

killed by the people of Benue State. In retaliation, a contingent of the 

Nigerian army subsequently deployed to the state, killed more than 100 

civilians in several villages. The soldiers had been detailed to restore peace 

in what came to be known as the Tiv-Jukun Confrontation in which, due to 

ethnic violence, hundreds of people lost their lives and tens of thousands 

became displaced. Military critics maintained that the personalities of the  
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Minister for Defence, a Jukun and that of the former Chief of Army Staff, 

General Victor Malu (a Tiv) contributed to the use and abuse of military 

power in the age-old rivalry between the two ethnic groups (Owolabi, 2001: 

22; Ugbolue, 2001: 21). 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the ethnic make-up of the first coup d’état in 1966 

(led by South-Eastern Ibo officers) and the countercoup (led by Northern 

officers) pushed the country to Civil War, which may have been avoided if 

the military had remained neutral. Between 1966 and 1999 the military 

became a reflection and incubator of the ethnic and regional competition that 

was prevalent in the larger society (Babatunde, 2015: 4). During this period, 

there were various accusations of a symbiotic relationship between the 

military and the North, which facilitated the region’s advantage in national 

politics (Aiyede, 2012: 4; Hoffman, 2014: 18). Having, himself benefited from 

Northern votes at the polls, it was wholly inconceivable that President 

Obasanjo’s government could significantly alter ethnic representation in the 

military. However, his purge of politicised military officers designed to tackle 

the problem of military interventionism, had the latent effect of partially 

rebalancing the ethnic composition of the officer corps. Although many of the 

officers that were retired in the de-politicisation purge hailed from the North, 

several of their replacements were drawn from minority ethnic groups, 

especially from the Middle Belt area (Adejumobi, 2001: 18). It remains 

unclear whether this was part of a deliberate attempt to balance out ethnic 

representation in the force. Although the Nigerian Constitution with reference  
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to the military’s ethnic composition expressly stated that: 

The composition of the Government of the Federation or any of its 

agencies and the conduct of its affairs shall be carried out in such a 

manner as to reflect the federal character of Nigeria and the need to 

promote national unity, and also to command national loyalty, thereby 

ensuring that there shall be no predominance of persons from a few 

State or from a few ethnic or other sectional groups in that 

Government or in any of its agencies (see Appendix 4-03). 

There is little evidence to suggest that the management of ethnic diversity 

within the ranks and the promotion of a neutral identity for the military was 

high in the Obasanjo government’s reform agenda. 

Anti-Corruption Measures 

By the end of military rule, the Nigerian military had acquired a reputation for 

being a highly corrupt institution. In his inauguration speech President 

Obasanjo lamented the fact that despite palpable public dismay, corruption 

had been “allowed to grow unchallenged and unchecked” during military rule 

(Oji and Oji, 2010: 9). At the start of his tenure, the country was ranked the 

second most corrupt country in the world on Transparency International’s 

CPI index (TRIN, 2010)57. Much of the organised forms of military corruption 

were centred on the defence budget, where officials typically received 

kickbacks from military procurement contracts and embezzlement was 

through the diversion of funds allocated for recurrent expenditure items,  

  

 
57 The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) ranks countries based on their perceived level of 
public sector corruption. It defines corruption as the misuse of public power for private 
benefit and relies on criteria such as embezzlement of public funds, kickbacks in 
procurement, and the collection of bribes. 
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usually into foreign bank accounts. The Obasanjo government continued with 

efforts to recover the proceeds of corruption started by his predecessor, 

General Abubakar and launched a series of anti-corruption measures. This 

included: 

• The Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC) – 2000: 

Established by the Corrupt Practices and other related Offences Act, 

2000, and seeks to prohibit corrupt practices through regulation and 

the use of punitive sanctions. 

• The Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) – 2002: 

Established by the Economic and Financial Crimes Act 2002/4 

• The Advance Fee Fraud, Corrupt, Practices and Money Laundering 

Act – 2004. This Act made provisions for the prohibition of the 

laundering of the proceeds of illegal activities. 

• The Advance Free Fraud and Other Related Offence Act – 2006 

• Technical Unit on Governance and Anti- Corruption Reforms (TUGAR) 

- 2006 

• The Public Procurement Act – 2007: Established the National Council 

on Public Procurement and the Bureau of Public Protection. These 

two bodies are tasked with regulating, harmonising and developing a 

standards framework for public procurement.  

• Nigeria Extractive Industries Transparency Initiatives (NEITI) – 2007: 

Established to promote transparency and accountability to prevent 

corruption in the extractive sector. 
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• The Fiscal Responsibility Act – 2007: Established the Fiscal 

Responsibility Commission and works to establish accountability in 

the management of the Nation's Resources and to promote long-term 

macro-economic stability of the National Economy. 

The Obasanjo government also introduced the Due Process policy which 

was coordinated by the Presidency’s Budget Monitoring and Price 

Intelligence Unit (BMPIU) and targeted public procurement systems. It 

sought to ensure that government transactions are conducted transparently, 

economically and without favouritism (Ezekwesili, 2005). In 2004, President 

Obasanjo claimed that the Due Process policy had saved the country NGN 

102 billion (the equivalent of USD 283 million) in two years (Aderinokun, 

2004). With these measures, government hoped to establish an anti-

corruption framework compliant with the protocols for combating corruption 

established by the United Nations (UN), the African Union (AU) and the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). 

The government’s efforts to recover the stolen assets of deceased dictator, 

General Sani Abacha, achieved minimal success. Of the USD 170 billion of 

stolen public assets held abroad, only USD 5 billion had been recovered by 

the end of Obasanjo’s government in 2007 (Enweremadu, 2013:58). 

Crucially, the government’s anti-corruption measures were selectively 

deployed, as has been the practice with successive military governments 

who have typically used such measures to target their political enemies. The 

government also did not investigate corruption allegations levied against 

senior retired military officers and key members of the Executive. Their anti- 
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corruption measures merely skirted around the military sector and security 

services and so corrupt practices by military personnel involving official and 

unofficial transactions continued largely unabated. This meant illegal 

tollgates and extortion on major roads and borders continued to be set up by 

junior ranking personnel, and stolen arms, ammunitions and operational 

intelligence continued to be sold to militants and criminals. More 

sophisticated forms of corruption were also in operation, such as aiding and 

abetting militants and oil pirates in the Niger Delta region (Oarhe and Aghedo, 

2010: 135-6). In January 2005, the military prosecuted some of its own 

personnel found involved in corrupt practices. The case of Rear Admirals 

Samuel Kolawole and Francis Agbiti confirmed widely held beliefs that the 

Nigerian Navy personnel colluded in the theft of crude oil. Both officers were 

demoted and subsequently dismissed for their involvement in the 

disappearance of an oil tanker detained pending the outcome of 

investigations into oil theft (International Crisis Group, 2016:12). The cost to 

the economy of bunkering, the term used to describe the illegal business of 

trading in stolen crude oil, has been estimated at between 10-15% of daily 

production (Abidde, 2017: 76).  Other losses in terms of damage to 

infrastructure and loss of revenues, between 1999 and 2004, stood at USD 

6.8 billion rising to USD 33 billion in 2008 (Abidde, 2017: 76; Oteh and 

Emmanuel, 2019: 120).   

Indeed, a proportion of the military budget is customarily unaccounted for 

due to lack of transparency in military procurement procedures. In 2006, a  
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parliamentary source gave examples of military hardware purchases 

including fighter jets that had by-passed parliamentary screening altogether 

(Garba, 2005: 254). Whilst the official response in such cases is secrecy for 

reasons of national security, critics have argued that the lack of transparency 

provides evidence of government of complicity with corrupt practices (Garba, 

2005: 253). 

Despite having a broad anti-corruption framework, the government’s overall 

performance in tackling corruption has been unremarkable. The work of the 

Independent Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences Commission 

(ICPC) has been severely hampered by a shortage of funds needed to 

conduct investigations. The Economic and Financial Crimes Commission 

(EFCC) has been more successful, securing over five hundred arrests and 

recovering more than 100 billion Naira (US$757 million) in ill-gotten wealth in 

its first two years. Whilst there was a clear signal that government was trying 

to tackle the problem of corruption, its failure to investigate allegations of 

corruption levied against ‘retired’ generals and cabinet members raised 

questions about its level of commitment to the fight against corruption. 

Human Rights Abuses, Arbitrariness and Impunity 

Tensions between the military and the civilian population reached its peak in 

1998 during the regime of brutal dictator, General Sani Abacha. By the end 

of military rule, arbitrary arrests, disappearances, torture, killings and inept 

tactics during missions, were endemic. Nigerian citizens became  
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accustomed to constant surveillance by state security agencies who came to 

be seen as sources of fear and insecurity (Ibrahim, 2013: 2). The military 

uniform in particular, suggested power and unquestionable authority for the 

soldiers, some of whom abused their authority especially in their dealings 

with the general public.  

As part of its democratisation rhetoric, the Obasanjo government expressed 

its commitment to a new path in which public servants would be held 

accountable and individual rights and freedoms would be respected. In June 

1999 the government set about prosecuting some of the main actors in 

previous military regimes for human rights violations. The hearings, presided 

over by Justice Chukwudifu Oputa, were televised and had the effect of a 

truth and reconciliation forum in terms of assuaging the public regarding the 

excesses of military rule (Human Rights Watch, 2002). They were carried out 

under the auspices of the Human Rights Investigation and Violation 

Commission (HRVIC) whose terms of reference included: 

(a) Establishing or ascertaining the causes, nature and extent of 

human rights violations or abuses in Nigeria between 1966 and 1999  

(b) Identifying the person or persons, authorities, institutions that may 

be held accountable for human rights abuses and determines the 

motives of the violations  

(c) Determining whether such abuses or violations were deliberate 

state policies or acts of state officials or acts of any political  
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organisations, liberation movements or other groups or individuals  

(d) Recommending judicial, administrative, legislative or institutional 

measures to redress the injustices of the past and prevent a 

recurrence in the future. 

The cases made public the arrangements through which various military 

juntas personalised the use of security and intelligence agencies and the 

lengths they would go to in the name of regime security. Through this 

process, President Obasanjo hoped to send out a clear signal that 

accountability was to be given top priority by his administration. However, 

critics maintained that the prosecutions were too selective to be of much 

value and many of the main culprits, such as the former Head of State, 

General Babangida, remained unaffected.  

Beyond action against human rights violations in the past, the Obasanjo 

government’s policy initiatives to minimise human rights abuses committed 

by the military during his term of office, were much less pronounced. His 

government’s rhetoric on military accountability highlighted corruption and 

subordination to civilian oversight significantly more than human rights. 

Whilst it could be argued that the government ceded leadership on the 

problems of human rights violations by military personnel to the military 

establishment itself, the core of the military-led reform efforts focused more 

on promoting its technical efficiency and defence capabilities, and less on 

accusations of human rights violations despite their frequent recurrence. 
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Civil-Military Relations and Human Rights Abuses in 
Domestic Deployment  

 

This section highlights some examples of human rights abuses during the 

Obasanjo administration, which illustrates the scope of the problem for the 

Nigerian authorities. 

In October 1999, the New York based Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported 

the death of civilians shot by soldiers in Choba, Port Harcourt, Rivers State 

as they picketed the offices of Willbros Nigeria Limited, an American pipeline 

construction company (Human Rights Watch, 1999). Again, in November 

1999, a Nigerian national newspaper reported that a group of soldiers had 

committed mass rape within the Choba community in Delta State. The paper 

published photographs taken undercover at the scene that seemed to show 

uniformed men assaulting women (The Guardian, 1999). The people of 

Choba protested and maintained that sections of their community had been 

targeted by the military (Alao, 2000: 27). The military denied that their 

soldiers had been carried out these acts, claiming that it was the work of 

disgruntled elements seeking to discredit their work. Yet in the first three 

years of the new civilian administration, allegations of rape and unlawful 

killings continued to consistently dog the military deployed in internal conflict 

areas.  

In monitoring allegations of rape in military operations, Amnesty International 

created a database of the testimonies of victims, which led Kolawole  
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Olaniyan, Amnesty’s Africa Director to conclude that rape by police and 

security forces was not being properly addressed by the government, leading 

to perpetrators continuing to act with impunity (Amnesty International, 2006). 

Amnesty International also reported that on the 4th of February 2005, a joint 

task force fired on 200 demonstrators in Odioma, in the Niger Delta region 

killing up to 17 people (Amnesty International, 2006).  On 20th November 

1999, the military, apparently acting under government orders, razed the 

village of Odi, in Bayelsa State, to the ground in an attack that became 

known as the Odi massacre. The restive Ijaw (Niger Delta) youths 

campaigning for environmental protection and rights to oil revenues had 

apparently attacked some members of the security services. In response, the 

military notorious for ham-fisted retaliatory attacks, brutally killed 

approximately 2400 people including women and children (Courson, 2006). 

In a similar incident, in October 2001 over 200 people from Zaki-Biam, a 

village in Benue State, were killed and thousands displaced due to retaliatory 

attacks by the military (Hassan, 2018: 462). Although Nigerian courts later 

ordered the government to pay victims in both villages significant sums in 

compensation, the pattern of military excesses during domestic deployment, 

prevalent in the military rule era, continued throughout President Obasanjo’s 

eight-year tenure with deleterious consequences for civil-military relations. 

The negative attitude of some senior military officers towards civilians is one 

reason military excesses have been sustained in the period of democratic 

transition. This is sometimes reflected in remarks made by military 

commanders.  For instance, General Paul Okuntimo, whose troops were  
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accused during the 1990s of murdering civilians in Ogoniland, boasted about 

his repertoire of 200 ways to kill and torture and of his readiness to explore 

these with ‘bloody civilians’ (Onyeakor, 2012: 216; Fischlin et al, 2013: 131). 

A similar tone is again evident in the remarks made by General Victor Malu, 

the Army’s Chief of Staff who coordinated the 1999 Odi massacre. In his 

memoirs, he wrote: 

“We are not police officers. If you fire from a building, I will dislodge 

you from your comfort zone by taking down the building. This is 

exactly what happened at Odi”  (Malu and Oko, 2013: 109). 

 

General Malu had, on various occasions, expressed his dissatisfaction with 

domestic deployment for internal security purposes, stating that the military 

had neither the training nor the disposition for law enforcement, which should 

be the responsibility of the police force (Malu, 2013: 109). It has also been 

suggested that the military needs orientation away from its traditional 

objective of destroying the enemy, particularly when undertaking internal 

security missions as ‘the enemy’ are typically Nigerian citizens (Agboola, 

2003: 16-17; Siollun, 2018: 279). Indeed, deploying the military, mainly the 

army, in internal security missions has been the source of its most blatant 

and costly human rights violations. Between 1999 and 2007 the military was 

regularly deployed into conflict zones in the South involving Niger Delta 

militants; in the South East due to growing pro-Biafra activism; in the Middle 

Belt and Southern areas due to violent Herder-Farmer confrontations and in 

the North-East arising from Islamic insurgencies.  In the first three years of 
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 the Fourth Republic, the country experienced more than 50 ethnic or 

religious conflicts involving over 100,000 casualties (Ebo, 2007: 3) However, 

in addition to systemic and institutional factors, command responsibility and 

personal accountability remain major considerations in all cases of military 

excesses affecting ordinary members of the public. 

 

Autonomous Deployment 

 

The other source of human rights violations is when the military deploys 

autonomously. For the purposes of this thesis, autonomous deployment 

describes situations in which uniformed military personnel engage with the 

public or other government representatives, using violence, fear or 

intimidation without having a specific or implicit mandate from a constituted 

authority. From the perspective of the public, this is the context in which 

military impunity and indiscipline is most often experienced and observed. 

Moreover, autonomous deployment reflects negatively on the 

professionalism of personnel involved and on the entire force. In particular, 

there are two contexts in which unauthorised deployment on the part of 

security agencies have been most alarming for the government and civil-

military relations - namely violent clashes between security personnel and 

the public, and stand-offs between inter-security services. 

The regular and violent confrontations between the police and military 

personnel on the streets also survived the transition from military rule to  
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democratic elections. Battles between security sector operatives have been 

a feature of the Fourth Republic often at the expense of lives and property. 

These skirmishes typically carried out by junior ranking personnel are 

affronts to the ethos of military professionalism discipline. They tend to 

traumatise and sometimes lead to the deaths of ordinary members of the 

public. For example, in October 2005, a gun battle ensued between 

policemen and soldiers in Ojuelegba, Lagos State, after police arrested two 

soldiers for obstruction. The soldiers had been passengers in a commercial 

vehicle that the police took control of whilst on an assignment. The soldiers 

had objected to the use of the vehicle by the police officers. There was an 

altercation and the soldiers were arrested and taken to a nearby police 

station in the Area ‘C’ Command of the Force. News of the incident reached 

soldiers at nearby Abalti Barracks, Yaba who promptly mobilized to the 

police station with combat gear and munitions. They launched a full-scale 

assault on the police station during which four people were killed, the station 

and other buildings in the area were set ablaze, and sixty motor vehicles on 

the premises were burned-out. The soldiers also released all those 

incarcerated in the cells, including armed robbery and homicide suspects 

(Ujomu, 2018: 45; Eesuola, 2015: 84). In another incident on 25th July 2005, 

Peter Edeh was shot dead by a naval officer (Lt. Felix Odunlami) for 

scratching his Mercedes Benz 190E with his motorbike during rush hour 

traffic Although Odunlami was found guilty of manslaughter, the lawyer for 

the family accused the Navy and the government of impunity for failing to 

offer the deceased’s family any compensation or even condolences even  
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though the officer was in uniform when the incident occurred (Usman, 2006). 

The widespread perception that military personnel are above the law has 

encouraged their instrumental use by politicians and in some cases, by their 

own commanders. Soldiers are expected to follow orders and can easily find 

themselves actively involved in an unlawful assignment. This was the case 

when troops were drafted into Ilesa in Osun State in April 2007, ostensibly as 

a safeguard against political violence. The position of governor, held by 

retired Brigadier-General Olagunsoye Oyinlola, had faced disputes from the 

start due to allegations of rigging.  On election day, Governor Oyinlola took 

the unprecedented step of giving orders to troops led by the General Officer 

Commanding (GOC) the nearby 2nd  Mechanised Division of the Nigerian 

Army, Major-General Mohammed Saleh to shoot civilians if necessary, while 

standing beside General Saleh. Following the order, soldiers are reported to 

have sacked the entire city of Ilesha with gunfire causing mayhem 

(Fayemiwo, 2009). 

The picture below (Fig. 5.1) was taken during the event. It shows a soldier 

with his service pistol drawn pinning down a young man. The man, who 

disappeared immediately after this incident, has not been seen since, despite 

extensive searches for him (Fayemiwo, 2009).  
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Figure 5.1 Image of Military Election Monitors 

Source: Osun Defender Newspapers, Fayemiwo 2009. 

Cases of autonomous deployment also include the use of military personnel 

to settle personal grievances, the involvement of military personnel in the 

operation of illegal tollgates and other extra-legal activities. They have 

contributed to negative image of the military amongst members of the public 

and tensions in civil-military relations in the Fourth Republic. Typically, in a 

post-authoritarian context, the relationship between the military and civilians 

needs to be redefined in order to build trust. However, lapses in the 

structures that define this relationship have allowed perpetrators of human 

rights abuses not only to avoid punishment but continue these behaviours 

with impunity. Questions about these structures and their efficacy will be   



200 

 

considered in the next section, which explores civil-military relations in the 

democratic dispensation.  

Civilian Oversight: Democratic Institutions  

Although the Executive has primary responsibility for military oversight, 

effective control requires a level of participation and commitment from both 

Parliament and civil society. In Nigeria, apart from civil society, the national 

Constitution sets out the role and function of security sector institutions and 

how they are to relate to each other. To appreciate the role of Parliament and 

civil society in overseeing the military, it is necessary to understand the 

Nigerian system of government.  

Modelled on the US structure, the Nigerian system of government comprises 

of three distinct sections:  

The Executive branch – comprising the President as Head of State, 

head of government and Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces 

assisted by his Cabinet (the Ministers of State) who together oversee 

the Federal Ministries and government parastatals, such as the Code 

of Conduct Bureau, the National Human Rights Commission and the 

National Defence Council.  

The Judicial branch – comprising the system of courts: including the 

Customary/Sharia courts; the Customary/Sharia Courts of Appeal and 

at its apex, the Supreme Court. Both Parliament and the Executive 

have recourse to the courts to settle disputes on matters not fully 

addressed in the constitution.   
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The Legislative branch – made up of two elected chambers, the 

House of Representatives and the Senate (combined they form the 

National Assembly or the Nigerian Parliament) (Section, 217 (2), 

Section 219 [A-B] AND 220 (1-2), FRN, 1999: 85-6).  

Democratic transition put in place the legislative apparatus for civilian 

oversight the relevance of which was widely understood by most members of 

the military. During interview, one officer summarised the salience of 

oversight in these words: 

The main thing the military needs is re-orientation a) to be quiet 
and b) to accept orders from the political leadership  

Officer 2 Accession No. 03 Interview Colonel NA 

Despite the readiness implied in his statement to accept civilian control of the 

armed forces, the task of oversight is the responsibility not just of politicians 

but other democratic institutions as well.  

Oversight by Parliament 

Powers vested in the National Assembly enable it to oversee the 

management and deployment of the military (The 1999 Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria: Sections 2c, 4, 5 and 217). Its powers allow it to 

conduct investigations into defence, budgetary and fiscal matters and to 

summon parties involved with or without the support of the Executive. In an 

intricate system of checks and balances, the Constitution requires that the 

President give assent to bills put forward by the National Assembly for such 

to become law. On the other hand, with a two-thirds majority the legislature   
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can override the presidential veto and with sufficient warrant, impeach the 

President. The National Assembly exercises its oversight capacity through a 

range of committees notable amongst which are the Special Committees and 

the Standing Committees, which tend to be great sources of patronage. In 

the period between 1999 and 2007, the number of such committees in both 

chambers grew from ninety-five to one hundred and thirty-four (Aiyede, 2012: 

8).  These include five committees in the House of Representatives and four 

in the Senate focused purely on the defence sector with the aim of assisting 

Parliament in its oversight of the military (see Figure 5.2).  

The Nigerian Parliament – Defence Sector Committees 

 

Senate Committees 

 

The Senate Committee on Defence and Army 

The Senate Committee on the Navy 

The Senate Committee on the Air Force 

The Senate Committee on National Security and Intelligence. 

 

House of Representatives Committees 

 

Committee on the Army 

Committee on the Navy 

Committee on the Air Force. 

Committee on Defence 

Committee on National Security 

 

Figure 5.2 Nigerian Parliamentary Committees 

For the purposes of military oversight, parliamentary committees have 

between them jurisdiction over the following areas: 

a) The size and composition of the armed forces.  
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b)  

c) Payments, promotions, retirements, and other benefits and privileges 

for military personnel 

d) Defence headquarters. 

e) Research and development in support of the armed forces. 

f) Ammunition depots, forts, arsenal reservations, and establishments. 

g) Disarmament 

h) Peacekeeping operations. 

i) Consideration for and appropriation of budgeting estimates for the 

armed forces. 

With these powers, Parliament were able to investigate human rights 

violations by troops deployed to Bayelsa State (1999) and Benue State 

(2001) (Miller, 2016: 37). In November 2004, the House of Representatives 

Committee on the Navy investigated the disappearance of a vessel, which 

led to the arrest, demotion and subsequent dismissal of two senior naval 

officers for bunkering (Palmer, 2014; International Crisis Group, 2016: 12). 

However, such investigations have been few and far between and despite a 

comprehensive administrative structure and a membership of nearly five 

hundred, the National Assembly’s oversight of the military has been 

lacklustre.58 Records show that in several cases Parliament shied away from 

using its authority to hold the military to account. 

In January 2002, more than a thousand civilians were killed following an 

explosion in the armoury of a Lagos military base. All indicators suggested 

that the disaster was a result of negligence, yet the national Assembly failed   

 
58 The House of Representatives has 360 members and The Senate, 109. 
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to hold the military to account. Neither the military nor any of its political 

representatives offered any apologies. Although the military conducted its 

own investigations into the carnage, the results were never made public 

(International Crisis Group, 2016: 6). Despite having the authority to 

scrutinise the size and composition of the military, the National Assembly 

have repeatedly failed to do so. The House of Representative’s feeble 

attempts in 2004, to get involved in an army depot’s process of recruiting 

NCOs was rebuffed. (Garba 2008: 185). Their proposal to limit the presence 

of military personnel in the capital city, Abuja as an anti-coup measure was 

neither well researched nor forcefully presented and consequently failed 

(Izukanne, 2006: 53).  In 2001, The Senate passed a bill that criminalised 

coups d’état in order to reinforce pre-existing safeguards in the 1999 

Constitution (Federal Government of Nigeria, 1999). For instance, the bill 

specifically stated that life imprisonment will be the minimum sentence for 

anyone taking part in the forceful overthrow of the government. However, few 

expressed confidence in the measure (Agbese, 2004: 198) leading Yoroms 

to conclude that, “If the 1963 and the 1979 constitutions did not stop coup 

makers, what magic will the 1999 constitution perform?” (ibid. 2000: 7): 

Excepting this constitutional amendment, in its first four years the National 

Assembly did not pass any significant laws that enhanced military 

professionalism, advanced civil-military relations or increased oversight 

capacities of parliamentarians. The legislators did not take any meaningful 

steps to curb military excesses during missions or emphatically demand that 

soldiers were more disciplined when dealing with members of the public. 

Neither did they make any effort to remove the protections, immunities and   
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'parachutes' woven into the constitution by military rulers to keep them from 

being prosecuted (Adejumobi, 2001: 24).   

A few reasons can be adduced to explain Parliament’s lack of commitment 

and poor performance. It has been suggested that General Abubakar’s 

democratic transition programme, with a lead time of barely a year to 

handover, provided little scope for the development of legislators. 

Consequently, many lacked or failed to appreciate the level of knowledge 

about the military needed to exercise effective oversight. Military leaders too 

continued to be secretive about military affairs, failing repeatedly to provide 

legislators with cogent information needed for effective decision-making. The 

committees’ consideration of defence matters where often ceded to 

members who were retired military personnel. Some legislators, conscious of 

the military’s history of intervention in civil society, were fearful of the existing 

establishment and sought to avoid any critical engagement with it 

(Adejumobi 2001: 8). Others actively sought to preserve the partnership 

between civilian and military elites perfected during military rule, through 

which many in those elite circles became rich and powerful. Critics further 

suggested that military budgets were often approved with minimal scrutiny as 

parliamentarians saw their role purely limited to budget approval, (Garba 

2008:195; Aiyede, 2012: 12). Thus, rather than promoting accountability or 

reform in the military, many parliamentarians in the Fourth Republic became 

associated with collusion, patronage, and self-aggrandizement. 
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Civil Society 

Similarly, civil society and a community of non-state actors who campaigned 

vigorously against military rule have been largely ineffective in demanding 

accountability of either the military or the Executive, following democratic 

elections in 1999. Civil society, a term subject to multiple meanings, is 

defined here as “a set of diverse non-state actors that is strong enough to 

counterbalance the state without interfering with the capacity of the state to 

keep the peace and arbitrate between major interests” (Gellner, 1996: 5). 

This includes the press and the general media, social movements, think 

tanks, academic and professional groups, non-governmental development 

organisations, advocacy groups, business associations, trade unions, 

charities, women’s groups, faith-based groups, community groups and 

vigilante groups (Howell and Pearce, 2002: 112; Aiyede, 2012: 13).  

In post-authoritarian societies, civil society groups have acted as watchdogs 

for the military and the Executive. For example, in Indonesia members of the 

group ProPatria WG were able to exert some influence on the military reform 

process through inventive mechanisms and strategies of engagement 

(Sukma, 2012: 160). In South Africa, the Southern African Defence and 

Security Management Network (SADSEM) is a civil society initiative 

promoting the development of research and policy making capacities to 

enhance the democratic control of the security sector (Ball, 2007: 93, 107). 

There are many different categories of groups that fall under the umbrella of 

civil society in Nigeria, including the press, media houses, workers’ unions,   
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market women associations and non-governmental development 

organisations. Whilst some, such as the labour unions are well funded by 

their members, others are dependent on donor funds, which tends to be 

sporadic. These groups have altogether had very limited impact on military 

reform. There are only a few groups with any knowledge of the military, such 

as the Centre for Democracy and Development (CDD) and the Pan African 

Strategic and Policy Research Group (PANAFSTRAG). However, their 

participation in the process of military reform has been limited.  

In relation to military oversight, the ability of the Nigerian civil society to reach 

its potential has been inhibited by both internal and external factors.  Firstly, 

it has not had sufficient depth to form a non-state defence community that 

can contribute meaningfully to overseeing the defence sector. Secondly, 

whilst the proscription of civil liberties over the prolonged period of military 

rule created a sense of urgency for civil society activism, this sense of 

urgency has since dissipated. Furthermore, many organisations and 

individuals that provided the critical mass within civil society during military 

rule became politicised and fragmented in response to the dynamics of local 

and national politics (Tanko and Afadzinu, 2010: 214). Some became 

involved in ethnic competition, militancy and violence and have also been 

accused of anti-democratic tendencies (Ikelegbe, 2001: 1-3). These 

developments undermined their relative power so that apart from the larger 

trade unions, civil society organisations have been unable to mobilise mass 

support at critical political junctures.   
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It can also be argued that the import of a strong state came to bear heavily 

on civil society in the Fourth Republic. Whereas during military rule, 

international support for civil society, both politically and financially, 

ameliorated the full force of the state in civil society during military stand-offs. 

In the democratic dispensation period, the state has been able to crack down 

on civil society activism and behaviours with full authority. Although 

democratic transition has barely moderated antagonism between the state 

and civil society, civil society weakened immediately after.   

 

The Military: Prerogatives and Initiatives 

As explained earlier in Chapter 2 and in the introduction to this chapter, in 

transitional societies successful military reform depends largely on 

government initiatives but also on the degree to which the military 

establishment is prepared to take ownership of reform measures. This 

section will consider the military’s institutional response to civilian control and 

government reform initiatives. It is important to again clarify how, and by 

whom, the military is represented. Whilst public statements by individual 

members of the military on reform are rare due to protocol restrictions, from 

time to time retired and/or senior military officers readily express their views 

on government policy and military prerogatives. However, with the exception 

of the Minister of Defence, only serving personnel can represent the military. 

These are typically officers with the rank of Colonel or equivalent and above. 

In practice, the core military leadership comprises the Chief of Defence Staff  
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 (CDS), Army Staff (COAS), Chief of Naval Staff (CNS) and the Chief of Air 

Staff (CAS). Of these, the Chief of Defence Staff who coordinates the three 

service arms and the Chief of Army Staff who oversees the largest of the 

service arms, are notable. Whilst there are others such as the Chief of 

Defence Intelligence, divisional and field commanders and heads of training 

institutions, few outside the service chiefs and designated military 

spokespersons or liaisons can purport to represent the military in their 

pronouncements. Given that the service chiefs can be hired and fired by the 

President, it is expected that there is unity of purpose and vision between the 

Executive and the military leadership.  

On the question of military subordination to civilian oversight, in an interview 

General Alexander Ogomudia, Chief of Army Staff (2001-2003) said: 

“The present generation of the military is aware that our orders come 

from the political class and we are duty bound to have unquestionable 

obedience to civil authority, but more importantly the rule of law” 

(Udogu, 2002: 336). 

  

Whilst it is difficult to fully establish the extent to which the military ranks are 

‘aware’ of the imperative of military subordination (Tafida 2015: 220), during 

the interviews conducted with officers at the Armed Forces Command and 

Staff College (AFSC), they emphasised that the principle of subordination 

had been made more prominent in their training curricula following 

democratic transition. In 2001, the military’s Joint Command Doctrine Manual, 

the primary source of its official doctrine, emphasised the military’s 

commitment to democratic principles, civilian control and the promotion of 

military professionalism. The document acknowledged the President’s   
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authority as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, to deploy the military 

as and when necessary and stated further that:  

On their part, members of the armed forces shall uphold the 
provisions of the constitution by refraining from acts that can 
undermine the democratic system of government of the day. Through 
training, they shall be made to realise that intervention in politics is 
against the ethics of military profession.  

 JCD Manual 2001 Excerpt in (Garba, 2005: 

120) 

Although the integration of ethics into the military’s training and educational 

programmes has been slow, this doctrinal statement is indicative of the 

military’s readiness to repudiate ‘the culture of interventionism’ (Whetham, 

2015: 126). The military further demonstrated ownership of the government’s 

reform agenda when in 2004, General Martin Luther Agwai (COAS, 2003-

2006) introduced a change management program for the army, focused on 

creating a value-centred force and identifying training needs. Although 

initially designed for the army, when General Agwai was appointed Chief of 

Defence Staff in 2006, the program was extended to cover the three military 

arms. A re-packaged Armed Forces Transformation agenda was eventually 

published in 2008 by Agwai’s successor, General Andrew Azazi (CDS 2007-

8). Transformation was to be achieved by: (a) the restructuring of the Ministry 

of Defence, (b) the development of a National Military Strategy, (c) a 

revamped Joint Operational doctrine, (d) harmonising procurement and 

maintenance systems, (e) having a research and development led military 

industrial sector, and (f) promoting a highly professional and motivated force 

(Aiyede, 2012: 6). In their agenda for change the transformation committee   
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focused on promoting the military’s operational and technical efficiency. They 

emphasised that the transformation agenda was to be achieved in 

collaboration with the civilian leaders, and with a thorough appreciation of the 

principle of civilian control of the armed forces.  

To this end, the military launched a range of publications, tours, workshops, 

seminars and conferences to promote its transformation agenda. In these, it 

incorporated contributions from civilians whilst also taking part in civil society-

led initiatives aimed at improving civil-military relations. 

Using various media platforms, the military also took steps to improve its 

professional image which had been badly damaged by years of military rule. 

In an army magazine article, General Agwai as COAS encouraged military 

officers to demonstrate to the public that ‘we are an army that Nigerians can 

be proud of’ (Agwai, 2003: 53). He spearheaded a comprehensive review of 

military codes and ethics, which led to the publication of a 107-page 

handbook titled Traditions, Customs and Ethics of the Nigerian Army 59 

(Tafida, 2015:223).   Whilst these efforts can be criticised as being merely 

posturing, there is consensus across the military to move in a new direction 

in its dealings with the public.   During interview, a Lance Corporal 

acknowledges the military’s negative image and the need for change. He 

said: 

 “In order to improve the Nigerian military, the attitude of the civil 
populace on the military should change. Most civilians look at the 
military as a bad organisation because of past happenings.”                  

 
59 This handbook was issued strictly for internal circulation only. Efforts to obtain a review 
and/or copies from the military for research purposes were unsuccessful. 
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                                  Accession No. 46 Questionnaire Lance Corporal 

NAAlthough not all would agree that the causes of friction are entirely in the 

past. Signalling a clear departure from the military’s coercive attitude in civil-

military relations during military rule, since democratic transition, each of the 

service arms established public relations directorates. The Army, with the 

aim of forging stronger links with the civil populace, went further to establish 

a Department of Civil-Military Affairs. happenings 

 

Conclusion  

From the viewpoint of civil-military relations, democratic transition in Nigeria 

created the platform for a more structured relationship between civilian and 

military elites in Nigeria. Based on the Constitution, much power rests with 

oversight institutions however, due to historical precedence, most of this 

power lies within the civilian Executive. Combined, they are the essential 

drivers of military reform.  Being a former head of military state, as President, 

Obasanjo charismatic and somewhat avuncular, was an enigma to both 

civilian and military elites. With this and his sheer force of character, his 

authority was seldom ever doubted. His initial reform measure, the retirement 

of 93 military personnel who had previously been involved in politics, would 

have presented a serious civil-military relations challenge to an incumbent 

with little or no military experience. It was significant, therefore, that the coup 

d’état, typically one of the undercurrents of governance in Nigeria, did not 

feature during the first eight years of the Fourth Republic. This was due in 

part to the retirement policy and due to the policy of decentralising and  
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dispersing strategic military formations. It was harder still for would-be 

coupists to be successful as the culture in the ranks started to change so that 

fewer officers had faith in the coup d’etat as a route to career success. 

Government measures to promote professionalism in the military benefited 

from the lifting of international sanctions imposed during military rule. In this 

way, the administration was able to address the military’s long overdue 

training and equipment needs and was also successful in attracting military 

assistance from international partners notably the US and the United 

Kingdom. These measures sought to divert the military’s focus away from the 

norm of militarisation and interventionism to national defence, regional 

security and democratic support of the state and citizenry. The pro-

democracy stance of the post-transition military was reflected not just in the 

curricula of military training institutions which emphasised democratic control 

of the armed forces, but also in the rhetoric of military leaders. The setting up 

of civil-military affairs units in the various service arms further demonstrated 

the cumulative impact of these measures and the commitment of military 

leaders to promoting professionalism, inclusively in the context of civil-

military relations. In intra-military relations, de-politicisation and the focus on 

subordination to civilian oversight contributed to reducing the proliferation of 

factions that had become normalised during military rule.  

The Nigerian military remains one of the most diverse forces in the world, 

recruiting from a population of over two hundred and fifty ethnic groups. The 

management of ethnic and religious identities has historically been a major 

source of conflict within the military as in society at large. Within the first year   
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of the Obasanjo government, twelve out of nineteen states in Northern 

Nigeria opted to operate Sharia (Islamic) law alongside common law. This 

was later followed by protracted conflict in the region including the violent 

activities of the notorious jihadist group Boko Haram. A majority of soldiers in 

the Nigerian military are Muslim, and Islamic law has specific provisions for 

military recruitment and the laws of war. This situation has long-term 

potential for undermining cohesiveness within the military. Thus, a noticeable 

gap in the post-transition government’s reform programme has been the lack 

of strategies for dealing with diversity within the ranks. The forging of a 

neutral military identity with potential advantages for the military’s 

professionalism in civil-military relations, therefore remains a mere 

theoretical proposition. 

Human rights abuses and impunity on the part of security forces were 

normalised during military rule and have continued after democratic 

elections. Since, democratic transition, consistent with SSR principles, 

military leaders have emphasised the need for discipline amongst military 

personnel. Despite this, the military’s record of human rights violations has 

remained poor. It is arguable that military perpetrators of abuse are 

emboldened by the fact that the military’s internal security role is imprinted in 

the Constitution, or perhaps by the fact that the President is himself a 

‘military man’. The trend can also be attributed to the absence of effective 

civilian oversight in dealing with the problem. The shirking of military 

oversight responsibilities by civilian parliamentarians leaves the substantive 

task of military oversight to military leaders. Here, distinctions can be drawn 

between serving military and the amorphous political military. A further   
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distinction between the political military and the Executive. It has been 

argued that a mutually constitutive yet competitive relationship between 

military and civilian elites that developed in a complex system of power and 

patronage through successive militarygovernments, has continued its 

machinations in the Fourth Republic (Adekanye, 2005: 13). Furthermore, 

military influence has increased in post-transition Nigeria. In this regard, 

despite President Obasanjo’s de-politicisation exercise, it is apparent that 

democratic consolidation in Nigeria will be largely dependent on the role and 

prerogatives of military actors.  

This chapter reviewed the impact of democratic transition on civil-military 

relations in Nigeria, particularly the prospects for re-establishing professional 

standards and democratic accountability in the Nigerian military. Whilst some 

steps have been taken to reverse the culture of interventionism and promote 

professionalism in the Nigerian military, questions remain about the military’s 

role in democratic consolidation. Military leaders repeatedly emphasised the 

importance of military subordination to civilian oversight and touted the 

military’s readiness to support democratically elected leaders. Yet, this view 

of civil-military relations, and what it suggests about military professionalism, 

may be at odds with those who see the military as partners in state power 

rather than just instruments. This point will be discussed further in the next 

chapter in which we engage the rank and file of the Nigerian military on the 

subject of military professionalism and civil-military relations.    
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CHAPTER 6 

Listening to the Military  
 

Introduction 

In the preceding chapters, this thesis sought to describe and explain military 

professionalism and civil-military relations in Nigeria with the aid of 

theoretical concepts and historical analyses. Specific consideration was 

given to the ways in which professional norms and values in the Nigerian 

military changed as the country went through various political transitions. 

This chapter aims, to provide further insight into this study's primary research 

question: "How have civil-military relations in Nigeria been influenced by 

perceptions of professionalism among members of the Nigerian armed 

forces?" using survey data gathered from military and non-military 

respondents. In line with the argument that norms and social reality are 

constructed from collectively held ideas, this chapter will draw on the 

empirical evidence gathered from military personnel and civilians. It aims to 

highlight meanings associated with the terms, military professionalism and 

civil-military relations. The perspectives presented here were gathered during 

the fieldwork in 2002, approximately three years after democratic transition in 

Nigeria. These results represent the core of the entire data set and reflect the 

views of 107 military respondents. They represent the generic responses of 

military personnel to the concept of military professionalism and civil military   
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relations collected in the first three years of civilian rule and are in this 

respect, exclusive. 

The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section will discuss 

perceptions and understandings of military professionalism whilst the second 

section will discuss perceptions and understandings of civil-military relations. 

Both sections will include perspectives on the role of the military, civilian 

oversight and the military’s corporate image.  

Gaining access to military organisations anywhere in the world is usually 

very difficult due to their strategic importance. Despite securing the 

necessary clearance to conduct research and despite the guarantee of strict 

confidentiality, a good number of the respondents still considered that their 

participation in the survey could be used against them. For these especially, 

the guarantee of confidentiality was frequently re-emphasised together with 

the promise that all quoted responses would be anonymised.  

As discussed in Chapter 5, by the end of the military rule years during which 

the military was answerable to itself, the notion of military professionalism 

had become tautological and was generally received with lethargy within the 

military sector. It was clear that discussing military professionalism with 

soldiers in this period of transition would be difficult as many were still 

uncertain about how civilian rule would impact the military. Certain 

developments that sensitised the sample population to engaging with the 

subject are noteworthy. Firstly, the newly elected President made copious 

references to military professionalism and, reprofessionalisation  
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 in his rhetoric.  During his inaugural speech, President Obasanjo declared 

that:  

“The incursion of the military into government has been a 

disaster for our country. The esprit de corps among military 

personnel has been destroyed. Professionalism has been lost”. 

(West Africa Review, 1999) 

He went on to say that: 

…a great deal of re-orientation has to be undertaken and a re-
definition of roles, re-training and re-education will have to be 
done to ensure that the military submits to civil authority and 
regains its pride of professionalism and tradition”.  

(West Africa Review, 1999) 

As a former military head of state, President Obasanjo wielded considerable 

influence both within the military and his various references to military 

professionalism were tantamount to semantic broadcasts with reverberations 

across military ranks. When in 2000 Obasanjo controversially involved US 

Consultants, Military Professional Resource Incorporated (MPRI) in training, 

equipping and re-professionalising the force, this caused much controversy. 

Yet, it also had the effect of promoting military discourse on military 

professionalism. Thus, by July 2002 when this study’s main data collection 

exercise commenced, a cross-section of military personnel had already 

started engaging, in one way or another, with the notion of military 

professionalism. Conceptually military professionalism means different things 

to different people. To understand the various associations with the term 

amongst members of the Nigerian military, it became necessary to engage 

them on the subject.  
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In gathering perspectives held about professionalism, respondents were 

asked two main questions. The first question was, “what  

does ‘military professionalism’ really mean”? 60  With this question, it was 

hoped that participants would describe, in their own words, what meanings 

they associated with the term. Whilst none of the participants responded to 

this question with a generic answer, most suggested a number of factors that 

they considered to be key components of military professionalism. The 

second question was “What in your own opinion are the main obstacles to 

professionalising the Military in democratic Nigeria?” With this question, it 

was hoped that respondents would direct their thoughts about military 

professionalism specifically to what obtained in the locale.61 This is so that 

the term military professionalism is not engaged solely in abstract terms but 

with reference to the Nigerian situation. Further, by this, the researcher 

aimed also to gather opinions on factors perceived to be antithetical to the 

notion of military professionalism in the hope that responses to this question 

would highlight any otherwise hidden associations with the term.  

 

Perceptions of Military Professionalism 

The data presented here reflect mainly the results from self-administered 

questionnaires and interview transcripts. 99 soldiers and officers responded 

to the question about military professionalism. Military professionalism was   

 
60 Question 7(see Questionnaire Shedule in Appendix 04) 
 
61 Question 9 
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described by participants largely in terms of technical efficiency with 

reference to the structural and functional aspects of the military. This 

includes training, equipment, personnel numbers, the notion of defence. 

Some respondents described military professionalism in terms of leadership 

and such values as loyalty, proficiency and discipline. Others still described 

military professionalism in terms of the quality of command, cohesion and 

civil-military relations.  

The results, showing the various associations made by respondents with the 

term ‘military professionalism’, are presented below in Table 6.1 below.  

 

Table 6.1  

Components of Military Professionalism in Nigeria 

(Military Respondents) 

 
No. of Participants 

(n=107) 
% 

Training 64 60 

Effective Command 
& Control 

42 
39 

Equipped Force 39 36 

Cohesiveness 34 32 

Ethnic Balance 28 26 

CMR 18 17 

Force 
Structure/Numbers 

15 
14 

Contained 
Factionalisation 

14 
13 

Meritocratic 
Environment 

7 
7 

  



221 

 

Military Professionalism and Training 

Training was the modal category, with 60 % of the respondents identifying 

this element as a central component of military professionalism. At both 

individual and corporate levels, training is an important marker for military 

professionalism 62 . The emphasis on training is in line with government 

strategy for re-professionalising the military which included improving levels 

of training and equipment, raising the levels of discipline and morale. The 

result is also perhaps a reflection of the dearth of training programmes during 

the military rule years. The perception of one of the participants is noted 

below: 

Professionalism refers to good training. In the armed forces the 

current level is not high at all. Especially qualitative [good 

quality] training.   

Accession No. 59 Interview Lieut. Colonel 

Nigerian Army (NA) 63 
 

The Colonel here acknowledges that training levels had been low. His 

emphasis on the quality of training is perhaps a reflection of the fact that the 

type of training commensurate to his cadre had, for most of the period of 

military rule, been unavailable due to sanctions which have only recently 

been lifted.  

 
62 This category refers to the provision of educational and training programmes, courses and exercises 

with the aim of developing skills, knowledge and the expertise of military personnel in areas relevant to 
their professional tasks (van Creveld, 1989 and 1990; Cope, 1995). 
63 The key to this reference is the Accession Number (00) which identifies a unique record in the 
research database specifically, a questionnaire or interview transcript. It also conveys limited 
information about the respondent such as rank and service arm (Nigerian Army (NA); Nigerian Navy 
(NN) and Nigerian Air Force (NAF)) – Details of the rank structure in the Nigerian Military are contained 
in Appendix 09 
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Training is one of the avenues through which the military institution can 

promote ‘professional competence, the common bond of work and the 

sharing of a unique social responsibility’ as suggested by Huntington (1957: 

9). For Huntington, training distinguishes the professional from the non- 

professional. Seeking to emphasise the importance of training in relation to 

military professionalism an army officer said: 

Military professionalism is about training. Professionalism is the 

efficiency, effectiveness and proficiency of all the fighting 

elements, infantry, artillery, the engineers, the medical, armour, 

supply/transport etc. – as a collective contribution to the overall 

success of the military.  

Accession No. 01 Interview Lieut. Colonel NA 

It is evident here that whilst this officer emphasises the overall importance of 

training, his perspective, as with the other two respondents quoted here, 

relates to the military’s operational efficiency and strategic strength of the 

military.  In this regard, one officer was more categorical when he said:  

Professionalism is the efficiency, effectiveness and proficiency 

of all the fighting elements… 

Accession No. 01 Lieut. Colonel Nigerian Army. 

Based on these responses, the prevalence of understanding about the 

functional aspects of military professionalism is quite clear. Huntington 

suggested that the military was susceptible to two major influences, the 

functional imperative, which informs the military’s readiness to respond to 

security threats, and the societal imperative through which military personnel   
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and the military as an institution are socialised. Huntington, writing from a 

realist perspective, suggests that the military is, at its core focused on those 

processes through which it can enhance its defence capabilities. However, 

as we have seen, the military has both a defence obligation as well as a 

socio-political obligation. The sum of the responses given here by 

respondents suggest that the focus on defence considerations as opposed to 

the socio-political is dominant. There were limited references to Huntington’s 

concept of military training being used to develop a unique sense of social 

responsibility.  

In one notable exception to the sample trend, an army General suggested 

that training in civil-military relations was also important to professionalism. 

He said: 

What does military professionalism really mean? The single 

word for it is training e.g. strategically on how to plan, on civil-

military relations. Also, discipline.  

 Accession No. 129, Major General. Nigerian Army 

(Questionnaire). 

 

The reference to the behavioural aspect of military professionalism, 

specifically discipline, is directly relevant to the inquisitive focus of this thesis. 

Perceptions on this will be discussed in more detail in the next section which 

looks at professionalism in the context of command responsibility. 

References to military training in the context of improving the military’s 

relationship with the larger society were frequently made by civilian   
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respondents. When asked to identify obstacles to the development of military 

professionalism, 60% of the civilian respondents suggested that an 

inadequate level of training was the biggest obstacle.  This can be attributed 

to the heightened level of pro-democracy activism towards the end of military 

rule in 1999 which opened the military to greater scrutiny by a public seeking 

to break the cycle of military intervention in the country. An international 

NGO fieldworker corroborated this in a statement when he said:  

Training is needed. Proper training for the military to 

understand its constitutional role.  

                          Accession No. 94 INGO Worker Lagos 

This respondent is referring to the military’s civil-military relations role which 

is to support and maintain loyalty to a democratically elected government. In 

military establishments, the importance of training cannot be over-

emphasised. Well trained forces are more likely to act as an effective support 

to civilian authorities and less likely to compromise the rights and safety of 

ordinary civilians. 

 

Military Professionalism and Command Responsibility 

 

The maintenance of overall discipline in any military unit is a function of 

command. 39% of military respondents identified effective command as a 

primary component of military professionalism.64 Command here refers to the   

 
64 This category is often referred to in military circles as command and control, a key element in the 
management of military forces, also known as C2. Whilst in wartime, the quality of command can 
have far reaching strategic implications; in peacetime commanding officers continue to have 
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exercise of authority and leadership by a properly designated commander 

over assigned and attached forces in the accomplishment of a specific task 

in a professional manner. Given the generic hierarchical structure of the 

military, for every tier of the military ranks, there is a vertical reporting line in 

operation. The proverbial assertion that ‘there are no bad soldiers, only bad 

officers captures the crucial responsibility that resides in the chain of 

command. 65   When asked ‘what does professionalism mean? during an 

interview session, an army General gave the following response: 

Professionalism is about the quality of command, loyalty, and 

ability to lead men, train men and maintain discipline.  

Accession No. 89 Interview Maj. General NA 

Here, the General includes various factors in his perception of military 

professionalism including core military values such as loyalty and discipline. 

Similarly, a Naval Captain described military professionalism in terms of 

command quality thus: 

With professionalism, we are talking of understanding the job 

thoroughly and being able to lead men to achieve assigned 

tasks.  

Accession No. 83 Questionnaire Captain NN 

For the two officers the quality of command and leadership fare central to 

their perception of military professionalism. The Major General relates these   

 
responsibility for the readiness and overall efficiency of their units. This includes responsibility for 
equipment supply, tactical competence and standards of conduct (Meštrović, 2008: 162). 
65 The comment, ‘there are no bad soldiers, only bad officers’, has been attributed to Napoleon 
Bonaparte, French General and Emperor (1769–1821) which he reportedly made after listening to 
his military staff complaining about their soldiers (Adair, 2009:40).  



226 

 

attributes to training and the maintenance of discipline, yet for several 

members of the public these attributes are poignantly lacking in the military. 

This is because of the numerous cases in which military personnel, acting 

without discipline, have been involved in human rights abuses. In one 

instance, on 3 November 2008, in Lagos State naval ratings beat up a young 

woman for not giving way quickly enough to their commander’s convoy.66 

The woman was dragged on the floor and stripped almost naked after being 

abducted by naval ratings. The state Governor, Babatunde Fashola, in an 

audience with her later said:  

Those of us who exercise authority in the state who owe it a 

responsibility to protect you have actually turned against you. I 

am sorry. 

In contrast to the governor’s words, the ratings’ commander, Rear Admiral 

Harry Arogundade speaking after the incident was quoted to have said to the 

victim that she was lucky not to have been killed by the ratings who he 

referred to as mad dogs. Later, a High Court judge, found him liable for the 

brutal treatment that Uzoma Okere suffered in the hands of the ratings, 

stating that he could not claim ignorance of what his men were doing. The 

judge’s ruling was in line with the doctrine of command responsibility which 

holds that commanding officers are contingently liable for human rights  

  

 
66 Due to the hierarchical and regimented structure of the military, military commanders are vicariously liable for the 

actions of their subordinates. There is no evidence to suggest that the naval ratings in this case were operating 
under orders. The researcher refers to such instances where military personnel use force, whilst in uniform, as 
examples of autonomous deployment to be distinguished from those instances where military personnel are 
deployed into clearly delineated missions whilst acting under clear and specific orders. 
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violations committed by personnel under their command.67 The comments of 

the Rear Admiral are typical of those made by officers in the line of command 

who typically blame the junior ranks involved in cases of such abuses without 

taking responsibility themselves. This and the failure of the military to act 

against the relevant officers suggests a disregard for the principle of 

command responsibility and how it is to be applied. According to Smidt, 

military leaders are expected to establish the command climate and the 

military unit’s collective sense of right and wrong (2000: 159). The degree to 

which this applies to the Nigerian military has been undermined by a culture 

acquired during the military rule period in which military personnel take on a 

superior attitude when dealing with the public. This image of superiority has 

been jealously guarded by the military. Between 1999 and 2001 in Bayelsa 

and Benue State, military personnel acting under command were involved in 

killings and extensive destruction of property. Over 500 civilians were 

reportedly killed in Odi and Zaki Biam by the military in ham-fisted responses 

to attacks by ethnic militias. Despite the photographic evidence and several 

eye-witness accounts of the atrocities were defended by the government 

(Onishi, 2001: 3).  

Identity issues offer another avenue through which the quality of command 

may be compromised. These tend to centre around religion and ethnicity.  

For example, an air force officer said that: 

Senior Officers favour junior officers from their area at the  

  

 
67 The doctrine of command responsibility is often referred to as the Yamashita Principle or the Medina 

principle after landmark cases in US Courts involving Japanese General Tomoyuki Yamashita (1945) 
and U.S. Army Captain Ernest Medina (1971) in which commanding officers, though aware had failed 
to act to limit the violations committed by their subordinates (Meštrović, 2008: 162).  
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expense of discipline and morale.  

Accession No. 36 Wing Commander NAF 

The officer is here referring to the trend wherein senior officers give 

preferential treatment to lower ranking officers based on ethnic affinity. In an 

environment that is at least, in principle, expected to be meritocratic this 

practice tends to undermine morale and esprit de corps. 

A civil servant working in one of the military installations described a situation 

in which military personnel instilled fear into even their own colleagues in 

moments of religious fervour.  He said: 

The majority of our armed forces are Northerners and mainly 

Muslims, instead of helping, whenever there are religious crises 

in various parts of the country, my colleagues here get so 

emotional that us non-Muslims get even scared for our lives – 

majority of people here too are Muslims. How can they be 

professional?  

Accession No. 92 Interview Civil Servant MOD 

Here again, a situation is described in which the professional identity of 

military personnel is seen to break down in response to perceived threats to 

their religious identity despite well-established command structures. 

 

Military Professionalism and Cohesion  

Although cohesion within military organisations can be influenced by external 

factors, the primary responsibility for promoting cohesion lies with the chain  
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of command. Of the 96 participants that took part in questionnaire and 

interview surveys, 31 or 32% indicated that cohesiveness was an important 

factor when considering the professionalism of the military. Cohesion is 

important from the standpoint of social integration within the military, and it is 

essential at the tactical level of operations.68  It is one of the factors that may 

significantly influence the performance of a unit, task force or other military 

grouping. Johns et al define cohesion as “...the bonding together of members 

of a unit or organization in such a way as to sustain their will and 

commitment to each other, their unit, and the mission” (Johns, 1984: ix).  

2nd Lieutenant Philip Jeyaretnam of the US Army says: ‘The root problem 

that any army faces is cohesion - to get men to stand even until death under 

the terrifying conditions of battle. To achieve the kind of motivation necessary 

for this, we must educate our soldiers, especially our officers, in the 

responsibilities and ideals of the professional soldier’ (Jeyaretnam, 1999). 

Probing during interview, I asked a Nigerian Army general, if the ranks are 

sufficiently motivated to die for Nigeria, specifically; will the military retain a 

hundred per cent of its fighting force should war break out? He said:  

It is not that the men are not ready to die for their country, after  

  

 
68 Tactical level, in the context of military operations usually refers to the level of 

engagement with enemy forces. 
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all that is their job, but many do not want to be led into battle by 

corrupt officers who only command respect because of their 

rank.  

Accession No. 86 Interview Maj. General NA 

Task cohesion in the military is difficult to observe and therefore difficult to 

assess. This is not just because of the inherent danger involved but also 

because of military secrecy which renders most of the reports on the subject 

strictly classified. Social cohesion, on the other hand, refers to the nature and 

quality of emotional bonds among group members. Groups with high social 

cohesion, show appreciation for one another, identify with one another and 

are happy to spend their social time together. (Siebold, 2007: 294). During 

fieldwork the majority of the references to cohesion as key component of 

military professionalism was in this context. Participants cited various fault 

lines that suggest ‘otherness’ and difference, between them and other 

soldiers. These include differences in levels of education, types of service 

(short service vs. regular commission), attitudes to professionalism, place of 

origin or ethnicity, military occupation and, in the military rule era, 

subscription to, or membership of factions.  

The following comment from a Nigerian Army Major points further to identity 

clusters and pseudo-fraternities that co-exist within the military often at the 

expense of cohesion: 

There has been a problem, and still is today, of discrimination 

and segregation between non-regular support officers and  
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regular officers. [Also] between line area soldiers and 

officers.For example, teeth arm officers and the medical 

personnel or secretarial. A times there is also discrimination 

against non-NDA officers 69, 70 

Accession No. 04 Interview Major NA 

This officer describes how military personnel self-identify and compete with 

one another based on differences in career paths and roles within the 

military. In military jargon, combat troops are often referred to as tooth or 

teeth arm. These include infantry, artillery, aviation and those equipped to 

deploy or deter lethal violence. Support troops on the other hand, sometimes 

referred to as ‘tail’, include those involved in admin, logistics and medical 

support (Baker, 2008: 78). 

 

Military Professionalism and Diversity Management  

Of the 69 participants responding to the question; “what does 

professionalism really mean?” 18 or 26 % indicated that attitudes to ethnicity 

and ethnic balance within the military were factors relevant to 

professionalism. This result is significant because it suggests that, for one of 

the most ethnically diverse military forces in Africa, ethnicity is not generally 

seen as a major factor undermines military professionalism. Beyond the 

aggregates however, ethnicity remains a contentious issue evoking strong  

  

 
69 The term teeth arm is generally used to refer to military units that are expected to actually engage 
the enemy in war and primarily comprise the Infantry, Armour and aviation units. 
70 NDA – Nigerian Defence Academy 
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reactions from many sections of the military and one of the crucial fault lines 

in the Nigerian political landscape. In 1979 the Nigerian government 

introduced into the Federal constitution, a diversity management policy 

referred to as the federal character (FC) principle, with the aim of ensuring 

ethnic representation in government agencies. From its inception the FC 

policy notoriously generated mixed reactions within the military, with some 

soldiers arguing that it is unmeritocratic and therefore undermines the ethic 

of military professionalism.  

This ambivalence is noticeable in the cautious comments of a naval 

Lieutenant who made the following comment:  

We have a quota system, and this favours the North. So, there 

are more Northerners in the military. This is affirmative action 

because the South is more educated. In exams only system, 

very few Northerners will make it. If the quota system is best for 

Nigeria, then the military is in Ethnic Balance.  

Accession No. 55 Interview Lieutenant NN 

The Lieutenant here suggests that the Quota system has operated at the 

expense of merit in the military. His views are echoed in the following 

comment by an army officer: 

“Though being abused, the quota system has helped but it is 

not allowing the [military] system to progress. No spread of 

skills across states of origin. Even when the person is not 

qualified – the job is given.”   

Accession No. 59 Interview Lieut. Colonel 
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There were other participants that felt that the policy fails to achieve its aim 

of producing a force that is in ethnic balance. Another naval officer made this 

point more emphatically when he said:  

The military is not in ethnic balance it is influenced by a few 

ethnic groups.  

Accession No. 72 Questionnaire Lieut. Commander NN  

Another participant, a retired soldier made the following comment: 

…they are tribalistic in the military especially regarding 

promotions.   

Accession No 02 Interview Corporal (rtd.) NA 

He said that this view is based on his personal experience regarding 

promotions and nominations for courses.  

In spite of this, others contrariwise, applauded the ‘federal character’ policy 

claiming that it has been successful in achieving its aim of a diverse but 

ethnically balanced force. This is evident in the following range of comments 

from some of the military respondents: 

Yes, the military is in ethnic balance through recruitment 

policies and promotions. You have the Military Secretary for the 

Officers and the Directorate of Military Recruitment [ for other 

ranks]. All these have helped a great deal.  

Accession No. 08 Interview Maj. General NA 
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There is nothing like ethnic group in the military, they live as 

one and love one another. Which make it [the military] the only 

institution where there is no ethnic problem.    

Accession No. 68 Questionnaire L/J NN 

Due to the civil war experience in post-independent Nigeria, 

ethnicity in the military became an issue.  But 

subsequentsuccessive military governments have been able to 

address the problem.  

Accession No. 71 Questionnaire Petty Officer NN 

The question of ethnicity remains a controversial and sensitive issue within 

the Nigerian military. The proportion of respondents that felt that ethnicity 

and ethnic balance were important factors when considering professionalism 

in the Nigerian military is, at 26%, significant. These respondents have 

suggested that ethnic diversity could affect the institutional health of the 

military if not properly managed. Some of the respondents felt that ethnic 

diversity in the military was being managed properly and that the military is in 

ethnic balance. Others suggested that ethnic diversity in the military was 

being mismanaged allowing some soldiers to thrive whilst others are left 

without a voice. Others yet, felt that recourse to ethnic identity when pursuing 

career opportunities was an increasing trend. In the 4th republic. This 

increased promotion of primordial identities over the intrinsically, neutral 

professional military identity, suggests that the problem of managing diversity 

and therefore unity is one of the issues the 4th Republic Nigerian military has 

to contend with.  
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Perceptions on Civil-Military Relations  

This section discusses perceptions of civil-military relations. As discussed 

earlier in this thesis, civil-military relations is the characterisation of the 

interrelationships between civilians and the military establishment (Hooker, 

2003:4). For Huntington, a military that does not obey civilian authority 

islacking in professionalism (Huntington, 1957). Democratic accountability 

requires that members of the armed forces be accountable to the population 

they are constituted to protect and respectful of domestic and international 

laws. As established in the historical chapters of this thesis, the relationship 

between the Nigerian military and the civilian population has over the years 

been tense and fractious. Of the 96 respondents, only 15 or 17% identified 

civil-military relations as being elemental to military professionalism. On the 

other hand, 30% of the non-military participants considered that the quality of 

civil-military relations is one of the main obstacles to professionalizing the 

military. The responses from both military and civilian respondents on civil-

military relations and military professionalism presented here centre around 

three broad areas: the military’s role, its response to civilian oversight and its 

corporate image. 

 

The Role of the Military 

Whilst the notion of democratic control of the armed forces requires that the 

military takes its orders from democratically elected civilian leadership, after 

nearly thirty years of military rule in Nigeria there has been some uncertainty  
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regarding the future role of the Nigerian military in politics. Thus, in 

considering the military’s reaction to civilian oversight and its contribution to 

post-transition civil-military relations it is important to understand how the 

military sees its role in relation to the state under democratically elected 

civilian leadership. According to Barkey because military organisations 

operate in a dynamic social environment, their role is likely to need constant 

redefinition (1990:169). Whilst the military acknowledges that it is expected 

to play a supporting role in Nigeria’s fledgling democracy, it also faces the 

challenge of how to redress the politicising impact of years of military rule. 

During fieldwork, it became apparent that the role perception of some military 

personnel changed in line with democratisation for others it remained the 

same.  

A senior naval officer defined what was needed in plain terms when he said: 

The military should be reconfigured to meet its role in the 

present democracy. 

Accession No. 67 Questionnaire Commodore NN 

This officer acknowledges the need to prepare the military to play democratic 

role. Although, interviews were often used to reinforce the ‘accepted’ or 

‘official discourse, corroborating this viewpoint, another officer described the 

task at hand as: 

… a re-orientation of the military personnel to better understand 

their role i.e. to defend the nation as a corporate entity, to 

protect its territorial integrity against external aggression and to 

maintain peace during internal security operation etc. and not 

to venture into politics or governance. 
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Officer 1 Accession No. 01 Interview Colonel NA 

From his comments, the Colonel is clearly of the view that the military’s role 

is in defence and security and not governance or national politics. His 

sentiments were echoed by a naval officer who stated that:  

It went bad when we went into politics. We need re-orientation 

to our role in a democratic setting. Many young soldiers have 

the wrong idea of their role.   

Accession No. 55 Interview Lieutenant NN 

The naval officer here acknowledges that going into politics undermined the 

military’s professional focus and further that a re-orientation to support 

democratic goals is necessary. Yet, of the 96 respondents nearly a fifth 

expressed concern about civilian oversight and, whether the democratic 

government would prioritise the needs of the military.  

Civilian Oversight and Democratic Control 

As discussed earlier in this thesis, subordination to civilian oversight is a 

fundamental standard of professionalism for military forces in democratic 

states. Attaining this standard is often a major challenge for both the civilian 

executive and the military in fledgling democracies and especially states 

transiting from an authoritarian past. To its credit, the Nigerian military has 

remained subordinated to civilian oversight since democratic elections were 

held in 1999. Whilst in the previous chapter we considered the practicalities 

of civilian oversight in terms of efforts by civilian and military leaders to 

transform the military and improve civil-military relations. Here we will  
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consider, the attitude of the military, given its history, to the notion of civilian 

control based mainly on individual contributions from military personnel  

Many of the soldiers were ambivalent and sceptical about the prospect 

civilian control. Three years after democratic elections and despite 

government de-politicisation measures, some considered civilian rule to be a 

mere alternative to military rule and not necessarily better. A senior military 

officer suggested that the military was considered more trustworthy and 

even, superior to the politicians in power when he said that: 

In the case of CMR, in Nigeria people still prefer the devil they know. 
i.e. the military. So, soldiers will be in the system for a long time to 
come.  

Accession No. 08 Interview Maj. General NA. 

It is also significant to note that although the officer does not state how or in 

what capacity, the military will be in the system in the future, he clearly 

attributes their continued relevance to popular choice. The Major-General’s 

comments provide a glimpse of the pervasiveness of the military’s self-image 

as actors with a political role to play in the affairs of the state. In comparing 

the military and civilian domains, an army officer suggests that the priorities 

of the two groups differ and further suggests that the military is held to a 

higher standard of accountability. He said:  

Politicians only think of votes and the military will have to do 

their job regardless of votes.  

Accession No. 04 Interview Major NA 
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This view resonates with that of a senior army officer who suggested that the 

political class are not as concerned about accountability or about their image 

compared to the military. He said: 

The political class are unable to help themselves, neither are 

they bothered in such areas as accountability and negative 

public image – how can they help the military. 

Accession No. 06 Interview Maj. General NA 

Here again we see a senior military officer express concern about the 

competence and capabilities of the political class vis a vis the needs of the 

military.  

Although retired military officers formed a highly visible cohort amongst the 

political class, serving military personnel military were nonetheless very 

critical of civilian leaders as a whole. The items they identified as obstacles 

to professionalising the military centred around civil-military relations and the 

quality of civilian oversight (see Table 6.3 below). 

Participants suggested that the lack of funding was the most significant 

obstacle to professional development in the military. 
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Table 6.3. 

Obstacles to Professionalising the Military  

(Military Personnel) 

 No of 
Respondents 

(n=107)  

% 

Funding 35 33 

Training and 

Equipment Deficit 
29 27 

Civil-Military 

Relations 
20 19 

Politicization 18 17 

Command and 

Control 
18 17 

Domestic 

Environment 
16 15 

Ethnicity 15 14 

Discipline 10 9 

Religious Identity 9 8 

Low Morale 7 7 

 

Participants suggested that the lack of funding was the most significant 

obstacle to professional development in the military. One officer put it in 

these words: 

in concrete terms, professionalism has been hampered largely 

due to the paucity of funds.   

Accession No. 01 Interview Lieut. Colonel NA 

With the larger part of defence budgets going to military hardware, several  
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respondents suggested that the shortage of funds to go towards training, 

equipment and welfare expenditures were being deliberately withheld by the 

government to protect itself from a coup d’état.  

When asked to identify potential obstacles to professionalising the military, a 

naval rating, said: 

The fear of hijacking of governance by the military has 

contributed to the ‘starving of fund’ syndrome the military 

authorities are facing currently.  

Accession No. 71 Questionnaire Petty Officer NN 

This view of an artificial shortage of funds formed the basis of querying the 

government’s reform measures. One naval officer, when asked to assess the 

government’s effort in addressing the training needs of the military suggested 

that the funds committed by the government to US-based international 

security consultants, MPRI International, could have been saved and applied 

instead to improving personnel welfare. He said: 

I believe the idea of employing MPRI is a real waste of funds, 

especially hard currency because if such money was invested 

directly into the lives of officers and men of the military, with 

proper checks, it would get down to the last man. Nigerians 

could really do better than what is presented by MPRI.  

Accession No. 65 Questionnaire Lieut. Commander. NN 

19 per cent of the respondents referred to the quality of civilian oversight 

when expressed concern about whether the democratic government would  
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be able to appreciate the role of the military enough to prioritise its needs.  

Asked what the main obstacle to professionalising the military was, another 

officer wrote the following: 

Non-understanding of the role of the military in state security.  

Accession No. 17 Questionnaire Colonel NA 

A senior Air Force officer attributed what he referred to as, ‘a jaundiced 

treatment of the military’ to poor oversight. In answer to the question: what 

are the main obstacles to professionalising the military, he wrote: 

The misunderstanding of civilian oversight function over the 

military resulting in the jaundiced treatment of the military as if 

they were not Nigerians.  

Accession No. 25 Questionnaire Air Commodore NAF 

One retired army General alluded to the fact that a clear strategy for the 

military was needed when he said: 

We still have to decide what to do with the military and the 

military itself needs to be less secretive.  

Accession No. 08 Interview Maj. General NA  

His reference to secretiveness is in relation to accusations by civilian leaders 

that the military’s lack of transparency has made the task of oversight more 

problematic. A number of respondents commented on polarity between the 

military and civilian leaders.  
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One senior army officer suggested that there were only two main obstacles, 

he said: 

The answers to the question are two points. a) lack of 

willingness, i.e. the political will, for example, to prioritise 

military training and b) finance.  

Accession No 86. Interview Maj. General NA 

A recurrent first-mention response to the question of obstacles to military 

professionalism involved references to the perceived negative attitudes of 

members of the public towards the military.71 Based on historical evidence, it 

is possible to deduce that there are perceptual biases on both sides of the 

civil-military divide. An army general describes this in the following terms: 

Stigmas persist on both sides that stand between the 

attainment of mutual understanding between officers and 

politicians.  

Accession No. 101 Interview Maj. General NA 

During interview, a  Researcher at one of the military training institutions 

suggested that strains in civil-military relations, in particular, the military’s 

 negative image was affecting the personnel and that that the stigma against 

the military amongst the general public made it difficult for the public to get 

close enough to understand the military. He said: 

There is a lot of military bashing going on – but mostly unfair  

  

 
71 [Ref. Accession Nos. 45 52 67 69]. 
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and misplaced. Yes, there is a groundswell of anti-military 

sentiment. There were too many years of military rule and 

during that time the military institution suffered the most. 

People are ignorant of what the military is all about. They see 

many retired officers going into politics as a way to remain in 

control. Yes, they have the money. Even the retired General 

who was seen recently with arms in the boot of his car does not 

help. The larger society have been so hurt by the military so a 

cooling off period is needed but from inside the military, many 

feel that they are not being appreciated. This affects the military 

psychologically.  

Accession No. 91 Interview Lecturer, Lagos 

Although it is possible that his perspective is influenced by general military 

sentiment on civil-military relations, the respondent here, uses terms not 

used by any of the military commentators when he suggested that negative 

public opinion about the military has a psychological impact on the ranks. 

Measuring the level of impact this could have on, for example on morale and 

professional behaviour, is outside the scope of this study, however, in the 

next section we take a closer look at the question of the military’s corporate 

image.  

The Military’s Corporate Image 

Corporate image refers to the image an organisation projects of itself and 

how its’s reputation, its personnel, activities, products or services are 

perceived by outsiders (Barnett et al., 2006:29). The Nigerian military’s 

record in international peacekeeping and domestic policing has impacted its  
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corporate image both positively and negatively. Nigerian troops have taken 

part in UN Peacekeeping operations since the country’s independence in 

1960. Nigeria has held the chair of the UN General Assembly’s special 

Committee on Peacekeeping Operations for a considerable period and ranks 

amongst the UN’s largest contributor of troops (Akinterinwa, 2005: 277). It 

has drawn on this experience in leading peacekeeping missions in West 

Africa under aegis of the Economic Community of West African States 

Monitoring Group (ECOMOG).  Its contribution in the field of international 

peacekeeping is worn with pride by many within the military. According to a 

Nigerian army Lieutenant Colonel: 

LC3 We need to commend the Nigerian military for its efforts in 
peacekeeping all over the world under the auspices of the UN 
and under the auspices of ECOWAS. It was the Nigerian 
military that invented the term ‘peace enforcement’ as it did not 
exist before the activities of ECOMOG in West Africa. Lieut 
Colonel FG 3 

 

Their contribution has also been widely acknowledged. The Special 

Representative of the UN Secretary-General, Farid Zarif, said as the UN 

Mission in Liberia ended: 

“Prior to the UN’s deployment, they (Nigerian peacekeepers) 
were there as one of the largest contingents. “So, I think not 
only we as the UN but also the people and Government of 
Liberia are very grateful for the support and assistance that 
they have received from Nigeria” 

(Quoted in Vanguard, 2017) 

When questioned about reported unethical behaviour and indiscipline on the 

part of some Nigerian peacekeepers, an army General would not  
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acknowledge the behaviour and instead pointed out that the Nigerian military 

has earned itself a good reputation as a professional force when on 

international peacekeeping missions. He said: 

Nigerian forces have always been well-regarded in the context 

of multi-national forces and in this respect their operational 

‘ethics has seldom been called into question.  

Accession No. 101 Interview Maj. General. 

It is worth noting that whilst Nigerian soldiers have made significant 

contributions to peacekeeping in Africa, they have also been accused of 

human rights abuses, sexual exploitation, indiscipline and corruption whilst 

on missions (Aning, 2007: 144-5). In 1997, the professional image of the 

Nigerian military was dealt a major blow when some of its peacekeepers 

were involved in looting, profiteering and pirating in Liberia. ECOMOG 

soldiers in Liberia were accused of leaving the mission without due clearance 

to escort a ship laden with tons of goods looted from the country. Although 

Brigadier General Gabriel Anyankpele who was Nigeria’s Chief of Staff for 

the mission defended his men in court but was himself arrested for 

undisclosed reasons (The LawCare Nigeria, 2020). 

There are other contexts in which the behaviour of men and officers during 

peacekeeping missions have given rise to questions about the military’s 

professionalism and efficiency. During a focus group session, participants 

discussed the delays peacekeepers experienced in receiving their pay. A  
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soldier sought to highlight the problem with delayed salaries in one focus 

group session stating that:  

In Sierra Leone they had periods of either no pay or trickle pay 

whilst on foreign mission. 

Air Warrant Officer (AWO 1/ FG1 AHQ/070802) s 

This was corroborated by a Wing Commander who suggested that soldier’s 

welfare was still not being given sufficient priority. He said: 

For example, as we speak of the international peacekeeping 

contingent in Sierra Leone, only the Nigerians are experiencing 

major delays with their pay for inexplicable reasons. 

Sometimes their salaries are up to six months behind.  

WC4 Wing Commander (WC4/ FG1 AHQ/070802). 

Critics claim that millions of dollars were diverted into private bank accounts 

by generals during the Nigeria ’s leadership of ECOMOG’s peacekeeping 

missions in Liberia and Sierra Leone (Adebayo: 2002). One Senior Officer 

with experience in leading overseas missions said during an interview that 

the figures for incidental expenses were often inflated as well as the head 

count of men after military campaigns. He said: 

They would inflate the head count; delay pay for as long as 

possible and never return unspent money. 

Accession No. 86 Interview Maj. General. 
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He maintained that corruption was so endemic with regards to these 

missions that honesty and transparency were more likely to attract 

punishment than corrupt practices. He further gave the example of a mission 

commander whose career was brought to an abrupt end after he returned 

the unutilised balance of the mission’s budget back into the coffers of the 

military.72  He suggested that this punitive action for honest behaviour is 

further evidence of the extent to which corrupt practices are entrenched in 

the system.  

Corruption undermined the role of Nigerian peacekeepers in ECOMOG and 

the country’s efforts to stay at the forefront of peacekeeping in the West 

African region (Kuhne, Lenzi and Vasconcelos 1995: 41).73  

Besides their image abroad, the Nigerian military’s image at home has for 

long been contentious. Here again, opinions were divided amongst survey 

participants some of whom saw the military’s efforts in domestic policing as 

an extension of peacekeeping. 

A Nigerian army officer, during interview, commended the efforts of the 

military in policing: He said: 

The military helps to build the peace through Assistance in 

Internal Operations (AIO) programmes or through ‘Stability 

Operations’. In 1980, in Kano, during the Maitatsine rampage –  

  

 
72 Accession No. 87 Interview Government Minister, Abuja. 
73 The corruption associated with the Nigerian military in ECOMOG led to a number of scams 
involving bogus Nigerian peacekeeping mission commanders who lured their victims by offering to 
temporarily deposit in their Western bank accounts, millions of dollars of mission funds lying fallow 
(Baines, 2003: 115-6). 
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the police could not cope and the military restored peace.  […] 

In Kaduna State in 2000, the military performed so well that 

they were commended.  

Accession No. 03 Interview Colonel NA 

 

In another statement a civilian respondent seemed to corroborate this view of 

the military as a contributor to peace in the domestic environment whilst 

being acquiescent of the military’s use of coercion.  He suggested that: 

Given the recurrence of political violence and the systemic 

weakness of the police, the military’s involvement in internal 

security operations can be seen as a little contribution to 

peacebuilding even though they tend to be coercive.  

Accession No. 94 INGO Worker Lagos 

 

Despite these comments the military has been accused of leaving a trail of 

human rights abuses as it addresses religious, ethnic and political tensions in 

within the country. It is for this that its image has been damaged the most. 

A security sector analyst at one of the government research centres said 

during interview that: 

The military’s corporate image is a problem; the public 

perception of them is very bad.  They get no respect from the 

public.  

Accession No. 88 Interview Lecturer, Lagos 
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This apparent lack of public respect is due to the attitude of the military 

towards the civilians, which involves on the one hand, predation and 

exploitation, and on the other hand, excessive violence.  Comments on the 

military’s image within Nigeria were usually in relation to the military’s 

involvement in domestic policing and governance.   

A civil servant working in one of the military installations suggested that the 

attitude of military personnel in general needs to change for them to be 

regarded as professionals. He decried the practice whereby military 

personnel involved in policing openly demand backhanders whilst at their 

duty post. He said: 

How can they be professional? Okay, look when travelling on 

the road you see military personnel collecting bribes very 

openly in uniform and you wonder, why such unprofessional 

behaviour? It makes it difficult for the public to have regard for 

them. It is discouraging because when it comes to security, 

such people can easily be bought over. I appreciate that some 

are saying ‘bad conditions of service’ – this needs to be 

addressed. It also may be a cultural thing permeating the 

system. The way things are sensitive information can be sold.  

Accession No. 92 Interview Civil Servant MOD 

As an institution, the Nigerian military is not unaware of the negative image it 

has amongst many members of the public. Yet, highlighting the degree to 

which identity is co-constructed an army General was of the opinion that it  
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was junior ranking infantrymen that were responsible for much of the 

negative image the public had of the military. He said: 

the ‘real’ military personnel, (i.e. those that really drive the 

military machinery:  from the rank of 2nd Lieutenant upwards in 

units like logistics, ordnance, armoured, engineers etc.) seldom 

come into contact with the public. It is usually the infantry that 

come into contact with the public.  Yes, it is true that for them a 

coercive posture when facing the public is the norm. 

Accession No. 89 Interview Major General NA 

The General’s view that public-facing soldiers tend to be junior in rank and 

are likely to be coercive is noteworthy. However, when probed, he was not 

forthcoming as to why they need to be coercive when dealing with the public 

or how it was dealt with by the military. It should be noted that although the 

junior ranks are being singled out in this way, they are, at all times, part of a 

chain of command along which are officers to whom they are accountable. 

A naval lieutenant suggested that conflict with the military is inevitable when 

deployed in the domestic environment. With reference to domestic 

assignments, he said: 

The police should do this. The best way is to just restrict the 

military to the barracks. If you release them to the populace 

then you will surely have friction.  

                   Accession No. 55 Interview Lieutenant NN  
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When probed, this officer explained that by friction he meant the use of 

coercion or violence thus corroborating the previous officer’s comments 

about military behaviour in public spaces.  The officer seems to suggest, with 

his reference to the police that the military’s training and orientation is more 

combat oriented and that the police are better suited to enforcing law and 

order in the domestic environment. The officer declined to comment when 

probed about other patterns of military behaviour during domestic 

deployment such as those involving sexual abuse, extortion and harassment. 

An army colonel suggested that the Nigerian domestic environment was 

militarised and therefore it is likely that the deployment of the military in the 

domestic environment will involve the use of force. He said: 

The Nigerian public has been militarised over the years. 

Violence has become part of the system today. So, we need 

violence also to some extent, to bring about law and order.”  

                    Accession No. 59 Interview Lieut. Colonel NA 

 

Militarisation is one of the legacies of the years of military rule the country 

has experienced, yet often military personnel take the view that they have 

merely been reacting to a volatile polity and not necessarily responsible for 

militarisation. The image of the military as the terminal law and order agency 

as the Colonel here suggests has been used by some military personnel to 

support the maintenance of hard boundaries between society and the military 

establishment. This also feeds an image in which the military maintains an 

austere distance from society appearing sporadically with the mystique of an 

invincible and redoubtable force.   
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Another officer highlighted another element of the military’s self-image: that 

of being the nation’s premier unifying agent seemingly to justify it’s members’ 

swashbuckling or impunity. He said: 

The Nigerian military is a symbol of national unity, throwing 

weight around is subconsciously accepted.  

                   Accession No. 01 Interview Lieutenant Colonel NA  

Both respondents seem to trivialise tensions in civil-military relations which 

may arise from coercive and excessive military behaviour.  It is suggested 

that military excesses or throwing one’s weight around, is to some degree 

pardonable given the military’s role as the nation’s foremost unifying agent. 

The notion of the military as symbol of national unity stems from its generic 

role as the nation’s primary instrument for defence against external 

aggression (Siollun, 2013: 85). Given the high level of ethnic diversity in the 

Nigerian state and the fact that the military successfully fought a war to 

recover the secessionist state of Biafra, this notion is often promoted by 

members of the Nigerian military.74 The image of the military as a unifying 

agent was also often promoted by coup plotters who frequently justified their 

interventions as a necessary to prevent the disintegration of the state. It 

should nonetheless be noted that the image of the military as a symbol of 

national unity ultimately depends on the perceptions of the populations they  

  

 
74 The Nigerian Civil War (1967-1971). 
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serve (Sederberg, 1977: 176). The expectation held by many Nigerians that 

democratisation would result in less military aggression and violence against 

civilians, was at this yet to be realised.  

 

Summary of Findings 

Military officers consistently demonstrated knowledge of the term military 

professionalism describing it with such terms as duty, honour, loyalty, 

honesty discipline, training, justice, ethics, and respect for authority.  Two-

thirds of the military participants felt that training was the most essential 

element for the development of professionalism of a military force.  A 

majority considered that training levels had been poor in the run up to 

democratic transition but started to improve following successful democratic 

elections in 1999. Specific references were made to the need for training to 

facilitate better civil-military interaction. One out of every three military 

respondents associated the level of professionalism specifically with the 

quality of equipment supply. Another third felt that the main determinant of 

professionalism was the quality of command to which the ranks were 

subjected. A number of military respondents suggested that clarity about the 

role of the military and the level of cohesion as being central to maintaining 

standards of professionalism. For some respondents the deployment of the 

military into internal security operations and other domestic missions and 

duties detracts from the primary role of defence. Others embrace domestic 

deployment as part of the military’s coveted responsibility to act as the 
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 state’s security watchdog and the state’s leading law and order enforcement 

agency. This ambiguity, according to some respondents, undermines the 

military’s ability to develop standards of professionalism judiciously. One in 

three respondents considered that cohesion was central to the 

professionalism of the military. Amongst this group, some considered that 

cohesion was being undermined by the mismanagement of diversity and 

meritocratic policies within the military.  

There were limited references to the military’s social responsibility or social 

accountability as part of its professionalism. Whilst some of the respondents 

acknowledged the need for military subordination to civilian control, 

references to accountability about human rights violations and corrupt 

practices by military personnel were largely missing from military responses. 

When considering obstacles to professionalism, approximately, thirty percent 

of the respondents identified the lack of funding, training and equipment for 

military effectiveness as existing barriers to professional development in the 

military. This clarity about the military’s institutional and functional needs was 

not matched by similar appreciation of the military’s role in providing political 

or democratic support to the state.  

A number of military respondents also suggested that the military is seen, 

and in some cases preferred, as an alternative to civilian authorities in the 

leadership of the state.  Placed in the context of the prolonged period of 

military rule in the country’s history, this viewpoint is not surprising. It 

however represents a minority viewpoint and is not corroborated by data  
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from non-military respondents. 

Only seventeen per cent of military respondents indicated that civil-military 

relations is important to the professionalism of the military. This result 

strengthens the a priori position made at the start of this thesis which stated 

that military personnel do not associate behavioural factors such as their 

human rights record with their professionalism. This is corroborated by the 

content and tone of some military responses such as; “violence is part of the 

system, we need violence to bring about law and order”; “the military admits 

clashes with civilians but sees it as minor” and; “fearing the military is 

normal”.75  

The fact that the civilian population reacts to the military personnel with fear 

was evident in the narratives of both military and non-military respondents. 

On the part of the military, the absence of references to the civilian 

population in the context of responsibility to protect was significant. This may 

be due to the absence of an existential threat to the state throughout the 

approximately thirty years of military rule, a period during which the military 

grew in impunity in its dealings with the public.  

Further, the correlation between civilian oversight and military 

professionalism was implied but seldom stressed in the responses provided 

by military and non-military respondents. Military references to the notion of 

civilian oversight were mainly in the context of identifying potential obstacles 

to military professionalism. Some military respondents questioned the ability 

  

 
75 [Accession Nos. 59, 08 and 81] 
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of civilian leaders to provide effective oversight but stopped short of 

acknowledging that subordination of the military to civilian leadership is a 

criterion for military professionalism.  

Despite this, most of the respondents, military and non-military, expressed 

relief that the tensions and distractions that attended military rule were over. 

The military’s capacity to resort to a forceful take-over of power was for all 

intent and purposes, the single, most polarising, civil-military relations issue. 

For non-military respondents, subordination to civilian oversight and the 

reversal of the ‘coup culture’ on the part of the military was seen as the 

responsibility of military leadership. Over a third of the non-military 

respondents indicated that the effective command was the key factor in 

professionalizing the military. In this regard, both military and non-military 

data highlight the crucial role of military leaders in developing 

professionalism. Again, for civilian respondents, civil-military relations was 

the context in which unprofessional behaviour on the part of the military 

became most evident and the quality of command, within the military, was 

the element through which it could most readily be addressed. Overall, non-

military respondents were also more outspoken on such issues as the 

military’s corporate image, diversity management and generally, more critical 

of force management than military personnel.  

Respondents were divided about the effectiveness of government’s reform 

measures. Notwithstanding reports of human rights violations by military 

personnel during internal security mission, non-military respondents seemed 

optimistic that these will become less frequent. Though uncertain about the   
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end of the coup culture, the absence of coups and coup attempts during the 

Obasanjo government raised hopes for better civil-military relations in the 

fourth republic. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented perspectives held by military and non-military 

respondents about military professionalism and civil-military relations. Whilst 

civilian views about the military are relatively well documented in the media 

and in extant literature, for members of the military expressing their views on 

such issues outside military circles is less common. Many soldiers believe 

that they are not allowed to have an opinion.   Yet their voices captured in 

this survey have helped to highlight role ambiguities within the Nigerian 

military with regards to its defence function and its involvement in internal 

security operations. They have also highlighted, a training deficit, deep-

seated concerns about the quality of civilian oversight and diversity issues 

that are often missing from official reports on force management. These 

represent significant contributions to the literature on military professionalism 

and civil-military relations in Nigeria.  

A further contribution is made by juxtaposing the perspectives of the soldiers 

with those of civilians as this chapter has done. This has helped demonstrate 

that perspectives held by members of both groups on military 

professionalism and civil-military relations in Nigeria follow, in some 

instances, divergent rather than convergent paths. Responses have 

indicated that, although seldom acknowledged, the military is affected by the  
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negative image it has amongst the civilian population. It is also suggested 

that some of the military behaviours that undermine the public’s trust in the 

military, such as human rights abuses, sexual abuse, harassment, extortion 

and coercion have not been adequately targeted by reform measures. It is 

clear that the goals of reform should include the alignment of civilian and 

military understandings of military professionalism and civil-military relations.   

The differences in expectations and practice between both civilian and the 

military inform the potential for and realities of change or stasis when it 

comes to military professionalism and civil-military relations in Nigeria which 

the next chapter addresses.  
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CHAPTER 7  

Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations 

in Nigeria 

 

Introduction 

Between 1960 and 2007, the Nigerian military went through significant 

changes in its standards of professionalism. In the preceding chapters, this 

thesis sought to highlight how those changes affected the military and its 

relationship with the country’s civilian population. The most significant 

changes occurred after successful democratic elections in 1999 when a 

combination of factors led to the constriction of the military’s insidious coup 

culture. Notably, wider acceptance of the principle of civilian oversight and an 

acknowledgement by the military of the need for an active role in promoting 

civil-military relations. Military leaders embraced government reform 

initiatives. Yet, it became clear over the same period, that certain aspects of 

the military’s corporate character were carried over from its authoritarian past 

which continue to undermine its professionalism. This chapter aims to 

interrogate the fundamental changes to the way the military perceives its 

professionalism, its role in post-transition civil-military relations and the major 

influences to which it is susceptible. 

Perspectives on Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations 

Three major themes emerge from our investigation into perspectives held by 

members of the Nigerian armed forces on military professionalism and civil-

military relations. These are, the salience of training, the critical role of   
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military commanders in the construction of the ethos of professionalism and 

clear acceptance of the principle of civilian oversight. 

Salience of Training 

Training is associated with the modus operandi of most professions. For 

members of the Nigerian military that participated in this study, training was 

considered essential for transforming the military into an institution that 

supports democratic society.  Training and programs for professional 

development, were casualties of military rule, as military rulers focused on 

regime security at the expense of the military’s corporate interests (Dimlong, 

2006: 31). A broad range of training and self-development opportunities 

became available to military personnel following democratic transition in 

1999. Defining the area of training to deliver is the prerogative of military 

leaders whilst Parliament is expected to ensure that resources are available 

to provide them (Garba, 2004: 299). The two prominent areas of training 

identified were in (a) the functional aspects, specifically, war readiness, and 

(b) civil-military relations.  

Tactical Training 

Tactical training in the long years of military rule was sporadic and based 

mainly on conventional warfare. In the post-transition period, the Ministry of 

Defence described its remit as generating and sustaining combat-ready 

integrated and deployable Armed Forces to address contingencies at home 

and abroad (FRN, National Defence Policy, 2006: 17). Military and civilian 

leaders thus placed greater emphasis on the restoration and maintenance of 

technical training for combat and military missions. In the post-transition   
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period, with the government faced with insurgency in the South East and 

persistent ethno-religious conflict in some Northern states, the tactical 

training programmes, introduced were more consistent and targeted. 

Democratic transition significantly increased access by Nigerian officers to 

foreign military institutions, such as the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst 

for training. However, a major part of international military assistance was to 

support democratic control of the armed forces in Nigeria by partnering to 

enhance military professionalism (Tafida, 2015: 230)  

 

Civil-Military Relations Training 

Two years after democratic transition, there were pockets amongst the 

officer corps, where the idea of civilian supremacy was resisted. The initial 

resistance can be noted in the comments of a naval captain who in filling out 

the self-administered questionnaire wrote:  

Yes! In the democratic setting, the military is seen to be 
subordinate to the democratic government whereas the military 
is also seen to be equivalent or above the government. 

 Accession No. 81 Questionnaire Captain NN 

 

The officer highlighted the fact that there were multiple perspectives on the 

military’s role in governance. He also seems to represent a misperception 

that subordination to civilian control implies the military is inferior to civilian 

authorities. He finally suggests that the military is on the contrary, potentially 

superior to the government. Such notions were dealt with through the use of 

educational programs aimed at the officer corps. The curricula in officer   
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cadet and officer training institutions were revised to ensure the inclusion of 

training in civil-military relations. These programs focused not just on military 

subordination to civilian oversight, but also on the dynamics of working with 

the civilian  

Executive, Parliament and Civil Society. 

Tafida (2015: 297) who carried out interviews with officers at military training 

institutions in 2012 found a consensus amongst respondents in the 

acknowledgement of the salience of subordination to civilian oversight. In a 

typical response, Wing Commander Ekwueme of the Department of Air 

Warfare, Armed Forces Command and Staff College, Jaji said: 

A highly professional military man means that he is highly trained, and 
he knows that he has to obey constituted authority. The College has 
introduced courses in civil-military relations bringing out the essence 
of subordination… (WC Ekwueme quoted in Tafida, 2015: 297) 

 

Also, according to Brigadier-General Ojiji of the Department of Joint Studies, 

Armed Forces Command and Staff College, Jaji:  

One aspect of the reprofessionalisation process of the Nigerian Armed 

Forces when the civilian government came to power in 1999 was to 

ensure that military personnel should know a lot and be conversant 

with subordination to civil authority. Almost all the courses harp on 

that, all the training harp on that. 

 

From the comments of the two officer’s subordination of the military to 

constituted civilian authority was integral to the aim of professionalising the 

armed forces. It should be noted however, that the training programs were 

targeted at the officer corps. In addition to the training programmes, the   
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military, government and Civil Society also organised civil-military relations 

conferences and workshops for both civilian and military leaders on civil-

military relations.  

However, questions have been raised about the absence of a similarly 

concerted effort to develop members of the junior ranks in their appreciation 

of the notion of military subordination to civilian authority and what it requires 

of them. Although It was expected that military officers would cascade the 

essence of their training on the import of civilian oversight to others across 

the lower ranks, beyond the rhetoric, civil-military relations training for 

soldiers has been largely missing. 

 

Command and Leadership 

To retain the stamp of professionalism, military organisations rely on the 

officer corps to maintain professional standards at all times and to nurture, 

model and drive professional behaviour from within. Up until democratic 

transition in 1999, all the military coups d’etat had been staged by military 

officers so that most members of the officer corps were often regarded as 

potential coup plotters. As discussed in Chapter 2, civil-military relations 

theorists like Huntington posited that military forces that reject subordination 

to civilian authority or that take power by force, are not deemed to be 

professional (1957: 74, 80-84).  

Since democratic transition, representing a crucial change in their 

professional outlook, the officer corps have been at the forefront of promoting   
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the principle of civilian oversight. As noted, although some officers were 

initially sceptical about how the military would fare in a civilian-led 

government, by the end of President Obasanjo’s first term of office, most 

officers were in no doubt that military subordination to civilian oversight was 

appropriate to their professional aspirations. Obasanjo’s far-reaching efforts 

to de-politicise the military was largely embraced by military leaders. At 

military gatherings, Minister of Defence, Theophilus Danjuma (1999-2003) 

made it plain that the military was no place for officers seeking political office. 

In one address, he said:  

…we must learn to subordinate ourselves to civil authority… the 

armed forces have no place for political officers. Your commanders 

have been directed to search and flush out such officers to save our 

nascent democracy (Quoted in Agbese and Udogu, 2005: 39 and 

Bello, 2003). 

 

General Martin Luther Agwai, Chief of Army Staff (2003 -2006), similarly 

stressed that the military would no longer serve as a launchpad for a career 

in politics. Responding to a question about military professionalism and 

civilian oversight, he said: 

The only thing you would say we need to do is to make sure (which 

we did in our time) that the younger officers understand their 

constitutional roles. And understand that if your father encourages you 

to go to NDA76 and so that you become a governor or minister then 

you have come to the wrong place (Tafida. 2015: 289). 

 

The General’s comments again underscore the resolve of military leadership 

to de-politicise the Armed Forces. Between 1999 and 2007, military top brass   

 
76 Nigerian Defence Academy 
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like General Agwai repeatedly sent clear signals to the ranks that there was 

no going back to the infamous coup culture of previous years. Given the high 

number of retired military officers in politics, whether a military career has 

entirely ceased to be a route to political office as the General suggests, 

remains uncertain. Many officers, like the General, helped to reinforce the 

understanding across the ranks, that military subordination to a 

democratically elected civilian authority was a professional obligation. 

Military leaders’ efforts to prevent military intervention in the political affairs of 

the state, went beyond mere rhetoric to include the use of structural and 

institutional mechanisms to promote civil-military relations. 

Between 1999 and 2007 military intelligence units were also significantly 

strengthened so that the capacity for operating conspiratorial cells and 

factions undetected became much reduced. Military formations, mainly within 

the Army, that coup plotters typically relied on for support, were relocated 

and became much less accessible and much harder to coordinate externally.  

The Office of Nigerian Army Transformation established in 2006,77 gave rise 

to similar units in the Air Force and Navy.  From these units emerged civil-

military relations units in the each of the service arms as well as a 

Directorate of Civil-Military relations in the Defence Headquarters. The 

military also organised conferences, workshops and seminars on civil-military 

relations and participated in similar events organised by civil society (Omede, 

2012: 301)78.   

 
77 General Martin Luther Agwai (CDS). 
78 See also Ibrahim (2013) and Mohammed (2019). 
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Whilst the military showed improvements in its dealings with the state, its 

relationship with the civilian population remained tense. The involvement of 

military personnel in corruption, human rights abuses and frequent acts of 

indiscipline continued to cast doubt amongst the public about the institution’s 

professionalism and the prospects for reform.  

For professional groups, their professionalism is inextricably linked to the 

behaviour of their members. Besides corruption and extortion which military 

personnel perpetrate for financial gain, cases of indiscipline and human 

rights violations involving the junior ranks have continued unabated after 

democratic transition. From the point of view of the public these negative 

behaviours have become normalised over the years and form part of the 

institutional characteristics of the Nigerian military.  

 

Quality of Command 

Although misdemeanour offences have historically associated with the lower-

ranking members of the armed forces, the frequency with which they occur 

draws attention to their commanders who are expected not just to provide 

ethical leadership but to be responsible for discipline, welfare, morale and 

efficiency. As noted earlier in Chapter Three, the record of military 

commanders indulging subalterns in their excesses when dealing with the 

civilian population dates back to the military’s colonial and authoritarian past 

(van den Berghe, 1981:99).   
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In the first eight years of democratic transition, military leaders did not 

introduce any specifically targeted measures to address the recurrent pattern 

of corruption, indiscipline, and human rights violations amongst the junior 

ranks. Commanders did not have an operationalised system for cataloguing 

the range and frequency of misdemeanour offences and crimes. They have, 

therefore not been able to accurately assess the impact of such behaviours 

on the public or the military’s corporate image with any degree of accuracy.   

Further, military leaders have responded to public complaints and media 

coverage of these behaviours with some indifference on the one hand and 

random communique stressing the importance of not tarnishing the image of 

the military. For example, we saw in Chapter 5 how a naval commander 

referred unapologetically to ratings in his security detail as ‘mad dogs’ after 

they brutalised a young lady. An incident that eventually forced an apology 

from the state Governor and the Presidency. In the course of this study, 

relational difficulties between junior ranks and the civilian population hardly 

featured when discussing professionalism with military officers despite it 

being prevalent. Although unit leaders may themselves be punished for 

failing to discipline their wards, the shortage of such cases have only served 

to embolden the offenders. During interview an army General said that the 

military is aware of the junior ranks’ misdemeanour offences but sees them 

as minor. This suggests a certain amount of tolerance for the 

misdemeanours of the junior ranks which one officer glibly described as a 

little of throwing one’s weight around.  It would appear that the junior ranks’   



269 

 

misdemeanour offences are primarily lost in the lacunae of their commander’’ 

oversight. It also remains unclear if the soldiers’ misdemeanour offences are 

not with the unconscious approval of some officers who prefer an image of 

invincibility and detachment for the military. Whilst a detailed analysis of the 

junior ranks in the Nigerian military is outside the scope of this study, certain 

elements that have contributed to the persistence of unprofessional 

behaviour in that cadre are noteworthy. These include status-identity issues, 

socio-economic and psycho-social factors.  

With the military having held control of the political centre for approximately 

thirty years, military personnel relative to other security agents often project a 

sense of superiority. For some, this continually has to be re-established, 

leading to open violent clashes between the military and other security 

agencies, notably the police force.   For others, it is just a little of throwing 

one’s weight around as suggested by one officer. Further, the junior ranks 

have notoriously been underpaid, poorly housed and forgotten in most of the 

military reform programs. The average soldier earns about five dollars a day, 

and in many cases, supplements his or income by predating on the public. 

The difference in welfare and remuneration packages and between officers 

and soldiers is so stark they might as well be in separate armies. 

It has been suggested that the use of violence when dealing with the public 

is borne of the harsh treatment, soldiers themselves receive at boot camp 

(Abdullahi and Olofin, 2019: 71). Drill masters and unit commanders have 

been known to use abusive methods in the training of fresh intakes, often 

leading to permanent physical and mental damage and in some cases,   
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suicides. Some of these methods are often replicated by unit commanders 

and section leaders beyond boot camp and by junior ranking personnel when 

dealing with the public. Evidence abounds of instances when soldiers make 

erring civilians at checkpoints/roadblocks perform frog-jump and other 

demeaning acts (Abdullahi and Olofin, 2019: 71).  

 

In the post-democratic transition Nigerian military, recurrent misdemeanour 

offences and crimes have contributed significantly to the negative image of 

the military amongst the civilian population and internationally. Whilst 

civilians refer to the fact that soldiers are supposed to be there to protect 

them, often soldiers themselves do not demonstrate a clear understanding of 

the concept of civilian protection or tangibly correlate it with their professional 

obligations.  This thus highlights problems with training, discipline and 

crucially, the quality of command within the military.  

This situation, in many respects, bears the similitude of a tale of two armies, 

one representing junior ranks the other, representing the officer corps with 

each having different notions of what constitutes professional and 

unprofessional behaviour. 

By not signalling and driving necessary change in the negative behaviours of 

the other ranks, commanders shirked their responsibility to guide them in 

their professional development and instead allowed negative values to fester. 

Nonetheless, reforming the junior ranks’ professional orientation is of 

necessity a military-led exercise, and it remains up to military commanders to 

design an appropriate transformative program to this end.  
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Civilian Oversight 

From a civil-military relations perspective, the subordination of the military to 

constituted authority is central to the goal of professionalising the armed 

forces. As discussed in Chapter Two, Feaver’s principal-agent theory 

provides scope for both the Principal (civilian authority) and the Agent (the 

military) to bear responsibility for the quality of civil-military relations (1999, 

2009). According to Feaver, the higher the cost of monitoring the agent, the 

more effective quality of oversight the Principal can achieve (2009: 56-58). 

Effective oversight adopts institutionalised mechanisms in monitoring the 

military and is forthright in demanding accountability of military leaders. 

Although the government managed to operationalise a network of civilian-led 

oversight institutions, oversight capacity was substantively weak in the first 

eight years of democratic transition. This was due in part to limited 

knowledge and experience of the military and security institutions on the part 

of civilian leaders. This deficit was apparent to many members of the military. 

During this study, when asked; What are the chances for successful security 

sector reform in post-transition Nigeria? What are the ‘must gets’ for security 

sector reform initiative to succeed?  In response, an officer said: 

It’s a question of the government’s priority – [the] priority for the 

Executive; [the] priority for the Legislature and other key 

institutions. They [civilian leaders] need to be educated as to 

the role of security and its importance.   

Accession No. 03 Interview Colonel NA 

The officer is of the view that with those with oversight of the military are ill-

informed about its role and importance. Also, that this could potentially to   
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hinder reform as key aspects may not be prioritised. In terms of civil-military 

relations, the gap in knowledge worked to the military’s advantage. 

Successful incidents of military resistance to civilian oversight were often in 

areas in which the requisite knowledge of military affairs was lacking on the 

part of parliamentarians. For example, Legislators failed repeatedly to hold 

military leaders to account regarding the excesses of the junior ranks. More 

significant has been the failure of parliamentarians to oversee the Defence 

budget with probity. By not questioning further when military leaders label 

military spending items as ‘confidential’ Parliamentarians often fail to provide 

effective oversight of the defence budget. In this way opportunities are 

created for the dissipation of parts of the budget without due rendering of 

account (Garba, 2004: 335).  

One evidence of weak civilian oversight capacity in post-transition Nigeria 

has been the absence of tangible contributions from civilian agencies to the 

goal of military reform. The government’s reform program was designed to 

minimise the incidence of coups d’état, promote military prerogatives whilst 

focusing on de-politicisation, re-professionalisation. According to President 

Obasanjo, this comprised access to training courses at home and abroad, 

upgrading equipment and improving welfare conditions for soldiers (Howe, 

2004: 189; International Crisis Group, 2016: 4). However, Obasanjo’s 

program was closer to an attempt at regeneration than reform. In some 

respects he approached the military, as did some military rulers in the past, 

as though they were his primary parliamentary constituency.   
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As discussed in Chapter 5, between 2004 and 2008 military leaders following 

the government’s lead, introduced the ‘Change Management’ reform 

program. This program initially sought to achieve a value-centred well-trained 

force. It later became focused on achieving operational and technical 

efficiency as well as the military’s relationship with the Executive. Rather 

than guide the reform agenda, parliamentarians deferred to the Executive, 

which was led by ex-Generals, and to serving military leaders to the design 

reform programme. The areas in which military reform is needed from the 

point of view of the civilian population thus did not feature to any significant 

degree in the reform designs. Having studied outcomes of military 

engagements with the civilian population Ogbu Collins (1999) listed the 

following as aspects of military behaviour in need of reform: excessive use of 

force by military operatives when dealing with civilians; the recurrent 

involvement of military personnel in extra judicial killings, Soldiers’ degrading 

treatment of citizens including rape and torture and high incidents of arbitrary 

arrests by military personnel. In addition to these are the frequent violent 

clashes between the military and members of other security agencies to 

show who is boss (Eesuola, 2015: 78-90). 

Scholars agree that despite democratic transition, the civilian population 

generally has continued to respond to the military with fear perceiving military 

personnel as sources of danger rather than safety (Ibrahim, 2013; Abdullahi 

and Olofin, 2019). However, the coercive pattern of military interaction with 

the public leads, in some case to resistance. This shows itself in members of 

the public, contra-security objectives, withholding intelligence from the 

military. The rise of private armies and ethnic militias   
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since democratic transition in 1999 has also been attributed to the loss of 

confidence amongst many Nigerians that the national military is there to 

protect them (Fayemi, 2003: 64). 

The task of oversight is crucial to ensuring that the military’s aspirations, 

perceptions and delivery of professional standards are proximate to the 

expectations of the population they serve and not just the governments. 

Institutions and legislators with oversight of the military largely failed to press 

for military reform addressing these issues. They failed also to persuade 

either the Executive or military leaders to address these perspectives in their 

reform designs.  

On the part of the military, based on their rhetoric and the changes made by 

military leaders, there has been a definitive shift in the military’s response to 

the concept of subordination to the state. Chief of Army Staff, General Martin 

Agwai said in connection to the military support for the democratic process: 

We will provide the enabling environment for politicians to carry out 

their functions. … 

I want to also assure Nigerians that the Nigerian Army will continue to 

perform its constitutional roles of nurturing our democracy to maturity 

… (Agwai, quoted in Omonobi, 2006). 

 

The pastoral undertones in the General’s remarks emphasise the military’s 

resolve to support and safeguard the country’s democratic transition. 

However, they also highlight the military’s self-image of final arbiter and 

guardian in the Nigerian political landscape.  
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Major Influences on Military Professionalism and Civil-Military Relations 

Having considered perspectives on military professionalism and civil-military 

relations, this section will now examine the various sources of pressure and 

influences that are relevant to them. These include socio-economic 

pressures, pressures from competing identities, as well as the influence of 

local and international actors committed to the goal of democratic 

consolidation and democratically accountable armed forces. Nigeria’s 

primary fault lines of class, ethnicity and religion all have the potential to 

distract the military from focusing on its professional development and 

functional goals. It behoves the military to effectively manage the 

expressions and interplay of these societal influences within its own ranks 

and how it responds to them externally.  

 

Competing Identities 
 

As seen in Chapter 3, ethno-regional conflicts paved the way for the ethno-

military infighting in 1966 which led to secessionist warfare (Osaghae and 

Suberu, 2005). It is difficult to assess accurately the degree to which 

pressures from primordial identities can undermine military cohesion and 

professional focus. The findings presented in Chapter 6 indicate that a 

quarter of the military personnel that took part in this study consider that  
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diversity management or the lack of it, does affect professionalism. Religious, 

ethnic and communal violence have cost the lives of over tens of thousands 

of people in Nigeria and left millions internally displaced since the return to 

democratic elections in 1999 (Reuters AlertNet, 2008; Adesote and Peters, 

2015). In the period under study, Nigeria also experienced unprecedented 

levels of ethnic militancy and religious violence. The military has over this 

period, avoided developing a coherent policy to address the risk to its 

internal cohesion posed by the salience of religious and ethnic identities 

within and outside the military. It however recognises the  

importance of diversity management. This is evident in the comments of Lt. 

General Martin Agwai, when as Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) he said: 

The security sector must reflect the ethnic, racial and religious 

make-up of the people it serves. Exclusion of particular groups 

is unacceptable. 

 (Agwai, 2003: 47) 

Whilst the relevance of the General’s comments are self-evident, based on 

the findings reported in Chapter 6, the military’s official position about 

diversity management is that it is being effectively managed (Taiwo, 2010). 

This view runs concurrently with an unofficial, but prolific shadow perspective 

held by some members of the military and the public, which suggests that  
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there are diversity issues which remain unresolved that do undermine 

cohesion within the ranks. It is this dichotomy of perspectives on diversity 

that renders it one of the countervailing factors with the potential to 

counteract government efforts to reform and professionalise the military.  

Besides the high levels of ethnic violence currently in the country a few other 

facts highlight the real challenge of diversity management faced by 

government. 

As described in Chapter 3, ethno-regional conflicts paved the way for ethno-

military infighting in 1966 and this led to bloody coups and counter coups and 

eventually to secessionist warfare (Udogu, 2005:45). In the precedent set 

then, senior military officers were seen to lay aside the dictates of their 

professional orientation as coups and counter coups assumed ethnic 

overtones. Ethnic selection of the Head of State, starting from the 

appointment of Lieutenant Colonel Gowon in 1966, led to continuous public 

complaint about the over-representation of the North in the country’s 

leadership. (Joseph, 1999: 361; Abiodun: 2000: 11; Ojo, 2009: 690). Enloe 

cited by Luckham, suggests that the construction of national security 

ideologies and cognitive ethnic security maps is often a reflection of the ‘play 

of identities and differences present inside the state’ (Luckham, 1998: 13).  
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Further highlighting the risk of ethnic instrumentalism, there have been 

continuous public complaints that ethnic groups from the North, particularly 

the Hausa-Fulani group, are over-represented in the military despite the 

Federal Character diversity management system introduced after the civil 

war (Fayemi, 2003: 64; Taiwo, 2010). Traditionally multi-ethnic forces tend to 

keep information about the ethnic composition of their ranks understandably 

classified. However, there are sufficient grounds to question the perception 

that the management of ethnic diversity within the military is effective. This 

highlights the point made by Enloe (Chapter 2) that military organisations in 

multi-ethnic states should aim to reflect as far as possible amongst their 

ranks, the numerical proportions of the various groupings as they are 

represented in the larger society (Enloe, 1980: 219). 

 

Elite Circulation and Competitive Authoritarianism 

 

The combination of prolonged military rule and the ascendancy of retired 

military officers in politics created a military class with centralized political 

influence. According to Goldsworthy: ‘All armies play 'political' roles; the 

question is not whether the army will be active in politics, but to what degree, 

and in what ways’ (1981:52). Africanist and civil-military relations scholar,  
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Claude Welch (1976: 35) puts it differently. He says: 'a continuum of 

interactions exists between civilians and members of the armed forces, with 

the result that civilian control of the military is never absolute, nor military 

control of politics ever total’. Whilst this fluidity may be inevitable, some 

element of control is required for democratic consolidation. In Nigeria, rather 

than control, often there appears to be partnership. Civilian elites with better 

access to the administrative structure of government trade political resources 

with military elites who typically control the ability to deploy maximum force. 

Whilst it has been shown that the military often do not improve matters when 

deployed locally, the development of the police force, the bona fide domestic 

policing security agency, has been slow in Nigeria. Violence is often part of 

most periods of elections the outcomes of which tend to be zero-sum. The 

continued reliance on the military by politicians during elections and beyond 

tend to limit the scope of the institution’s efforts at promoting professionalism 

within its ranks. 

As stated previously in Chapter 5, in Nigeria’s Federal System, a 

considerabe amount of power is concentrated at the center and by default, in 

the Executive, who upon assuming office appoints the military Service Chiefs. 

Whilst this practice promotes the Executive’s sense of security, it also  
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potentially, compromises the military’s independence and professionalism. 

This system also affords those aspirants that are successful at the ballot box, 

the opportunity to inculcate elements of authoritarianism in their leadership 

with minimal challenge.  

 

Socio-Economic and Socio-Cultural Factors 

 

The findings from this study suggest that after nearly thirty years of military 

rule in Nigeria, a cultural, social and even psychological distance has 

developed between the military and the civil population. Civilians and the 

military continue to distrust each other. The military is often painted in a 

negative light by the media whilst military personnel often approach the 

public as ‘bloody civilians’ (Eesuola, 2015: 79). This cultural stand-off often 

colours the way the military perceives what their professional relationship 

with the civilian population ought to be. Exploitation, inadequate pay and 

poor standards of living render many soldiers susceptible to socio-economic 

pressures constantly. This juxtaposed with the neo-patrimonialism of 

Nigeria’s ‘Big Man’ patronage system confronts soldiers with difficult choices 

about what professional standards they can afford to adhere to and when.  
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Military corruption is mostly carried out by, or with the knowledge of the 

officer corps and built around four main areas; procurement, 

misappropriation, collusion, aiding and abetting and extortion. 

 

Procurement 

Relying on a variety of sources for military equipment and technical services, 

Nigeria has been active in the military-industrial complex since 

Independence. Military procurement decisions, being based on national 

security and not just technical considerations have historically been 

shrouded in secrecy with military leaders regularly citing national security as 

the primary reason (International Crisis Group, 2016). This, combined with 

fledgeling oversight capacities, has provided scope for the concealment of 

personal financial interests in the post-transition period. Many scholars agree 

that the lack of accountability and transparency in defence spending 

continues to undermine the professional image of the military (Olowononi 

and Aiyedogbon, 2008: 48). 

Misappropriation  

We saw in Chapter 5 how two naval officers were found guilty of 

appropriating the use of a naval vessel for the illegal transfers of crude oil in 

the Niger Delta region (International Crisis Group, 2016: 12). Since 

democratic transition, military officers have also been involved in the 

misappropriation of funds from the military budget allocated for example, to  
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salaries, rations and other welfare provisions for troops (Yoroms, 2011: 123). 

Aiding and Abetting 

Military personnel are often accused of aiding and abetting illegal activities 

such as oil theft, armed robberies, kidnappings and political violence either 

by providing arms and ammunitions or by failing to intervene (Oarhe and 

Aghedo, 2010:135). Soldiers and other security agents have been involved in 

the illicit sales of Small Arms and Light Weapons (SALW). In 2002, President 

Obasanjo acknowledged that a sizeable portion of the ammunition sold 

illegally in the country came from security agents (Agbotan-Johnson et al, 

2004: 22; Oarhe and Aghedo, 2010: 137).  

 

Extortion  

A practice that has fed the public’s perception of the military as predators is 

that of military personnel openly involved in extortion and bribery, which has 

continued after democratic transition (Ebo, 2007: 49). Legal and illegal 

security checkpoints spread across city and intercity roads are the most 

visible platform for extortion and bribery. These are operated mainly by junior 

ranking military and police personnel who are from time to time, filmed 

accepting backhanders. Working at times with unit commanders, soldiers at 

checkpoints repeatedly target motorists, especially commercial operators 

with threats of arrests and undue delays when seeking illegal rent (Abdullahi 

and Olofin, 2019: 71). 
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Retired Generals 

 

Throughout the first eight years of democratic transition, the country 

continued to witness the ascendancy of the military class, mainly comprising 

retired officers, as a distinctive socio-political grouping in domestic politics.  

Retired officers are not able to represent the military in any substantive 

capacity, however they tend to have affinity with those that do. Although they 

do not operate in politics as a collective, they are able to bring their influence 

to bear on military choices and outcomes in different ways. For example, 

retired officers on the Senate Committee for Defence tend not to oppose 

submissions made to that Committee by the military (Omitoogun and 

Oduntan, 2006: 175). Their leadership style often reflects the hierarchical 

and regimented pattern of military life to which they are accustomed which is 

very different from civilian life which tends to be more laissez faire and 

consultative. The presence of two senior military officers at the helm of 

affairs at the start of the Fourth Republic arguably helped to keep the military 

from staging an ill-conceived intervention. During his term of office, President 

Obasanjo clashed with parliamentarians when he suggested that both he 

and his Minister of Defence (also a retired officer) did not require 

parliamentary approval to restructure the military because of their collective 

military experience (Fayemi, 2003).  President Obasanjo also drew the ire of 
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the public when he justified the actions of soldiers involved in the massacre 

of civilians in Odi, Bayelsa State in 1999 (Garba, 2004: 65). According to 

critics, for the President, human rights was less important when compared to 

his allegiance to the military (Tafida, 2015: 214). These events underline the 

dangers in the continued accommodation of retired military personnel in the 

political centre-stage. Military leaders invited to serve as President or other 

political office are likely to adopt the autocratic style or leadership to which 

they are accustomed. 

 

The Commitment to Reform 
 

Through the Security Sector Reform (SSR) agenda’s unwavering 

commitment to promoting reform in post-conflict and post-authoritarian 

societies there is more clarity than ever about the strategies, architectures 

and drivers required to bring about positive change through national and 

international support for security sector agencies. Following democratic 

transition, President Obasanjo’s sought to reform the military through 

laudable measures to re-professionalise and de-politicise the sector. He 

sought to recruit international partners such as the American consultancy 

firm, MPRI in his bid to bring about lasting institutional change to the Nigerian 

military. Despite these measures, large sections of the country continued to 

experience insecurity throughout Obasanjo’s government. His reform efforts 

were largely driven by the military both in terms of design and governance  
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with limited input from civilians and key democratic institutions. Although his 

reform programme produced tangible improvements in the relationship 

between military leaders and the Executive, the relationship between the 

military as an institution and the civilian population continued to be strained. 

His hybrid military/civilian leadership did not serve to enable civilian 

participation in governance although it had the capacity to do so. The 

government’s efforts at reforming and professionalising started with much 

fanfare but did not last (Aiyede, 2015: 106). For ordinary members there was 

no tangible change in the image of the military or in their relationship and 

experience of the institution.   

Military officers consistently capitalised on the weakness of oversight 

capacities of civilian leaders and civilian leaders failed to develop the 

necessary knowledge about the military. They did not always have the 

political will to challenge the military.  In Nigeria, as in many African countries 

with or without a coup culture, the military is unlikely to face any major 

resistance should it desire to takeover unless the resistance comes from 

within the military itself (Goldsworthy, 1981:52).  To the degree that 

Parliament could implement a reward and punishment system in its oversight 

of the military, the civilian component is not strictly the independent variable 

in the civil-military relationship. The challenge then for fledgling democracies 

then is how to get military leaders to present as stakeholders in the goal of 

democratic consolidation. 
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Conclusion 

 

Though not always apparent, most members of the Nigerian military are 

familiar with military professional values such a commitment, honesty, 

honour, discipline, sacrifice. Society is generally run on such values. 

Although many members of the Nigerian military uphold these values in the 

course of their duties and perhaps even more in their personal lives, they do 

not do so sufficiently for it to be recognised as part of their corporate 

professional identity. Giving the complexities of the Nigerian state, forging a 

strong professional identity for the military has been a significant challenge. 

Having paved the way for democratic elections in 1999, military leaders after 

that reverted to promoting their corporate interests, often at the expense of 

democratic ideals. Given the powers of the Executive, a these interests can 

ostensibly, be safeguarded by the office of the President alone. This avenue 

has led the process for attaining democratic control of the armed forces 

being truncated and, to the re-politicisation of the military’s role in the state. 

In this scenario, professional development within the military may be 

jeopardised. In this way, the military has continued, in the post-transition 

environment with no apparent purpose. It has addressed its day-to-day tasks, 

counterinsurgency, and policing, haphazardly. This highlights the crucial 

importance of effective oversight structures to military professionalism and 

military reform. In the battle for hearts and minds in counterterrorism, for 

example, only civilian leaders can facilitate real access to their constituents. 

Yet, Parliamentarians and civil society are not able to exercise effective  
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oversight of the military without being aware of the actual costs and benefits 

of the military organisation and defence. Thus, reform, in new democracies, 

needs to be driven and invested in, by all stakeholders for it to produce 

democratically accountable Armed Forces and mutually beneficial civil-

military relations 

.  
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CHAPTER 8  

CONCLUSION 
 

The purpose of this thesis has been to facilitate deeper understandings 

about military professionalism and civil-military relations in Nigeria based on 

data from empirical, military and non-military as well as historical sources. 

Focusing on military behaviours and practices, it sought to engage with 

factors that explain the subversion of professional standards amongst 

members of the Nigerian armed forces in their dealings with the civilian 

population. The following research questions helped to guide this 

investigation: (i) How have civil-military relations in Nigeria been influenced 

by perceptions of professionalism among members of the Nigerian armed 

forces? (ii) How do Nigerian military personnel conceptualise military 

professionalism and their role in civil-military relations? (iii) What are the 

main sources of influence on the professional identity of military personnel? 

(iv) How do civilians in Nigeria conceptualise military professionalism and 

their role in civil-military relations? These questions also arose out of the 

realisation that the military in some states, typically weaker states, may 

continue to pose a threat to the civilian population they are meant to serve 

even after democratic transition. By examining the perspectives of members   
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of the Armed Forces and the people they serve on military professionalism 

and civil-military relations, this thesis also hopes to contribute to the efforts to 

promote professional development in the military and enhance the prospects 

for effective civilian oversight. This chapter summarises the main conclusions 

of the study and their implications for the Nigerian military, civil-military 

relations and future research.  

 

Findings, Implications and Conclusions 

As noted earlier in this thesis, the principles of military professionalism 

include technical competence, accountability and subordination to civilian 

oversight. Although this study focuses on the behavioural aspects, the fact 

that military participants were keen to discuss professionalism from the 

perspective of the military’s functional and strategic capabilities did not come 

as a surprise. This can be attributed to a tradition that became predominant 

during the Cold War years in which security was mainly conceived of in 

terms of security threats and deterrence strategies (Delpech, 2012: 10). 

Reflecting this bias, approximately fifty per cent of the military respondents, 

the highest in aggregate terms, described military professionalism in terms of 

functional efficiency, training, the quality of command and the availability of 

equipment.  This dominant strategic perspective generated opposing   
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perceptions amongst military participants when discussing military 

professionalism. References were made to the achievements of the Nigerian 

military in international peacekeeping as evidence of a level of 

professionalism that is at par or surpasses that of some of their Western 

counterparts. Notwithstanding the erosion of professional standards due to 

years of military rule, such achievements are testaments to the depth and 

level of sophistication the Nigerian military as an institution, had attained in 

terms of military practice. Military rule fostered a circumscribed perspective 

of professionalism that largely excluded a critical component of 

professionalism, accountability which this thesis sought to address. When 

discussing military professionalism in the context of behaviours, values and 

interactions, most participants were highly selective and guarded.  The 

resulting latent and manifest effects in their contributions thus had to be 

balanced with alternative sources, observations and inferences.  

With references to welfare, morale, esprit de corps and leadership, one-third 

of the respondents considered that intra-military relations were crucial for the 

maintenance of military professional standards. Here, several respondents 

felt that recruitment and promotion processes were not consistently based on 

merit, thus undermining the military’s professional ethos. Ethnic 

representation and the subject of diversity management elicited strong   
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responses from participants. Although some suggested that the military 

managed diversity within its ranks adequately, several others felt that the 

military was not in ethnic balance so that some personnel were advantaged 

whilst others felt disadvantaged.  It should be noted that arrangements 

introduced in 1958 to balance ethnic representation with a quota-based 

recruitment system have not been revised to reflect current realities 

(Harkness, 2012: 21; Gaub, 2011: 32). This has the implication of these 

primordial identities being a major source of influence on military personnel 

and a distraction from their professional identity. Findings also suggest that 

the military has failed to develop coherent policies for managing religious 

identities represented within the ranks to safeguard the professionalism 

whilst also maintaining the rights of personnel. Intra-military tensions were 

also found in connection with remuneration, resources and housing for the 

junior ranks. According to one soldier,  

The welfare of the personnel should be improved by the provision of 

adequate military kits, accommodation, means of transport, courses, 

promotion and other social welfare.                    

                                                                  Flight Sergeant [Accession No. 53] 

The soldier’s comment suggests that necessary improvements in welfare 

standards were lacking. The implication of underfunding and poor 

remuneration is the susceptibility of the junior ranks to corruption and 

turnover of numbers (Oarhe and Aghedo, 2010: 143). Many soldiers felt that  



292 

 

 their welfare needs were not sufficiently prioritised by the government, 

leading to an erosion of esprit de corps and morale. Whilst soldiers found it 

convenient, in some cases, to blame the government, the welfare shortages 

they suffered were at times the result of corruption on the part of their 

commanders (Yoroms, 2011: 123).  

Although, corruption is prevalent in Nigerian society, it is seen by most 

Nigerians as unjust and destructive (Forest, 2012: 31). From predation and 

extortion at checkpoints to the dissipation of public funds in defence 

procurement processes, corruption occurs at multiple levels in the military as 

with other government institutions. Due to its strategic importance and much-

vaunted professional values, corruption in the military is seen as a more 

subversive breach of trust compared to elsewhere. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the military’s professionalism in terms of how it 

interacts with society had been fundamentally undermined by a pattern of 

recurrent coups d’état. Since democratic transition in 1999, military leaders 

have rejected interventionism. This was apparent from the absence of coup 

attempts in the period between 1990 and 2007. It was also evident in the 

rhetoric of military leaders and the institutional changes they introduced with 

the aim of preventing a return to the interventionist culture. Embracing the 

Obasanjo government’s efforts to de-politicise the armed forces and promote   
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civil-military relations, officers taking part in this study consistently described 

professionalism in terms of military subordination to democratic control. 

Certainly, the form of subordination has been present. In interrogating the 

substance, we return to some of the classical theories. For Huntington, 

subordination of the military is when the gamut of decisions regarding a 

country’s defence and its use of the armed forces are undertaken by civilian 

representatives (1957: 72). In the period between 1999 and 2007, there was 

no critical mass of civilian leaders in both Civil Society and Parliament with 

have sufficient knowledge about the military to exercise effective oversight. 

Neither did they always have the will to do so (Aiyede, 2015: 115; Manea 

and Rüland, 2013: 67–69). The responsibility for oversight was thus left to 

the Executive, and this gave military seniors the freedom to accept, reject or 

shirk responsibility in areas of military governance. In a crucial example, 

offers made by international partners to assist in strengthening oversight 

capacities were rejected by some military leaders who challenged the 

Defence Minister’s authority to enter such pacts (United States Embassy, 

March 2001: 3). 

 

Ineffective oversight of the military in Nigerian has several implications. From 

an institutional perspective, the military in this scenario is not far removed   



294 

 

from the situation it faced during military rule when it was accountable to 

itself. In consequence, critical areas suffered neglect. For example, the lack 

of effective leadership and welfare support for the junior ranks produced 

continuities of negative behaviours and excesses within those cadres rather 

than positive change. The military, though an instrument of policy, sought to 

meet its needs from an inward-looking perspective. Military leaders who 

conflate sensitivity of military spending with secrecy about the allocation of 

budget funds exploited the weaknesses in oversight capacity. Lack of clarity 

about the effectiveness and costs of military defence undermines the 

democratic control of the armed forces and civil-military relations (Matei, 

2013: 26-39). Not being pro-active in filling the gaps suggested that military 

leaders did not view Parliament as a partner with primary responsibility for 

national security. With limited contribution from broad-based oversight 

institutions such as Civil Society and Parliament, in particular, the oversight 

function and military subordination becomes centred on the Executive. With 

the President being the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces with 

responsibility for appointing the Service Chiefs, this creates scope for the 

development of a symbiotic relationship rather than a strictly professional 

one. The killings, of unarmed civilians at Odi in Bayelsa State which attracted 

international condemnation was defenced by military Chiefs and significantly   
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also by the President Obasanjo. This and the sacking of General Victor Malu, 

erstwhile Chief of Army Staff (1999 to 2001) who had a dissenting view on 

national security compared to the President’s are examples of the degree to 

which, in that narrow relationship, strict adherence to professional standards 

may be sacrificed (Tafida, 2015: 312). In its relationship with the Executive, 

the military’s posture was found to be more collaborative than subordinated.  

Indeed, the military did not appear subordinated in its attitude towards the 

civilian population at large. The negative image of the military held by 

members of the public did not change to any significant degree in the period 

between 1999 and 2007. Given the militarised environment in Nigeria and 

the continuous pattern of domestic deployment, the social character of the 

military became more responsive to the exigencies of political life. Unable to 

develop a strong professional identity, in response to its external 

environment, the military’s identity became mottled and fluid. A cross-section 

of civilians taking part in this study felt that the Nigerian military was 

unprofessional. This was largely due to its association with corrupt practices, 

and acts of indiscipline in public spaces. Many of the junior ranking 

respondents related to the concept of professionalism more in terms of role 

rather than behaviour, mainly when complaining about the use of the military 

in day-to-day policing functions. Whilst the military, typically the infantry, was   
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successful in restoring peace on several occasions, it’s use of conventional 

tactics and weapons attracted criticisms from national and international 

observers (Amnesty International 2002; Human Rights Watch, 2009a). 

Excessive use of force, human rights violations, rape, torture and extra-

judicial killings continued to feature in the military’s internal security 

operations (ISOPs). This has called their effectiveness into question and led 

many to conclude that, overall, the military compound domestic conflict 

situations rather than resolve them (Matfess, 2016; Musa; 2019).  The 

consistency of human rights abuses perpetrated by military personnel 

against civilians point to a failing in the quality of command and hierarchical 

systems within the military. It also suggests that the military’s institutional 

approach to the principle of subordination to civilian oversight is state-

centred and unconnected to the tenets of democracy in which the state is led 

with the mandate of the people, by their representatives.  

For the purposes of this thesis, military professionalism in the context of civil-

military relations, is a behavioural construct. This requires, in democratic 

states, that military forces are manifestly subordinated to civilian authorities 

and do not constitute a threat to either the state or its peoples. The state, as 

the principal in the civil-military relationship, is also expected to exercise 

effective oversight of the military. This study has found that civilian oversight   
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in Nigeria has severely been handicapped by a knowledge gap on the part of 

Parliamentarians, a competitive relationship with military elites and the lack 

of access to alternative military resources. Amongst the military, there has 

been greater consciousness on the part of military leaders of the negative 

image of the military. There has also been more acceptance that in practical 

terms, the expression of professionalism cannot be limited to the strategic 

perspective. Yet, in the first eight years of the Fourth Republic, beyond 

democratic transition and the symbolism of the military’s retreat to the 

barracks, subordination to civilian oversight was found to be more rhetorical 

than it has been tangible. 

 

Contributions to Knowledge 

This study contributes to a small but growing body of knowledge on the 

military and their role in democratic consolidation, in post-conflict and post-

authoritarian states. Whilst Western military organisations are sometimes 

seen as monolithic on account of their deep conservatism and their 

unwavering subordination to civilian oversight, African forces like the 

Nigerian military, are often seen as closed but politically active institutions. 

Throughout the Cold War years, researching civil-military relations and 

military professionalism in many African countries was considered dangerous   
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or over-reliant on dummy variables and approximations. This research has 

taken advantage of opportunities for engaging with some military forces for 

research that have become available since democratic renewal in Africa. By 

incorporating primary data, this thesis forms part of the move away from 

analyses that dominated civil-military relations during the Cold War years, 

which lacked empirical grounding. In many African countries, the relationship 

between the military and civilians is often tense and polarised. This thesis 

contributes to knowledge by applying a methodology in which military and 

civilian perspectives are sampled contiguously on the subject of military 

professionalism and civil-military relations. Often in African states, the junior 

ranks who tend to be involved in internal security and policing roles are the 

public face of the military.  Their participation in this study has been limited 

by a culture that denies them a voice in public discourse. By delineating 

military samples to provide scope for contributions from these ranks who are 

often scripted out of most discussions about the military, this thesis makes a 

significant contribution to knowledge.   

 

This thesis also contributes to knowledge by historically tracking the 

construction of the military’s professional identity and triangulating the results 

with the characteristics found in empirical data. Finally, this thesis contributes   
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to knowledge by highlighting the challenges of managing multiple identities 

within the Nigerian military, where parallel identities in its external 

environment are competitive and conflictual.  

It equally makes a significant contribution to knowledge with various aspects 

of its analytical conclusions, notably the primacy of military and civilian elite 

transactions over the professional interests of the military and the democratic 

interests of the state 

It equally makes a significant contribution to knowledge by highlighting, in its 

analytical conclusions, the potential for military and civilian elite transactions 

to have primacy over the professional interests of the military and the 

democratic interests of the state. 

 

Importance of Findings for Nigeria 

Central to the methodological approach employed in this study is the 

importance of dialogue in promoting the development of appropriate internal 

structures and external relationships that are needed to enhance military 

professionalism and civil-military relations. This has been borne out by the 

direct relevance of the findings to the Nigerian security situation. We note 

that the finding of poor accountability on the part of the military to civilians 

and political representatives was attributed to weak oversight capacities on   
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one hand. On the other hand, it was also attributed to limited commitment by 

military leaders to the principle of subordination to civilian authorities so that 

the full machinery of state was not always engaged in deciding matters of 

national security.  Modern conflict features irregular and ‘small wars’ and 

rather than conventional tactics, tend to incorporate new and complex 

technologies. Security management in a post-Cold War environment thus, 

requires that all national resources that can be employed in the service of the 

state are located and engaged for national defence. In the same vein, this 

study’s finding that the Nigerian public continues to have a negative image of 

the military is disadvantageous from a security management perspective. 

Efforts by the military to improve its image by setting up civil-military relations 

units across the service arms have been positive developments. Yet, its 

efforts to address human rights abuses, corruption, and to promote ethical 

development within the ranks, have been inadequate.  In the military’s 

internal relationships, this study found that members of the junior ranks were 

not listened to, were underpaid, under-resourced, under-equipped and often 

lacking in morale. This situation, which often led to problems with discipline, 

was been carried forward from the military’s authoritarian past. They existed 

during the Cold War era when military forces were in strategic alliances in 

what was ultimately a nuclear stand-off. In the modern era, especially, in   
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which the capture of military personnel often represents a symbolic victory 

for insurgents, all personnel require protection and reassurance from the 

state. The treatment of the junior ranks highlighted by these findings 

suggests security exposures for the military. Again, whilst corruption in the 

military undermines its professional image when it is in connection with the 

defence budget as this thesis has highlighted, it potentially leads to 

shortages in equipment supply, maintenance and logistics and therefore in 

security cover.  

Due to these factors, democratic transition has not, so far, produced in 

practical terms, a more professional Nigerian military, neither has it led to a 

stronger relationship between the force and the civilian population. Faced 

with multiple security challenges, notably terrorism in the North, insurgency 

in the South-East, Herder-Farmer and ethnic conflicts, the military has not 

been decisive in dealing with them. Instead, despite being the 7th largest 

defence spender in Africa, it has lacked the necessary training, equipment 

and tactical solutions it needs, and become bogged down in these domestic 

security problems.  At the infantry level, insubordinations, mutinies, 

desertions and suicides have been on the increase. This points to poor 

management of the defence sector and fundamentally, the absence of 

democratic control of the armed forces.   
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Applications and Further Research 

The case study design used in this study, featuring anonymised sampling of 

military and civilian respondents can be applied effectively to the same 

sample population, the Nigerian military, over a different timescale. Applying 

the same methodology to support a longitudinal study focusing on military 

professionalism and civil-military relations from the end of the Obasanjo 

government up to, and including, the government of President Muhammadu 

Buhari. 

This methodology can also be beneficially applied to study professionalism 

and oversight of the Nigerian Police Force (NPF) which is widely seen as 

lacking a positive professional image, due to its coercive practices and high 

levels of corruption.  

The military’s capacity to play on the civilian population’s ignorance of 

military affairs has been a common feature of the study of civil-military 

relations in Africa. West Africa is the continent’s hub for partisan security 

sector agencies and authoritarian and semi-authoritarian governments.  The 

methodology used in this study can also be applied to study military   
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professionalism in countries such as Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon and 

Guinea. 

Civilian leaders in post-authoritarian states often lack policy options to deal 

with a military take-over bid or to monitor or punish military insubordination. 

Often, politicians incorporate material rewards in addition to citing 

constitutional authority when dealing with the military. This often contributes 

to the exclusive use of the military in some states as coercive agents. Thus, 

a comparative study aimed at understanding oversight dynamics between 

Parliament and the military can be useful for identifying commonalities in 

oversight strategies and for further growing the discourse around regional 

oversight experiences.  
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APPENDICES  

Appendix 1-01 

 Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis 

Introduction 

This Appendix aims to clarify the methodological approach and methods 

employed to collect, analyse and interpret data in this study. It will first 

describe the considerations that led to the research’s methodological stance 

and the choice of methods. It will describe the performance of data collection 

methods and explain how the results from the data sets were used in 

analysis. 

Research Methodology and Design 

From the earliest design stages, focusing on understandings of and 

perspectives held on the notion of military professionalism and civil-military 

relations, this research project was leaning towards an interpretivist 

approach within the spectrum of research paradigms. 

 

Figure 1-01  

Spectrum of Research Paradigms                                         

 

 

 

The thesis adopts a mixed methods approach with an understanding of 

constructivist ontology and epistemology. It focuses not just on the behaviour  
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of Nigeria’s military forces but also in the historical and environmental 

contexts that gave rise to them.    

Constructivists acknowledge that meanings associated with social 

phenomena may differ across boundaries and may change over time. Thus, 

in the first part of this thesis, historical data is used to observe behaviour and 

professional development to contextualise norms and meanings associated 

with professionalism based on actual experience. 

In gathering primary data, constructivist methods typically involve the use of 

open-ended questions with the research practitioner engaging with the 

research subjects in their own settings when seeking to generate meaning. 

Although I approached the field with an interview schedule with open ended 

questions, I had cause on arrival to expand the instruments to include self-

administered questionnaires and focus groups.  This was triggered by the 

result of a pilot survey and opportunities that presented themselves after 

once in the field.  Huberman and Miles suggest that social science 

researchers maintain a degree of flexibility in selecting appropriate 

methodology and instruments when approaching populations with uncertain 

characteristics (Huberman and Miles, 1994: 35). 

The Pilot Survey  

As this research project was developed in Bradford, West Yorkshire, 

thousands of miles from the population under study, it was considered that 

a pilot survey was needed to address socio-cultural effects present in the 

survey design, to calibrate language and phrasing used in the interview 

schedule and to address any evidence of bias held about the sample   
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population. For this, whilst not having any military contacts, I asked 

everyone I encountered if they could put me in touch with their armed 

forces contacts if they had any. With this snowballing approach, I was able 

to recruit 20 respondents to participate in a pilot survey using semi-

structured interviews. The criterion for recruiting respondents for the pilot 

was that they were to be serving military personnel. Five of the respondents 

later opted out of the survey due to security concerns. Whilst this referral 

sampling approach makes it difficult to make inferences about the sample, 

this was mitigated by the fact that it was a limited sample the data from 

which did not feature thereafter in the rest of the study. This group of 

respondents were effective in highlighting to the researcher modal 

characteristics of the target population that proved invaluable in the 

preliminary stages (see Appendix 1-02 for a copy of the Pilot Study 

interview schedule). Q & A sessions after the interviews were an invaluable 

source of information on strategies for conducting a full-scale survey 

involving members of the Nigerian military.  Respondents were invited to 

comment on any difficulties associated with the scope, comprehension or 

‘political correctness’ of the questions.   

 

Based on feedback from this group the research design was expanded to 

include self-administered questionnaires. There were several risks 

associated with this for example: in addition to placement and collection 

costs associated with this method, there is a response rate risk as the 

researcher loses control of the instrument where respondents are not able to   



344 

 

fill the form there and then. However, they also had the opportunity to 

provide fuller responses.  

The pilot led to modifications to the interview schedule, particularly in the 

following areas: 

• Changes to the layout and overall length of the questionnaire - the 

number of questions were increased to 10 giving greater depth to the 

structure of the questionnaire. 

• Within various categories a number of topics were re-grouped.  

• The introduction of links to enable some respondents to express 

themselves in greater detail in areas of particular interest, whilst 

others would save time by being able to avoid some questions 

altogether. 

• Semantic changes to specific questions were made for clarity and to 

eliminate the risk of question threat. 

 

Authorisation to Conduct Research in Military 

Establishments 

With the stage set for going into the field for data collection it became clear 

that recruiting a critical mass of survey participants whilst relying on a 

snowballing approach would be extremely time-consuming or impossible. It 

was therefore imperative that permission is sought from the necessary 

authority to conduct the survey freely across the board in military 

establishments. An application was made to the Minister of Defence and 

permission was subsequently granted (See Appendix 1-03). In a letter 

addressed to the Army Headquarters (AHQ), the Naval Headquarters (NHQ), 

the Headquarters of the Nigerian Air Force (HQNAF) and the Defence   
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Headquarters (DHQ)79 the Minister requested that access to library facilities, 

archives and other necessary information be given to the Researcher and 

where possible an officer should be attached to him during his visits to 

military establishments. Armed with this on arrival at the HQ of each of the 

service arms, the Chief’s Office (for example, the Chief of Army Staff’s - 

office) an officer would be attached with whom a data collection plan would 

be agreed.  This started with numbers available for interview, with interview 

appointments schedules and location advised within 48 hours. This was 

followed by an agreement for the number of questionnaires and the 

deadlines for their return. For each instrument, the respondent composition 

was to be a mix of junior and senior ranking personnel. The Researcher 

requested that a focus group be convened as the arrangements could 

accommodate this method. The focus groups were a useful aide to the 

research in that they created an opportunity to observe interaction between 

junior ranks and officers as they responded to the various questions. 

Compared to interviewing techniques, focus groups require relatively little 

direct input from the researcher and so minimises the incidence of 

interviewer effects. As with interviews the element of multimodality present in 

face-to-face communication can also be recorded and employed effectively 

in when using focus groups. 

  

 
79 The Defence Headquarters (DHQ) is the body that coordinates the activities of the three 
service arms, Army, Navy and Air Force providing policy guidelines on communication, 
command and control, military intelligence and joint operations. 
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A Mixed Methods Case Study  

Central to the structure of the research was a commitment to one of the core 

principles of qualitative research methodology namely, to capture data from 

as close to its primary source as possible.  (Silverman, 2000: 89).  Therefore, 

only research techniques that can capture data directly from the unit of 

analysis were considered. National military institutions possess unique 

characteristics that distinguish them from other armies and other government 

institutions. For this reason, I found the case study method to be the most 

suitable method with which to conduct my enquiry into the Nigerian military. 

Case study enquiry is often used when seeking to establish the ‘how’ and 

‘why’ of a complex human situation occurring in a bounded context 

(Huberman and Miles, 1994: 25). The case study method offers the flexibility 

of admitting evidence from a variety of sources such as questionnaires, 

interviews, focus groups, documents and observation. In environments 

where the sample point may present unexpected phenomena, reliance on 

multiple sources of evidence is essential to the success of the data collection 

stage. These can then be consolidated through triangulation to enhance the 

overall internal validity of the research (Yin, 1989: 13). 

To keep the data focused, the same schedule of questions was used for 

each method of data collection. The questionnaire and interview schedules 

contained ten questions, seven of which combined multiple choice and free 

response open-ended formats (see The Questionnaire Appendix 1-04). 

Three of the questions were strictly open-ended. Although multiple-choice 

questions or ‘tick lists’ are sometimes regarded as crude devices, 

researchers such as Oppenheim suggest that they can be effective  
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 especially were some pilot work and assembly have gone ahead 

(Oppenheim, 1968). 

Data Collection  

 

Questionnaire Data 

67 military personnel drawn from the army (41), the navy (15) and the air 

force (9), filled out self-administered questionnaires. Self-administered 

questionnaires can be effective in capturing the ‘true’ opinions of 

respondents especially where they may be completed at the convenience of 

the respondent. However, they do have certain drawbacks. For example, 

they may be misplaced or returned after the close of the survey. Further, with 

self-administered questionnaires, the researcher faces the risk of the 

questionnaires being returned in an illegible form or only partially completed 

(Frankfort-Nachmias, and Nachmias, 1996: 225-242).  Of the 100 

questionnaires distributed, 12 were not returned and none of those returned 

were illegible or partially completed. Lastly, with the self-administered 

questionnaire, it was possible to withhold the researcher’s identity and so 

minimise the respondent’s susceptibility to ‘researcher effects’. 

10 non-military respondents that took part in this study comprised of civilians 

working in the military sectors as professionals, administrators, politicians, 

graduates serving in the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) and 

international students. The inclusion of non-military personnel helped to 

balance the database in three specific contexts. Polling opinion from civilians 

involved in the executive and legislative arms of government is relevant in   
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the context of civil-military relations context, where the functional relationship 

between a civilian-run state and the military is seen as a marker for military 

professionalism (Huntington 1995). Secondly, in the historical context, 

military behaviour in Nigeria has largely been politically motivated and 

focused on the domestic environment often leading to much tension between 

the public and the military (Achike, 1978: 49). Thirdly, in the context of the 

systems theory of professions and constructivist epistemology, professions 

are society’s agents for the institutionalisation of expertise, society is 

therefore not a passive agent in the discourse on military professionalism 

(Abbott, 1988: 323). Thus, the qualification for professional status includes 

the recognition and acknowledgement by society of the professional as being 

such by his or her clientele (Abbott, 1988: 4). This further underscores the 

importance of the contribution from civilians in this study from the 

methodological standpoint and from point of view of the overall research 

aims. 

 

Interview Data 

23 military respondents took part in this study 3 of whom were ex-service 

personnel. The interviews were semi-standardised and so allowed some 

flexibility in pitching the pace and tone of individual interviews to suit the 

comprehension and articulation of the interviewees.  Unlike the 

questionnaires, the interviews offered scope for face-to-face interaction with 

the respondents and the opportunity to use and observe body language and 

eye movements in the communication process. It was   
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also possible, to probe in order to obtain more detailed and fuller responses 

to questions. Further, interviewees were able to seek clarification about the 

questions being asked and the researcher’s identity. For example, questions 

were often asked about the sponsorship of the research project and about 

confidentiality. The interviewees came from various ranks across the army, 

navy and air force and other government and non-governmental agencies 

(see Appendix 1-05). All the interview sessions were held strictly by 

scheduled appointments. 20 of the interviews were held at the interviewee’s 

office or other work environment and 3 were held at the interviewee’s home. 

The average time taken to complete an interview session was 40 minutes.  

 

In all the interview sessions, the use of electronic recording equipment was 

strictly prohibited. I therefore took notes down in longhand which were then 

later transcribed. Further assurance was routinely given to reinforce the 

promise that the information gathered would be used for academic purposes 

only. 

Focus Groups 

The focus group interviews in this study were carried out amongst a 

combination of junior ranks and officers at the Air Force Headquarters, Abuja 

and the Command and Staff College, Minna. The focus group interviews 

were conducted using the roundtable group discussion format. 2 focus group 

sessions were held altogether with an average group size of 7 participants 

each. These sessions featured the only female military participants in this  
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 study. All three service arms, army, navy and air force were represented in 

the focus group meetings. 

The focus groups were a useful aide to the research in that they created an 

opportunity to observe interaction between junior ranks and officers as they 

responded to the various questions. Compared to other interviewing 

techniques, focus groups require relatively little direct input from the 

researcher and so minimises the incidence of interviewer effects. It was 

possible to obtain some response to every topic introduced into the 

discussion and where the questions were deemed to be sensitive, the 

individual reactions were easier to observe.  

Ethical issues represent the most contentious aspect in relation to the use of 

focus groups, in qualitative research. I did not have any pre-sessional access 

to the focus group participants.  Besides requesting that the focus groups 

comprised a spread of ranks and gender, I was not able to select or screen 

those that took part. Thus, ethical issues and interviewer effects normally 

associated with the way participants are recruited became less significant. 

Although ethical questions can however be raised concerning (a) the way in 

which as a researcher, I was perceived with regard to my own identity and 

role as moderator (b) the participant’s freedom to choose whether to 

participate or not and (c) the nature and effect of power relations amongst 

the participants themselves. According to Litosseliti researchers should be 

critical of including more powerful people and less powerful people in the 

same focus group (Litosseliti, 2003: 52). I did not notice any special reactions 

to me as convener/moderator of the focus groups. Whilst not being privy to  
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 how the participants were identified by the military assistant coordinating, 

group members were told they could speak freely, and I did not notice 

reticence amongst participants due to the presence of higher or lower 

ranking colleagues. 

Observation 

However, there were several opportunities to observe how soldiers 

interacted amongst themselves and with members of the public. It was also 

possible to observe and in some cases experience, the protocols that guided 

such interaction. It was possible to observe several aspects of the social 

character of the military during fieldwork. Observation is one of the main 

techniques used effectively in qualitative research because the data is 

collected as events occur and is not dependent on respondents’ memory. 

Whilst this ‘live action’ quality enhances the credibility of the data, its net 

value can be undermined by the methods used in recording observations. I 

kept a manual log of field notes using the technique generally associated 

with ‘mystery shopping’ and ethnographers working in hostile environments. 

This involves noting down what can be seen as well heard at the earliest 

opportunity and making expanded field notes after each field session (Kirk 

and Miller, 1986: 53). Cameras and electronic recording equipment were not 

permitted in any of the military locations in which the fieldwork was 

conducted. Interestingly, when I asked one of the junior officers assigned to 

me as research assistant if I could take a few photographs of the 

participants, the request had to be approved and when it was, the regimental 

photographer was detailed to carry out the task.  



352 

 

Snowballing Approach in Recruiting Participants 

At the end of an interview session, interviewees would sometimes suggest a 

potential respondent who they perceive would be able to understand and 

respond effectively to the issues raised in the survey. This impression was 

seldom shared by the potential respondent and such recruitment efforts were 

mostly fruitless.  Snowballing was thus not a major factor in the military 

respondents’ data set. The snowballing approach featured to a slightly higher 

degree with the civilian sample population.  Here, most participants were 

asked to nominate a potential respondent in order to boost the overall 

response rate. Such nominations were not always forthcoming, and many 

were not converted to survey participants because of problems with 

appointment scheduling, communication and transport difficulties and lack of 

interest. Many of the civilian sampled where of different backgrounds and 

based in varying locations which mitigated the risks of bias associated with 

this approach. Civilian respondents included, students, lecturers, clergy, 

government administrators, politicians, NGO workers and artisans. They 

were recruited in different parts of the country and from amongst those 

studying and living abroad.  

 

Key Informants 

Fifteen interviews were with those I refer to as key informants because of 

their willingness, during interview sessions to provide clarity and background 

information when responding to questions. Glock describes survey 

participants as ‘informants’ when they are able to talk about ‘other’ relevant   
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entities with which they are familiar and not just about their own experience 

(Glock, 1967: 5-6). Interviews with key informants were in depth and the 

average interview time was 60 minutes. In each of these cases, all the 

questions in the schedule were dealt with even though this meant, on some 

occasions, scheduling an extra interview session. Three of the military 

respondents were key informants, typically officers with more than five years’ 

service who were able to provide background information, translate jargon 

and local colloquialisms and provide explanations for some of the military’s 

institutional traditions. Amongst the civilians were lawyers, NGO workers, a 

member of the Senate Committee on Defence and students. 

 

Data Analysis and Triangulation 

The self-administered questionnaires, interviews and focus groups in this 

study generated both quantitative and qualitative data. As the same schedule 

of questions were applied across the three methods of data collection, some 

of the data sets, from interviews and questionnaires were combined to 

produce one set of quantitative data. The guided discussions involved in the 

focus groups and the multiple and varied responses to the questions from 

group members render the focus group results more amenable to content 

analysis rather than quantitative analysis. 

The thrust of the data analysis is to establish the meanings military personnel 
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 associate with professionalism this being the focus of the thesis’s primary 

research question addressed by Question 7. 

7. The Military form one of the important professional groups in society. Yet, 
professionalism in the Military means various things to various people. When we talk about 
Military professionalism, what should we be looking for? In a nutshell, what does ‘Military 
professionalism’ really mean?  
 
Cohesiveness/Esprit de corps  
Ethnic Balance (social integration in the Military)  (see 7b-c) 
Adequate Personnel Numbers  
Civil-Military Relations - CMR (social integration with the Military)  
Adequate Training  
Effective Command and Control  
Contained Factionalisation  
Other [Note any other comments below]  
 

Whilst interviewees were not prompted with a tick list, their responses fell 

within the bounds of the multiple-choice categories featured in the 

questionnaire. In this respect, aggregated interview data did not produce any 

new categories for analysis so that the data sets from questionnaires and 

interviews could both be examined using quantitative methods and 

triangulated. 

 
The Data Sets 

 
 

 
 

The questionnaire design allows respondents to provide open-ended or   

Questionnaires

Quantitative and 
Quailtative Data

Interviews

Quantitative and 
Qualitative Data

Focus Groups

Qualitative Data
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further response to each of the questions listed. In this regard it generates 

discursive qualitative data as do the data from interviews and focus groups 

albeit to a lesser degree. These have then been used to reinforce historical 

or quantitative data and in some cases, following analysis produced 

categories that have added depth to the overall findings. 

 

Reflexivity 

Reflections on the empirical work done in this research will not be complete 

without examining how the Researcher’s personality, background and 

interactions with survey participants could have a bearing on the research 

process and outcomes (Siebold, 2001:154).  

The Researcher is a middle-aged British/Nigerian, with a distinctly Southern 

Nigerian ethnic Yoruba name and what certainly many in Nigeria would 

consider a British accent. If this profile and the fact that he was carrying out 

his research at a British university influenced the data collection process this 

was not apparent. Through his Nigerian parentage he experienced Nigeria 

briefly as a child during the Civil War and at various times during the military 

rule era. His father, a laboratory scientist served on the side of the British, in 

Burma and Tanganyika during WWII and for the Federal forces as an army 

Captain during the Nigerian Civil War. 

Having no military experience himself, the researcher approaches the 

military from a civilian’s perspective. However, through his father’s military 

experience is empathetic towards those that serve in the military. The 

researcher considered that there were potential risks to his personal liberties   
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and safety due to the sensitive nature of the research and the environment in 

terms of logistics and infrastructures. Although he was arrested on one 

occasion by military police on suspicion of espionage, he remained safe and 

this did not affect the course of the research or its outcomes. 

In terms of the researcher’s professional background having a possible 

influence on the research process and outcomes,  the researcher has  

worked as an Interviewer for London-based research organisations such as 

Community Consultants, Taylor Nelson Soffres, and IpsosMORI prior to 

commencing doctoral studies, he was aware of the difficulties associated 

with field work in research – finding respondents, recruiting interviewees, 

interviewer effects, achieving quota, storing and safeguarding collected data. 

 

 

  



357 

 

Appendix 1-02: Pilot Study – Questionnaire 

 

 
Peace Studies Doctoral Research  
Questionnaire on: 
 
Military Professionalism 
Security Sector Reform  
Democracy  - Post Transition Nigeria 
Corporate Image of the Military 
 

 
Basic Classification Data             
Date: 

Force:               Army    Navy    Air Force  
Organisation: 
________________________________ 
Rank/Title: ________________________________ 
Rank on Joining the Force: 
________________________________ 
Years of Service: ________ 
 
Zone: [NN/NE/NW/SE/SW/SS]_  

 
1.  How long have you been involved/with the military?  ____ years.  Is there need to re-
organise the military? 
 
2. Who are the people able to or trying to reform the military? 
 
Able to:        _________________________________________________ 
 
Trying to:    _________________________________________________ 
 
Others [Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
 

The Politicians  [e.g. Oba’s  Obi’s Emirs ] 

Senior Officers  

NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations)  

Business Persons  

Human Rights Activists  [e.g. Olisa Agbakogba    Adams Oshiomole ] 

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
 
_______________________________________________ 

 
3. Are there some people who don’t want the military to be re-organised? 
 

  [Use attachments if necessary] 
4. Has this present Obasanjo government been able to re-organise the military in any 

way?  If so in what ways?   [Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
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MPRI (Military Professional Resources Inc)  

De-Politicization  

Promotions  

Training  

Equipment Supply  

Other  [Note any other comments below]                                                                                              

     [Use attachments if necessary]    

 

 

5. In order to improve the Nigerian Military, what are the things that must change? 

___________________________________________________ 
[Use attachments if necessary]      

 

6. Have the military leaders (since Generals Buhari and Idiagbon regime) been able to 

make some of these changes? If not, why not? 

_________________________________________________________ 
 

7. Are things generally better with civilian government or military government? 
___________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
End of Questionnaire 
 
 
 
PLEASE REMEMBER TO FILL THE CLASSIFICATION DATA SECTION ON THE FIRST 
PAGE.  
Thank You. 
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Appendix 1-03: Letter of Authority  
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Appendix 1-04: The Questionnaire 

Peace Studies Doctoral Research Questionnaire on 
Security Sector Reform in Post-Transition Nigeria: 

 
Basic Classification Data: 
 
NON-MILITARY RESPONDENTS 
 

Male   Female       Date__/ 02 
 
Name of Organisation:                                                                                                         
________________________ 
 
Position :    

Junior    Middle    Senior    
 
Title: 
________________________ 
 
State/Zone:  [NN/NE/NW/SE/SW/SS] 

 
Basic Classification Data:  
 
MILITARY RESPONDENTS  
 

Male   Female       Date__/ 02 
 

Force:   Army    Navy    Air Force  
  
Rank: _____________________ 
 
Rank on Joining the force: 
_________________________ 
 
Years of Service: _________________________ 
 
State/Zone: [NN/NE/NW/SE/SW/SS] 

1. Many groups have been calling for security sector reform, both at home and abroad and we 
all know that the Military is central to the security sector. Do we need reform in the Nigerian 
Military? If so in what area(s)?                                                                  

[Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
 

Military’s Corporate Image  

Politicization  

Corruption  

Civilian Oversight  

Defence Budget Burden and Number of Personnel  

Human Rights Abuses  

Poor Civil-Military Relations  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
[Use attachments if necessary] 
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2. What persons or groups of persons (Military or non-Military) would you identify as actual or 
potential Reformers of the security sector?                                             [Please tick as many boxes 
as apply] 
 

The Government    

The Politicians  [e.g. Oba’s  Obi’s  Emirs ] 

Senior Officers  

NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations)  

Business Persons  

Human Rights Activists  [e.g. Olisa Agbakogba    Adams Oshiomole ] 

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
 
 
3. What would be their interests, motivations or incentives to pursue reform? [Please tick as many 
boxes as apply] 
 

Patriotism  

Domestic Security  

War Readiness  

Human Rights  

Democracy and Civil-Military Relations  

Personal Ambition or Career  

Esprit de Corps - Morale.  

Other [Note any other comments below]  
 
 [Use attachments if necessary] 
 
 
4. Why might individuals or groups of individuals not want reform? What would be the 
disincentives to pursuing reform? [Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
 

Less Sectional Control of the Military  

Breakdown of Power Networks  
 

Corruption  

The Financial Cost of Reform  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
______________________________   [Use attachments if necessary] 
 
5. At its inception, the current government indicated an interest in security sector reform. Has 
there been any   progress in this area? If so in what ways?   [Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
 

MPRI (Military Professional Resources Inc)  

De-Politicization  

Promotions  
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6. What are the chances for successful security sector reform in post-transition Nigeria? What are 
the ‘must gets’ for security sector reform initiative to succeed? [Please tick as many boxes as 
apply] 
 
 

Training  

Equipment Supply  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  ___________________________ [ Use attachments if 
necessary] 
 

Improved Military’s Corporate Image  

Less Politicisation  

Reduced Corruption  

Reduced/Increased Budget  

Reduced/Increased Number of Personnel  

Reduced Domestic Crime Rates  

Less Human Rights Abuses  

Improved Civil-Military Relations 

Re-Orientation for Democratic Oversight/Control  

Co-operation with Army  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
       [Use attachments if necessary] 

 
7. The Military form one of the important professional groups in society. Yet, professionalism in 
the Military means various things to various people. When we talk about Military professionalism, 
what should we be looking for? In a nutshell, what does ‘Military professionalism’ really mean?  
 

Cohesiveness/Esprit de corps  

Ethnic Balance (social integration in the Military)  (see 7b-c) 

Adequate Personnel Numbers  

Civil-Military Relations - CMR  (social integration with the Military)  

Adequate Training  

Effective Command and Control  

Contained Factionalisation  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  
____________________________________       [Use attachments if necessary] 
 
Ethnicity Link (fill 7b-7c if you ticked Ethnic Balance in 7a above – Otherwise go to question 8) 
 

7b. Is ethnic diversity an issue in the Military?         Yes                   No        
 

(Is it a Positive    or Negative  factor in the Nigeria experience?) 
 
To what extent can we say that the Military has successfully aligned the various ethnic groups in its 

ranks? Is the Military in Ethnic Balance?     Yes        No  
 
Comments: ____________________________________________ 
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7c. What factors have contributed significantly to the management of ethnic diversity 
within the Military? [Please tick as many boxes as apply] 
 
Quota System  

Promotion Policies and Procedures  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  

___________________________________     [Use attachments if necessary] 
 
8. CMR Link [Answer this question if  you ticked CMR  in 7a above – Otherwise go to 
question 9] 
 
Security has traditionally been defined in strategic terms. Even in the strategic context, the effort 
of the Nigerian peacekeeping contingent to ECOMOG has attracted commendation within the 
region and beyond. This has been attributed to corporate professionalism. How about within 
Nigeria? Has the military got a role to play in peace building in the domestic environment? If so, in 
what way(s)?  
 
Comments:    __________________________     [Use attachments if necessary] 
 
9. What in your own opinion are the main obstacles to professionalising the Military in 
democratic Nigeria?  
 
Comments:_____________________________  [Use attachments if necessary] 

10a. Over the years, what would you say was the Military leadership’s perspective on 
professionalism? For example in the 15 uninterrupted years of military rule, has 
professionalism been treated as [Please tick as many boxes as apply]: 
 
Relevant  

Important  

Very Important  

High Priority  

Other  [Note any other comments below]  

_____________________________________ [Use attachments if necessary] 
 

10b. Is there any difference in the government’s attitude to Military professionalism in a 
democratic setting and Military professionalism in a Military government? 
 
Comments:  ____________________ 
 
End of Questionnaire 
 
PLEASE REMEMBER TO FILL THE CLASSIFICATION DATA SECTION ON THE FIRST 
PAGE.  
 
Thank You. 
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Appendix 1-05 Range of Respondents 

 Military Non-Military 

 

Total NA NN NAF NPF 
Other 

Govt. 

Non – 

Govt. 

Questionnaires 15 21 32 1 1 12 86 

Interviews 24 6 - 1 5 1 37 

Focus 

Groups 

5 1 16 - - - 20 

Total 

Respondent

s 

31 28 48 2 6 5 143 

 

NA 

 

Nigerian Army – Participants were drawn from: National War College, 

Abuja; Command & Staff College, Minna; Defence Headquarters (DHQ); 

The Directorate of Military Education; Lagos; Nigerian Institute of Policy 

and Strategic Studies (NIPSS), Kuru; Ministry of Defence (MOD); 

Defence Attaches and Retired Personnel 

NN Nigerian Navy - Participants were drawn from: Naval Headquarters, 

Abuja; National War College, Abuja, Command & Staff College, 

Minna; Defence Attaches and Retired Personnel. 
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NAF Nigerian Air Force - Participants were drawn from: NAF Headquarters, 

Abuja; Defence Headquarters, Abuja; National War College, Abuja; Defence 

Headquarters (DHQ); Command & Staff College, Abuja.  

NPF Nigerian Police Force - Participants were drawn from: National War College, 

Abuja and Retired Personnel. 

Other 

Govt. 

Participants were drawn from: Ministry of Defence (MOD); The Nigerian 

Institute of International Affairs (NIIA), Abuja; The Centre for Peace and 

Conflict Resolution, The Presidency, Abuja. 

Non-Govt. Participants were drawn from: a cross-section of NGO workers, politicians 

and professionals - including members and staff of the: Senate Committee 

on Defence; House of Representatives’ Committee on Defence; 

International Committee for the Red Cross (Nigeria). 
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Appendix 2-01: Nigerian Military Rank Structure 

 

 

 

Commissioned Ranks (Officers) 

ARMY NAVY AIR FORCE 

Field Marshal Admiral of the Fleet 
Marshal of The Nigerian 

Air Force 

General Admiral Air Chief Marshal 

Lieutenant-General Vice-Admiral Air Marshal 

Major-General Rear-Admiral Air Vice Marshal 

Brigadier-General Commodore Air Commodore 

 

Colonel 

 

Captain 

 

Group Captain 

   

Lieutenant-Colonel Commander Wing Commander 

   

Major Lieutenant-Commander Squadron Leader 

 

Captain 

 

Lieutenant 

 

Flight Lieutenant 

 

Lieutenant 

 

Sub-Lieutenant 

 

Flying Officer 

   

Second Lieutenant Acting Sub-Lieutenant Pilot Officer 

   

No Equivalent Midshipman No Equivalent 
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Appendix 2-02: Nigerian Military Rank Structure cont’d. 
 

Non-Commissioned Ranks 

   

Warrant Officer 
Warrant Officer /Chief 

Petty Officer 
Air Warrant Officer 

Master Warrant 

Officer 

Chief Petty 

Officer/Master Warrant 

Officer 

Master Warrant Officer 

 

Warrant Officer II 

 

Petty Officer 

 

Warrant Officer 

Staff Sergeant 
 

Leading Seaman I 
Flight Sergeant 

Sergeant 
 

Leading Seaman II 
Sergeant 

Corporal Able Seaman Corporal 

   

Lance-Corporal Seaman Lance-corporal 

   

Private Ordinary Seaman Airman/Airwoman 

Recruit/Private Trainee Recruit 

                                                                        Source: Adekanye (1999: 3) 
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Appendix 03-01: Map of Nigeria 

 

 

 

 

Map of Nigeria showing the six geopolitical zones. 
 
Source: www.researchgate.net - 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Map+of+Nigeria,+geopolitical+zones&tbm=isch&sxsrf=ALeKk02E8
pdJxBNjFEht1yk8U3uOXrTY8g:1620073002324&source=lnms&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwio68Ceqq7wAh
WiQUEAHReWDH8Q_AUICygB&biw=1695&bih=826&dpr=1.13#imgrc=mAC0u5h8Aya24M 

 

  

http://www.researchgate.net/
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Appendix 3-02 Chronology: Nigeria Political History  

 
1898 Imperial Force under Lugard created. 

1903 Kano (Northern Nigeria) occupied. 

1914 Northern and Southern Nigeria amalgamated as Colony and 

Protectorate of Nigeria. 

1923 Elected members admitted into Legislative Council. 

1954 Federation of Nigeria set up. 

1957 Post of Federal Prime Minister created. 

1957 Internal self-government commences in the East and West. 

1958 Internal self-government commences in the North. 

1960 Independence - 1 October 1960 

1963 Nigeria Declared a Republic. 

1966 Military takes over government. 

1967 Civil War - The East secedes and ‘Biafra Republic’ is founded. 

1970 Civil war ends as secession is defeated. 

1979 Civilian rule restored. 

1983 Military takes over government. 

1993 Democratic Elections held but results annulled and military 

government returns under General Sani Abacha. 

1999 Democratic elections held and retired General, Olusegun 

Obasanjo emerges as President. 

2007 2nd Fourth Republic democratic elections held  

2011 3rd Fourth Republic democratic elections held  

2015 4th Fourth Republic democratic elections held 

  



370 

 

Appendix 3-03: Timeline: The Political Republics and 

Military pilot study 

 

Period 

 

Military and Political Leaders 

 

Parliamentary Government (1960 
– 1963) 

 

 

Abubakar Tafawa Balewa; 
Nnamdi Azikiwe 

 

First Republic (1963 - 1966) 

 

 

Abubakar Tafawa Balewa; 
Nnamdi Azikiwe 

 

Military Rule I (1966 – 1979) 

 

 

JTW Aguiyi-Ironsi;  

Yakubu Gowon;  

Murtala Mohammed; Olusegun 
Obasanjo 

 

 

Second Republic (1979 - 1983) 

 

 

Shehu Shagari 

 

Military Rule II (1983 – 1993) 

 

 

Muhamadu Buhari; Ibrahim 
Babangida 

 

Aborted Third Republic     
(06/93 – 11/93) 

 

 

Ernest Shonekan (interim) 

 

Military Rule II continued     (1993 
– 1999) 

 

 

Sani Abacha 

 

Nigerian Fourth Republic   

(1999 - Present)  

 

Olusegun Obasanjo; Umaru Musa 
Yar’Adua, Jonathan Goodlick, 
Muhammadu Buhari 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nnamdi_Azikiwe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nnamdi_Azikiwe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johnson_Aguiyi-Ironsi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yakubu_Gowon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Murtala_Mohammed
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olusegun_Obasanjo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shehu_Shagari
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammadu_Buhari
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibrahim_Babangida
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Fourth_Republic
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Appendix 3-04 - Nigeria: Geo-political Zones in Nigeria 

 

 

  

North West North Central North East South West South South South East 

Sokoto Kwara Yobe Oyo Edo Enugu 

Kebbi Niger Borno Osun Delta Anambra 

Zamfara Kogi Gombe Ekiti Bayelsa Ebonyi 

Katsina Benue Bauchi Ondo Rivers Abia 

Kano Nassarawa Adamawa Ogun Akwa Ibom Imo 

Jigawa Plateau Taraba Lagos Cross River 

 

Kaduna 
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Appendix 3-05 - Major Ethnic Groups in Nigeria 

 

Language 1963 Population 1986 Population 

Hausa 11,653,000 23,233,000 

Yoruba 11,321,000 22,571,000 

Igbo 9,246,000 18,434,000 

Fulani 4,784,000 9,538,000 

Kanuri 2,256,000 4,498,000 

Ibibio 2,006,000 3,999,000 

Tiv 1,394,000 2,779,000 

Ijaw  1,089,000 2,171,000 

Edo 955,000 1,904,000 

Nupe 656,000 1,314,000 

Urhobo 639,000 1,274,000 

Igala 582,000 1,160,000 

                                                                          Source: Munzali (1991: 111).  
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Appendix 4-01: Nigeria’s Military Rulers 

 

General Aguiyi Ironsi 

 

1966 (Jan- Jul) 6 months 

General Yakubu 
Gowon 

 

1966-1975 9 years 

General Murtala 
Mohammed 

 

1975-1976 6 months 

General Olusegun 
Obasanjo 

 

1976-1979 3 years 8 months 

General Mohammed 
Buhari 

 

1984-1985 1 year 8 months 

General Ibrahim 
Babangida 
 

 

1985-1993 8 years 

General Sani Abacha 

 

1993-1998 5 years 

General Abdulsalami 
Abubakar 

 

1998-1999 1 year 
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Appendix 4-02: Civilian Governments and Military Regimes 

 

 
Period 

Democratic/Civilian 
Leaders 

 
Military Regimes 

Parliamentary 
Government (1960 
– 1963) 

Abubakar Tafawa 
Balewa; Nnamdi 
Azikiwe 

 

 

First Republic 
(1963 - 1966) 

 

Abubakar Tafawa 
Balewa; Nnamdi 
Azikiwe 

 

 

Military Rule I (1966 
– 1979) 

 

 JTW Aguiyi-Ironsi;  

Yakubu Gowon;  

Murtala 
Mohammed; 
Olusegun 
Obasanjo 

Second Republic 
(1979 - 1983) 

 

Shehu Shagari  

 

Military Rule II 
(1983 – 1993) 

 

  

Muhamadu Buhari; 
Ibrahim Babangida 

Aborted Third 
Republic     (06/93 
– 11/93) 

 

Ernest Shonekan 
(interim) 

 

 

Military Rule II 
continued    (1993 – 
1999) 

 

  

Sani Abacha 

The Fourth 
Republic   

(1999 - 2008)  

 

Olusegun Obasanjo; 
Umaru Musa 
Yar’Adua 

 

(2009 –  2013 Umaru Musa 
Yar’Adua 

Jonathan Goodluck 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nnamdi_Azikiwe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nnamdi_Azikiwe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johnson_Aguiyi-Ironsi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yakubu_Gowon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Murtala_Mohammed
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olusegun_Obasanjo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shehu_Shagari
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammadu_Buhari
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ibrahim_Babangida
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Fourth_Republic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Fourth_Republic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigerian_Fourth_Republic
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Appendix 4-03: National Constitution 

Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (No. 24 of 1999). 

Chapter I: General Provisions 

Part IIIC - Armed Forces of the Federation. 

 

217. (1) There shall be an armed force for the Federation which shall consist of an 
army, a navy, an Air Force and such other branches of the armed forces of the 
Federation as may be established by an Act of the National Assembly. 

(2) The Federation shall, subject to an Act of the National Assembly made in that 
behalf, equip and maintain the armed forces as may be considered adequate and 
effective for the purpose of –  

(a) defending Nigeria from external aggression. 

(b) maintaining its territorial integrity and securing its borders from violation on land, 
sea, or air. 

(c) suppressing insurrection and acting in aid of civil authorities to restore order 
when called upon to do so by the 

President, but subject to such conditions as may be prescribed by an Act of the 
National Assembly; and 

(d) performance such other functions as may be prescribed by an Act of the 
National Assembly. 

(3) The composition of the officer corps and other ranks of the armed forces of the 
Federation shall reflect the federal character of Nigeria. 

218. (1) The powers of the President as the Commissioner-in-Chief of the Armed 
Forces of the Federation shall include power to determine the operational use of the 
armed forces of the Federation. 

(2) The powers conferred on the President by subsection (1) of this section shall 
include power to appoint the Chief of Defence staff, the Chief of Army Staff, the 
Chief of Naval Staff, the Chief of Air Staff and heads of any other branches of the 
armed forces of the Federation as may be established by an Act of the National 
Assembly. 

(3) The President may, by directions in writing and subject to such conditions as he 
think fit, delegate to any member of the armed forces of the Federation his powers 
relating to the operational use of the Armed Forces of the Federation. 

(4) The National Assembly shall have power to make laws for the regulation of - 

(a) the powers exercisable by the President as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 
Forces of the Federation; and 

(b) the appointment, promotion and disciplinary control of members of the armed 
forces of the Federation.  
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219. The National Assembly shall - 

(a) in giving effect to the functions specified in section 217 of this Constitution; and 

(b) with respect to the powers exercisable by the President under section 218of this 
Constitution, by an Act, 

established a body which shall comprise such members as the National Assembly 
may determine, and which shall have power to ensure that the composition of the 
armed forces of the Federation shall reflect the federal character of Nigeria in the 
manner prescribed in the section 217 of this Constitution. 

220. (1) The Federation shall establish and maintain adequate facilities for carrying 
into effect any Act of the National Assembly providing for compulsory military 
training or military service for citizens of Nigeria. 

(2) Until an Act of the National Assembly is made in that behalf the President may 
maintain adequate facilities in any secondary or post-secondary educational 
institution in Nigeria for giving military training in any such institution which desires 
to have the training. 

 


