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Abstract 

This paper attempts a discussion of “A critical 

appraisal of Military intervention in Nigerian 

Politics (1966 – 1999)”. The Nigerian Armed 

Forces is a legacy of British imperialist intrigues in 

Africa. It is an institution whose class role was 

primarily the creation of a conducive atmosphere 

for the establishment of colonial rule and after 

October 1960, had performed the role of defenders 

of the territorial integrity and maintenance of law 

and order in the neo- colonial state. By 1966, the 

Military were to formally intervene into Nigerian 

politics due to the nature of the socio-economic 

system prevailing in Nigeria which gave rise to a 

cut-throat intra-class struggle for power and 

wealth among the various factions of the ruling 

class. The paper recommends solutions on how to 

stop further military intervention in Nigeria. 

 

 

Introduction  

The history of the contemporary Nigerian state is a history of socio-economic 

and political crisis arising out of the irreconcilable nature of the contradictions 

inherent in the political economy of the state. It is a history of a high level of 
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socio-political instability arising out of an inter and intra-class among the 

various social classes that constitute the Nigerian state. It is equally a history of 

cut throat struggle for power and wealth among the various factions of the 

Nigeria ruling class as may be seen in the wave of coups and counter-coups 

which have characterized the country’s political scene over the past two 

decades. At the centre if this crisis are the Nigerian Armed forces, otherwise 

called the military.  

Since January, 1966, when the military first intervened in Nigeria political 

scene, a lot of controversy had been generated over the actual mission, role and 

social implications of military participation in politics. On the one hand, the 

military and their apologist have justified their actions with the failure if 

bourgeoisie democratic republics to satisfy the hopes and aspirations of the 

people and thus have always proclaimed themselves as saviours of the nation 

from economic mismanagement corruption and other forms of indiscipline that 

have characterised regimes which they overthrow. 

 Military is an institutional legacy of colonialism, it is an institution created by 

the British to facilitate the colonisation and subjugation of colonial territories. 

The nucleus if the present Nigerian Army was established with the creation of 

the West African frontier force in the late 19th country. The origin of what is 

today recognised as the Nigerian Army is traceable to the diverse local forces 

raised in the second half of the 19th century by the British colonial Government 

in Nigeria. Tracing the historical background of the military Achike (1985) 

argued that  

Despite the existence of a body known as Nigerian Regiment, it was on the 28th 

December 1922 that an ordinance constituting the Nigerian Regiment if the 

West African frontier force was promulgated. This ordinance made 

comprehensive provision for order, disciple government, and discharge and 

service conditions of military personnel and certainly would be regarded as 

foundation of subsequent legislation passed in Nigeria Military affairs. 

 

ROLE OF THE MILITARY 

The class role of the military both during the colonial and prevailing neo-

colonial era became apparent. During the colonial era, the military performed 

the primary role of providing security and protection to British merchants and 
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other colonial administrators and maintaining “law and order”. After 1960, the 

military when not in government have served as instruments of state repression 

and official terrorism against the workers and peasants of the country for 

instance, the military were used to quell riots in Tiv Division in 1960 and 1964 

and in the Western Region in late 1965 – January, 1966. It maintained essential 

services during the general strike of 1964 and the military, the general strike of 

1964and the military ,when in power have serve the role of agents of 

international finance capital in Nigeria. The military judging by their records 

from 1960 to date have no justification whatsoever to intervene in Nigeria 

political scene. 

 

FACTORS WHICH ACCOUNT FOR THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE OF 

MILITARY REGIMES. 

The extent to which any military regime succeeds in changing society through 

the infusion and internalization of new values and norms and in creating new 

social institutions, is a function of a number of interacting factors. These factors 

include the quality of leadership: the nature of goals: national resources 

available; and the structure of civilian society. Let us now look at these factors 

briefly.0j0 (1978) 

 

QUALITY OF LEADERSHIP 

Military elites come into power with varying attributes and abilities. Military 

regimes are by nature more authoritarian than civilian governments. The more 

authoritarian a regime, the more crucial is the role of leadership qualities. 

Therefore the more dynamic, mature professional and the more committed and 

dedicated to a well visioned social change the leadership of military regimes, 

the greater is the likelihood of success. For example the difference between 

Gowon and Ramat Mohammed; between Akuffo and Rawling; and between 

Mengistu and Andom, lie in the different degrees to which they possessed these 

qualities. The swift movement of Mohammed, Rawlings and Mengistu is 

characterised by the vision which they have for their societies and the direction 

they went to move. Ojiako (1980) 

 

CAUSES OF MILITARY INTERVENTION IN NIGERIA 

By their training and orientation, which had been patterned along western 

European military traditions, the military is supposed to be an essentially 
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professional institution whose primary role was to defend the territorial integrity 

and maintenance of law and order in the Nation. However, since January, 1966, 

the Nigerian Armed Forces have broken this tradition by coup and counter coup 

even within the military  over throwing of democratically elected Government 

and assuming the functions of the political class thereby mining the affairs of 

the new-colonial state. Table 1 shows 11 reported coup plots in Nigeria 

(Saleman1999). 

 

Table 1: Coups in Nigeria and Leaders. 

Date                         Coup Leader 

January, 1966         major Kaduna Nzeawu 

July, 1969             L.t Col. Yakubu Gowon 

July, 1975             Bring. Murtala Mohammed 

February, 1976          Col. Dimka 

December, 1983         Major General M. Buhari 

August,                    General I Bababgida 

August, 1985           Maj. General Mamman Vastsa 

August, 1990          Major Gideon Okar 

November, 1993          Gen. Sani Abacha 

November, 1995      Col. Lawan Gwadabe 

December,                L.t. General Oladipo Diya 

Source: Badmus, A.A (1998). The political economy of Military rule in Nigeria. 

IJASS...vol.No 4 

 

From the table above, it can be conclude that between 1965 -1997 there were 

13 reported coups in Nigeria – a confirmation of our political instability within 

31 years. It is of note to say that the intervention of the military in the Nigeria’s 

body politics could have well been justified, if actually it had served objectively 

as a corrective government, which it proclaimed during any intervention by the 

each form of government.  

The military have always justified the overthrow of either democratically 

elected governments or their own colleagues using contradiction, such as 

economic mismanagement, embezzlement, bribery and corruption etc as 

excuses. 
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Ademoyaga (1998) justified the intervention of the military in January 1966 

with the wave of political instability, bribery and corruption, tribalism and other 

separatist ideas that characterized the first republic. similarly, General Murtala 

Muhammed, in his broadcast to the nation on July, 1975 following the 

overthrow of Yakubu Gowon stated that the overthrow of Gowon became 

inevitable as “the affairs of the state, Hitherto a collective responsibility, 

became characterized with lack if consultations indecision, indiscipline and 

even neglects” Similarly,  when major General Mohammed Buhari led a coup 

against president Shehu Shagari in 1983, the armed forces argued that coup 

became necessary in the light of the economic mismanagement  fraud, 

corruption and indiscipline as well as a the general deterioration of social 

services like education health and unemployment. It is important to note at this 

stage that the coups and counter coups the military have acted in order to 

eradicate therefore seen themselves as saviours of the people from misrule and 

mal-administration by previous regimes. Atkinson (1983) 

Another school of thought have argued that military intervention in Nigeria is 

as a result of extreme tribalism and regionalism which have characterized 

Nigeria’s political scene since 1960 and even before it. In this context, it is 

therefore argued that coups in Nigeria are an expression of the desire of one 

tribe or region to dominate the other. As Luckman (1968) pointed out, the 

January, 1966 coup and July counter were interpreted to mean a struggle by 

dominant tribal and regional groups to impose themselves on the nation. As 

argued by some people, judging by the pattern of killing in the January, 1966 

Coup, the conclusion is that the event of 15th January, 1966 was not a mutiny as 

such, but a Premeditated and carefully projected plan by the Igbos to impose 

themselves on the other tribes in Nigeria. 

 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACT OF MILITARY IN NIGERIA POLITICS 

As regards the claims by the military that they have intervened into Nigeria 

politics primarily to infuse sense of direction in the political –economic of the 

nation, it is our contention that the record of the military in the conduct of 

Affairs clearly shows that the military have little or no idea of the problem 

confronting the nation. 
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The validity of this assertion could be seen from the failure of the military from 

1966 to 1997, to bring about socio-economic and political programmes that are 

fundamentally different from those of their predecessors. For instance, the 

military have failed to introduce changes in the economy which could 

undermine the neo-colonial nature of the system which is the basic source of 

problem for the nation. Instead, the military have worked towards substituting 

one economic stabilization programmed with another all which are aimed at 

stabilizing and perpetuating the status quo. Thus economically, politically and 

socially, the military are not fundamentally different from their civilian class 

allies. Military men either want to supplement their incomes or get quickly 

through various corruptible and non-corruptible transactions. In the light of this 

Akinfemiwa (1998) cited in SOJA (1976) Stressed that  

The soldiers “squander their salaries on football, coupons, alcohol and other 

trivial matters”. General Obasanjo as Head of state warned all soldiers, 

particularly the officer coups “living ostentatiously beyond their means” 

Obasanjo (1977) 

As regard embezzlement of public funds it is important to note that the military 

had done worse than any civilian administration. This could be seen from the 

conviction of many military officers for illegal acquisition of wealth. For 

instance, following the July, 1975 coup, it was discovered that only two out of 

the state military Governors were not found guilty of embezzlements of public 

funds Williams (1982) 

Similarly in the recent investigations into the activities of the NYSC the 

national; a former Director were found to have embezzled millions of naira. 

Equally revealing is the fact that military officers have always retired as 

millionaires and have been using illegally acquired wealth to buy ships, set up 

banks, firms and generally engaging in business activities, which their legal 

earnings could not have afforded. The same applies to bribery and corruption 

where the military have been at the forefront of promoting it. It is indeed 

interesting to note that the celebrated oil boom in Nigeria happened during the 

military era, and rather than using the money made from oil to effect meaningful 

socio-economic policies, the military regimes spent millions of naira in 

purchasing luxurious items such as expensive cars, electronic and engaging in 

costly ventures like FESTAC, all African Games, under 13 World cup and other 
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wasteful programmes. In the light of the above, and indeed many other factors 

the military could not be said to have justified their intervention into Nigeria 

political scene. (Adegbite) 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

As we have seen from the proceeding discussion the reasons and level of 

devastation in most of the socio-economic variables caused by the military 

regimes  in Nigeria via mismanagement, embezzlement and misappropriation 

of the economy, the military cannot justified their stay in power.  

It is based on this contention that we should not allow the military to further 

interfere with our body politics. Military should go back to barrack and exercise 

patience with the politician when they are falling below expectations. The 

following recommendations are also made. 

1. The restructuring of the military in the country by the former 

president Obasanjo during his time should be supported in order to 

check coups. 

2. Compulsory military training to all Nigerians. 

3. Public mobilization campaign against military takeover in Nigeria. 

4. All former and present military officers should be asked to declare 

their assets end anyone found guilty should be prosecuted. 

5. Provision should be made in the constitution which should consider 

coup as a criminal act. 
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