
military and politics in nigeria

Military and politics in Nigeria have historically been intertwined, shaping the nation’s governance,
stability, and international relations. Since gaining independence from British colonial rule in 1960, Nigeria
has experienced a tumultuous relationship between its military and political structures, marked by
numerous coups, military rule, and attempts at democratic governance. This intricate relationship has had
profound impacts on Nigeria’s development and continues to influence its current political landscape.

Historical Context of Military and Politics in Nigeria

The intertwining of military and politics in Nigeria can be traced back to the early years following
independence. The nation’s diverse ethnic groups and regional disparities created a fertile ground for
political instability, leading to several military interventions.

Colonial Legacy

- Ethnic Divisions: The British colonial administration employed a divide-and-rule strategy, exacerbating
ethnic tensions among the major groups: the Hausa-Fulani in the North, the Yoruba in the West, and the
Igbo in the East.
- Political Marginalization: Post-independence, the political system favored certain regions, leading to
feelings of marginalization, particularly among the Igbos.
- Early Military Influence: The military began to play a significant role in governance immediately after
independence due to political instability.

Military Coups and Dictatorships

Nigeria witnessed a series of military coups beginning in 1966, which drastically altered the political
landscape:

1. First Coup (1966): Led by Major Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu, this coup resulted in the assassination of
key political figures and the rise of General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi.
2. Counter Coup (1966): Just months later, a counter coup led by Northern military officers resulted in the
killing of Aguiyi-Ironsi and the rise of General Yakubu Gowon.
3. Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970): The secession of Biafra led to a brutal civil war, further entrenching
military power in Nigerian politics.
4. Subsequent Coups: The military continued to dominate the political scene with coups in 1975, 1983, and
the eventual rise of General Sani Abacha in the 1990s.



The military ruled Nigeria for a significant portion of its post-independence history, with varying degrees
of repression and human rights abuses.

Transition to Civilian Rule

The return to civilian rule in 1999 marked a significant turning point in Nigeria’s political landscape.
Olusegun Obasanjo, a former military leader, was elected president, symbolizing a shift towards democracy.

Challenges of Democratic Governance

Despite the transition to democracy, the military's influence has persisted, presenting several challenges:

- Corruption: Political corruption remains a significant issue, often attributed to the legacies of military rule.
- Security Challenges: The rise of insurgent groups such as Boko Haram has led to increasing military
involvement in civil governance.
- Political Instability: Frequent political crises and electoral violence reveal underlying tensions reminiscent
of military rule.

The Role of the Military in Contemporary Politics

In contemporary Nigeria, the military continues to play a critical role in both security and politics.

Security Operations

The Nigerian military is heavily involved in combating various security threats:

1. Boko Haram Insurgency: The military has been at the forefront of efforts to combat the Islamist
insurgency in the Northeast, although with varying degrees of success.
2. Banditry and Kidnapping: Increasing incidents of banditry and kidnapping for ransom have prompted
military interventions in regions like the Northwest.
3. Ethnic and Religious Conflicts: The military is often deployed to manage conflicts between different
ethnic and religious groups, particularly in the Middle Belt region.



Military Influence in Politics

- Political Appointments: Retired military officials often occupy key political positions, influencing policy
decisions.
- Advisory Roles: The military provides advisory support to political leaders on security-related matters,
further entrenching its influence in governance.
- Coup Threats: The legacy of military coups looms over Nigerian politics, with occasional rumors of
potential military interventions during political crises.

Military and Civil Society Relations

The relationship between the military and civil society in Nigeria has evolved over the years, with
varying degrees of tension and cooperation.

Human Rights Concerns

- Repression of Dissent: The military has been accused of human rights abuses, particularly in dealing with
protests and dissenting voices.
- Accountability Issues: There is a lack of accountability for military personnel involved in human rights
violations, leading to civil society outcry.
- Role of NGOs: Numerous non-governmental organizations advocate for human rights and provide
oversight on military activities, although they often face resistance.

Public Perception of the Military

The Nigerian military has a complex image among the populace:

- Respect and Fear: While many citizens respect the military for its role in maintaining national security,
there is also fear regarding its capacity for violence and repression.
- Calls for Reform: There are growing calls for military reform to enhance accountability, transparency, and
respect for human rights.

Future Prospects: Civil-Military Relations

The future of military and politics in Nigeria hinges on the ability to navigate the complex relationship



between civilian governance and military authority.

Strengthening Democratic Institutions

- Electoral Reforms: Implementing reforms to enhance the integrity of the electoral process could reduce
the military's influence in politics.
- Civilian Oversight: Establishing stronger civilian oversight mechanisms over military operations can help
enhance accountability.

Engagement with Civil Society

- Dialogue: Creating platforms for dialogue between the military and civil society can improve relationships
and build trust.
- Education and Awareness: Promoting awareness of human rights among military personnel can foster a
culture of respect and accountability.

Conclusion

The interplay of military and politics in Nigeria presents a complex and often contentious narrative that
continues to shape the nation’s identity. As Nigeria navigates its path towards fully functional democracy,
the balance between military influence and civilian governance will be critical. Building strong democratic
institutions, enhancing civilian oversight, and fostering a culture of respect for human rights are essential
steps towards ensuring a stable and prosperous Nigeria. The road ahead is fraught with challenges, but with
concerted efforts from all stakeholders, the country can aspire to achieve a harmonious relationship
between its military and political spheres, ultimately benefiting its diverse populace.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role does the military play in Nigerian politics today?
The military in Nigeria has historically played a significant role in politics, often intervening in
governance through coups. Today, while the military is primarily focused on combating insurgency and
securing the nation, its influence continues to be felt in political affairs, especially in matters of national
security.



How has the fight against Boko Haram affected military and political
relations in Nigeria?
The ongoing fight against Boko Haram has led to increased military involvement in governance, with the
government relying on military support to maintain security. This has sometimes resulted in tensions
between civilian authorities and military leaders, as the military's role expands beyond traditional defense.

What is the impact of military spending on Nigeria's political landscape?
High military spending in Nigeria often leads to debates about budget allocations and priorities, affecting
political campaigns and party strategies. Critics argue that excessive military funding diverts resources from
critical social services, influencing public sentiment and political accountability.

Are there any current military coups or political instability in Nigeria?
As of October 2023, Nigeria has not experienced a military coup since the return to civilian rule in 1999.
However, political instability, often fueled by corruption and insecurity, continues to challenge the
democratic process.

How does corruption within the military influence Nigerian politics?
Corruption within the military undermines public trust and can lead to ineffective governance. It
influences political dynamics by fostering a culture of impunity, which can destabilize the political
landscape and affect military-civilian relations.

What is the relationship between military leadership and civilian
governments in Nigeria?
The relationship between military leadership and civilian governments in Nigeria has been complex.
While the military has officially returned to a subordinate role since 1999, there are still instances where
military leaders exert significant influence over political decisions, particularly related to security.

How are military personnel viewed in Nigerian society regarding
politics?
Military personnel in Nigeria are often viewed with a mix of respect and suspicion. While many citizens
appreciate their role in maintaining security, there is also concern about their historical involvement in
politics and potential overreach into civilian affairs.

What reforms have been proposed to reduce military influence in



Nigerian politics?
Proposed reforms include enhancing civilian oversight of the military, promoting transparency in military
operations and budgets, and strengthening democratic institutions to ensure that the military remains
apolitical and focused on its primary security role.

How does the international community view military involvement in
Nigerian politics?
The international community generally advocates for a strong democratic governance system in Nigeria,
discouraging military involvement in politics. However, they also recognize the military's crucial role in
combating terrorism and ensuring stability.

What are the implications of military engagement in local governance in
Nigeria?
Military engagement in local governance, often seen in response to security threats, can lead to short-term
stability but may also undermine local democratic processes and civilian authority, fueling resentment and
potential conflict between communities and military forces.
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