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Abstract 

The military institution in all clime is created primarily to defend 

the territorial integrity of the nation, defence against external 

aggression and to complement efforts to suppressing internal 

insurrection. But over the years in Africa and most Latin American 

countries, it has made a foray into democratic rule through the 

vehicle of coup d’etat. To extenuate the circumstances which had 

been strongly rebuffed, they resort to making outstanding 

contributions to nation building in areas of infrastructural and 

human capacity development. However, such efforts to assuage the 

people’s reactions notwithstanding, military regimes have been 

repulsive and dubbed an aberration to governance. In order for 

democracy to thrive in developing countries, this paper proffers 

that the military should resist the allure of intervention in 

governance and confine herself to her traditional functions. The 

conclusion that the military is an aberration in democratic-

governance is reached from interface interviews with raconteurs, 

an analysis of responses to questionnaires and other secondary 

sources. 
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Introduction  

Military intervention in any democratic setting has often been stigmatized as an 

aberration and had attracted a barrage of criticism; this view is commonly held 

even among top military officers. Paul Dike and Abduraharn Dambazzau, then 
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Chiefs of Staff Defence and Army respectively in President Umar Musa Yar’Adua 

regime had criticized the military’s restiveness over the political logjam that 

affected the nation due to the deteriorating health of the president (2010, February 

8, Newswatch Magazine, Vol.50). Military intervention in national politics is seen 

in that light because the military was not crafted professionally to meddle in 

political affairs but to protect the rights of the citizen as to wealth, freedom to do 

legitimate business and to defend the territorial integrity of the nation in the face 

of external aggression. 

 

In addition, soldiers complement the efforts of law enforcement agents for the 

protection of the nation from internal disintegration by aiding law enforcement 

agencies in maintaining law and order when necessary. These constitute the 

traditional role of the military institution in most countries, and such traditional 

functions are usually backed by force of law of the nation. 

 

In Nigeria for instance, the Armed Forces as it exists today is regulated by the legal 

provision in the instruments establishing each arm of the Armed Forces such as 

the Army Act of 1960, the Royal Navy Act of 1960 and the Air Force Act of 1964. 

Also there have been legal provisions about the Nigerian military in all the 

Constitutions of Nigeria, 1960, 1963, 1979 as well as the present 1999 Constitution 

of the Federal Republic. Sections 217-220 of the 1999 constitution as amended 

males military provisions; particularly Section 217 (1) and (2) provided for the 

establishment and composition of the Armed Forces of the Federation and also 

stipulated the legitimate duties of the Force thus: 

 

1.  There shall be an Armed Forces 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 be 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. 
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c.  Suppressing insurrection and acting in aid of civil authorities to 

restore order when called upon to do so by the president, but to 

such conditions as may be prescribed by an act of the National 

Assembly. 

d.  Performing such other functions as may be prescribed by an Act of 

the National Assembly. 

 

But it is intriguing to note that the military, a traditionally apolitical institution, 

has become an important political phenomenon especially in the Third World. The 

military as an establishment despite its strategic importance in the existence of 

states was not considered as an appropriate machinery for control and. 

management of power within the political system; it was intended to play a 

supporting role to the ruling class. In spite of its specialized training which is of 

regimental and command structure, the military have very wantonly made 

inroads into the democratic process of independent nations in Africa, pillaged the 

hapless people and found relevance. 

 

The military is a vital institution in the modern State system as the major factor 

that determines the capability of the state’s national power to make policies within 

the domestic and international circles for the overall nation building and political 

development of states (Aro, G.C. et al,.2015). 

 

However, the paper attempts to examine the contributions of the military 

particularly in Nigeria as catalyst for political development, economic growth and 

social engineering. 

 

Origin of the Military 

Professional military presence in Africa is a foreign import. Africa prior to 

colonization or colonialism had citizen’s army. an assemblage of able-bodied 

fighting men and women who defended the cities at the outbreak of hostilities and 

as soon as the tension diffuses, each dispersed back to their vocation. Examples of 

such are the Amazons of Dahomey present day Benin Republic, the Dongaris of 

Hausaland, etc. Most African leaders had control over such fighting men for 

instance the army raised by the Asantehene against the British forces in the Asante 

British wars, the Akassa raids of the Nernbe city-states in the early 19th century. 
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There was no standing army but stiff resistance was put up by these fighting men 

dubbed foot soldiers. Nana of Brohemin (Itsekiri) and Jaja of Opobo controlled 

such men. Ivor Wilks (1976) succinctly states “The military power of the Akcan forest 

states, where the horse could not readily be bred and was in any case of little utility, rested 

on the possession of foot soldiers.” In most societies, the internal security of life and 

property were Left in their hands. 

 

The hitherto alien phenomenon (i.e. the professional army) was later absorbed by 

the Europeans as part of their colonizing influence. Their early recruits were 

people “outside the society” such as criminals, runaway slaves, prostitutes, 

jailbirds; people who had a rabid hatred for their societies, and were looking for 

avenue to titillate their palates by avenging the indignities perceived to have 

suffered from society, so they were willing tools. In 1863, Lt. Glover of the British 

Royal Navy recruited the first hundred runaway slaves in Northern Nigeria 

together. Impressed by the sheer courage displayed by this band of slaves, he 

named them Hausa Constabulary which metamorphosed to the West African 

Frontier Force in 1901. This was to become the nucleus of the Nigerian army. 

 

Military Intervention in Politics 

Military interventions in politics through the vehicle of coup d’etat - a forceful 

takeover of state power by the military has become one of the remarkable events 

ii world history since the end of Second World War in the developing states of 

Africa, Latin America, South East Asia and the Middle East. These series of 

military coups enhanced greatly the political participation of the military and its 

leaders in the domestic policies of these countries. Nigeria, “the big brother Africa” 

had experienced nine successful and unsuccessful coups since independence. 

 

The military is generally and popularly conceived as the totality of the armed 

forces found over the world which include the army, navy, air force and to some 

extent the police (Oyediran,. 1996) and military regime according to Eshikena 

(2012) is a government led by military leaders. But is generally regarded as an 

aberration of governance and a negation of political development. 

 

Comparatively, military regimes, following take over by the military have lasted 

more years than civilian controlled regimes in Africa with exception of Nigeria 
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which of recent has experienced 21 years of uninterrupted Civilian Rule (1999 till 

date). Why then is this culture rampant in Africa? Pundits of praetorianism - the 

phenomenon of military intervention in a country’s domestic politics - have 

attributed these to a multiplicity of variables. They identified the likelihood and 

frequency of coups in relation to economic stagnation, poorly developed political 

institutions and poor governmental performance, low levels of popular support 

for civilian politics, a breakdown in law and order, and other identifiable variables. 

The military role in politics could take a variety of forms. It could be the toppling 

of elected civilian regimes or the overthrow of fellow military officers which in 

military parlance is called mutiny. Essentially, there had been a spate of military 

intervention against civilian and military rulers. Huntington (1991) saw 

institutional weakness as the main reasons for coup, Finer (1962) attributed it to 

weak social factors. According to him, military intervention in the political process 

can only be explained by the level of political culture in a given society which is 

determined by the strength or weakness of attachment to civilian institutions. The 

higher the level of political culture, the lower would be the opportunities for the 

military, and the less the support the military would receive; conversely, the lower 

the level of political culture, the more numerous the opportunity and the greater 

the likelihood of public support. 

 

This theory attempts to interpret the incessant military intervention in Africa 

during this period, as the result of the low political culture in the continent. 

However, it fails to explain why coups occurred in some states with low political 

culture and not in others. 

 

Frequently, coup d’états were seen by some scholars like Welch as the low 

legitimacy of civilian governments. Most civilian governments were seen as not a 

true reflection of the wishes of the people. Elections were marred by irregularities 

such as ballot box stuffing, ballot box snatching and vote buying, which is a new 

flowering phenomenon in Nigerian elections. 

 

The military interest is an obvious factor. The military themselves claim that they 

overthrow Africa governments because of the corruption and nepotism practiced 

by the civilian leaders. They justify this by the avowed belief in some circles that 

the military are a corrective and transitional regime, agents of modernization, an 
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instrument through which stability can be maintained and that can make a major 

contribution to strengthening essentially administrative functions. To win the 

support and confidence of the people in line with this, they embark on so-called 

massive restructuring and social engineering. As a transitional regime, they tend 

towards the process of democratization and transfer of power to an elected civilian 

regime. Against this back-cloth, various transfer programmes and organs were 

hurriedly put in place such as the Census Commission, the Constitutional Drafting 

Committee, the Electoral Commission, encouragement and formation of political 

parties and organization for mobilization and orientation to sensitize and 

articulate the genuineness of their intentions towards the process like MAMSER. 

 

Achievements (Efforts at Nation Building) 

The military institution as a public institution has been accredited with some 

degree of success during her foray into politics; even some military apologists 

have attributed the foundational achievements in key areas of infrastructural 

development like roads, schools, power reforms in strategic areas of the economy 

and policies in Nigeria and elsewhere to the military. For instance, in Nigeria the 

creation of states as federating units in place of the four regions initiated by Gen. 

Gowon as one of the by-products of the coup of 1 96 and later by succeeding 

military impostors was seen as a major land mark at social and political 

integration. This move was applauded as a panacea to the sea of agitation by 

minority elements in the polity driven by the fear of domination by the majority 

on the eve of independence, which had risen to a crescendo by 1967. Some 

commentators eulogized the military administration at that time as having 

changed the pivot of economic development of Nigeria through the introduction 

of a “complex set of carefully designed policy instruments as a pivot of economic 

development and thereby frees Nigeria economy from the jacket of agricultural 

export earnings as its determinant of growth” (Ojiako, 1981). 

 

Prior to this time, the economy was almost entirely in the hands of foreigners. 

Legal procedures were ignored, rules abandoned and elections rigged. Tafawa 

Balewa painted the situation graphically; it must be obvious that no Nigerian can 

be contented so long as any major sector of the economy is controlled by foreigners 

(Balewa, 1947). This situation according to Callaway was altered by the military, 

who introduced the possibility of both political and economic restructuring, and 
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set Nigeria on the path of.socio-economic and political progress. Such policies 

include the Indigenization Decree promulgated in 1972, the Nigeria Enterprises 

Promotion Board April 1972, establishment of source specialized Banks to jump 

start the economy namely Nigerian Agricultural Bank 1973, Nigerian Bank for 

Commerce and industry 1973, National Insurance Corporation of Nigeria July 

1969, the National Youth Service Corps May 22, 1973. The Land Use Act 1978, 

Universal Primary Education which was free and compulsory, the Economic 

Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 1975, whose first summit was held 

between May 26-28, 1975. Fifteen out of sixteen independent states of West Africa 

signed into force the draft treaty of the economic integration organization in Lagos 

as a launching pad for an eventual continental economic grouping. In short, Billy 

Dudley, one of the greatest critics of military regimes in Nigeria was hilariously 

quoted to have admitted that: 

 

“The real achievement of the military administration lies in its attempts 

to create new institutions.... Actions taken in this respect were (i) the 

creation of new states, (ii) the introduction of new system of local 

government and (iii) the drawing up of a new constitution” (Dudley, 

1982). 

 

In an appraisal of the Military and Socio-Economic Development in Nigeria, 

Eminue (2000), Ekele (2011) and Elaigwu argued that the Nigerian military had a 

profound effect on the socio-economic development of the country. The contention 

here is that their policies, programmes and actions have created a measure of 

impact on Nigeria’s socio-economic development on many issues and in different 

sectors of the economy. Some of such policies and programmes according to 

Elaigwu (1979) have profoundly shaped the foundation of the country’s 

socioeconomic development till date as the table below shows: 

 

No Socio-economic development policies & 

programmes 

Regime 

1.  Creation of 12 States in 1967 Gowon Regime 

2.  Creation of 19 states in 1976 Murtala / Obasanjo 

3.  Creation of 21 states in 1987 Babangida Regime 

4.  Creation of 30 states in 1991 Babangida Regime 
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5.  Creation of 36 states in 1996 Abacha Regime 

6.  The execution of second National 

Development Plan 

Gowon Regime & 

Mutala/Obasanjo  

7.  Enhancement of agricultural development 

through 

back to land scheme 

Buhari Regime 

8.  National Census conducted in 1973 Gowon Regime 

9.  National Census conducted in 1991 . Babangida Regime 

10.  Initiation and Implementation of 

indigenization 

Gowon Regime 

11.  Nigeria Enterprises Promotion Decree of 

1978 

Obasanjo Regime 

12.  National AcceleratedFood Production 

Programme 

Gowon Regime 

13.  The Directorate of Foods, Roads and Rural 

Infrastructure (DFRRI) 

Babangida Regime  

14.  People’s Bank of Nigeria (PBN) and 

Community 

Bank of Nigeria (CBN) 

Babangida Regime  

15.  Better Life Programme (BLP) for rural 

women 

Babangida Regime 

16.  The Family Support Programme (FSP) of 

1993 

Abacha Regime 

17.  Family Economic Advancement 

Programme ( FEAP) 

Abacha Regime 

18.  The National Directorate of Employment 

(NDE) 

Babangida Regime 

19.  Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) Babangida Regime 

20.  The Nomadic and Adult Education 

Programme 

Babangida Regime 

21.  The introduction of the National Youth 

Service Corp 

Gowon Regime 

22.  1976 Local Government Reforms Murtala / Obasanjo 

23.  1988 Local Government Reforms Babangida Regime 
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24.  Local Government Reforms of 1991 Babangida Regime 

25.  War Against Indiscipline (WAI) Buhari Regime 

26.  The minimum wage reform for Civil 

Servants 1998  

Abubakar Regime 

Sources: Eminue (2002) and Eshikena (2012) 

 

Conclusion: 

Successive military regimes in Nigeria have remained an aberration of governance 

in spite of their laudable impact on socio-economic development of the country 

with several policies and programmes. This perception has thrown a dark lining 

on the mirror of military contribution. Consequently, it is apposite for the military 

to be confined to the barracks and perform their constitutional role to safeguard 

the democratic process and nation building rather than intervene in politics. 

 

Recent attempts to consciously use the military to subvert the democratic wishes 

of the people in Africa particularly in Nigeria negates the ultimate traditional 

mandate of the military - the defence of the nation from external aggression. Such 

electoral affronts archetypal of the Nigeria experience in 2019 puts an 

irredeemable black spot on the image of the military, capable of obliterating their 

achievements in nation building. It is germane therefore for the military to resist 

such invitation to anarchy. 
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