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THE PATHOGENIC IMPACT OF COUPS 
AND MILITARY RULE ON NIGERIA 

AND HER ARMED FORCES 

0. B. C. Nwolise 

I. INTRODUCTION 
oldiers have illegally commandeered and commanded 
Nigeria's Politics and government for 24 years (see Table I. 
Many serious works have been carried out on the causes of 

military intervention in the politics of nations. Examples include 
Janowitz (1964)1, and Huntington (1998)2. Dudley (1973)3, and 
Adekson (1981)4 are examples of numerous works that have 
examined the factors underlying military intervention in Nigeria 
specifically. But adequate attention has not been given to the 
important area of the devastating and retrogressive effects of coups 
and military rule on both the military institution itself and the 
nation at large, which effects are termed "pathogenic impact" here. 
The significance of studies as this at this period of Nigeria's 

history and political experience can not be over emphasised. It is a 
strategy of presenting a mirror for the soldiers to have a hard and 
honest look at themselves and what they are doing to themselves 
and the Nigerian society, through their incessant coups and 
military rule, and therefore make a permanent exit from Nigeria's 
political scene, and keep to their professional and constitutional 
duty of defence. There is also the need to support the political 
education and mobilisation" of the Armed forces to end military 
intervention in Nigeria's politics, especially as the several years of 
military rule have worsened rather than solved the country's 
political, social, and economic problems. 
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Table I 
Period of Civil Rule and Military Rule in Nigeria 

1960-1994 

Type Head of Government Period 

First Republic: 
Civil Government Sir. A.T. Balewa October 1, 1960 - Jan. 15, 

1966 

First Era of 
Military Government 
(i) General A. lronsi Jan. 15 196~uly 29 1966 
(ii) General Y. Gowon July ~6 196~uly 29 1975 
(iii) General M. Mohammed/ 

0. Obasanjo July 29 1975-0ct. 1. 1979 

Second Republic Alhaji S. Shagari Oct. 1, 1979-Dec. 31, 1983. 
Civil Government 

Second Era of 
Military Government 
(i) Maj. Gens. M. Buhari 

T. ldiagbon Dec. 31 1983-Aug.27 1985 
(ii) General I. Babangida Aug. 27 1985-Aug. 26 1993 

Botched Third ChiefE. Shonekan Aug. 26 1993-Nov. 17, 1993 
Republic (Interim Government) 

Third Era of Nov. 17 1993 to the present. 
Military Government General S. Abacha 

In addition to these, there is anger all over the land against 
soldiers over the harm they are doing to the country without 
qualms. Finally, there is urgent need to liberate Nigeria from the 
vicious circle of coups and military rule, so as to restore social 
justice in the society in terms of enthroning and maintaining 
democratic civil rule. 
In mentioning the restoration of justice above, Plato's conception 

of justice in man and society is borne in mind. Plato in his Republic 
had philosophically asserted that the soul of man has three 
elements - the rational, spirited, and appetitive elements - out of 
which the rational element is of the highest quality and thus 
controls the other two elements. To him, once this situation of 
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control exists, there is justice and harmonious order between the 
elements, and the man will be at peace. But once one of 1:hese 
other two elements take control of the man and the rational 
element, there will exist injustice and disharmony. Plato rela~ 
this justice in the soul of man to justice in the s?6e~, :"?ere to ~un, 
the are three social classes -the Philosopher-king (civihaI1;5 trained 
to govern), the soldiers (trained to protect or guard the society), and 
the workers (trained to produce the needs and wealth of the 
society). To Plato, once each of these social classes performs its 
role there will be social justice and harmony between them, and 
the 'society will be at pea~. However, a sit~ation wher~ soldiers 
abandon their duty of protecting the society and unilaterally 
assume the role of political governance clearly presents a case of 
injustice and disharmony. . . . . 

Relating this philosophical postulation to our e~~mcal Nigerian 
situation, Nigeria's constitutions and model of military orgamsa­ 
tion make the Nigerian Armed Forces APOUTICAL, and thus the 
soldiers have no business intervening in politics. By Nigerian laws, 
it is CRIMINAL to overthrow a civilian democratic government. 
Even if a civilian government is bad, it is for THE PEOPLE to 
remove such a government, not the soldiers. However, it must b~ 
noted that military rule has been an extension of Hausa- Fulani 
domination of the country as this author has shown elsewhere". 

II. IMPACT OF COUPS AND MILITARY RULE ON 
THE MILITARY INSTITUTION 

I am aware of the fact that coups and military rule have brought 
some positive contributions to the military or~isation in geAeral, 
and some privileged individual soldiers in particular. Th~ military 
organisation for example has benefited greatly from: the increased 
defence allocations; modernisation of the armed forces; the develop­ 
ment of barracks accommodation; purchase of new weapon and 
non-weapon type military equipment; increased .n~ber_ of -~uca­ 
tional and training institutions etc. Also some privileged individual 
soldiers especially at the top level have got huge fringe benefits - 
"political allowances" - from political offices; and there have been 
rapid promotions with the accompanying salary increments. 
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Th~ a?Ove ben~fits of . military rule to Nigeria's military 
organ isation . not-withstanding, available data show an over­ 
w~elmmg .eVIdence that coups and military rule have dealt and 
still ~eal disastrous blows on the military institution in Nigeria, as 
are discuss ed below. 

When a ~up ~s, in most cases, it brings about the death of 
numerous Nigerian officers and men who have been trained for 
several years with the ~ payers' money to protect the Nigerian 
state. There are no official figur es, but a conservative average of 
5?0 fm~ officers and men was computed from estimates given in 
discussions, as those who have died in the course of overt coups 
attempted coups and plots. Thes~ ~elude air force pilots, navai 
men, and army officers. Such killings especially after abortive 
coups, haye ~nerated bad blood, and deep seated hatred among 
some soldiers 111 the Armed Forces, and some of these wait for their 
da~ of vengeance. Major Gen_e~al Adebayo (Rtd), one time Army 
Chief of Staff, ~d the oldest living General of the Nigerian Army 
told Newbreed m 1989 that many of his contemporaries died in 
the-course of military coups. 
Cou~ and .1:lili~ rule h~ve resulted in numerous political 

promotions, grvmg rise to a situation where some officers' ranks 
constitute.~ emb~assI?-ent to the nation. The story was once 
told ~fa visiting Indian Air Force officer who saw a Nigerian officer 
wearing the same rank as himself, and who was born the same 
year th~ ~dian join~ his country's Armed Forces", This political 
promotion started with the entry of the military into politics in the 
1960s, but_ gathe~ed a neckbreaking momentum in the 1970s", 
states Chris Okolie and others, in their interesting article "The 
harvest of Generals", As at 1989, the Army alone had produced 73 
officers ofthe :ank ofMaj~r General and abovewithin 20 years, the 
Navy 27 Admirals, and Air Force, 6 Air-Vice Marshals. At the age 
ot: 33 to ~5 rears, Nigerian officers are already Generals, (Some 
without having fought in any war), whereas, a visiting Soviet 
O~cer who had served 41 years was still a Colonel. In the United 
Kingdom, the earliest an officer will get to Lt. Col. is at 37 years of 
age, Colonel 42 years, ~ri~dier 44, Major General 48, and General 
52. U~der ~~rmal situations, promotions in the Armed Forces 
occur with military prowess, and only on rare occasions, with the 

68 

need to fill a particular vacant position. But political promotions in 
Nigeria have taken the upper hand due to coups and military rule. 
These are promotions meant to reward the boys for their loyalty, 
secure leader's position, spread the "cake", or to reward officers for 
roles played in a coup process; and there is no respect for age or 
experience in such promotions. Apart from the jealousy, bad blood, 
suspicion and mutual distrust generated by such promotions, the 
nation spends its scarce resources paying the salaries accom­ 
panying the promotions, and worse still inexperienced officers 
move into the commanding heights of the country's Armed Forces. 
Again, the military organisation is destabilised and further politi­ 
cised by political promotions. These do not mean that some officers 
are not worth their salt however. 
Political retirements constitute another pathogenic impact of 

coups and military rule on the Nigerian Military. The impact is 
obvious, and the rate and reasons are as scandalous as the 
number. Of the 73 Major Generals produced by the Army, over 50 
have retired within 20 years, while 23 were serving as at 1989. In 
the Navy, out of the 17 Admirals produced, 11 have retired, while 
the Air-Force has witnessed the retirement of 6 Air-Vice Marshals 
and 1 Air-Commodore. This is just at the elite echelon. Of course 
each coup, attempted coup or plot produces its own list of officers 
and men to be retired, discharged or dismissed "with immediate 
effect". The reasons for retiring soldiers can be in three categories 
viz; voluntary retirement, retirement for fraudulent actio~, and 
retirement for political expediency. This author's concern 1s the 
third category, for under this, soldiers can be victimised, retired if 
seen as a security threat. to the regime, or simply because he does 
not fit into the ruling clique. Under this category, retirement takes 
no military tradition into consideration. Major General Mamudu's 
view comes handy here: 

.... One's ability to belong to the right camp at each. 
time can determine whether he retains his staff or 
TWtlO 

He goes on to say for example that one's role in a coup process or· 
his relationship with the coup planners can get him out of the 
armed forces, for if an officer does not fit into the clique that · 
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s~~fully carried out a coup, he will be sent packing from the 
Nigerian Arm~ For_ces. To underline his point, he t:old Newbreed 
~hat he was retired m 1984 because as he put it "I did not just fit 
into the group that was successful during the coup", yet he was out 
~f the country when the Buhari/Idiagbon coup occurred. He said: 
I know that most of us were retired for our services being no 
longer required?", Major General Joe Garba (Rtd) delivers the 
same message that most military officers were retired from the 
Nigeri~, ~ed For~ forcefully in these different but emphatic 
wo7ds: It will be discovered that general ... and others who are 
retired from the army will be quite willing to go back", The 
Abacha government at its inception retired 17 top officers at once 
in November 199313

• 

Whereas in Nigeria, officers retired or are retired any time from 
the age of 40 years, in the defunct Soviet Union, officers could retire 
only at 55, ~d som~ rema~~ in active service till 60 years of age. 
These conditions still obtain m Russia. In the United Kingdom 
officers retire between the ages of 50 and 55 while outstanding few 
re~~ at 6? and. ab?ve. The consequences of early and mostly 
political ret~m~nts m the ~ige~ian Armed Forces are alarming. 
The force IS_ sunply bl~g itself to death. There is the great 

danger of leaving our soldiers and by implication Nigeria's security 
in the_ hands of "infant" Generals in the very near future if the 
~rend 1S not arrested now. Brigadier Adekunle said that: "Out of 
unma~ty y~u ~on't (sic) have an?' traditi?n in the military any 
longer , and insisted that early retirement 1S not in the interest of 
~igeria and disrupts military tradition and discipline. Continuity 
lS also a problem. But the two greatest devastating effects are in 
the ar~ of deprof essionalizing the Armed Forces, and the fact that 
~here 1S no more security of tenure in the Forces. The latters' 
Import lies in the situation where some officers and men now take 
to fraudulent, corrupt and "extra-curricular" activities in prepa­ 
ration for premature retirement. 

Military v~ues, customs, traditions, and standards have been 
badly eroded m the Forces. The deep personal spirit of comradeship 
~ong the soldiers of one nation have been battered by the 
distrust, fear, jealousy, suspicion and hatred that have been 
generated by 24 years of coups and military rule and their vagaries 
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especially political promotions, post-abortive coup trials and 
killings, undeserved retirements, etc. Mess life has . am:ost 
completely lost its value too, as many officers keep away or Just 
"pop in and out" of the Mess for fear of being identified with any 
particular clique, or suspected of planning a coup. Brigadier 
Adekunle expresses the view that in the past, three issues were 
seriously forbidden for discussion in the officers' Mess viz: politics, 
women, and religion. The case is different today as the For~ h~ve 
become riddled with politics and religious squabbles. He insists 
that the disruption of military tradition is responsible for the 
deplorable state of the Nigerian Armed Forces today". Age is no 
longer respected in top promotions, and political promotions have 
created Generals many of whom have glamorized and debased 
respected and honourable positions meant for heroes. Some 
Generals have not even fought a serious war, and some do not have 
the tag of Passed Staff Combatant (PSC) as required for such rank. 
Some junior officers who have political godfathers at times refuse t:o 
obey orders from their seniors, and the latter are reluctant to 
discipline the former in fear of being-retired "with immediate effect 
for their services no longer being required".16 This situation has 
great implications for discipline in the Forces. 
With the above happenings, the breakage of the much desired 

esprit de corps in the Forces will not be surprising, neither will the 
fact that the Forces have been greatly deprofessionalised. Brigadier 
Adekunle expresses the view that many of the present crop of 
soldiers lack military qualities, a sense of duty, and personal 
defence ability, and that the military has been reduced to the level 
where professionalism counts little in comparison with the goal of 
keeping the boys employed and happy.17 Military rule, of course, 
takes away soldiers form their real calling or profession. Now they 
are soldiering politics instead of soldiering defence. This abandon­ 
ment of their national constitutional and professional duty has 
created crisis of mission for the Nigerian Armed Forces. 

Military discipline has fallen drastically today due to several 
years of coups and military rule. This is not so much in connection 
with soldiers breaking laws (though some of them are really raw 
and lawless), but with the absence of adequate supervision due to 
the fact that many top officers who should place checks on soldiers 
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in barracks are away in political offices. Also, with political 
promotions, those who are not favoured find it difficult to obey their 
former mates or juniors who have become their superiors over­ 
night. Again, officers who have held political posts return to the 
barracks with a different life style and demeanor. There is the 
danger that in a serious external war situation, Nigeria will lose 
many of her officers from "friendly bullets" fired from the back, as a 
result of jealousy, or search for vengeance. It is surprising that 
with all the goings on in the Forces as discussed above, the 
Nigerian Armed Forces have not witnessed a complete breakdown 
of discipline. This is a credit to the majority of the disciplined and 
patriotic professionally inclined soldiers, when we compare our 
situation with some other African countries like Uganda where 
pockets of soldiers in the days of Field Marshal Amin did what they 
liked in Uganda." 
Military rule has widened socio-economic classes in the Armed 

Forces because top government posts are assigned on the basis of 
military rank. Those in public offices especially the higher ranks 
have access to huge money, respect and prestige unlike those in the 
barracks especially the lower ranks. Some of those left-out wait for 
their turn patiently, while the impatient ones plan coups. A 
Captain told me in February this year (1994) that "our military 
barracks rest on kegs of gunpowder due to the differences in wealth 
and life style created by political offices for some. "The situation is 
so bad that if fighting begins between the haves and have nots in 
the barracks, all the civilians can not stop it", he told me. 

Coups and military rule breed more coups and perpetuate 
military rule. In the first military era (1966 - 1979), there was one 
counter-coup (July 29 1966), one coup (July 29 1975), and one 
attempted coup (Feb. 13 1976). Then since the military's second 
coming in December 1983, there have been one coup (Aug. 27 
1985), and two overt attempted coups. First in 1986, and the last 
(April 22 1990) which nearly threw the country into another civil 
war with its attempted excision of five states from the Federation. 
It can comfortably be said that the Abacha coup of November 17 
1993 is a spill-over from the Babangida rule. Whereas in the first 
and second Republics only one plot and one coup occurred in each. 
Thus, military rule has generated more political instability in 
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Nigeria. Brigadier Adekunle says that political retirements and 
promotions can generate further coups because of the urge to get to 
the top of the military ladder quickly in order to get fat benefits 

if . t' ed." even one IB re IT . . . 
Political governance by the military draws top ~~ brilliant 

ffi f the Armed Forces out of the barracks to political offices o icers o . . M' · t as members of the ruling Council, Administrator, . mis ers, 
Ambassadors Commissioners, Chairmen of Boards, _Directors of 
Directorates ~tc. Observers of the military hold_ th~ view that the 
Babangida administration made things worse with its novel power 
sharing structure in which "the entire spectrum of the office~ rank 
from Majors to Lt. Colonels and Colonels have had _the baptism of 
public office.?" The Abacha government is following almost the 
same power sharing formula, and it creates problems i~ _the area of 
administration of the Forces, training and supe1:7is10n ~f_ the 
troops, professional alertness and discipline o~ soldiers. Mih~ry 
rule turns many officers into part-time sol~_ers and fl.~11-t~e 
politicians with its devastating effect ~n the military organisation. 
When the cat is away, of course, the mice have a field day. Not only 
these many officers in public office find it difficult to leave the 
benefits of such offices to go on military training, even ~here_ the 
training will improve their military performance, professionalism, 
and rank. Another problem here is that the bulk of the officer corps 
of our Armed Forces age fast under the stress of political office. . . 
Professional alertness is lost, and effective and speedy mobili­ 

sation of the soldiers become an uphill task dur~% military 1:1-le 
given the fact that several offi~r~ are away ": political ~ffices with 
many of their boys that administer ~- their masters needs as 
batsmen, guards, drivers, etc. In addition, most of these 0£1:icers 
and men easily get so weakened by civilian pleasures associated 
with political offices that they become unwilling to readily P~~ the 
supreme sacrifice for the nation when necessary. _Thus, mili~ry 
rule creates situations that tempt officers and men into corruption, 
and away from military profession, attitudes and at~~ibutes. 
The crucial principle of civilian control of the military has been 

lost to the several years of coup and military rule. One :nak~ bold 
to say that it is doubtful if 95 per cent of th~ ~~ldiers m t~e 
Nigerian Armed Forces today ever experienced civilian control m 
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real terms . The implication . th t . - 
seeing political rulership as :eir \i;~thsoldiers .8:1"e likely to be 
rule have to be alternated Thi . ' ence military and civil 
leaders and democracy ~ N. s _IB a r~t problem facing civilian 
Babangida lamented, even r~:lf-h t ~eca~ed t~at President 
officers of the Armed Forces F b ea Y, m his address to on e ruary 11, 1986 that: 

~hedayst<:"~hatrealzho·ty of the nature of the Aimed Forces 
is t se who had the v 'tal · 

civilian political control of the z dexpefi nence of lo dis arme orces hav 
a~d /://!:~:~red from the hierarchy of officers in th; 

The spoils of military rule frin privileged milita .... , ffi . or ge benefits acruing to a few 
"44.1.J' o leers m political offl h d 

caree~ a ':'ery lucrative business toda " ces ave ma .e ~ilitary 
seen m Nigeria as the job ofrnainl 1 f ihe past, sol_diermg was 
parents did not want their sons [o s: ?<> op-ou.~. Highly placed 
But today, even University lecturersg~e~~~h.e :.litary prof~.sion. 
schools. Graduates and Postgr d tes err ildren t.o military 
ment, all in the hope that one ~a ua_t ?ow see~ military recruit­ 
the sharing of the national wealthy, Id will t? their turn t.o sit over 
here is that spoils-seekers rath:1 t~r m 1 itary rule. The danger 
profession are being recruited . to~ ~ overs of the military 
thes~ days of unemployment. ~. e . . ed For~ especially in 
patriotic, and selfless officers r ~e this is happening, many fine, 
Forces due to the inabili ~1gn or. retire from the Armed 
military's leadership is do!;~t~ir ~on:~ce to accept what the 
Finally, it has become ve e . m orces and nation. 

Forces has been highl . ry glaring that the Nigerian Armed 
b Y aristocratised Se 1 1 ffi een deliberately retired dis . ed, vera se ect o icers have 
resign from the Forces eith miss or asked to "voluntarily" 
of the country· weed out di~r t.olspahve way for the favoured section 

' ra ca w o hav " ed too reduce the size of officers from unf J r . much book", or 
Not only this, some officers tod avour sections of the country. 
sation and partly beca f thay, partl-!' because of this aristocrati- 

use o e vagar f ili 
act as being above the law and viola ies o - ~ ~ry rule feel and 
on the rights of citizens with . ~ court lilJ~ct10ns and trample 
from the belief of a section of ~pun1ty. The arIBtocratisation flows 

e country (far North) that it has the 
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right to rule others forever, and the most effective instrument to 
achieve this is the Armed Forces whose control it must maintain. 
This situation has polarised the Armed Forces with its terrifying 
consequences not only in terms of the risk it poses for national 
defence and security, but also for the cohesion of the forces. 

III. IMPACT OF COUPS AND MILITARY RULE ON 
THE NATION 

Again, it is crucial to begin this section by acknowledging the 
positive contributions of military governments to Nigeria's exist­ 
ence and development. For example the creation of states from 4 
regions of the first Republic to 30 states today; introduction of 
Youth Service Corps to promote unity; expansion of infrastructure 
especially under General Gowon's administration; local govern­ 
ment reforms especially the giving of autonomy, direct federal 
grants, and creation of 589 local governments by the Babangida 
government; establishment of iron and steel industry; dynamic 
foreign policy especially under General Mohammed's government; 
expansion of universities; etc. Thus, this paper does not in any way 
intend to deny military governments of their achievements. 
In short in my earlier works like "The Nigerian Military in 

Nation Building 1960 - 1985", and "Military Leadership in 
Nigeria"21, the achievements of our military governments have 
been discussed in details. The, first great price Nigeria pays for 
coups and military rule is political instability. The military has 
become the greatest threat to political stability in Nigeria today, 
and this has further socio-economic developmental implications. 
Apart from keeping away foreign investors from Nigeria, political 
instability makes government policies unstable, and gives Nigeria 
the character of an unserious and unpredictable nation among the 
comity of nations. Thus, it is not only Nigerian drug peddlers that give 
the country a bad image abroad. The worst damage with economic, 
legal and political implications is done by the Nigerian military through 
their incessant coups and prolonged undemo- era tic rule. 
Military overthrow of the government and suspension of the 

constitution of a country violently with the weapons purchased 
from tax payers' money is the height of (military) indiscipline and 
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law~essness. It is a very bad example to our children because 
so_ldie:5 are s~p~ed to be noted for high level discipline. The 
Nigerian ':°nstitut10n i~ the fundamental law of Nigeria and to 
d~ecrate 1t ~d throw 1t over-board is a great crime. The consti­ 
tution established the Armed Forces by a section of its provisions 
and for ~h~ same Ar1:1-ed F?rces to desecrate that constitution that 
create<:1- It Is a great disservice to the Fatherland. It tantamounts to 
the tail wagging the dog. The Phillippines' experience of 1986 
?hows that b~d governments can be changed even with military 
involvement m th~ process ~thout soldiers taking over govern­ 
ment or overthrowing the constitution 

_Mi~tary coups have become the gr~test threat to democracy in 
Nigeria ~use it te~inates the development and internalisation 
?f democratic culture m the people. Thus, each time a new republic 
IS started, the politicians begin afresh to learn about democratic 
te~e~ at:d practices. Elsewhera", the why and how the military in 
Nigeria IS ~he obstacle to democracy in Nigeria have been shown 
thus there IS no need to dwell on them here. But it must be said 
lo~dly that the nullification of June 12 presidential election results 
adjudged the most free, fair and peaceful in Nigeria's histo 
demonstrat:es t~e 8?sertion that the military is the real obstacle~ 
democracy m Nigeria. 
The unnecessary and avoidable Nigerian civil war fought for two 

and a half rears, (July 6 1967 - Jan. 15 1970) and in which about 
3,000,000 lives were lost and property worth millions of naira 
destroY_ed was a product of the 1966 coup and the intra-military 
wranglings and struggle for power from 1966 to 1967. The war set 
the countr.y several decades back and it solved no problem other 
than stopping lgbo or E_aste~n secession. Most of the problems that 
cau_sed the _war are .s~ill with _us today especially sectional domi- 
1:a!1?n, ethni? ~d_re~ous manipulations by politicians (military and 
Civilian), and 111JUStice 111 the allocation of national resources to menti 
~a~ ' oo 

Military rule puts an end to the rule of law for once a cou 
occurs, t~e constitution is suspended, and the judiciary is subjectJ. 
to the dictates of the ruling military council. Not only this the 
coun~ becomes subjected to the decrees made by a handful of 
hand-picked members of a particular military clique and some of 
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these decrees can not be challenged in any court of law because of 
the jurisdiction-ouster-clauses. The rule orm~ replac~ the rule ~f 
law. Since law is the ultimate source of Justice especially when 1t 
flows -from the people and the natural law, a society ruled by 
soldiers can hardly be said to have justice. This has been the 
Nigerian experience under military rule which has_ sy?t:ematically 
forced out reputable judges of honour from our Judicial syst:em 
leaving many who do not know law, or whose hands are _often tied, 
and some that deliver unpatriotic judgements late at mght when 
honest men are asleep, or judgements that are not to be quoted 
outside the court. 
Nigerian governments under military rule have been manned by 

soldiers who are not trained or experienced in the process of 
governance. This has had its implications for good government; and 
because they just have to rule, the soldiers use the civil servants and a 
few intellectuals just like the colonial governors used the native chiefs. 
The retrogressions witnessed in key sectors of national life today 
especially in housing, health, education, agriculture, economy, human 
rights, investment, employment, etc. are products of prolonged 
military dictatorship and mismanagement. 
The masses of the people have completely been left out of the 

entire process of governing Nigeria for 24 years. This also has im­ 
plications for public accountability. Soldiers in government have 
never been accountable to Nigerians, instead many (military) officials 
accused of corruption are quickly absolved by the govern- ment 
often without investigations, though the Abacha government 
probed five accused interim state administrators in 1994 out of 
which four were found guilty. 
The Civil Service today stands politicised, corrupted and without 

secure tenure due to several years of military rule. Due to their 
material and political gains under military regimes, some top civil 
servants even prefer military governments today and because most 
civil servants are not sure oi their job security, some embezzle 
public funds and do all sorts of business in prep5:rat~on against 
premature retirement or retrenchment. Thus, dedication to duty 
no longer exists in the public service. 
Military rule has reversed the order of political control in the 

civil-military equation. In liberal democratic models, the civilian 
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government controls the military. Coups and military rule have 
set patterns that will continue to make it diffi cult for civilian 
governments in Nigeria to have effective power over and control of 
the military. 

1:}ie beating of civilians by soldiers in civil-military clashes is a 
ma.J?r product of coups and military rule. Prior to the 1966 coups, 
so~~ers were hardly seen by the citizens, not to mention civil­ 
military ~es. Several such clashes have occurred involving the 
loss of lives and property in different sections of the country. 
Though some of the clashes have emerged from civilian faults, 
most of them result from the fact that soldiers feel that they are in 
power, and are thus superior to the ''bloody" civilians. 

.~'igeria is . a federation on paper once under military rule. 
Military governments, given the centralised command system of 
the Armed Forces and the fact that Military Governors or Adminis­ 
tra_to~ are the ~ef Executives of the states, have · imposed 
unitarist ~ndencies on this supposed federal nation for 24 years. 
Under military rule,. the Commander-in~Chief at Abuja gives 
?r~ers to a Governor in Sokoto, Bendel, Oyo, or Anambra state and 
1t IS obeyed without question. This created a central government 
il:~t has ~ stran~lated Nigerians that some are now calling for 
disintegration, while others call for confederation. 
~e ethos of rapid deployment and redeployment of personnel 

which often works well for military organisations have been 
(wrongly) transplanted into the governance of Nigeria since the 
1966_ coup. This has resulted in the high rates of turnover in the 
appomtme~t. and removal of public officers thus making the 
~ta?le military government and its policies more unstable. This 
s1tuatio1:1 w~ wo~ t1;1der General Babangida's government As 
emphasised ma Nigerian magazine editorial in 1989: 

President Bahangida's administratiori has been 
characterised by the highest rote of turnouer in terms 
of appointments to various public offices in our 
history. The regularity with which both the President 
and his gouernors have had to hire and fire their 
c~v~l~an poli,tic_a!,. aplointees is clearly baffling to 
cioilian. sensibilities, 
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While not saying that incompetent or corrupt officia~ should 1:1ot 
be removed from office, it is important to note that the mtrod~ction 
of the military style of rapid deployment and redeployment m ~he 
public service makes many responsible citizens refuse accept1:1g 
public appointments since they do not wish to be treated sh~bbily 
by military bosses who in the first place are supposed to be m the 
barracks and trenches. 

Coups and military rule have worsened . Nigeria's ethni~ . and 
religious cleavages and plunged the country into sev~ral avoidable 
crises. Examples are the civil war mentioned ea_rl:er, t~e secret 
entry of Nigeria into the OIC, and the several religious riots that 
have occurred in its wake, as well as numerous coups, counter­ 
coups, attempted coups, and plots. The nullification of June 12 
election results by the Babangida government in 1993, nearly led 
to the country's disintegration. 
Military governments have incurred more foreign debts against 

the nation. In the first republic, Nigeria's external debt was a 
matter of a few thousand dollars. Though conflicting figures were 
given by the Central Bank of Nigeria, the World Bank, and the 
Federal Government under the Buhari regime as regards debts 
incurred by the Shagari government of the Second Republic, it 
stood at about $28 billion. After another ten years of supposedly 
corrective military rule, the debt has regrettably risen astrono­ 
mically to over $35 billion apart from those already repaid, at the 
expense of national development, and welfare of the masses of the 
people. 
Several years of military rule have destroyed the moral base of 

society, and turned the nation's values ':1pside down. T~day, 
education, good name, hardwork, recognition of honest ac~eve­ 
ments etc. no longer count. What counts now is money and riches 
got by hook or crook. Violence has become a way of life, from 
armed robbery, secret cults, hired assassinations,. let~r bombs, to 
hijacking, etc. For the highly educated in Nige~1a, 1t has been a 
curse to be intelligent - especially for the mtellectua~s. and 
university students who for several years have been h:1_mihated, 
harassed and intimidated with official violence. The military has 
taken pleasure in humiliating the intellectual, clim~g. in ~he 
sacking and later unsacking of all lecturers m Nigerian 
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Universities in 1993 by the General Babangida regime simply 
because the lecturers insisted on the government respecting the 
1992 agreement it freely signed with ASUU. 
Due to huge increases in military budgets which wipe out 

marginal productivity increases, lack of effective mobilisation of the 
people for production and development, foreign controlled economy, 
import oriented industries, consumption oriented economy, misuse 
of foreign policy, unwillingness of the military rank and file to 
practically contribute to socio-economic development etc., Nigeria 
has not developed much economically. In short, the living 
conditions of the masses of the people have worsened. People ate 
many times better in the first Republic than today, despite 24 years 
of so-called corrective military rule. This is not surprising because 
studies have shown that the military are unable to spur economic 
development," The conclusion of Ruth First becomes crucial here 
to the effect that: "The coup, as a method of change that changes 
little, has become endemic to African polities"." As Anton Bebber 
observed, what comes out of the military regimes in Africa are a 
redistribution of economic and political power amongst the elite, 
meeting of the personal and clique interests, and change of political 
style." 
Finally, in a situation where most top officers of the Armed 

Forces are in political posts with several of their men in 
attendance, and where speedy mobilisation of these officers and 
men can not be guaranteed, the defence of the nation is surely in 
jeopardy. The words of Lt. Colonel Omowa in a lecture at the 
Army Headquarters Garrison Ikeja on July 7 1988 on the need to 
end military rule are very instructive here: Col. Omowa had 
asserted: 

The capability of the military to perform its primary 
task of defending the nation against external 
aggression thus becomes not only questionahle but in 
most cases unattainahle when the need arises. We 
cannot mobilise under very short notices. ,z, 
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IV. CONCLUSION 
As has been shown in the study, coups and military rule _have 
brought some benefits to the Nigerian Arm~ J:'orces c?llect1vely, 
Nigerian soldiers individually, and the N1~nan nation. The 
contention here however is that coups and military rule ha:7e ~ad 
more of destructive than · constructive eff~ts on the Nigerian 
Military and state. As rightly and summarily obse~ed by Vice­ 
Admiral Murtala Nyako (rtd) who was the Deputy Chief of Defence 
Staff under the Babangida government and a member of the 
Arm~ Forces Ruling Council: 

J believe that whatever good individual military 
officers and men ... derive fmm_ military regi,fm!~ the 
net 'effect. has been damaging to the military 
institution ... It is therefore not to the benefit of the 
military institution that its serving members get 
involved iri governance. 28 

It is also clear to Nigerians that the different military re_gimes 
from General Ironsi (1966) to Ahacha (1994) have not only fail~ to 
solve the problems they claimed they came to solve as corrective 
regimes but have worsened the problems. 
The point has to be made loud and clear tha~ mili?1fY_rule is a 

revolt against the state, a flagrant and irresponsible violation of the 
constitution, and a provocative encroachm~nt on the realm of 
operation of the civil populace. Modern nations are conti:olled by 
law under the leadership of democratic governments subjected 1:<> 
the control of the popular masses through regular free and fair 
elections, and public criticisms. Nigeria at the age of 34 shoul~ be 
ruled by laws not by the whims and caprices of one m~, or a ?hque 
of soldiers. Military rule no longer fits into leadershi~ role m the 
contemporary world. In short, if the experience of Africans under 
military autocrats are to be analysed, military rule will best be 
described as the RULE OF BARBARIANS. . 
The way forward is for the military to permanently ~engage 

from politics and rebuild its self, its ~age~ and profession. As 
former President Babangida stressed m hIS speech at the 9th 
Graduation Ceremony of the students of the Command and Staff 
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College, Jaji, and further repeated in his address to Senior Armed 
Forces officers at Abuja on October 17th 1987, the single most 
important task before the Nigerian Armed Forces today is that of: 
"rebuilding our professionalism traits; cohesion, discipline, hierar­ 
chical structure of command, nationalism, a sense of puritanism ... , 
intelligence, astuteness, and 'esprit-de- corps' which we stand to 
lose in the corridors of political power"." If the military fails to 
resolve this crisis of mission, it stands to be disgraced out of power 
by popular forces, decentralised or even disbanded for a more 
people- oriented, law abiding, and democracy-respecting military. 
To help the soldiers resolve this crisis of mission, civilians and 

politicians must stop encouraging soldiers to take over government 
and desecrate the nation's constitution. Military training should be 
given to or acquired by all Nigerians to break soldiers' monopoly of 
the skill of weapons manipulation. Also, any soldier who 
participates in politics should be probed and tried after his tenure. 
Nigerian masses must restore and defend democracy and good 
government; and be able to vote out bad government. The role of 
soldiers here is to support not oppose democratic forces. 
Finally, this paper is not meant to discredit the Nigerian Armed 

Forces which is still one of the best organised, most internationally 
respected, and effective forces in Africa as shown in their several 
peace-keeping roles in many war theatres of the world", My efforts 
here are simply answering the patriotic call in advancing ideas for 
saving Nigeria from the trauma of vicious circle of coups and 
military rule. 
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"IGNORANTIA IURIS NON EXCUSAT": A 
PLEA FOR JUSTICE 

F. A. Adeigbo 

paper is titled "Ignorantia Iuris Non Excusat'". It is a 
11-known legal maxim. And my aim in the paper is two 

fold: (i) To show that the usual defenses of the maxim are 
not sufficiently persuasive, and (2) to show cause why reasonable 
and honest ignorance of law should be admissible as a ground of 
exemption from liability. 

I 
Let me begin by articulating questions which arise from this 
maxim: What is ignorance of law? How does ignorance of law 
affect one's obligation under the law? How is ignorance of fact 
("Ignorantia facti") related to ignorance of law? Or are Ignorance of 
law and ignorance of fact two sides of the same coin? There are two 
well known views concerning the use of ignorance as an excuse in 
the criminal law. The first view holds that ignorance of law does 
not excuse one from liability or obligation under the law, even 
when such ignorance is honest and reasonable. Thus, if an accused 
person pleads ignorance that the law forbids rape or arson or 
abduction, his plea would either not be believed or would be 
rejected on the ground that everyone is reasonably expected to 
know that such acts or conducts are forbidden by the law. In a plea 
of ignorance oflaw one claims not to know that the law in question 
exists. 
Now suppose a defendant admits knowing that a particular law 

exists, (eg. the law forbidding rape) but claims not to know that 
that law (forbidding rape) includes (and, therefore, prohibits) such 
actions committed with one's spouse or consort. Here, the pleaded 
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