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Abstract 
This study investigates the strategic use of compulsory early military retirement as a mechanism of coup-
proofing and civilian control in post-1999 Nigeria. Drawing on the principal-agent theory, the research explores 
how successive civilian administrations have employed targeted retirements to manage loyalty, mitigate coup 
threats, and consolidate regime security. Through a qualitative, case-oriented methodology and triangulation of 
official data, media reports, and scholarly literature, the study identifies over 400 senior officers who were 
retired under contentious or politically charged circumstances. Findings reveal that early retirements are often 
concentrated during political transitions and serve overlapping functions: weakening independent military 
networks, enabling ethnic and regional balancing, and reinforcing patronage structures. Comparative insights 
from Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan further contextualize Nigeria’s civil-military dynamics.  
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Introduction 

Since independence in 1960, Nigeria has oscillated between periods of military authoritarianism and civilian 

democracy, with the military playing a central role in national governance. Military incursion into Nigerian 

political landscape spans between 1966 and 1999, with over six successful takeovers and numerous 

attempted ones, leaving a deep imprint on Nigeria’s political institutions and civil-military relations. While the 

restoration of democratic rule in 1999 marked a historic turning point (the longest uninterrupted civilian rule in 

Nigeria's history) it did not entirely erase the lingering fear of military intervention (Izu, 2024). As such, 

successive civilian administrations have developed both overt and covert mechanisms to mitigate perceived 

threats from the armed forces, among which compulsory early military retirement has emerged as a subtle but 

significant coup-proofing strategy. 

Coup-proofing broadly refers to the set of measures employed by civilian regimes to prevent military takeovers 

and ensure loyalty within the armed forces. These efforts can include the fragmentation of military command 

structures, establishment of parallel security institutions loyal to the regime, ethnically balanced appointments, 

patron-client networks, and purges of officers deemed politically suspect (Quinlivan, 1999; Pilster & Böhmelt, 

2011). In Nigeria, while earlier regimes relied heavily on coercion and force to control the military, democratic 

governments in the Fourth Republic have often employed administrative and bureaucratic tools (especially 

compulsory retirements) to neutralize potential dissent within the officer corps (Famakin, 2003). These 

retirements are frequently framed as part of broader professionalization efforts or organizational reforms in the 

similitude of Huntington’s (1957) argument, yet closer scrutiny reveals political motivations aimed at 

undermining rival power blocs, consolidating control over the security apparatus, or settling ethno-regional 

scores. 
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The practice gained visibility under President Olusegun Obasanjo (1999–2007), who, upon assuming office, 

retired scores of senior officers associated with past military regimes, many of whom held strategic command 

positions or were viewed as loyal to former military rulers. This trend continued under subsequent 

administrations, often intensifying after elections or during national crises. In some cases, entire classes of 

officers were retired en masse, raising concerns about due process, fairness, and the politicization of military 

personnel management (Fayemi, 1999). 

This study seeks to critically examine the dynamics and patterns of compulsory early military retirement as a 

coup-proofing strategy in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. It asks: To what extent are these retirements driven by 

genuine professional and institutional needs, and to what extent do they reflect political calculations aimed at 

neutralizing perceived threats? What patterns can be discerned in terms of the ranks, ethnic composition, 

service branches, and timing of these retirements? And what implications do these patterns hold for military 

professionalism, cohesion, and democratic consolidation? 

Although coup-proofing has been widely studied in authoritarian and hybrid regimes (e.g., Sudduth, 2017; 

Stearns, 2024), relatively little empirical work has examined how ostensibly democratic regimes, like Nigeria’s, 

adapt these techniques to maintain civilian supremacy. Most existing literature on Nigerian civil-military 

relations focuses on the legacies of military rule, the challenge of security sector reform, or the role of the 

military in internal security operations (Fayemi, 1999; Luckham, 1971; Dare, 1981). Few studies have 

systematically analyzed compulsory early retirement as a political instrument or evaluated its long-term impact 

on military institutional culture and democratic governance. This research aims to fill that gap by offering a 

longitudinal analysis of retirement trends since 1999, contextualized within broader theories of authoritarian 

resilience, elite circulation, and civil-military bargaining. 

Methodologically, the paper employs a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative content analysis of 

government communiqués, defense policies, and media reports with a quantitative review of retirement 

patterns based on available data. Ultimately, this study contributes to the broader literature on military politics 

in Africa by demonstrating how democratic governments can repurpose authoritarian tools (like strategic 

retirements) not merely for institutional reform but as instruments of regime security.  

Conceptual Clarification  
This study engages with four interrelated concepts (coup-proofing, elite circulation, compulsory early military 

retirement, and civil-military relations) in post-authoritarian regimes. A clear understanding of these concepts is 

essential to unpack the logic behind strategic retirements within the Nigerian armed forces during the Fourth 

Republic. 

Coup-proofing 

Coup-proofing refers to a range of deliberate strategies employed by political leaders to prevent coups d’état, 

especially in contexts where the military has a history of political intervention. As Quinlivan (1999) originally 

argued, regimes (particularly in the Middle East) develop internal military control mechanisms such as the 

creation of parallel forces, deliberate ethnic stacking, counterintelligence systems, and personalized loyalty 

chains to prevent a unified command structure from becoming a political threat. Coup-proofing aims to 

disperse power within the security apparatus, reducing the likelihood that any single faction can mount a 

successful coup. Subsequent research has broadened this concept, incorporating non-coercive and 

administrative tools such as early retirements and lateral transfers as ways to neutralize dissent or prevent 
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potential rivals from gaining strategic footholds within the armed forces (Sudduth, 2017; Pilster & Böhmelt, 

2011).  

In Nigeria, retiring senior officers (especially those considered politically ambitious, ethnically misaligned, or 

linked to prior regimes) has served to disarm potential threats while maintaining democratic appearances. 

These retirements are seldom framed as political but are presented as part of broader “restructuring” or 

“professionalization” reforms. 

Elite Circulation  

The concept of elite circulation is rooted in classical elite theory. As described by the likes of Pareto (1968) and 

Mosca (1939), elite circulation is the constant replacement of power holders to maintain systemic stability. For 

Pareto, the ruling elite must be periodically renewed, either through institutional means or force, lest they 

become stagnant or challenge the state's cohesion. In the military context, elite circulation may be achieved 

through promotions, forced retirements, or lateral transfers, mechanisms used to prevent the entrenchment of 

rival power blocs and ensure loyalty to the incumbent regime. Thus, elite circulation ensures that leadership 

positions remain occupied by individuals loyal to the incumbent regime, thereby preventing the emergence of 

alternative power blocs. Mills (1956) adds that military elites, along with economic and political ones, form an 

“interlocking directorate” in many polities; hence, their circulation affects not only military cohesion but the 

broader configuration of power. 

In Nigeria’s case, it involves the involuntary disengagement of officers before the completion of their service 

years, typically through presidential directives, Ministry of Defence decisions, or administrative reorganizations. 

Such retirements often occur after elections, leadership transitions, or shifts in military policy, and 

disproportionately affect officers perceived to be affiliated with previous regimes, rival political blocs, or 

“unfavored” ethnic groups (Famakin, 2003). 

Civil-Military Relations 

Lastly, coup-proofing practice must be understood through the broader lens of civil-military relations, 

particularly in post-authoritarian or hybrid democracies (Civilian and Military). According to Huntington (1957), 

healthy civil-military relations are characterized by the principle of “objective civilian control”, where the military 

is politically neutral and subordinated to civilian authority. In contrast, “subjective control” politicizes the 

military by integrating it into ruling coalitions or reshaping it to align with the preferences of political elites. 

Nigeria’s experience straddles these two models: while formal civilian control exists, the tools of control (such 

as compulsory retirement) often reflect informal, politically motivated decision-making. 

Feaver (2003) refines this view by introducing the “agency theory” model of civil-military relations, which sees 

the military as an agent of civilian principals who must constantly monitor and incentivize compliance. In 

Nigeria’s case, early retirements function as both punitive and preventive signals, removing officers who may 

defect or rebel, and warning those who remain. 

The fusion of these concepts (coup-proofing, elite circulation, strategic retirement, and fragile civil-military 

relations) provides a strong analytical lens for understanding how Nigerian leaders in the Fourth Republic 

manage military loyalty and protect regime survival, often under the guise of institutional reform. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study employs Principal–Agent Theory as its primary analytical lens to examine the strategic use of 

compulsory early military retirement as a coup-proofing mechanism in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. 
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Supplementary insights are drawn from elite circulation theory and civil–military relations literature to 

illuminate how leadership transitions and institutional control shape the dynamics of military personnel 

management in post-authoritarian contexts. 

Principal–Agent Theory and Civilian Control of the Military 

At the core of Principal–Agent Theory (as adapted by Peter Feaver into civil-military relations) is the notion that 

relationships between actors with delegated authority involve inherent risks of divergence in goals, information 

asymmetries, and control problems. The "principal" (in this case, the civilian leadership) delegates authority to 

the "agent" (the military) to execute specific state functions, such as defence and internal security (Feaver, 

2003). However, because the agent possesses autonomy, expertise, and coercive power, it may act contrary to 

the principal’s interests, a dynamic known as agency slack or shirking. 

In post-coup or post-authoritarian democracies like Nigeria, this tension is especially acute. The military has 

historically been both a political actor and a coercive institution with institutional memory, autonomy, and 

interests. The risk of military insubordination, or even regime change, remains high in environments where 

institutional oversight is weak, democratic norms are young (Luckham, 1996), and elite loyalties are 

fragmented. In such contexts, the principal (elected civilian leaders) must establish mechanisms to mitigate 

agency slack and maintain hierarchical control. One such mechanism is compulsory early retirement of senior 

officers, a strategy aimed at pre-emptively removing individuals perceived as disloyal, ambitious, or too closely 

tied to rival political interests (Feaver, 2003; Barany, 2012). 

Principal–Agent Theory thus provides a robust explanatory model for understanding compulsory retirement not 

merely as an administrative act, but as a calculated strategy to align agent behavior with principal objectives. 

This approach foregrounds information asymmetry and trust management in civil–military relations, especially 

where oversight institutions (e.g., legislative committees, ombudsmen, independent courts) are either 

underdeveloped or compromised. 

Moreover, this theoretical framing allows for the differentiation between preventive and reactive retirement 

decisions. Preventive retirement aims to eliminate potential threats before they materialize (reflecting a low-

trust, high-risk environment) while reactive retirement responds to perceived disloyalty or politicization after 

certain behaviours are observed. Nigeria's pattern of officer retirements following regime transitions (e.g., from 

Obasanjo to Yar’Adua, or Buhari to Tinubu) suggests that early retirements serve primarily as a preventive 

mechanism, consistent with agency theory predictions. 

Elite Circulation and the Management of Power Transitions 

Complementing the logic of Principal–Agent Theory is elite circulation theory, derived from classical elite 

theorists such as Pareto (1968) and Mosca (1939). These scholars argue that all political systems, regardless 

of regime type, are governed by elites whose continuous renewal (or "circulation") is necessary for the stability 

of the political order. Elite circulation involves the systematic entry and exit of individuals from ruling coalitions, 

typically orchestrated through elections, purges, retirement, or other institutionalized mechanisms. 

In post-authoritarian democracies, particularly those with weak party systems and high executive 

centralization, elite circulation often takes informal or semi-legal forms. Compulsory retirement from the 

military becomes a non-violent tool of elite renewal, allowing the executive to reshuffle the top tiers of the 

coercive apparatus without triggering direct confrontation. As Higley and Burton (2006) observe, managed elite 



798 / Journal of Daoist Studies 19-9s (2026) 

 

turnover serves both integrative and exclusionary purposes: it can co-opt rising actors while eliminating 

individuals linked to rival networks or past regimes. 

In Nigeria, where the military has historically been a central elite recruitment platform (George et al., 2012), 

the compulsory retirement of senior officers performs a dual function: it protects the regime from possible 

coups and restructures elite access to power. This dynamic becomes particularly visible during democratic 

transitions, when newly elected leaders seek to distance themselves from prior administrations by removing 

their military loyalists. These patterns reflect Pareto's (1968) insight that elite change, even under democratic 

conditions, is often driven more by political calculation than institutional neutrality. 

Civil–Military Relations and Subjective Control 

While Principal–Agent Theory focuses on micro-level delegation and oversight, the broader field of civil–military 

relations provide macro-level context on how states attempt to balance the autonomy and subordination of the 

armed forces. In The Soldier and the State, Huntington (1957) distinguishes between objective civilian control 

(which emphasizes military professionalism and apolitical institutionalism) and subjective control (which 

involves politicization of the military to ensure regime loyalty). 

Nigeria's post-1999 civilian regimes have, in practice, relied heavily on subjective control, using politically 

motivated retirements, strategic appointments, and ethnic balancing to manage the military cadre. This has 

implications for both military professionalism and democratic consolidation. Compulsory early retirement, when 

used frequently and without transparent criteria, risks undermining morale, distorting promotion incentives, 

and politicizing the institution. Yet from the executive’s perspective, it is a rational instrument for ensuring 

control in an environment marked by coup histories, weak institutions, and high political volatility. 

Feaver (2003) extends this logic through his “civil–military agency framework,” noting that where formal 

oversight is limited, political leaders will resort to informal strategies (such as career manipulation or 

surveillance) to ensure agent compliance. This situates compulsory retirement within a broader repertoire of 

regime-preservation strategies, which, while not always institutionally optimal, serve short-term stability goals. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, case-oriented research design to examine the use of compulsory early military 

retirement as a coup-proofing strategy in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. The methodology integrates historical–

institutional analysis, pattern tracing, and elite-level interpretation to explore the political logic, patterns, and 

consequences of military disengagements initiated by civilian regimes. 

The study is framed as an exploratory case study, grounded in interpretivist assumptions about political 

behavior and institutional interaction. Nigeria is selected as the primary unit of analysis due to its unique 

history of recurrent coups, prolonged military rule, and a post-1999 democratic trajectory marked by extensive 

personnel reshuffles in the armed forces. 

The analytical strategy relies on within-case analysis, using process tracing to identify how early retirements 

correlate with key political transitions and regime security priorities. In addition, the study incorporates limited 

comparative reflection on similar practices in countries such as Turkey, Egypt, and Pakistan, though these are 

not treated as full comparative cases. 

The guiding theoretical framework is Principal–Agent Theory, particularly as adapted by Peter Feaver (2003) in 

the field of civil–military relations. This lens conceptualizes the military as an agent whose loyalty and 

obedience are not automatically guaranteed and thus require monitoring, control, and pre-emptive deterrents 

such as forced retirements. The theory is further enriched by the concept of elite circulation, which helps 
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explain how regime-aligned appointments and retirements are used to entrench civilian dominance and 

prevent the consolidation of autonomous military power. 

The study draws on multiple sources of data to ensure triangulation and depth of interpretation, sources such 

as Official Records and Policy Documents. These documents help identify the official justification and legal 

basis for early retirements. Also were media reports and Archival Sources from reputable Nigerian and 

international media platforms, used to construct a timeline of events, identify patterns, and gather unofficial 

accounts of the motivations behind retirements. Secondary academic literature, including studies on Nigerian 

military reform, authoritarian legacies, civil–military relations, and coup prevention strategies provide a 

foundational backdrop and interpretive frame for the primary data. 

The scope of the study is limited to the period spanning 1999 to 2023, corresponding to the era of Nigeria’s 

Fourth Republic. While the broader historical context is addressed in Section 4, the analytical core focuses on 

the post-military democratic period. Emphasis is placed on the Army due to its primacy in Nigeria’s coup 

history, though data from the Navy and Air Force are also included where available. 

Historical Overview of Coup-Proofing in Nigeria 

An understanding of Nigeria’s contemporary coup-proofing strategies (particularly the use of compulsory early 

military retirement) requires close attention to the historical trajectory of civil–military relations in the country. 

The legacies of military rule, repeated coups, and incomplete democratization have deeply shaped both civilian 

distrust of the armed forces and the institutional mechanisms designed to ensure civilian supremacy. This 

section traces key historical developments from the First to the Fourth Republic, focusing on how each phase 

influenced evolving strategies of military control. 

Military Legacies of the First to Third Republics 

Nigeria’s military first intervened in national politics with the 1966 coup, marking the beginning of a cycle of 

military dominance that would last until 1999, with only brief interruptions. The First Republic (1963–1966) 

was brought to a violent end by military officers who cited political corruption and ethnic favouritism as 

justification for intervention. The subsequent counter-coup and the civil war (1967–1970) consolidated the 

military’s central role in governance and national security. 

The Second Republic (1979–1983), though initiated by a formal transition to civilian rule under General 

Olusegun Obasanjo, was again cut short by a military coup citing economic mismanagement and electoral 

malpractice. Similarly, the botched transition under General Ibrahim Babangida in the early 1990s and the 

brief, repressive rule of General Sani Abacha marked the Third Republic era with heightened authoritarianism 

and military repression (Izu &Jacob, 2024). 

Each of these regimes was characterized by extensive military control over civilian institutions, suppression of 

dissent, and the internal personalization of power within the officer corps (Fayemi, 1999). These cycles of 

coup-making and regime entrenchment created a deeply embedded militarized political culture. Importantly, 

the military's internal promotions and command structures during these eras often followed informal 

patronage lines (Ikpe, 2000), setting the stage for future attempts at institutional reform and control. 

Transition to Democracy in 1999 and Institutional Reforms 

The death of General Abacha in 1998 and the subsequent transitional government under General Abdulsalami 

Abubakar paved the way for a return to civilian rule in 1999. However, the new democratic government, led by 
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President Olusegun Obasanjo (a retired general himself) faced the dual challenge of consolidating democratic 

institutions and managing a politicized, powerful military. 

One of Obasanjo’s first major acts as president was the compulsory retirement of over 90 military officers, 

many of whom had held political appointments or were seen as loyalists to previous military regimes 

(Adekanye, 2005). This move was interpreted as a strategic purge intended to weaken potential coup plotters 

and assert civilian supremacy over the armed forces. It also marked the beginning of a pattern of using early 

retirement as an institutional mechanism of control—a practice that would continue under successive 

administrations. 

Institutional reforms during this period included efforts to professionalize the military, depoliticize officer 

recruitment and promotion, and re-establish legislative oversight through the National Assembly. However, 

these reforms were often undercut by informal practices, including the selective retirement or retention of 

officers based on political loyalty, regional affiliations, or perceived threats to regime stability (Suberu & 

Diamond, 2019). 

Key Events Shaping Military–Political Relations in the Fourth Republic 

Over the course of the Fourth Republic (1999–present), successive Nigerian administrations have maintained 

a cautious, often distrustful posture toward the military. This is evident in both policy actions and personnel 

decisions. Beyond Obasanjo’s 1999 purge, later presidents (including Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, Goodluck 

Jonathan, Muhammadu Buhari and now Bola Ahmed Tinubu) each oversaw notable waves of compulsory 

military retirements, particularly during political transitions or following internal security crises. 

For instance, President Jonathan’s administration retired and sacked several senior officers following Boko 

Haram's territorial gains in the northeast (BBC News, 2014), with some observers suggesting the retirements 

served both operational and political purposes (Suberu & Diamond, 2019). Under President Buhari, a former 

general, the pattern of selective disengagements continued, often interpreted through the lens of ethnic 

balancing or patron-client logic, especially in the appointment of service chiefs (Amnesty International, 2016). 

These episodes underscore a continued tension between the formal institutionalization of civilian control and 

the informal political calculations that drive decisions about who remains in service and who is retired. The use 

of early retirement thus evolved from a one-off post-transition purge into a recurring mechanism of coup-

proofing, often targeting officers perceived as disloyal, politically ambitious, or too powerful within the armed 

forces (Braithwaite & Sudduth, 2016).  

Patterns of Compulsory Early Military Retirement (1999–Present) 

The post-1999 democratic period in Nigeria has witnessed recurrent patterns of compulsory early retirement 

among military officers, typically coinciding with changes in political leadership, security crises, or institutional 

restructuring. While early retirement is not inherently abnormal within professional armed forces, the scale, 

frequency, and strategic selectivity with which it has been deployed in Nigeria suggest a deliberate coup-

proofing logic. Within the framework of Principal–Agent Theory (Feaver, 2003), these retirements serve as 

instruments of control to manage the military (agent) by a civilian principal wary of divided loyalty, ambition, or 

insubordination. 

This section examines observable patterns in compulsory early military retirement across the Fourth Republic, 

focusing on three key areas: statistical trends and demographics, links to political transitions, and service-level 

distinctions. 

Statistical Trends and Demographic Profiling of Affected Officers 
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Although precise figures on military retirements are often guarded, open-source records and investigative 

reporting provide sufficient evidence to map broad patterns. Since 1999, well over 400 senior officers across 

the Nigerian Army, Navy, and Air Force have either been retired, replaced or sacked under conditions widely 

perceived as premature or involuntary (The Nation, 2017; Dailytrust, 2023; VOA, 2007; Omonobi, 2023; 

Omonobi et al., 2014). These retirements have been especially concentrated at the ranks of Brigadier General, 

Major General, and Air Commodore, suggesting that officers nearing the apex of command structures are most 

susceptible.  

Demographically, most affected officers tend to fall within the mid-career to late-career brackets, usually with 

20–30 years of service. These are officers with sufficient institutional knowledge and field command 

experience to pose either operational or political threats to civilian leaders. Retirements have also exhibited 

regional skewness, often reflecting ethnic and geopolitical calculations, particularly during transitions between 

administrations from different zones. For example, during President Buhari’s administration (2015–2023), 

critics noted the disproportionate elevation of officers from the North West and North East, while southern 

officers were reportedly more vulnerable to early retirement (Oloba & Ramhurry, 2023). 

This targeted disengagement aligns with the Principal–Agent dilemma: the principal (civilian president) fears 

that certain military elites (especially those linked to previous regimes or powerful networks) might defect from 

loyalty, mobilize dissent, or challenge civilian supremacy. Thus, pre-emptive retirement becomes a “disciplinary 

signal” to the rest of the agent corps (Feaver, 2003). See summary of retirements in table one below.   

Table 1: Summary of Compulsory Early Military Retirement Patterns Across Nigerian Civilian Administrations 

(1999–Present) 

Administration Years in 
Office 

Number of 
Officers Retired 

Key Characteristics Rationale / Political Context 

Obasanjo 1999–
2007 

Approx. 93 Large-scale purge of senior 
officers tied to previous 
military regimes 

Professionalization; remove 
independent military power 
bases 

Yar’Adua 2007–
2010 

Targeted 
retirements 
(number 
unspecified) 

Subtle retirements, targeting 
officers loyal to Obasanjo 

Establish new civilian-
military relations 

Jonathan 2010–
2015 

Dozens (exact 
figure unclear) 

Service chiefs sacked; 
officers retired for alleged 
compromise in Boko Haram 
fight 

Counter-insurgency and 
loyalty realignment 

Buhari 2015–
2023 

38 Retirement of many senior 
officers, particularly from the 
South 

Alleged political bias; ethnic 
and political motives 

Tinubu 2023–
Present 

Over 100 Immediate retirement of all 
service chiefs and senior 
officers 

Loyalty restructuring; 
consolidate regime 

Source: Authors’ Compilation from Different Reference Materials, 2025 

Demographically, affected officers disproportionately hailed from regions not politically aligned with the sitting 

government, indicating the use of retirement as a soft purge tool, often under ethnic or sectional logics. 

Additionally, retirement waves often impacted officers of particular NDA Regular Courses (e.g., Courses 36–38 

under Tinubu), signaling systematic elite rotation. 

Political Transitions and Retirement Waves 
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Across successive civilian administrations, compulsory early retirements in the Nigerian military have closely 

followed political transitions. These waves often corresponded with shifts in political leadership and were 

strategically aimed at reconfiguring the military hierarchy in favour of regime-aligned officers. This behaviour 

exemplifies the principal-agent dilemma in Nigeria's civil-military relations: civilian principals, facing fear of 

military disloyalty or coup threats, use retirements to reduce agency slack and install loyal agents. 

Under President Olusegun Obasanjo in 1999, nearly 93 senior officers were retired, primarily those who held 

political appointments or were considered remnants of military rule. Although this was framed as part of the 

military's professionalization, it functioned as a structural purge, designed to eliminate potential veto players 

who could challenge the legitimacy of civilian authority, thus causing a relapse into military autocracy (The 

Nation, 2017). Obasanjo, himself a former military ruler, understood the importance of establishing a chain of 

command loyal to the new democratic dispensation. 

President Umaru Musa Yar’Adua’s approach was more restrained but no less calculated. Between 2007 and 

2010, his administration orchestrated a series of quiet reshuffles and retirements (VOA, 2007), particularly 

targeting officers perceived to be loyal to Obasanjo. This subtle repositioning of elites helped Yar’Adua 

consolidate his command authority without triggering institutional resistance, indicating a softer but strategic 

form of coup-proofing. 

President Goodluck Jonathan's administration took a more overt approach, particularly during the escalation of 

the Boko Haram insurgency. In 2014, all service chiefs were sacked, and dozens of senior officers were quietly 

retired (Omonobi et al., 2014). While this move was justified as a national security measure, it effectively 

served to eliminate dissenting voices within the military high command and allowed for the promotion of 

officers deemed more loyal to the presidency. These actions realigned military loyalty amid growing insecurity 

and rising political tension ahead of the 2015 elections. 

In 2016, shortly after assuming power, President Muhammadu Buhari’s administration retired 38 senior 

officers (Odunsi, 2021), many of whom were allegedly involved in political activities during the 2015 elections. 

Critics noted that the list was disproportionately composed of officers from Southern Nigeria, raising concerns 

about ethnic bias. This retirement wave was widely interpreted as an ethnopolitical purge, reinforcing Buhari’s 

inner circle with trusted allies and reflecting his desire to recalibrate institutional loyalty along regional and 

political lines (Oloba & Ramhurry, 2023). 

President Bola Tinubu's administration, beginning in 2023, launched what is arguably the most extensive 

retirement wave since Obasanjo. Immediately after taking office, all service chiefs were removed, and over 100 

senior officers (particularly those senior to the newly appointed chiefs) were directed to retire (Omonobi, 

2023). This sweeping action aimed to streamline the command structure and remove any institutional memory 

or influence associated with the previous administration. It reflects a textbook application of coup-proofing: 

eliminating potential veto players to ensure loyalty flows directly to the new civilian principal. 

These episodic waves of compulsory retirement illustrate how political transitions in Nigeria are often 

accompanied by deliberate efforts to neutralize military agency slack. Each wave is less about professional 

reform than about managing institutional uncertainty and mitigating coup risks through elite circulation and 

hierarchical restructuring.  

Sectoral and Service-Level Patterns (Army, Airforce, Navy) 
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While all three branches of the Nigerian military have experienced compulsory early retirements since 1999, 

the patterns of occurrence vary significantly by service, with each reflecting unique political, strategic, and 

institutional logics. 

The Nigerian Army has borne the brunt of these retirements, accounting for well over 60% of recorded cases. 

As the largest and most politically entrenched service, the Army has consistently been at the center of regime 

transitions and security operations. Obasanjo’s 1999 purge, Buhari’s 2016 dismissals, and Tinubu’s 2023 

overhaul were all predominantly Army-centric. The Army’s deep institutional memory and its historical 

association with military rule make it the primary focus of coup-proofing measures (Dummar, 2002; Powell, 

2012). Civilian principals often target its upper ranks to dismantle informal power blocs and ensure loyalty 

within a service historically capable of autonomous political action. 

In contrast, the Nigerian Navy has seen moderate but strategically significant waves of retirement, typically tied 

to regional and ethnic balancing. Jonathan’s 2014 reshuffle and Tinubu’s 2023 overhaul included senior naval 

officers to avoid accusations of ethnic favouritism or geopolitical exclusion (Omonobi et al., 2014; Omonobi, 

2023). While not central to national land-based counterinsurgency efforts, the Navy’s leadership positions 

have been used to demonstrate inclusiveness, particularly when the Army’s appointments skewed toward 

specific regions. 

The Nigerian Air Force has experienced more targeted and functional reshuffles, especially during times of 

insecurity. Under both Jonathan and Tinubu, the Air Force command was significantly restructured in response 

to failures in air operations against insurgents or as part of broader efforts to inject new leadership. While not 

the focus of large-scale purges, the Air Force has served as a space for performance-based retirements or the 

installation of loyalists with technical expertise. 

The pattern suggests that the more politically central the service, the more likely it is to experience compulsory 

retirement waves, particularly at transition points or in moments of institutional strain, as can be seen in the 

summary table Two below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table two: Sectoral Patterns of Military Retirement in Nigeria (1999–Present) 

Service Scope of 
Retirement 

Key Periods Political/Strategic Rationale Coup-Proofing Implications 

Army Highest number 
of retirements; 
over 60% of all 
recorded cases 

1999 
(Obasanjo), 
2016 (Buhari), 
2023 (Tinubu) 

Largest service with central 
political history; targeted 
due to size, influence, and 
role in internal security 

Minimized potential for 
dissent in politically sensitive 
periods; restructured 
leadership hierarchy to align 
with regime priorities 
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Navy Moderate 
retirements, 
often tied to 
geopolitical 
balancing 

2014 
(Jonathan), 
2023 (Tinubu) 

Reflects need for ethnic and 
regional inclusion; strategic 
placements during broader 
reshuffles 

Used to balance appointments 
and reduce perception of 
sectional marginalization; 
signaled inclusivity to defuse 
ethno-regional tensions 

Air 
Force 

Targeted 
reshuffles, 
especially among 
senior officers 

2014 
(Jonathan), 
2023 (Tinubu) 

Linked to performance 
failures in 
counterinsurgency; also 
used to install loyal 
commanders 

Reinforced executive control 
during national insecurity; 
reset command chain in 
response to perceived 
institutional ineffectiveness 

Source: Authors’ Compilation from Different Reference Materials, 2025 

Overall, the sectoral patterns confirm that coup-proofing in Nigeria is not uniformly applied across the armed 

services. Instead, it reflects a nuanced calculation by civilian principals seeking to control the most politically 

potent segments of the military (particularly the Army), while maintaining ethnic, regional, and operational 

balance across the services. 

Between Reform and Purge: Institutional Motives 

While it’s widely believed that most of the aforementioned early retirements have political or ethnic motives, 

some are embedded within broader institutional reform agendas aimed at professionalizing the armed forces, 

eliminating corruption, or adapting to operational needs. However, the line between genuine reform and 

politically motivated purging is often blurred. 

Obasanjo’s early reforms aimed to distance the military from its history of political dominance, reintroduce 

democratic norms, and enhance operational efficiency (Omitoogun & Hutchful, 2006). Similarly, Tinubu’s 

directive for officers senior to newly appointed service chiefs to retire follows military tradition but also 

functions as a structural reset, an opportunity to reorient the armed forces toward new leadership goals. 

However, these reforms are often undermined by a lack of transparency, unclear criteria for retirement, and an 

absence of institutional safeguards against executive overreach. The result is a hybrid process in which 

retirements serve multiple, sometimes contradictory, ends: professionalization on one hand, and political 

consolidation on the other. 

Ultimately, the strategic use of compulsory retirement in Nigeria reveals the enduring fragility of civil-military 

relations. As long as trust between the principal (civilian authority) and agent (military leadership) remains low, 

early retirements will remain a central—if contested—feature of military governance in Nigeria. 

Consequences for Military Professionalism and Civil–Military Order 

The strategic use of compulsory early military retirement in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic has profound implications 

for military professionalism and the broader civil-military order. While intended to enhance regime security and 

consolidate civilian control, these retirement waves have generated significant challenges related to 

organizational cohesion, officer morale, promotion dynamics, and democratic oversight. 

Organizational Cohesion, Career Progression and Risks for Democratic Oversight  

Compulsory retirements, especially when perceived as politically motivated or unjust, undermine the cohesion 

and morale within the armed forces. The frequent removal of senior officers disrupts established command 

structures and institutional memory, leading to uncertainty among remaining personnel (Lahaie, 2005; Harrell 

et al., 2004). Officers may feel insecure about their career prospects, fostering an environment of distrust 

toward civilian leadership (Feaver, 2003). This erosion of trust can diminish the collective esprit de corps, 
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weaken military discipline, and ultimately impair operational effectiveness (Desch, 1999). Moreover, perceived 

ethnic or regional biases in retirement decisions exacerbate internal divisions, fracturing the military’s 

traditionally nationalistic identity (Suberu, 2001). 

Early retirements as a tool of political control inevitably politicize military career trajectories. When promotion 

and retention hinge less on merit and professionalism and more on loyalty to the regime or ethnic affiliation, 

the military’s meritocratic foundations weaken (Suberu, 2001). This dynamic encourages patron-client 

relationships, incentivizing officers to align politically rather than focus on professional competence (Geddes, 

Wright, & Frantz, 2014). Consequently, promotions become instruments of regime survival rather than 

institutional development, which can stifle innovation, degrade operational readiness, and entrench 

factionalism (Suberu, 2001). The principal-agent relationship between civilian authorities and the military risks 

devolving into one of coercion and manipulation, undermining long-term stability. 

While compulsory retirements aim to reinforce civilian supremacy over the military, excessive and politically 

driven purges can paradoxically weaken democratic consolidation. The unpredictable and often opaque nature 

of these retirements may foster a culture of fear and suspicion, discouraging officers from engaging in open 

dialogue with civilian leaders or expressing professional dissent (Finer, 1988; Suberu, 2001). This dynamic, 

risks turning the military into a politicized tool rather than a professional institution under democratic control 

(Bruneau & Tollefson, 2006). Furthermore, the erosion of institutional norms and professional standards 

complicates civilian oversight, as militaries that are fragmented or internally divided are less likely to adhere 

consistently to democratic principles (Huntington, 1957). Ultimately, without transparent and rule-based 

mechanisms for military personnel management, compulsory retirements may contribute to fragile civil-military 

relations and expose democracies to latent coup risks. 

Comparative Insights and Policy Implications 

The Nigerian experience with compulsory early military retirement as a mechanism for coup-proofing and 

regime consolidation finds parallels in several post-authoritarian states that have grappled with civil-military 

relations during democratic transitions. These comparative insights highlight lessons, challenges, and 

strategies that can inform Nigeria’s ongoing efforts to balance civilian control with military professionalism. 

Lessons from Other Post-Authoritarian States 

Countries such as Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan provide instructive cases where managing the military’s political 

role has been central to democratic consolidation and regime security. Egypt, following the 2011 revolution, 

undertook significant military restructuring and retirements to realign the armed forces with civilian authorities 

under President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, while simultaneously maintaining strong military autonomy (Sayigh, 

2024). However, the military’s entrenched economic and political interests have complicated genuine civilian 

supremacy (Ardemagni & Toronto, 2020). 

In Turkey, the military historically positioned itself as the guardian of secularism and the republic, frequently 

intervening in politics via coups or pressure tactics (Narli, 2005; Acar, 2020). Recent decades have seen 

efforts to curtail military influence through legal reforms and retirements aligned with civilian government 

preferences, especially under the Erdoğan administration. While this has reduced overt military intervention, 

concerns remain about politicization and erosion of professional norms (Urben, 2013). 

Pakistan’s military has been a dominant political actor, with frequent coups and direct military rule. Attempts at 

coup-proofing via retirements and reshuffles have aimed to fragment potential dissent within the officer corps 
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and promote loyalty (Rizvi, 2000). However, these efforts have sometimes entrenched factionalism and 

undermined institutional coherence (Siddiqa, 2007). 

These cases collectively illustrate the trade-offs in using compulsory retirements: while they can be effective in 

reducing immediate coup risks and ensuring regime loyalty, they risk long-term damage to military 

professionalism and democratic governance if not balanced with institutional safeguards, as will be discussed 

below. 

Sustaining professional military conduct requires transparent, merit-based personnel policies insulated from 

political manipulation. Clear legal frameworks delineating the criteria and procedures for retirements and 

promotions help protect officers from arbitrary dismissals (Feaver & Kohn, 2001). Institutionalizing oversight 

bodies, such as parliamentary defence committees or independent military ombudsmen, can enhance 

accountability and reduce politicization (Carothers, 1998). 

Professional military education and adherence to norms of subordination to civilian authority, combined with 

institutional autonomy in operational matters, foster a culture where loyalty to the state and constitution 

supersedes allegiance to individual leaders (Huntington, 1957). Additionally, promoting diversity within the 

officer corps along ethnic and regional lines reduces factionalism and enhances national cohesion (Finer, 

1988). 

Balancing Regime Security with Institutional Integrity 

A central dilemma for civilian governments in transitional democracies is balancing regime security with 

preserving military institutional integrity. Excessive or politically motivated retirements may provide short-term 

control but exacerbate factionalism, lower morale, and invite future instability (Nordlinger, 1977; Musa & 

Heinecken, 2022). Conversely, neglecting coup-proofing risks insubordination or military intervention. 

Nigeria’s experience underscores the importance of calibrated approaches that integrate coup-proofing within 

broader reforms aimed at professionalization and democratic oversight. This includes transparent retirements 

based on clear performance criteria, inclusive personnel policies that reflect the country’s diversity, and robust 

civilian institutions capable of managing the civil-military interface without resorting to arbitrary purges 

(Cawthra & Luckham, 2003). 

By learning from comparative experiences and adopting safeguards that prioritize meritocracy, transparency, 

and institutional development, Nigeria can better navigate the complex principal-agent dynamics that 

characterize civil-military relations in fragile democracies. 

Conclusion 

Summary of Key Findings 

This study has examined the strategic, political, and institutional dimensions of compulsory early military 

retirements in Nigeria from 1999 to the present. The findings reveal a consistent pattern of retirements closely 

tied to political transitions and civilian regimes’ attempts to reassert control over the military. Each 

administration—Obasanjo, Yar’Adua, Jonathan, Buhari, and Tinubu, used retirement waves not only for 

restructuring but also for consolidating power and reshaping military loyalty. 

The analysis demonstrated that these retirements were rarely neutral or purely administrative. Instead, they 

reflected the dynamics of civil-military distrust, ethnic balancing, and patronage politics. Successive 

governments utilized retirements as a mechanism for coup-proofing, mitigating perceived threats, and 

dismantling entrenched loyalty networks within the armed forces. In doing so, these practices often blurred the 

line between reform and purge, undermining procedural fairness and weakening institutional integrity. 
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Sectorally, the Nigerian Army bore the brunt of these purges, aligning with its historical dominance in military 

and political affairs. The Navy and Air Force, while less affected numerically, also experienced targeted 

reshuffles aligned with ethnic or geopolitical balancing strategies. Comparative analysis with countries like 

Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan further illuminated the tensions between safeguarding regime security and 

building professional, apolitical armed forces. 

Contribution to Civil–Military Scholarship and Democratic Consolidation 

This research contributes to the civil-military scholarship by grounding Nigeria’s retirement patterns within 

principal-agent theory, offering a conceptual lens for understanding how elected leaders manage military 

subordination in post-authoritarian contexts. By emphasizing how compulsory retirements operate both as 

tools of control and instruments of institutional reconfiguration, the study advances our understanding of 

informal mechanisms of civilian oversight and elite circulation in transitional democracies. 

Furthermore, the study argues that while retirements may reduce short-term threats to civilian rule, they can 

also erode meritocratic principles, fuel ethnic grievances, and politicize military professionalism. These insights 

broaden existing literature on democratic transitions by highlighting the ambivalent role of civil-military reforms 

in fragile regimes. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Future studies could build on this work by empirically investigating the career trajectories of affected officers 

and assessing how compulsory retirements influence institutional morale, leadership development, and 

operational effectiveness. A detailed ethnographic or interview-based approach would enrich understanding of 

how officers interpret and internalize these retirement decisions. Whether as unjust exclusions, routine 

transitions, or political vendettas. 

Comparative research across West African or broader sub-Saharan African contexts could also reveal whether 

similar patterns exist in other post-coup democracies, thus offering a regional perspective on the politics of 

military personnel management. Additionally, scholars may explore the impact of legislative and judicial 

oversight on retirement procedures, assessing whether stronger institutional checks can mitigate politicization 

and promote procedural fairness in military governance. 

Ultimately, this research underscores the importance of balancing the imperatives of civilian supremacy with 

long-term institutional development. Retirements, while sometimes necessary for reform and recalibration, 

must be embedded in transparent, rule-based systems if Nigeria is to build a truly professional and 

democratically accountable military. 
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