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This study surveys the issue of military coups in

Nigerian politics. An attempt is made to explain the

causes of coups d'etat. To this end, Thompson's thesis

of military grievances has been rigorously employed to

explain the occurrences of military coups in Nigeria.

The Thompson thesis asserts that coups occur because

the military is aggrieved. A study of the opinions of

expert observers familiar with Nigerian politics con-

firmed that four out of the six military coups occurred

due to problems emanating from the Nigerian military

establishment.

Although military grievances such as its political

positions, resource bases, ethnicity, and factions within

the military caused most coups, there is sufficient evidence

that societal factors like economic crises, election

decisions, and the need for reforms also encouraged the

military to overthrow governments in Nigeria.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

Luttwak states, "A coup consists of the infiltration

of a small but critical segment of the state apparatus,

which is then used to displace the government from its con-

trol of the remainder." Since independence on October 1,

1960, six military coups have been staged, and five have

succeeded, leading one to speculate that military coups may

have become the major means for leadership change in

Nigeria. In his attempt to review the expanded role of the

military in politics, Fred Greene writes, "The rash of mili-

tary takeovers in Africa has again focused attention on the

role of the armed forces in underdeveloped countries...

Africa now has joined other major areas of non-industrial-

ized world in which the military have become a force to be

reckoned with."2

This study will be focused on coup-making in Nigeria.

Reference to the broader scope of militarism in African

politics will be made only when and wherever it has some

Edward Luttwak. Coup d'etat - A Practical Handbook
(Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1968), p. 27.

2Fred Greene. "The Military Seize Power - Toward Under-

standing Military Coups." Africa Report (Feb. 1966), p. 10.

-1
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bearings on the current research. From a comparative point

of view, Nigeria is one of the most "coup-oriented" nations

in Africa. Six military coups have occurred in Nigeria since

the nation's independence in 1960, ranking Nigeria fourth

among African praetorian nations - behind Zaire, Sudan and

Benin Republic.

Nordlinger writes, "Praetorianism refers to a situa-

tion in which military officers are major or predominant

political actors by virtue of their actual or threatened use

of force."3 Thus, it can be asserted that praetorianism in

Nigeria began in January, 1966, laying the foundation for

future military coups. The first coup d'etat took place in

1966 and since then Nigeria has experienced five additional

coups in less than two decades. This frequent occurrence

of military coups means constitutionally elected civilian

governments have had reduced opportunity to rule in Nigerian

politics. Table 1.1 shows a summary of coups in Nigeria.

The most recent military coup d'etat being that led by Gen.

Babangida on August 27, 1985.

Consequently some important points of interest about

the occurrence of military coups in Nigerian politics will

be as follows:

1. Coups apparently have become a permanent feature of

3 Eric A. Nordlinger. Soldiers in Politics: Coups and
Governments. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1977, p. 2.
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the Nigerian system of government;

2. The six military coups are likely to influence the

course of constitutionally and democratically elected civil-

ian governments in the future;

3. The explanation of praetorianism in Nigeria;

4. How military coups can be avoided in the future.

As a partial explanation to the four points raised,

Perlmutter and Bennett write: "In the twentieth century, a

developing country is considered to be ripe for praeto-

rianism when the civilian government comes to a standstill

in its efforts to achieve such goals as unification. In a

praetorian state, the motivation of the army to intervene is

therefore, clearly political."4 The thesis of the military

being motivated to intervene by the failure of the

existing government is not the sole explanation for mili-

tary coups. There are other crucial factors that may moti-

vate the military to seize power. The Nigerian case is a

good example. Table 1.2 summarized the first public broad-

casts by the coup leaders immediately after the coups have

taken place. These public broadcasts provide some insights

why the interventions occurred.

Also from Table 1.2, it can be posited that the mili-

tary have been motivated to stage the coups d'etat by one

4 Amos Perlmutter and Valerie Plave Bennett. The Poli-
tical Influence of the Military, New Haven and London, Yale
University Press, 1980, p. 9.
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- TABLE 1.2

MAIN THEMES OF FIRST PUBLIC BROADCAST*

Major Nzeogwu
January 14, 1966

Themes

Gen. Aguiyi-Ironsi
January 16, 1966

Themes

1. To establish a strong, united
and prosperous nation; free
from corruption and internal
strife.

2. National integration, supreme
justice, and general
security.

3. Ten proclamations on the
Extra-Ordinary Orders of
the Day.

4. Political profiters, swind-
lers and men who sought
bribes, tribalists and
nepotists as enemies of the
revolution.

1. Political disturbances

2. Increase in loss of
faith in political
parties.

3. Election rigging

4. General abuse of power
by regional govern-
ments

5. Widespread of arson,
riots, murder and riot-
ing in Western Nigeria

6. A possible deteriora-
tion of the situation

7. Armed forces have been
invited to maintain
law and order

*Lt. Col. B. S. Dimka's coup was foiled. However,
he publicly announced that "Young revolutionaries"
had taken over the government.

Source: A. H. M. Kirk-Greene. Crisis And Conflict in
Nigeria - A Documentary Source Book 1966-

1970. London, Oxford University Press,
1971. P. 125.

Ibid., p. 127.

.
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TABLE 1.2
(Continued)

MAIN THEMES OF FIRST PUBLIC BROADCAST

Gen. Yakubu Gowon
July 29, 1966

Gen. Murtala Mohammed
July 30, 1975

Themes Themes

1. The Events of January .15
and May 29, 1966.

2. Disapproval of the "majors"
coup.

3. Stop further bloodshed,
restore law, order and
confidence in all parts
of the country.

4. Stop the country from
drifting to utter destruc-
tion.

5. Resolve the problems that
have dis-united the
nation.

6. To restore order and unity
within the military estab-
lishment.

1. Deposed government
failed to fulfill the
legitimate expectations
of Nigeria.

2. Gowon was indecisive,
indiscipline and failed
to consult "others" on
key political issues.

3. Gowon was inaccessible
and ignored fellow senior
military officers.

4. The Government was
insensitive to the true
feelings and yearnings
of the people.

5. The nation was moving
toward total chaos.

6. The government was over-
thrown in order to give
the nation a new direc-
tion.

Source: A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, p. 204.

Guy Arnold. Modern Nigeria. London, Longman Group
Limited, 1977, p. 173.

,. . - a .. ,
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TABLE 1.2
(Continued)

MAIN THEMES OF FIRST PUBLIC BROADCAST

Gen. Buhari
December 31, 1983

Themes

1. Nature of Politics since
1979

2. Mis-management of the
economy.

3. The 1983 election

4. Corruption and indisci-
pline

5. Moment of truth -"the
nation's financial
position.

6. Policy programme - a
reappraisal of policies

Gen. Babangida
August 27, 1985

Themes

1. Buhari was too rigid and
uncompromising.

2. Deposed government abused
power and failed to
implement needed economic
changes.

3. Reopen stalled talks with
IMF on rescheduling
Nigeria's unmanageable
foreign debt.

4. Curb the excesses of the
secret police.

7. Judiciary, civil ser-
service policies, etc.

shall continue to
function under existing
laws

8. External relations -
strengthen existing
diplomatic relations

Source; "Soldiers Seize Power". African Research Bulletin.
(January 1, 1984). P. 7110.

"Deeper Commitment". West Africa, (September 2,
1985). P. 1791
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or more of the following reasons: the electoral process,

social disorder, socioeconomic reforms, and factors within

the military. Thus, evidently the phenomenon of military

intervention in Nigeria politics is a serious political

problem which requires scholarly investigations in

order to properly evaluate each coup and offer the appro-

priate reason or reasons for the particular coup d'etat.

Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of this research is to

examine some of the assumptions about the basic causes of

military intervention in Nigerian politics. Also this study

is an attempt to review some of the general theoretical

explanations of praetorianism, and to see whether these

theoretical frameworks can be used to explain why six

military coups occurred in Nigeria. In addition, the

research will be a comparative study of the six coups

d'etat. Finally, the reason for this approach is to con-

struct a "comparative motive" g-riven by each military coup

leader for staging the particular group.

The presumed significance of the purpose of this study

is that, it focuses on the possibility of re-introducing

democratic principles in Nigerian politics on permanent

basis. Moreover, the politicization of the military in

Nigeria is a political question that requires scholarly

studies. William Thompson gives a hint on how to approach
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the study of praetorianism: "The grievances of the mili-

tary coup-makers are very likely necessary (although rarely

sufficient) as preconditions to the event. To discuss or

to ignore them is to seriously distort what military coups

are about." 5

Data Collection and Methodology

William P. Thompson's model is used for this study.

Thompson's model is a scholarly attempt to explain coup-

making by the military as a response to military grievances.

In order to analyze the six coups d'etat, twenty-three codes

have been develped from the main variables of Thompson's

framework. The purpose of analyzing the six coups is

to determine what factors actually best explain coup-making

in Nigeria and to seek common threads or patterns among

them.

Data for the study involved collecting articles,

books, newspaper articles, and other relevant scholarly

works pertaining to each of the six military coups. These

articles, books, newspaper articles and other informative

material that are used for analyzing the coups are relevant

scholarly works strictly addressed to the coups under

investigation. Thus single or multiple codes are assigned

to each article or information for a particular coup d'etat.

5,
William P. Thompson. The Grievances of Military Coup-

Makers, Beverly Hills, Page Publications, 1973, p. 6.
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The codified articles or information are then analyzed

and classified in a manner to test the Thompson's model;

that is, to find out whether the model explains military

coups in the Federal Republic of Nigeria. And to this end,

the Thompson's model has been translated and addressed to

the research problem in the following research questions:

1. What role does the military corporate interest play in

the six coups? 2. Do personal positions and/or resource

bases of the officer corps affect coup-making in Nigeria?

3. Do factions or sectional groups within the military cause

coups d'etat? And 4. Are there some other military factors

that can be directly attributable to the six coups?

The collection and analysis of data will be geared

toward answering these research questions.

Some Problems Concerning the Data

The main themes of the coup leaders public announce-

ments immediately after the coup d'etat, stating the reasons

for the coup, are excluded from the core of analysis.

Although the announcements might be assumed to be important

sources for understanding the causes of the coup; it has

been assumed that, such public broadcast are self-serving

- that is, the coup leaders are creating public rationales

for their actions. So the public broadcasts are not included

in the analysis because they are likely to be less impartial

or objective than other sources.

Another apparent problem of the data is that it consists



of the opinions of expert observers. Of course, there are

differences in opinions and perceptions about a situation

which may result in inconsistencies. For example, while

one observer attributes economic crisis as the cause of a

coup, another will posit "ideology" as the factor for the

same coup; and yet a third observer may see the whole situa-

tion being generated by sociopolitical problems. I have

attempted to compensate for this by using multiple reports

drawn from scholarly and journalistic experts on Nigeria;

assuming that several observations would enhance the likeli-

hood of encompassing real sources and reducing idiosyncratic

perceptions.

Due to the nature of the data, the conclusions drawn

may be subjected to debate because different views prevailed

about each coup. The attempt to generalize the opinions of

the numerous expert observers is rather inconclusive. How-

ever, efforts have been made to reduce the debatability or

inconsistency of the conclusion by putting the findings into

two perspectives: (1) What causes each of the six coups;

and (2) the phenomenon of coup occurrence in Nigeria.



CHAPTER II

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Introduction

Perhaps the appropriate manner to begin a study of

military coup is to examine first the environment in which

it took place. This chapter surveys the historical back-

ground and social structure of Nigeria.

"Nigeria's sheer size and heterogeneity - physical,,

social, regions, and linguistic - and the change that it

continues to undergo make the contours and structures of

its society difficult to define."~ Yet some facts are

self-evident - Nigeria is located at the West Coast of

Africa, and the Atlantic Ocean washes its shores;. "The

country has a total area of 923,768 kilometers. The

greatest east-to-west distance is somewhat over 1,120

kilometers, and the north-south distance is about 1,040

kilometers." 2 Nigeria shares boundaries with four

African nations. The Republic of Benin at the west,

Niger Republic in the north, Chad at the northeast and

Cameroon Republic at the east. Nigeria has a very

1Harold Nelson (ed.). Nigeria - A Country Study.

Washington, D.C., U.S. Government, 1982, p. 75.

2lbid., p. 76.

12
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diversified physical characteristics and regions. The

climatic conditions - rain, cold, heat, and humidity are

not the same in different geographic locations of the coun-

try.

Nigeria has several rivers, the most important are

the Niger and the Benue. The two rivers meet at the Lo

Koja confluence, and from there flow to the Gulf of Guinea

creating several tributaries in the coastal zone. This

abundance of tributaries coupled with Nigerian's two sea-

sons - dry and wet permits vegetation and agricultural

activities in the coastal zone to be different from other

parts of the nation.

Pre-1914

"Before 1900 there were no 'Nigerians' because there

was no 'Nigeria'". And as the legend goes the name

"Nigeria" itself was derived from Flora Shaw's game of

words: "Niger-area". Flora Shaw, a British journalist,

used the word "Nigeria" for the Niger area in a newspaper

article and the name stuck. Yet the history of Nigeria and

the Nigerian people did begin before 1900.

The documented official history of modern Nigeria has

its genesis in the 15th century when the first Europeans

3Vaughn F. Bishop and J. Williams Meszaros. Compa-
ring Nations: The Developed and the Developing Worlds,
Lexington, Massachusetts, D.C. Heath & Company, 1980,
p. 67.
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came in contact with Africans in West Africa. The Portu-

guese were the first Europeans to arrive in the West Coast

of Africa in the 15th century, and monopolized trade rela-

tions with the peoples of the coast till the 16th century

when other Europeans began to come to West Africa. The

following 200 hundred years the British, the Dutch and other

nationals explored and engaged in the flourishing trade rela-

tions with West Africa.

In 1861 Lagos became legally under the control of the

British. Ostheimer writes: "The British Consul forced a

Treaty of Concession from the King of Lagos in 1861. With

Lagos under control, adjacent areas were declared 'protec-

torate' and the British consuls widened their sphere of

interest."

In 1900 the British hegemonial authority was fully estab-

lished and it was able to create three separate protectorates

to facilitate effective administration. These protectorates

were: 1. Lagos Colony, 2. Southern, and 3. Northern Protec-

torates. Despite these administrative arrangements, the

areas known as Lagos Colony, Southern and Northern protec-

torates were administered from Sierre Leone, and in 1874

became part of Gold Coast (now Ghana) till 1886. The Lagos

Colony and the Southern Protectorate were combined to become

the Colony and protectorate of Southern Nigeria in 1906; and

4 John Ostheimer. Nigerian Politics, New York, Harper
and Row Publishers, 1973, p. 15.
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eight years later (1914) the three distinctly separate

areas of the British~Protectorates became the nation.known

today as Nigeria.

Government

The South and the North were under different kinds of

British administration; and the two regions were intrinsi-

cally different on several aspects. Islam was the pre-

dominantly practised religion in the North; and also the

North has been greatly influenced by foreign cultures due

to the Islamic religion. Moreover, the Northerners were

very traditional and resisted European penetration more

vehemently than the South. Whereas the South was composed

of scattered groups of tribes organized in small city-

states. The Southerners practiced native religious and

were quick to embrace the Christian faith. These differ-

ences, coupled with the manner in which the two regions

were administered by the British, have been perpetual con-

tributing factors in the sociopolitical and economic

polemics of modern Nigeria.

Sir Frederick Lugard, the High Commissioner of the

Northern Protectorate, after the defeat of the Northern

Kingdom, instituted indirect rule. Comparatively, in the

South, by 1923 African participation in government was

achieved. The consequence was that the South became

more politically sophisticated than the North. Of course,
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as noted earlier, the northerners were very traditional and

resisted European indoctrination so that the Christian

religion and its missionary schools failed to achieve suc-

cess in the North. Obviously, this uneven political

development did create disparity between the two regions.

The present federal structure of Nigeria evolved from

the British colonial rule. The British created three

regions - East, West andKNorth - in 1939 for administrative

purposes. In 1964 the regions were expanded to four - the

Mid-west, carved out of the western region. Nigeria became

a twelve-state federal structure in 1967; and nine years

later the states were increased to nineteen. Figure 2.1

shows the political geography of Nigeria from 1964 to the

present.

When the colonial rule came to an end, the new govern-

ment that was instituted in October 1960 was constitu-

tional and democratic. The government consisted of a

President, Prime Minister, House of Assembly whose members

were elected and an independent judicial system. And below

the central government there were regional and local govern-

ments. Larry Diamond elaborates:

Constitutionally, the system was demo-
cratic. Power was distributed (among)
three branches of government. Regular
political competition followed from the
requirement that Parliament be dissolved
no later than five years after its first
sitting. Extensive participation was
assured through direct election of the
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House of Representatives. 5

The government that succeeded colonial rule also assured

the freedom of the press, and other fundamental human

rights were guaranteed in the nation's Constitution.

It was a multi-party system modeled similar to that

of the British. The major political parties at the

commencement of independent self-government were Action

Group, Northern Elements People's Union (NEPU), Northern

Peoples Congress (NPC), and National Council for Nigeria

and Cameroons (NCNC). The elections of 1954 and 1964-65

ethnicized and regionalized the major political parties,

and later broke the weak political bondage that gave the

peoples of Nigeria some sense of unity.before colonial

rule came to an end. Action Group (AG) became a Yoruba

party and commanded loyalty and affiliations in the Western

region. The NCNC, led by Chief Azikiwe, came to be an Ibo

party and its power base was in the Eastern region. Of

course, the NEPU and NPC received their popularity and

affiliations in the North.

These affiliations and regional supports paved the

path toward a break-down of the First Republic. Espe-

cially the elections of 1964-65 caused serious social

unrest, rioting, arson and protests against election

rigging. The military violently brought the civilian

5Larry Diamond. "Democracy in Nigeria: Failure and

Promise", Paper presented to the Conference on Democracy

on Developing Nations, Hoover Institution, Dec. 19-21,
1985, p. 11.
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government to a close by staging a coup d'etat in January

1966. Since the first military coup, Nigeria has been

governed by military regimes except for the period 1979 to

1983. After the initial military intervention there had been

additional coups and counter coups of which some were bloody

and others bloodless.

The military's leadership of the nation has been a

mixed blessing. As typical of any military regime, a military

government means democratically elected political units are

dispensable. The Nigerian press has been mindful of what it

wrote or said, which means less democracy for Nigerian citi-

zens. Also military rule offered Nigeria a.costly.and bloody

30-month civil war.

On the positive side, the military has been the only

organized group that has given Nigeria true leadership,

progressive social and economic programs, and laid the

foundation for national unity. The military has not only

initiated social progress and national unity but also it

has effectively checked and removed irresponsible and

corrupt incumbents from office.

Figure 2.2 shows the organizational structure of the

last civilian federal government. The Second Republic was

a democrated and constitutionally elected government which,

despite its well-organized administrative form, failed to

function effectively. The Second Republic was overthrown

in December 1983 for being corrupt, inefficient and the

economic crisis associated with it. Purportedly, the
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civilians abused power and public trust so the military

returned to rule the~country.

The Civil War - The Causes

The population of Nigeria is estimated to be between

80 to 100 million, and Nigerians speak several languages

and belong to numerous ethnic groups. "Nigerians speak

well over 300 languages (many with dialects) and are

divided into nearly as many ethnic groups,...." Table

2.1 shows the major ethnic groups in Nigeria.

The Hausa-Fulani is the most populous group in the

North, the Ibo dominates the East, and the Yoruba is the

largest ethnic group in the western areas of Nigeria.

These major ethnic groupings shaped party politics and

created the problems which led to the two military coups

of 1966; and the disastrous civil war. Politics was

ethnicized and regionalized based on the three major ethnic

groups which firmly controlled the East, West and North.

Bishop and Meszaros posit:

Nigeria is one of the world's most diverse
nations. The conflicts that arose as a
result of the sharp cleavages were not
resolved during the decolonization pro-
cess. Once the umbrella of colonial pro-
tection was removed, conflict pilled
over into the political arena.

Chief Awolowo, a Yoruba headed the Action Group and

6Harold Nelson (ed.), p. 75.

7 Bishop and Meszaros, p. 29.
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virtually controlled Western Nigeria. In the East, Chief

Azikiwe, an Ibo, led the NCNC and received support of the

people of that area, whereas the NPC headed by a norther-

ner controlled the politics of the North. Some observers

blamed this regionally structured politics on the colonial

rule of Nigeria.

The separate character of development
in Nigeria,:and the political tensions
it gave rise to were rooted in the
regional structure created by the Bri-
tish. In 1939, Nigeria was divided
into four administrative units: The
Colony of Lagos, and the Western,
Eastern and Northern provinces. The
power grew, and in 1951 they were
designated "regions", becoming consti-g
tuent units in a quasi-federal system.

Thus the elections of 1964-65 exacerbated the ethnoregional

conflicts among the major tribal groups; and eventually

a coup in January 14, 1966 staged by southern soldiers.

A counter coup mounted by northern soldiers six months

after the first coup left the military's leadership of the

nation in disarray. The events which followed the two

military coups directly affected the civil war that lasted

thirty months.

When the military took over the government in January

1966, the ethnic and regional issues that confronted the

civilian politicians emerged in the military establishment.

The first coup was branded the "Ibo coup" and the counter

coup was considered to be a retaliatory northern coup. So

8 Larry Diamond, p. 4.



24

when Brigadier General Ogundipe, a Yoruba, who became the

rightful officer to succeed the deceased General Aguiyi-

Ironsi as the new Head of State left the country, problems

within the military escalated. Colonel Gowon, a northerner

but neither a muslim nor of the Hausa-Fulani ethnic group

became the new Head of State. in July 29, 1966. But Colonel

Ojukwu, an Ibo, refused to recogniz.e Gowon's leadership of

the nation.

On May 27, 1967 Gowon divided Nigeria into twelve

states and three days later Col. Ojukwu proclaimed the in-

depdendent Republic of Biafra. Nigeria was at the verge

of a possible civil war and attempts were made to reconcile

the differences between the secessionists and the leaders

of Nigeria. Series of reconciliation talks took place,

including the Aburi Talks which were arranged by the then

Head of Ghana, Gen. Ankrah, ,to enable the seceding East and

Nigeria to settle the differences and to avoid the path that

could only led to a disaster. All the talks failed and in

July 1967 the civil war commenced.

For some observers the civil war was destined to take

place. Mohammadu and Haruna state:

The Ibo killings of May and Stepember
1966 in the North which were probably
the point of no return in the match
towards the civil war, were in fact
merely a culmination of a series of
events starting from the coup on 15
January 1966.

9 Mohammadu and Haruna. "The Civil War" In Oyeleye
Oyediran (editor), Nigerian Government and Politics Under
Military Rule: 1966-79, New York, St. Martin's Press, 1979,
p. 27.
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The civil war lasted from July 1967 to January 1970, and

it cost the nation millions of lives, and some segments of

the economy were greatly ruined. In addition, the financial

burden of reconstruction was enormous.

In view of the social chaos and the catastrophic impact

on the nation's economy, the civil war is considered to be

the greatest flaw of military rule in Nigeria.

The Economy

Like most Third World countries, the nation's economy

is underdeveloped despite the fact that Nigeria produces

oil. Being a member of the OPEC has not greatly altered

the economic picture of 1980s from that of the 1960.

Arnold notes:

Agriculture is the basis of life in
Nigeria and despite oil the economy
is and (will) remain founded upon it.
.... 80 percent of the people live,
work or have livelihoods dependent
on the land.1 0

Nigeria still desperately needs a viable infrastructure and

industrialization in order to change the current gloomy

economic picture.

Various Administrations have introduced ambitious

programs aimed at economic development and more equitable

distribution of the national income. The First National

10 Guy Arnold. Modern Nigeria. London, Longman
Group Limited, 1977.
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Development Plan (1962-68) boosted the private sector,

and capital investments were made in the public sector.

This first phase of the nation's post-independence eco-

nomic program included the construction of an oil refinery,

Kainji dam and hydroelectric stations. The Second

National Development Plan (1970-74) was geared toward

reconstruction and rehabilitation-of the economy which was

seriously devastated during the 30-month civil war.

In the Third National Development Plan (1975-80) the

public sector was expanded and stress was laid on public

transportation, heavy industry, and education. Also capital

projects were initiated in the agricultural sector.

Whereas during the Fourth National Development phase

(1980-85) the public sector of the economy received fur-

ther innovations and capital investments. In this phase,

the government built cement plants, new airports, more

refineries, ports, highways and a host of other capital

projects.

From the 197 0s oil became Nigeria's main source of

revenue.

By 1965 foreign exchange earnings
from oil exceeded those of cocoa,
then the leading export commodity.
Earnings continued to rise steadily
thereafter, in the early 1970s they
accounted for over four-fifths of
all merchandise export receipts and
from 1973 through 1979 for more than
90 percent.. .1

llHarold Nelson (ed.) . P'. 162.
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Consequently the agricultural sector suffered. People who

were previously employed in the farm and agricultural

industries emigrated to the large urban areas for jobs

which the oil boom had generated.

The influx of people from the rural areas to the

cities along with. other domestic policies created economic

problems. Beginning from 1974 Nigeria expeienced a high

rate of unemployment. Inflation also went up due to the

greatly expanded government expenditures buttressed by the

increase in money supply. The cost of labor was cheap and

wages were fairly stable yet the prices of staple foods and

daily necessities went up. So the cost of living continued

to climb up beginning from the mid-1970s.

Today ,.the economic situation in Nigeria has deterio-

rated owing to a number of factors. Nigeria's previously

favorable surplus balance in foreign trade has been

reversed due to the nation's attempt and determination to

develop the economy to an industrialized status. The

grandiose economic goals meant an enormous import of capi-

tal equipments and raw material. The result was a huge

national debt. The nation's national debt will continue to

grow because the current global oil glut has caused prices

to fall and reduced oil revenue for Nigeria.

The irony of the economic situation in Nigeria is that,

the oil boom eliminated Nigeria's dependence on agriculture

without substituting it with the needed industrialization.

The oil is vanishing fast so Nigeria's economy has no
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bright future, unless God or Allah provides a miraculous

remedy the economic problems are likely to persist.

Religion

Religion is an important aspect of the African's life,

and there exists a maze of religious beliefs and organiza-

tions in Nigeria. Bishop and Meszaros note:

Christianity and Islam are the dominant
religious traditions in Nigeria. About
52 percent of the population follow
Islam. The spread of Islam in West
Africa encompassed the Hausa-Fulani and
most areas in present-day northern
Nigeria. Southern Nigeria, heavily
influenced by Christian missions, has
a large Christian population.1 2

In addition to Christianity and Islam there are

several locally practiced native religions, some of which

have long traditions. Some religious traditions have great

influence on ethnic, economic and social life in certain

parts of the country.

Islam is the religion that has effectively commanded

the greatest affiliation in Nigeria. Islamism cuts across

a large number of different ethnic groups, a wide geographic

area, and has fostered unity in some spheres of political

behavior. Notably, the entire northern states seemed to be

united due to the Islamic religion. Sometimes non-Nigerians

and even less informed Nigerians from the south mistakenly

believe that the northerners are one people, but in reality

1 2 Bishop and Meszaros, p. 130.
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they are not. The northerners have only one thing in

common - the Islamic religion.

Christianity has the least unifying effect on poli-

tical behavior or social life in Nigeria. The presumed

reasons are that Christianity in Nigeria is very denomi-

national; it is not as old as the native religions and

Islam; it is not an indigenous religion; and it is most

likely to be practised by educated Nigerians. Catholic,

Methodist, Anglican and Baptist are among the several

denominations that can be found in Nigeria.

The Nigerian is a religious man who believes and

practices one or more religions at the same time.

The Development of Constitutions

The survey of Nigerian social structure and historical

background concludes with some perspectives on the develop-

ment of constitutions in Nigeria. This is appropriate

because, in Nigeria, the presence of a military regime

interrupts constitutionally elected government and may have

serious implications for constitutional development.

Early approaches to nationalism did not envision the

attainment of independence for Nigeria, rather nationalism

was geared toward attaining "self-government" within the

British Empire. But this myopic framework of nationalism

came to an end when educated Nigerians became active in the

political process of the nation. One of these educated
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Nigerians who became a pioneer of the nationalist cause was

Herbert Macaulay.

Up to 1922 there were no established
political parties in Nigeria though
ad hoc pressure groups.had been formed
from time to time to express opinions
on certain matters. In that year
Herbert Macaulay formed the Nigerian
National Democratic Party.1 3

The increase in political activity and the subsequent

momentum in nationalism was encouraged by the growth in

the number of political groups and parties in the late

1930's and early 1940s. The Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM)

whose members were western-educated intellectuals emerged

with a strong nationalist political philosophy. And 1944,

Chief Azikiwe, a former member of the NYM helped to form

the NCNC (National Council for Nigeria and Cameroons).

Other political groups which became active in the post-

World War II were the Ogbe Omo Oduduwa "the descendants of

Oduduwa" the Northern Elements People's Union (NEPU) and

the Northern Peoples Congress (NPC). The Ogbe Omo Oduduwa

led by Obafemi Awolowo became known as the Action Party,

and one of the basic tenets of the new party was nationalism.

The impact of the collective political activities of

these separate political units culminated in the adoption of

four different constitutions - the Clifford Constitution in

1922; the Richard Constitution in 1946; the MacPherson Con-

13 Royal Institute of International Affairs, Nigeria:
The Political and Economic Background, London, Oxford
University Press, 1964, p. 39.
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-stitution in 1951 and- the Lyttleton Constitution in 1954.

Also the nationalist movements enabled Nigeria to attain

independence in October, 1960, and the eventual creation of

the Federal Republic of Nigeria in 1963.

The Clifford Constitution

Nigeria's first Constitution was adopted in 1922.

Ostheimer states: "The Clifford Constitution of 1922, named

for the governor who replaced Lugard in 1918, is usually

remembered for the creation of the Legislative Council (LEGCO)

and inclusion in it of the first elected African members in

British Africa." 14-The main features of the first Constitu-

tion were the creation of a legislative council, and the

provision of three elected Africans to a legislative body

for the first time.

Prior to the Clifford Constitution the Lugard adminis-

tration had the Executive Council and Nigerian Council. The

Nigerian Council which consisted of selected Nigerians func-

tioned as an advisory body to the Executive Council. Nige-

rians did not participate in the legislative process. Thus

the provisions of the new constitution were new ventures or

political advancement for the Southern Nigerians. Ironically,

the North did not benefit from this participatory politics

until a later date.

14John Ostheimer, Nicerian Politics, p. 22.
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The Richard Constitution

The evidently uneven distribution of representation

in the political system ushered in a second constitution

for Nigeria. The Richard Constitution was adapted in 1946

during the governorship of Arthur Richard. Basically the

Constitution created. regional assemblies which were to

function as advisory organs in the- political process. While

some segments of the "informed" Nigerians welcomed the new

Constitution, others did not. Isichei writes:

Its author sincerely believed that
it was a major concession to
nationalist opinion, and a step
towards self-governments. But the
nationalists themselves were bitterly
hostile. They resented the fact
that the constitution had not been
subjected to open debate in Nigeria.15

But the northerners received the new Constitution more

favorably and welcomed the idea of regionalism. For them,

regionalism meant a preventive measure against a perpetual

domination by the more politically sophisticated South.

Perhaps the most important and visible factor of the

1946 Constitution was that it officially recognized the 1939

division of Nigeria into three regions for administrative

convenience. The establishment of West, East and Northern

regions in the Constitution was a practical step towards

regionalism and segmentation of politics in Nigeria.

15 Elizabeth Isichei. A History of Nigeria. New York,
Longman Inc., 1983, p. 407.



33

The MacPherson Const-itution

In 1951, Nigerian politics became guided by yet

another Constitution. The Richard Constitution was criti-

cized because it recognized the three administrative regions

but failed to provide adequate political authority. So anti-

colonialism sentiments coupled with the continued nationalist

struggle brought an end to the Richard Constitution, and a

move toward a Nigerian-made constitution materialized.

Oyediran writes: "The process started in 1949 gave

Nigerians the first ever opportnity of actively taking part

in the formulation of the Constitution which came to be

known as the MacPherson Constitution.",6 In a nutshell, the

MacPherson Constitution of 1951 transformed the Regional

Assemblies into complete regional governments. These

regional governments were made up of executive councils and

legislative Assemblies; the regional governments were also

to choose Federal delegates instead of the previous practice

of direct elections to the central legislative body.

The Lyttleton Constitution

The inadequacy of the 1951 Constitution, and compelled

by the development of political events in the Eastern Region,

led to constitutional conferences in London. Politics was

decentralized and the regional governments became more

16 Oyeleye Oyediran. Nigerian Government and Politics
Under Military Rule: 1966-79, New York, St. Martin's Press,
1979, p. 4.
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involved in a large network of public programs, yet enormous

political power was still found to be concentrated at the cen-

tral level of government. Also the constitution of 1951 had

no provisions for dissolving regional governments, and rules

concerning party politics were not explicitly defined. A

host of other related problems rendered the MacPherson Consti-

tution a lacking basis for a functional government in Nigeria.

In 1953, the politicians brought the Eastern Region Legisla-

ture to a standstill by defeating an appropriation bill.

"Because the MacPherson Constitution had no provision for

dissolving a regional legislature, the crisis prolonged." 1 7

Moreover, the southern politicians intensified their demand

for self-government which led to the adoption of the Lyttleton

Constitution in 1954.

The 1954 Constitution gave Nigeria a truly federal

nature. Concurrent powers were provided for the regional and

Federal governments; and powers not specifically provided to

the central government were reserved to the regional govern-

ments. Another major provision of the 1954 Constitution was

that, the Federal Government laws were made supreme - that is,

where the regional and Federal laws conflict, the Federal law

prevails. After independence, Nigeria continued to use the

1954 Constitution till the military suspended it in 1966.

17Ostheimer, p. 25.
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The 1979 Constitution

Oyediran explains, "Until 1950 the ethnic rivalry was

primiarily limited to the South. The processes of drawing

up the MacPherson Constitution provided the opportunity for

extending it to the North."18 The ethnic cleavages .which
became a major political problem, made politics a fierce

battle among the major ethnic groups in Nigeria. The

Yorubas in the West, the Ibos in the East and the Hausa-

Fulani in the North vied aggressively during the 1964-65

elections. Table 2.1 provides the ethnic composition of

Nigeria.

The North had the vital advantages of population to

match the greater political sophistication of the South. The

culminating political battle among the major ethnic groups

backed with sectional coalitions during the 1964-65 elections

rendered the "political machine" of the nation to a near

breakdown. Again Oyediran observes:

The 1964-65 election has often been
referred to as a classic case of the
politics of brinkmanship. It was
during this election that the first
plot for a military coup d'etat by
some members of the Nigerian army was
planned. 19

The politicians failed and the military ruled Nigeria

from 1966 till 1979 when a new Constitution was adopted and

the Second Republic - a constitutionally elected government

18Oyecira, p. 7.

1 9 Ibid., p. 17.
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became operative. The 1979 Constitution was a radical

departure from the previous constitutional patterns. The

problems associated with the previous constitutional arrange-

ments warranted this radical departure. The new Constitution

provides a presidential government with bicameral Congress -

the Senate and the House of Representatives. The Constitu-

tion was a departure from parliamentary politics.

Ironically the problems and the major cleavages of the

defunct First Republic re-emerged. And once more, the

military brought the Second Republic to an abrupt end in

December 31, 1983; and to this date, the military has con-

tinued to be the leaders of Nigeria.

Thus from a historical perspective, the fragile nature

constitutional arrangements coupled with the innate major

ethnic cleavages created opportunities for the military to

take over the tutelage of the nation's political leadership.

From October 1, 1960 when Nigeria gained her independence

to October 1, 1985, the nation had experienced six military

coups d'etat. Table 2.2 provides some key events and dates

of Nigeria.



CHRONOLOGY

TABLE 2.2

OF KEY POLITICAL EVENTS

(October)

(January)

(July)

(May)

(January)

(July)

(February)

(October)

(December)

(August)

1861

1886

1900

1914
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British assumed control of Lagos.

Royal Niger Company granted charter
over Niger River area.

British created the Protectorates of
Northern and Southern; and direct
colonial rule began.

British combined the North, South and
Lagos Colony to form the Protectorate
of Nigeria.

Nigeria became independent

First Military Coup

Second Military Coup

Eastern Region seceded and Civil War
began in July.

Civil.war ended.

Bloodless Military Coup

Abortive Military Coup

Restored Civilian Government
(The Second Republic)

Military Coup d'etat

Another Military Coup

1960

1966

1966

1967

1970

1975

1976

1979

1983

1985
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CHAPTER III

A BRIEF REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The literature of military coups has become very exten-

sive for several reasons, including the emergence of many

new nation-states in the post-World War II era, the increase

in military coups in the Third World, and an increased

scholarly attention to praetorianism.

The Military Coup As A Political Phenomenon

Today, a large number of the new nation-states are

ruled by military regimes as a result of successful military

coups d'etat. In some cases, coups and military rule have

shaped the entire political, economic and social structures

of a nation. A military coup which has so much potential

to shape society is a "political phenomenon" worthy of

rigorous study. The military coup as a "political phenomenon"

becomes even more puzzling in light of Huntington's assertion

that

Politics is beyond the scope of military compe-
tence, and the participation of military officers
in politics undermines their professionalism,
curtailing their professional competence, dividing
the profession against itself, and substituting
extraneous values for professional values.1

1 Samuel P. Huntington. The Soldier and the State: The
Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations, New York,
Random House, 1957, p. 71.

38
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If it is unprofessional and damaging to military interests

to seize political power, then, why do coups occur?

Various explanations have been posited for the occur-

rence of military coup d'etat. The reasons most often citd

for explaining the phenomenon vary from socioeconomic and

political development factors to variables concerning the

military establishment itself. Also, the variables, the

analysis of the available data, and even the method of

approach to the study of military coups vary according to

where the "coup" phenomenon is being studied, what perspec-

tives of the coup are being sought, and the degree of poli-

tical impact of the coup. Welch and Smith write, "Almost

every state has a standing army, and quite possibly a navy,

air force, and paramilitary groups such as a gendarmerie."2

Evidently, the complexity of analysis may be overwhelming,

if most countries have a standing army, and coups occur in

Country X and not in Country Y, the attempt to understand

military coups will be a difficult task.

The military is composed of individuals who are con-

sidered professionals and above politics. If humans behave

in a rational manner, as the economist may say, then what is

the driving force or the motivation for the military to seize

power? Again Welch and Smith observe, "Seizure of control by

the military may result from confusion over the source of

2 Claude Welch and Arthur Smith. Military Role and
Rule: Perspectives on Civil-Military Relations. North
Satuate, Mass,, Duxbury Press, 1974, p. 5.
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authority within the state. "3

Does that mean the military intervenes because there

exists a "vacuum" within the political system? Let Us

assume that a "political vacuum" may create an opportunity

for the military to seize the reins of government. However,

evidence indicates that not all military establishments show

the propensity to overthrow governments. In particular, the

phenomenon of military coups occurs more frequently in

the developing Third World nations than elsewhere.

Why And When Coups Occur

The circumstances which may precipitate a military coup

vary from one country to another. For instance, certain

political conflicts may cause only controversy in one coun-

try, but a military coup d'etat in another. This differen-

tial occurrence of coups is best exemplified by a comparison

between a developed western nation with well-established

political institutions, and a developing Third Word State

with weakly established political attitudes and institutions.

The electoral process can easily lead the army to topple a

government in Nigeria, but may not result in a military coup in

a more developed western nation like the United States.

Dudley explains why coups may take place in certain states

and not in others,

It has, for instance, been suggested that coups
occur in certain countries because these coun-

3 Ibid., p. 43.
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tries have a 'low' political culture. A country
has a 'low' political culture when, among other
things, its political structures have not been
institutionalized or only weakly institutionalized
and dominant political norms, the 'rules of the
game', have not been sufficiently internalized.4

"Political culture" and "political structure" may be useful,

but incomplete, for explaining the coup d'etat.

There are other compelling factors that can encourage

the military to overthrow a ruling regime.

Military intervention has resulted from the
combination of many factors.. .economic cul-
tural, and political reasons intertwined,
the declining prestige of political parties
and growing consciousness among the military
of their power obviously played significant
roles.5

If economics and political parties can contribute to mili-

tary coups, then it becomes easier to understand why

African states are prone to military coups.

The social, economic and political institutions of the

Third World nations are still in the rudimentary stage of

development. Moreover, colonial rule has arbitrarily

offered some of the new states of Africa geographical boun-

daries that create perennial problems for nation-building by

providing persistent internal ethnic cleavages that weaken

social, political, and economic institutions. Thus even

minor political conflicts can cause a total break-down of

4Billy Dudley. An Introduction to Nigerian Government
and Politics, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1982,
p. 76.

5 Claude Welch. "The Roots and Implications -of Military
Intervention" in Claude T. Welch (editor), Soldier and State
in Africa, Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1970,
p. 34.
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these weak institutions. Therefore the military in these

states is encouraged to intervene in the political system.

Wiking states, "The timing of a coup often depends on the

civilian regime's performance 'failures"'.6 Obviously when

the socioeconomic and political institutions fail, a poli-

tical vacuum is created and the military then steps in to

fill the "political gap."

Nordlinger describes three levels of military interven-

tion in a political system (Table 3.1): 1) The Moderators

preserve the status quo, but veto certain issues. 2) The

Guardians actually seize control of the government and they

will attempt to correct malpractices - for example, they may

nullify a previous electoral decision. And 3) the Ruler

interventionists dominate the political system, and attempt

to make changes in the political and socioeconomic structures

in society. Huntington says of the military rationales for

interventions:

Military explanations do not explain military
interventions. The reasons for this is simply
that military interventions are only one spec-
fic manifestation of a broader phenomenon in
underdeveloped societies; the general politi-
cization of social forces and institutions. In
such societies, politics lacks autonomy, com-
plexity, coherence and adaptability.7

Therefore, why and when military coups occur can only

be explained in a generalized framework. The possible mixture

6Staffan Wiking. Military Coups in Sub-Saharan Africa.
New York, Africana Publishing Company, 1984, p. 31.

7 Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Socie-
ties, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1979,
p. 194.
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of variables affecting the occurrence of one military coup

differs greatly from another. Nevertheless, military coup

occurrences have been associated with such variables as

weak socioeconomic and political institutions, failure in

political leadership, the electoral process, corruption,

external influence, and the military's position in the

political system.

The Military And the Political
Environment

Like all other institutional interest groups, the mili-

tary does interact and compete with other groups for poli-

tical outcomes. But the military as an interest group is

somehow different from all other groups. Welch and Smith

explain that,

The responsibility of the armed forces are
unique. There is the burden of protecting
the State, their sole patron. Unlike the
police, who are oriented toward domestic
duties, the armed forces tend to look out-
ward to border defense, to prevention of
attack. 8

Does that mean that the military endangers civilian govern-

ments when they lack adequate military duties to keep them

busy? Perhaps not, because the instrument of "civilian con-

trol" can be applied by the civilian governments. Usually,

the civilian governments have constitutional powers to con-

trol the military establishments. In the developed western

8Welch and Smith, p. 9.



45

nations, the concept -of "civilian control" is more acknow-

ledged than in the Third World nations.

The lack of "civilian control" of the military in the

developing nations is understandable. As noted earlier,

the developing nations tend to have problems of political

culture, socioeconomic and political institutions. Thus,

this lack of well-established rules and allocative authorities

is also manifested in the realm of civilian-military rela-

tions. That is, despite the military's professional training

and indoctrination, the officers as individuals have failed

to internalize fully the concept of civilians' superior

political authority over them when they are the custodians of

the nation's arsenals. Does this imply that the military

considers itself as above the law? Despite its unique

position in society, the military is subjected to the laws

of the land as any well-defined institutional group in the

political system.

Levy notes, "there is a sense in which the armed forces

organization constitute perhaps the purest case of predomi-

nantly political oriented organizations."9 The military

intervene in politics for a number of reasons. As stated

earlier, the military possess some unique features as an

institutional interest group in the political system. These

unique features include, the military's professional expertise

9
Marion J. Levy. "Armed Force Organization" in Henry

Bienen (ed.), The Military and Modernization, Chicago,
Aldine and Atherton, ,971g p. 55.

-----

e
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in the management and_ application of force, and as the

custodians of the country's weaponries. Thus the military's

position in the political system enables it to seize control

of the government. Dowse writes, "Intervention then can be

seen as an attempt to redistribute social status,.. ."10

which, of course, is a political act by the military.

Another evaluative approach in understanding the motiva-

tion for the military to overthrow governments is centered

on the military establishment itself. Welch and others pin-

pointed problems within the military establishment as a

cause of some military coups d'etat. Welch specifically

pinpoints the situation in African states, "Direct military

involvement in political life of African states came initi-

ally through mutinies. The proximate cause appears to have

been dissatisfaction within the ranks over such internal

issues as promotion pay scales." Evidently the paucity of

socioeconomic and political resources in the new nation is

also felt by the military as an institutional interest group,

so that the government, in charge of allocating resources in

society, becomes susceptible to military overthrows.

10
Robert E. Dowse. "The Military and Political Develop-

ment" in Collen Leys, (editor), Politics and Change in Devel-
oping Countries, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1969,
p. 215.

1 1 Claude Welch. "The Roots and Implications" in Claude
Welch (editor), Soldier and State in Africa, Evanston,
Northwestern University Press, 1970, p. 14.
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Generally, the discontent within the military entails

varieties of martial issues. Decalo elaborates, "Most of

them have been rocked by internal power struggles, fac-

tionalism, decay of cohesion and discipline, personal power

gambits and successful or attempted countercoups."12 There-

fore the military's impetus to intervene in politics can be

initially ignited by its internal problems. When the mili-

tary is about to intervene, the military's opinions about

the incumbent and politics are very negative. They generally

make analogies between their professional manners such as

cohesion, discipline, hierarchy of command, and the styles

of the civilian politicians which the military viewed as

chaotic, disorderly, indiscipline and lack of cohesion.-

Dent further explains, "They believe the politicians do not

speak the truth and that soldiers do, that politicians con-

centrate on the things that divide, in order to muster

support. Whereas the military create unity."13

There are other factors that can instigate the military

to topple incumbent regimes. Categorically, these factors

can be stated as (a) when the military's roles in extra-

military duties are expanded, for example, police duties.

The higher the military involvements in domestic roles the

12Samuel Decalo. Coups and Army Rule in Africa: Stu-
dies in Military Style, New Haven and London, Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1976, p. 36.

1 3 M. J. Dent. "The Military and Politicians" in Keith
Panter-Brick (editor), Nigerian Politics and Military Rule.
New York, Oxford University Press, 1970, p. 79.
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greater the likelihood that a coup will occur. (B) Undue

interferences in the corporate affairs of the military by

politicians will create serious problems that could result in

a military coup. (C) Political actions and policies that tend

to reduce the prestige of the military may motivate the mili-

tary to intervene in politics. (D) Certain overt social

conflicts -- namely, ethnic, class, or tribal cleavages

are invitations for military coups d'etat.. And (E) an

economic crisis can usher in military intervention.

Concerning economic perspectives of military coups,

Jackman posits that "Some observers argue that, in the

absence of other established social and political organiza-

tions, the military is likely to act as a progressive force,

including economic and social change."14

The military as an institutional group interacts and

competes with other groups in the political setting, but due

to the nature of its professionalism, occasionally it over-

whelms the other institutional groups and achieve leadership

role in the political environment.

Explaining Nigerian Coups

At this juncture, the points raised will be used to

explain military coups d'etat in Nigeria. But, what and how

is the military establishment in Nigeria? Do the factors

raised relate to military coups in Nigeria? And before the

.4Robert W. Jackman. "Politicians in Uniform: Military
Governments and Social Change in the Third World", American
Political Science Review, Vol. 72 (December, 1979) , p. 1078.
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initial military takeover in January, 1966, was the

Nigerian military apolitical? The military cannot be totally

apolitical. Calude and Smith argue that

No nation's armed forces remain apart from
politics. Politics is concerned with the
distribution of values and power within a
society-and the military can hardly be pre-
vented from participating in that process in
some manner.

The Nigerian military cannot be exempted of being

political. Indeed they were aware, of the political situa-

tion, and in fact, it was this awareness of the intricacies

of the continued political decay which- finally propelled the

young "Majors" to react to the situation. But to some degree,

the Nigerian military knew their boundaries and at the

beginning, had left "politics" for politicians. This fact

was amply demonstrated in the political battle for

Nigerian's independence from British colonial rule. Welch

states, "Self-government did not come through military

action."6 Although the military was still colonized, senior

Nigerian officers who had the opportunity to participate in

the struggle for independence did not do so. They were

professional soldiers and stayed out of politics.

15Claude Welch and Arthur Smith. Military Role and
Rule: Perspectives on Civil-Military Relations, North
Scituate, .Mass.,"Duxbury Press, 1974, p.~5.

16 Welch, p. 3.
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The military establishment in Nigeria is structured

similarly to that of the British, and as a norm, the

Nigerian Officer Corps receive part of their professional

training in British military academies. The underlying

reason for this is British colonial rule of Nigeria. But

a scrutiny of the components of the Nigerian Military will

show that the military establishment in Nigeria is greatly

different from that of Britain, from which the Nigerian

Armed Forces evolved.

The Nigerian armed force establishments were politi-

cized as soon as the British colonial rule came to an end.

Politicization appeared in the area of recruitment. In

Gutteridge's words,

The concern of the Northern leaders for the
growing imbalance between the tribes in the
officer corps persisted after independence.
It led directly in 1962 to the adoption of
a quota system for officer recruitmen 7 such
as already prevailed for other ranks.

Eventually, when the political system became endangered

by the inarticulate, corrupt, and selfish politicians, the

military did not countenance it. They seized control of the

decaying political system. Luckham offers further explana-

tion:

During the years after independence many
officers came to share the growing dis-
illusion with the ruling political class
which was common among bureaucratic and

1 7 William Gutterridge. The Military in African Poli-
tics, London, Methuen and Co., 1969, p. 64.
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intellectual elites in Nigeria. Members of
that political class were riven with bitter
internal conflict about the division of
national and political resources between the
regions and the ruling groups that control
them. 1 8

The military's intervention in politics was circumstantial;

the civilian politicians were to be blamed for the January,

1966, military coup. The popular belief was that, the

military was forced to overthrow the civilians to revamp the

"failing" political system. Social unrest and bloodly poli-

tical violence had become the order of the day, and Nigeria

had been reduced to a state of anarchy when the military

staged the first coup d'etat. Once more, Luckham writes, "The

impetus to intervene came, we shall argue, from a number of

largely unanticipated or latent consequences of civilian

control." 19

The political problems created by the civilian politi-

cians also affected the military establishment.. The civilians

did not only use the military to quell "domestic" social dis-

orders such as rioting and protests, but also political par-

ties and political leaders infiltrated the officer corps for

support on the basis of ethnic or regional affiliations. Thus

affecting the military establishment and its apolitical stance;

and consquently the demise of the civilian politicians.

18 Robin Luckham. The Nigerian Military: A Sociologi.-
cal Analysis of Authority and Revolt, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1971, p. 16.

19Ibid., p. 230.
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Although the general explanations for military coups

are applicable to the coups in Nigeria, there are additional

aspects that make military coups in Nigeria quite different.

The primary causes of coups in Nigeria are due to the diffi-

culties of the political process. These difficulties stem

from the nature of Nigerian society itself. The structure

of the federation, the ethnic composition, the demography,

the political geography, natural resources, and the distri-

bution of economic rewards are just a few of those instrin-

sic factors that perennially cause strife in the political

scene, and create the possibilities for military coups.

David William gives further explanations, "There was, too,

the unease caused by the nature of the federation in which

one unit, the North, greatly exceeded the rest in area and

slightly exceeded them in population."20 These built-in

problems perpetually complicated politics in Nigeria.

Consequently when civilians are in power the circumstances

which precipitate coups easily develop, focusing the military

to intervene.

One explanatory framework for military coups, that of

William Thompson in The Grievances of Military Coup-Makers,

is applied in the following chapter to explain the causes of

military intervention in Nigerian politics. Thompson's

thesis is a theoretical framework which posits that the

20David William. "Nigeria: 25 Years", West Africa,
(September 30, 1985), p. 2020.

a
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military as an institutional group in the political system

is affected by grievances that prompt coups.



CHAPTER IV

MILITARY COUPS AND NIGERIAN POLITICS:

THOMPSON'S THESIS

Thompson seeks "to provide a descriptive breakdown of

the various types of grievances that may or may not be

merged by any particular coup-making group."' Thompson's

attempt to explain the occurrence of military coups is based

on the hypothesis that the military are motivated to make

coups because they are aggrieved. Thompson categorized

these grievances of the military into: 1. Corporate,

2. Not-so-corporate, and 3. Societal residual (the third

category means factors are unrelated to military grievances.)

Corporate grievances concern the position and resources

of the military establishment. Not-so-corporate grievances

refer to the position and resources of individuals in the

military.

This study attempts to explain the causes of military

coups in Nigeria using Thompson's framework. Table 4.1

shows an extract of variables from Thompson's work, and

Table 4.2 provides explanatory notes.

William R. Thompson. The Grievances of Military Coup-
Makers, Beverly Hills, Sage Publications, 1973, p. 11.

54
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TABLE 4.1

THOMPSON'S MAIN VARIABLES ARE TRANSFORMED INTO THE
FOLLOWING CODES AND DEFINITIONS FOR THE

PURPOSE OF DATA ANALYSIS

DEFINITIONS

01 Autonomy

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political Position

07 Resources - Type A

08 Resources - Type B

09 Resources - Type C

10 Resources - Type D

11 Individual Position/Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel Adjustment - Reductionist

15 Personnel Adjustment - Preventive

16 Personnel Adjustment - Preservative

17 Personnel Adjustment - Preemptive

18 Personnel Adjustment - Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions
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TABLE 4.2

EXPLANATORY NOTES ON DEFINITIONS

Corporate Positions - Codes: 01-6

Military coup-makers apparently perceive a threat to:

01 Autonomy - the military's scope of independent
control over its general organizational
activities.

02 Hierarchy - the military's organization chain of
command.

03 Monopoly - the military's functional claim to
existence as the nation-state's prin-
cipal legitimate organization of
armed forces.

04 Cohesion - the military's organizational unit.

05 Honor - the military's collective self-esteem.

06 Political position - the military's organizational
relation with the political system.
The relationship will fall somewhere
on an abstract continuum ranging from
one extreme of complete dominance
of the political system to the opposite
extreme of "apolitical" insuiacion from
the political system.

Corporate Resources - Codes: 07-10

Military coup-makers are apparently dissatisfied with

the state of one or more of the following concerns:

07 Type A - pay, promotions, appointments, assign-
ments, and/or retirements.

08 Type B - budget allocations, training facilities/
arrangements, and/or interservice
favoritism.

09 Type C - general military policy and/or the level
and nature of support for military opera-
tions (e.g., war, insurgency, suppression,
and the maintenance of order).
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TABLE 4.2 (Continued)

10 Type D - some combination of types A through C.

Individual - Code: 11

11 Military coup-makers perceive a threat to their per-

sonal position(s) and resource base(s) either within the

organization, the political system, or both.

Suborganizational Groups - Codes 12 & 13

Military coup-makers apparently perceive a threat to:

12 Military faction - the position(s) and resource
base(s) of a suborganizational
clique to which they belong.

13 Sectional group - the position(s) and resource
base(s) of a primordial or
ethnoregional group to which they
belong.

]Both - the position(s) and resource base(s) of a
suborganizational clique to which they belong.
The clique or faction is based upon a common
primordial or ethnoregional group membership.

Personnel Adjustments - Codes: 14-18

Military coup-makers apparently are attempting:

14 Reductionist - to reduce the size of a previously
successful coup coalition or to anticipate
or to counter the possibility of a reduc-
tionist effort.

15 Preventive - to forestall a perceived extra-legal
attempt to prolong the stay in office of a
chief executive.

16 Preservative - to assist an extra-legal attempt to
prolong the stay in office of a chief
executive.

17 Restorative - to re-seat a chief executive deposed
by a previous coup.

18 Preemptive - to veto the coming to power (whether
ygally or illegally) of a specific indi-

vidual or group (whether civilian or
military).
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TABLE 4.2 (Continued)

Societal "Residual" - Codes 19 & 20

Corporate and Not-so-corporate grievances must be

either absent or minimal. Military coup-makers apparently

and primarily are attempting:

19 Reformism - to correct a societal injustices and
abuses.

20 Order maintenance - to suppress public disorder
for the sake of maintaining public
order.

21 Political Ideology - Code 21

Military coup-makers apparently can be characterized

as either more or less comfortable with the societal status

quo (relative to the orientation apparently held by the

coup's target).

22 Party Alliances - Code 22

Military coup-makers apparently are allied with either

an opposition party or a wing of the ruling party.

23 Electoral Decisions - Code 23

Military coup-makers apparently are attempting to

either forestall an impending election (within one year) or

to negate the results of an immediately previous election

(within six months). Only the elections that involve a

chief executive are considered.
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This study differs from Thompson's work for the follow-

ing reasons:

1. Thompson's study involved 274 coups but the current

study involves only 6 coups.

2. Thompson's study involved several different nations

around the world, but this work involves one country -

Nigeria.

3. Thompson's work covered a period of thirty years

(1940-1970) but the current project concerns a period of

about twenty years (1966-1985). Therefore this study is

neither a replication nor an attempt to confirm or reject

the central theme of Thompson's thesis - "the grievances of

military coup-makers." Rather, Thompson's variables are used

as analytical framework for an indepth analysis of the role

of military grievances in the Nigerian military's interven-

tion in politics.

Terms and Concepts

Some of the key terms and concepts are defined in order

to facilitate better understanding of the analysis.

Coups are represented by capital (Cs). C-1 stands for

the coup of January 14-15, 1966; C-2 denotes the coup of

July 29, 1966; C-3 means the military intervention of July

29, 1975. And the foiled coup of February 13, 1976 is C-4,

the military coup of December 3, 1983 is represented by C-5,

and C-6 stands for the coup of August 27, 1986.
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Code Number - there are twenty three (23) code numbers

representing Thompson's twenty-three variables. The code

numbers are used only to simplify the process of analysis

and they are practically indispensable in compiling the

Appendix.

Informational Unit is represented by (IU) in Tables 4.5

through 4.10. "Informational Unit" is a term used to

describe the reason or reasons posited for each Military

intervention by those (observers) familiar with Nigerian

politics. The IU provides information for analyzing the

relationship between Thompson's variables and the occur-

rence of coup in Nigeria. There are a total of 42 infor-

mational units. That is, 7 for each coup for a total of 42.

Further explanation on informational units is made below.

Measurement

Analysis of the variables is made at the quantitative

and qualitative levels. The- quantitative level refers to

the number of different variables related to a particular

coup in Nigeria. Relatedness means the variable has been

mentioned by expert observers as contributing to a coup.

The qualitative level refers to the degree or impact of the

variable on a particular coup. The assessment of the quali-

tative impact, that is, (the relative importance of the

variable) is approximated based on its frequency of citation

among the seven informational units for each coup.
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The Appendix shows the information collected in an

understandable format. Each piece of information pertaining

to the coups is an "informational unit." The twenty-three

code numbers represent the twenty-three variables, therefore

each informational unit is classified according to its con-

tents. The informational units are obtained from books,

newspapers, magazines, journals, etc. The classification

process for each "informational unit" involves words or cues

that showed one or more of the twenty-three variables as the

central theme of the "informational unit." Accordingly, the

appropriate code number or code numbers are assigned to the

informational unit (IU). For example, cues such as violence,

protest and social unrest mean the "informational unit" is

scored for #20 (Order maintenance); for economic and non-

violent social problems, the informational unit (IU) is

scored by variable #19 (Reformism); the implication of a

deposed leader's complicity in a coup means code #18 (personnel

adjustment-restorative) is assigned to the informational unit.

The Appendix presents the data base upon which the study

is based and the codes assigned for each informational unit

on each coup.

The Military Coups

As already mentioned in the introductory chapter, the

purpose of this study is to find answers to the research

problem, "Why did six military coups occur in Nigeria?"; and

furthermore, Thompson's work is to be translated and
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addressed to the research problem in the following 
questions:

1. What roles did the military corporate position

play in the six coups?

2. Do personal positions and/or resource bases of 
the

officer corps affect coup-making in Nigeria?

3. Do factions or sectional groups within the military

cause coups? and

4. Are there some other military factors that can be

directly attributable to the six coups? Obviously, the

four questions refer to the Corporate and Not-so-corporate

grievances of the Nigerian military establishment.

The analysis begins with the "aggregate" relationship

between coups in Nigeria and Thompson's variables. Table

4.4 summarizes the variables' aggregate relatedness to the

six military coups. Table 4.4 indicates that most of the

scholarly/journalistic sources showed military factions

(47.62%) and sectional groups within the military (21.43%)

as the major variables affecting the occurrence of coups in

Nigeria. Table 4.4 also shows that the observers cited

reformism (33.33%), elections (26.19%), and order maintenance

(23.81%) as important factors emanating from outside the

military hierarchy. Furthermore, it can be on military

interventions in Nigeria. And some variables, for example,

the military monopoly, resource base (types B to D, and

military party alliances seemed to have no effect on Nigerian

coups.

i
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The.First And Subsequent Coups

The utility of Thompson's model is more evident when

each coup is analyzed separately.

On January 15, 1966 a group of majors planned and

carried out Nigeria's first military coup. The "majors

coup" led by Major Nzeogwu succeeded in killing the Prime

Minister, the Northern Premier, and others who were not Ibos.

The next day (January 16) amidst the chaos, General Aguiri

Ironsi assumed leadership of the nation. The new leader was

an Ibo and all the majors were from the Ibo tribe which gave

some credibility to the general perception that the coup was

a sectional Ibo military act intended for Ibo domination in

the federation. A second coup followed after six months,

this time, dominated by the northern soldiers.

Table 4.5 shows the variables' relatedness to the

military intervention in Nigeria politics on January 14-15,

1966. Table 4.5 indicates that observers saw the military's

political position ,military factions and sectional groups

within the military as the factors that motivated the

military to topple the civilian government. Other causes

for the military to take action against the politicians were

order maintenance and electoral process. Welch and Smith

write,, "However, the nature and the pace of Africanization

dramatically altered the 'non political' stance that marked



68

TABLE 4.5

VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #1

IU IU IU IU IU IU IU Percen-
Variables 1-1 1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 Count stage

01 Autonomy

02 Hierarchy

03 Morpoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -
Type A

08 Resources -
Type B

09 Resources -
Type C

10 Resources -
Type D

11 Individual
Position/
Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

- - - - - - X 1/7 14.29

- - - - - X

- - - - .. -.. X

1/7 14.29

1/7 14.29

- - - - - - /7

X X X X X X 6/7

x x x x x x x

14.29

85.71

7/7 100.00

X = Occurrence of the variable
IU. = Informational Unit (Observer)

I
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the Nigerian army prior to independence."2 The electoral

results sparked social disorder which "spilled over" to

politicize the military, and the consequence was coup d'etat.

Table 4.5 further.shows that all observers agreed that elec-

toral decisions contributed to the coup , and all but one

believed that order maintenance also contributed. All other

factors appear to have contributed minimally.

General Yakubu Gowon, the third in command became the

new Head of State when the second in command fled the coun-

try and Gen. Aguiri-Ironsi was killed in the counter-coup

engineered by northern soldiers. The counter-coup of July

29, 1966 was a bloody one, a retaliatory act for the events

of the January 15, 1966 coup d'etat in which many important

northern politicians had lost their lives in the so-called

"Ibo coup."

Table 4.6 shows that the second military coup or coun-

ter coup was mainly caused by military factions (71.42%),

and sectional groups within the military (71.42%). Also

personnel adjustment (57.14%) and order maintenance (42.28%)

were the motives for the military to intervene in July 29,

1966. It seemed to the observers that the military's poli-

tical position; and the positions of some officer corps were

also a "cause" for the military coup.

2Claude E. Welch and Arthur Smith. Military Role and
Rule: Perspectives on Civil-Military Relations. North
Scituate, Mass., Duxbury Press, 1974, p. 118.
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TABLE 4.6

VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #2

IU IU IU IU IU IU IU Percen-
1-1 1-2 . 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 Count stage

- -- - x- - -NXw

Variables

01 Autonay

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Horr

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -

Type A
08 Resources -

Type B
09 Resources -

Type C

10 Resources -

Type D
11 Individual

Position/
Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

x
x

x x

- -x

- - x

- - . x

- - .. 1/7 14.29

x
x

-. x x

x x

x

x

x

2/7

5/7

5/7

28.57

71.42

71.42

. 2/7 57.14

- - - 3/7 42.28

X = Occurrence of the Variable
IU = informational Unit (Observer)

x

x

x
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Kennedy's assessment of the first coup suggests a

better explanation for the second military coup. "The

January coup was interpreted by the Northern and minority

tribes as an Eastern conspiracy for hegemony in the federa-

tion."3 Therefore, the second coup was mainly caused by

problems within the military. These factions and sectional

groups within the military evidently stemmed from regional

or ethnic composition of the officer corps. The intensified

factionalism and animosity were caused by the "sectional"

first military coup. Luckham states, "It is striking that

almost all of the conspirators came from the same ethnic

group , the Ibos."4 Hence the second coup had its roots with-

in the military establishment.

The Head of State, General Gowon was at Kampala,

Uganda for the OAU (Organization of African Unity) summit

when Gen. Mohammed.Murtala successfully staged a coup to

overthrow his government. The coup of July 29, 1975

brought Gowon's nine-year rule to an end. Gen. Murtala

cited Gowon's indecisiveness, indiscipline, failure to

consult fellow senior officers, and other reasons for the

change of leadership. The coup appeared to be a "palace

revolution", the transfer of leadership was peaceful, and the

3 Gavin Kennedy. The Military in the Third World, New
York, Scribners, 1974, p. 80.

4 Robin Luckham. The Nigerian Military: A Sociological
Analysis of Authority and Revolt, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1971, p. 43.
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coup was welcomed by the general public.

Table 4.7 shows that expert observers regarded seven

of Thompson's variables to have been factors in the military

coup of July 29, 1975. Table 4.7 also indicates that the

major factors for the military overthrow of the incumbent

are reformism (71.42%), and the military's political

position (57.14%). The obvious explanation is that the

military have been in political power since 1966; so when

serious socioeconomic problems emerged, the military's

political position became directly affected. The scholarly/

journalistic sources showed that the other contributing

factors for the coup d'etat were the military's honor

(14.29%), the individual positions of some of the officer

corps (28.57%) and the desire to prevent the continued

leadership of the incumbent (28.57%). Bennett and Kirk-

Greene elaborate, "After having held office too long to be

considered a caretaker government, Gowon discovered that he

lacked any accomplishment to merit the title corrective."5

The coup was a military coup against a military government,

perceived by the officer coups as a "failure", affecting

both the military establishment and the political system.

The fourth military coup occurred on February 13, 1976.

This coup was led by Col. B. S. Dimka, who was an unpopular

5
Valerie P. Bennett and A. H. M. Kirk-Greene. "Back to

the Barracks: A Decade of Marking Time" in Keith Panter-
Brick (editor), Soldiers and Oil: The Political Transforma-
tion of Nigeria, London, Frank Cass, 1979, p. 24.
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VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #3

IU IU IU IU IU IU IU Percen-
1-1 1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 Count tagje

-- - x

Variables

01 Autoncray

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -

Type A
08 Resources -

Type B
09 Resources -

Type C
10 Resources -

Type D

11 Individual
Position/
Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

x

- - X

- - X X

- - - 1/7 14.29

X - 4/7 57.13

- X - 2/7 28.57

- X X 2/7 28.57

- X - 1/7 14.29

- - 2/7 28.57

X X X - X - X 5/7 71.42

X = Occurrence of the Variable
IU = Informational Unit (bserver)

x X

- -
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officer in command of the Nigerian Army's Physical Training

Program. The coup was foiled but the Head of State. Gen.

Murtala was assassinated and a change of leadership took

place. Col. B. S. Dimka and his accomplices were tried and

publicly executed. The speculation was that Dimka and his

group intended to restore the former Head of State, Gen.

Gowon to power, and to reinstate all military personnel who

were forced to retire by the Murtala's regime. The aborted

coup brought Gen. Obasanjo, the then second in command to

power.

Table 4.8 presents data on the military coup of February,

1976. Although foiled, it was motivated by military fac-

tions - suborganizations within the military. The informa-

tional units showed military factions - positions and

resource bases affecting suborganizational cliques (100.00%);

for military resources (Type A) - pay, promotions, appoint-

ments, assignments and retirement issues affecting the

military (57.14%), and personnel adjustment-restorative - the

re-seating of a deposed chief executive (57.14%). Conse-

quently the reasons for the coup d'etat were not broadly

based. Although it also had ideological factors- the mili-

tary's political stand - conservative or liberal (14.29%),

the coup was intended to restore a deposed former Head of

State.
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TABLE 4.8

VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #4

IU IU IU IU IU IU IU Percen-
1-i 1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 Count tageVariables

01 Autonomy

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -
Type A

08 Resources -
Type B

09 Resources -

Type C

10 Resources -

Type D

11 Individual
Position/
Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
rent-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-
me nt-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
rent-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

- x X X

- -

- X

xXK

-m

x

x

K K
XKX

- 4/7 57.14

- X 1/7

X X 7/7

- - 3/7

x K K --4/7

- - X - - 2/7

14.29

100.00

42.48

57.14

28.57

X = Occurrence of the Variables
IU = Informational Unit (Observer)

x

- mw -_ - - -
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The Fifth And Last Coups

on December 31, 1983,. Major-General Buhari overthrew

the civilian government headed by Shehu Shagari. According

to the coup leaders, the civilian leadership was corrupt

and mismanaged the economy of the nation. Also the demise

of Shagari's government was purportedly precipitated by the

1983 election results which were allegedly rigged. General

Buhari's coup was almost bloodless and Nigerians appeared to

support the military intervention.

The coup of December 31, 1983 was the fifth military

coup. Table 4.9 illustrates the variables involved in this

particular coup d'etat. Expert observers maintained that

the cause of the military coup was socioeconomic factors

(reformism) 71.42%, buttressed by the electoral results

(37.14%). Also seven other variables, each cited once, were

deemed to be contributive factors of the military coup.

Gen. Buhari's government was only 20 months old when

Gen. Babangida, the third in command, staged a coup to take

over control of the government. Gen. Buhari and Gen.

Idiagbon, the second in command, were not in the nation's

capital when the coup d'etat took place. Gen. Babangida

justified his coup of August 27, 1985. by stating that Gen.

Buhari abused power and failed to implement needed economic

changes, The coup was bloodless and popularly acclaimed by

Nigerians.

General Babangida,, the leader of the latest military
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TABLE 4.9

VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #5

1 3IU IU IU IU IU IU IU Percen-
1-1 1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5 1-6 1-7 Count tage

- -- - - - - x

- - - - - - x

-- - - -~ - - x
- N - -- X

- --- - -X

Variables

01 Autonomy

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -
Type A

08 Resources -
Type B

09 Resources -
Type C

10 Resources -
Type D

11 Individual
Position/
Resource Base

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel-Adjust-
rnt-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

S - - X

x

x

x-a
- -x-_-

- -x

1/7 14.29

1/7

1/7

14.29

14.29

- - X .1/7 14.29

- - - 1/7 14.29

- - - 1/7 14.29

K X X 5/7

- - - 1/7

- - - 1/7

- X X 4/7

71.42

14.29

14.29

57.14

X = Occurrence of the Variables
IU = Informational Unit (Observer)

- - x

-

-
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coup, who became the new Head of State, stated in one of

his press conferences, "Tribalism, sectionalism and nepotism

have been institutionalized and the elites among us have

taken advantage of the situation to the detriment of the

ordinary people of this country."6 Table 4.10 indicates

that diverse motives caused the coup d'etat. Military fac-

tions (57.14%), and reformism (42.28%) were all cited as

reasons for the military intervention. In addition, five

variables in corporate position were mentioned at least

once as motives for the military to overthrow the govern-

ment. Evidently the military coup of August 27, 1985 was

caused by factors within the military establishment but-

tressed by the need for reformism.

Military Grievances

At this point, the analysis will be focused on

Thompson's major divisions of military grievances. These

divisions are:

1. Corporate

2. Not-so-corporate, and

3. Societal Residual - that is, the absence of

grievances.

The variables are summarized for these three major

components in Table 4.11.

6 "Babangida's Style", West Africa, (Septemnber 23,
1985), p. 194.9.



TABLE 4.10

VARIABLES RELATEDNESS TO COUP #6

Variables

01 Autoncny

02 Hierarchy

03 Monopoly

04 Cohesion

05 Honor

06 Political
Position

07 Resources -
Type A

08 Resources -
Type B

09 Resources -

Type C
10 Resources -

Type D
11 Individual

Position/
Resource Base.

12 Military Factions

13 Sectional Groups

14 Personnel--Adjust-
ment-Reductionist

15 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preventive

16 Personnel-Adjust-

ment-Preservative

17 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Preemptive

18 Personnel-Adjust-
ment-Restorative

19 Reformism

20 Order Maintenance

21 Political Ideology

22 Party Alliances

23 Electoral Decisions

IU
1-1

-

x

x

-r

91-

... .«

IU
1-2

.. _. .._.

- - - x

x - - x

- x - -

- -

x -

- - i

X = Occurrence of Variables
IU = Informational Unit (Observer)
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.......

IU
1-3

-^v

x

x

IU
1-4

x
x

x

x

x

IU IU
1-5 1-6x

- -x

... r. ........._..,

IU
1-7

x

Count

1/7

1/7

1/7

1/7

1/7

2/7

2/7

4/7

3/7

3/7

1/7

Percen-
tage

14.29

14.29

14.29

14.29

14.29

28.57

14.29

57.14

42.28

42.28

14.29
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Table 4.11 shows that the military coup of January 14-

15, 1966 was not caused by military grievances. The coup

was mainly due to societal residual (82.35%). Dudley fur-

ther explains: "When the Army took over power in Nigeria,

they had the good-will of the public. The previous civilian

regime was incompetent, corrupt and repressive. It was

therefore with a sense of relief that the Army was

received."7 Evidently, not military grievances but civilian

political struggles forced the military to seize political

leadership in Nigeria in 1966. Dudley comments on the

military coup of January 14-15, 1966,

It ought to be pointed out that in Nigeria,
it was not the army as such that decided
to intervene and seize power (January, 1966),
but a group of comparatively junior officers
- "The Majors" who led a section of the rank
and file in the revolt...8

Table 4.11 indicates Not-so-coporate military griev-

ances - the positions or resource bases affecting individuals

within military (80.00%) as the main causes of military coup

of July 29 , 1966. This fact may not be a surprise because

the civilian politicians have been relieved of political

leadership. So if there were further power struggle, it

would necessarily have been within the military establishment.

B. J. Dudley. "The Military and Politics in Nigeria:
Some Reflections" in Jacques Van Doorn (editor), Military
Profession and Military Regimes, The Hague, Mouton, 1969,
p. 216.

8Ibid., p. 214.
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TABLE 4.11

QUALITATIVE LEVELS OF VARIABLES

Variable Groupings Count Percentage

Coup I (January 15, 1966)

Corporate 1 5.89
Not-So-Corporate 2 11.76
Societal Residual 14 82.35

Coup II (July 29, 1966)

Corporate 1 5.00
Not-So-Corporate 16 80.00
Societal Residual 3 15.00

Coup III (July 29, 1975)

Corporate 5 29.41
Not-So-Corporate 7 41.82
Societal Residual 5 29.41

Coup IV (February' 13, 1976)

Corporate - 00.00
Not-So-Corporate 15 71.43
Societal Residual 6 28.57

Coup V (December 31, 1983)

Corporate 3 17.65
Not-So-Corporate 3 17.65
Societal Residual 11 64.70

Coup VI (August 27, 1985)

Corporate 5 26.32
Not-So-Corporate 10 52.63
Societal Residual 4 21.05
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Thus, idiosyncratic -factors coupled with the political

orientations of the officer corps created tensions within

the military, and the result was a counter coup on July 29,

1966. Moreover, Gen. Ironsi's brief Admistration's

attempt to allevaite the problems caused by the civilian

politicians, and his initiatives to revamp the federal

structure only created more conflicts within the military;

inevitably a counter-coup followed.

Concerning the causes of the military coup of July 29,

1975 Table 4.11 shows not-so-corporate grievances as the

motive for the coup d'etat. With less than 30% of the

observers stressing societal residual factors, it can be

asserted that the motivation for the coup originated mainly

from within the military establishment.

The causes of the abortive military coup of February,

1976 did not include corporate grievances; not-so-corporate

factors (71.43%) were the major cause of the attempted

military coup d'etat.

The major motives for the military to overthrow the

government in December, 1983 was societal residual (64.70%).

The military had restored civilian government in October,

1979; but the electoral process in 1983, coupled with the

failing economic conditions, offered the military another

opportunity to intervene in Nigerian politics. When they

finally struck, it was the end of the Second Republic.

Finally, Table 4.11 suggests that not-so-corporate
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(53.63%) factors were the major causes of the military

coup of August 27, 1985. In this coup, however, corporate

grievances and societal residual factors were also present,

but less prominent among motivations for the military to

act. This pattern of multiple causation perceived by

expert observers reveals that the last Nigerian military

coup was unique.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

This chapter compares the six Nigerian military coups

for their differences and similiarities. Military inter-

vention is a risky business, and a serious political phenome-

non. So when six military coups occur in a society within

a time frame of about twenty years, then the causes and

the circumstances must not only be explained, they must also

be compared.

Similiarities and Differences

The coup of February 13, 1976 failed, and a new regime

did not take place, despite the fact that it forced a change

of leadership.

On the other hand, the coups of January 14, 1966, and

December 31, 1983 shared some similarities. These coups

ended the First Republic and the Second Republic respec-

tively - the deposed regimes were civilian governments.

Moreover, the analysis indicates that the predominant factors

associated with the coups of January, 1966 and December,

1983 were external to the military establishment. Table

5.1 shows these similarities. The expert observers posited

electoral decisions (100%) and order maintenance (85%) as

the major causes of the January, 1966 military Coup. Table 5.1

84
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TABLE 5.1

ASSERTED FACTORS OF THE COUPS OF

JAN. 1966 & DEC. 1983

COUP OF JAN. 1966 %

Factors - External to the Military

Electoral Decisions 100.00
Order Maintenance 85.00
Reformism 14.29

Factors - Within the Military

Military's Political Position 14.29
Military Factions 14.29
Sectional Groups 14.29

COUP OF DEC. 1983

Factors - External to the Military
Reformism 71.42
Electoral Decisions 57.14
Order Maintenance 14.29
Ideology 14.29

Factors - Within the Military

Military' s Hierarchy 14 .29
Military's Cohesion 14.29
Military's Honor 14.29
Individual Positions 14.29
Military Factions 14w29
Personnel Adjustment - Preemptive 14.29
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also shows that factors emanating from outside the military

caused the coup d'etat of December, 1983. The observers

agreed that reformism (71.42%) and electoral decisions

(57.14%) caused the military to intervene in December, 1983.

Few factors originated from the military, but they were not

very important. The military's political position, honor,

hierarchy, cohesion, and factions/sectional groups within

the military were only minor reasons for the military inter-

ventions of January, 1966 and December, 1983.

Perhaps the main. reasons why the military were not

aggrieved in 1966 is explained by Othman: "Besides, the

armed forces then were small, especially given Nigeria's

estimated population of 57.5M. In January, 1966, it com-

prised about 10,000 men and officer corps numbering only 511,

of whom 330 were of combat status."1 Also the military's

stance was apolitical till social events dragged it into

politics.

However, in 1983, due to the civil war the military

had been greatly expanded, and the military had by then

ruled Nigeria for thirteen years. Nevertheless, the coup of

December, 1983 was mainly caused by societal factors and not

the grievances of the military. Notably, societal factors

such as the economy, corruption, and election results,

encouraged the military to intervene in December, 1983.

1 Shehu Othman. "The Military and Politics." West
Africa, (September 30, 1985), pc 203.
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The military coup of July, 1966; the intervention in

1975; and the August 27, 1985 coup d'etat show some

similarities. These military coups overthrew military

regimes already in power. Table 5.2 helps to reveal their

similarities. The most pertinent factors relating to the

coup of July, 1966 were military factions (71.42%), sec-

tional groups (71.42%), and reductionist personnel adjust-

ment (57.14%). From the viewpoint of the expert observers,

only one factor of the coup did not emanate from the

military - order maintenance. Similarly, the most signifi-

cant reasons for. the military's overthrow of the incumbent

in July, 1975 were martial in nature. Table 5.2 indicates

that the observers viewed the military's political position

(57.14%), individual positions,. factions within the mili-

tary, and preventive personnel adjustments as causes

associated with the coup d'etat of July 29, 1975. Reformism

was the sole external factor asserted for being a cause in

the same coup. Therefore the two military coups were

primarily caused by the grievances of the Nigerian military.

The most recent Nigerian military coup was also preci-

pitated by problems within the armed forces. From Table 5.2

it can be seen that military factions (57.14%) and personnel

adjustment (42.28%) are the most salient factors responsible

for the coup of August 27, 1985. Further scrutiny of the

table shows that, the observers cited a need for reform as

the only serious external cause of the latest military coup.
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- TABLE 5.2

ASSERTED FACTORS OF THE COUPS OF JULY, 1966

& '75 AND AUG. '85

COUP OF JULY, 1966 %

Factors - Within the Military
Military Factions 71.42
Sectional Groups 71.42
Reductionist - Personnel Adjustment 57.14
Individual Positions 28.57
Military's Political Position 14.29

Factors - External to the Military
Order Maintenance 42.28

COUP OF JULY, 1975

Factors - Within the Military
Military Political Position 57.14
Individual Positions 28.57
Military Factions 28.57
Personnel Adjustment - Preventive 28.57
Personnel Adjustment - Reductionist 14.29

Factors - External to the Military
Reformism 71.42

COUP OF AUGUST, 1985

Factors - Within the Military
Military Factions 57.14
Personnel Adjustment - Reductionist 42.28
Resources - Type A 28.57
Military's Political Position 14.28

Factors - External to the Military
Reformism 42.28
Ideology 14.29.
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Thus, this coup also was mainly due to the grievances of

the Nigerian armed forces.

In conclusion, then, grievances internal to the armed

forces have been a major cause of coups d'etat in Nigeria.

The conclusion is not surprising in view of the fact that

the military has ruled the nation for more than fifteen

years since Nigeria's independence in October 1, 1966.

Othman provides additional facts about the military estab-

lishment in Nigeria: "Presently, the armed forces comprised

120,000 personnel in the Army, 4,000 in the Navy, and 9,000

in the Air Force." Thus the expansion of the military was

bound to have increased and strengthened the military's

entrenchment in politics, causing occasional dislocations

and conflicts within the military establishment. Evidently

attempts to reconcile these discrepancies among the competing

sectional groups, factions, and resource allocations pro-

cesses within the military result in military coups d'etat

in Nigerian politics.

Four out of the six Nigerian coups were motivated by

conditions and problems internal to the military establish-

ment itself, rather than external, societal factors. The

Nigerian experience is different when compared to the

general arguments that, elsewhere in Africa societal factors

are the major causes of military coups. Concerning coup-

making in Nigeria, the views of the expert observers

2Ibid., p. 3035.
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correlated with Thompson's assumptions that military

grievances are important contributory factors to military

coups. The struggle for political power is an evident root

of coup-making in Nigerian politics.

As to the prospects of the military returning politi-

cal leadership to the civilians, Bell writes

A return to civilian rule requires two con-
ditions. The first is the existence of a
disciplined, united officers corps, willing
to obey the orders of its leaders. A dis-
unired army, riven into quarreling factions,
is mush less likely to be disengaged from
politics. The second condition is of course
the existence.of suitable civilians to hand
over.3

Ironically, the Nigerian civilian politicians of the Second

Republic showed almost all the same problems as those of

the First Republic. Hence the military will be very wary to

hand over power to a Third Republic.

The military may thus remain in power in Nigeria for a

very long time. Unless Nigerians become more educated or

knowledgeable about the basics of politics and become better

able to curb the misfeasances of elected politicians, the

dilemma will always be there - military rulers as result of

corps, or elected officials who are corrupt, who abuse public

trust and who are vulnerable to military overthrow. The

phenomenon of military coups has evidently become a key

feature in Nigerian politics.

3M. J. Bell. "The Military in the New States of
Africa" in Jacques Van Doom Armed Forces and Society:
Sociological Essays, The Hague, Mouton and Company, 1968,
p. 271.
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