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Abstract

The research on which this article reports, analysed corruption as a major threat to Nigeria’s 
internal security. Studies have examined dimensions of corruption and their effects on 
security in the country, but this article sets out to analyse selected forms of abuse in the 
operations of two security agencies, the Army and Prison Services, in Nigeria’s Ministries 
of Defence, and Interior respectively. The two represent military and paramilitary services 
in Nigeria, but they have overlapping duties and functions with other security agencies 
like the police, for example. Data is drawn from secondary sources for the conceptual 
and theoretical sections of the article. This is complemented by primary data from events 
analyses, especially from public hearings concerning the selected security agencies in 
Nigeria. A combination of the structural theory and the ecological approach is deployed 
for the article’s analytic frame. The article finds out that the two agencies selected for 
study reflect the prevalence of corruption in several sectors of Nigeria’s internal security 
architecture. It recommends a head-on combating of corruption which involves diligent 
closure of on-going cases of security breaches and corruption as well as the involvement 
of volunteers and communities.

Keywords: Threats by Corruption, Internal Security, Institutional Responsibilities, Citizens’ 
Roles, Nigeria. 

Introduction 

Corruption will kill Nigeria, if the country does not kill corruption.487 This opening 
statement has often been made by President Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria, in both 
the run-up to the 2015 general elections, before becoming the president, and after his 
election and re-election in 2015 and 2019 respectively. This assertion about a phenomenon 
known for its destructive capacity, and which has not abated since it became a public 
issue of concern in 1966,488 comes with implications. For example, it implies that almost 
six decades after its declaration as the ‘most important obstacle to development and 
national integration’, and despite successive ‘admonitory anti-corruption measures and 
programmes’, the problem of corruption has been a feature in the private lives of citizens 
but, more importantly, in government circles.489 Rather than abate, corruption has affected 
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not only almost every facet of life, but also internal security – the primary purpose of 
any government.

This article therefore proceeds by analysing the question on the concept of corruption 
and why it is regarded so serious a problem that it warrant concerns about the possibility 
of causing grievous damages in the country. The article highlights the interconnections 
between corruption and underdevelopment, with the focus on insecurity. Then it considers 
forms of abuse in aspects of the operations of the Nigerian Army (NA), the Nigerian 
Correctional (Prison) Service, and the consequences of these on internal security in the 
country. The Nigerian police have the primary role of ensuring day-to-day security in 
Nigeria, while the Department of State Services (DSS) – the Nigerian secret police – 
complements their work by defending the country against domestic threats as well as 
upholding and enforcing criminal laws.490 Going by information gleaned from the media, 
these agencies have been overwhelmed particularly by criminal activities ranging from 
communal clashes, clashes between farmers and herders and banditry, to kidnapping and 
oil pipeline vandalism, among others. These and other assignments given to special task 
forces on election duties and other have warranted the inclusion of personnel of the NA. 
The Nigerian Navy (NN) and Nigerian Air Force (NAF) are components of the Nigerian 
Armed Forces, and both feature prominently in the surveillance of waterways and the air 
space respectively. Personnel of these two agencies are also involved in other security-
related assignments but none is involved in aspects of everyday life internal security in 
Nigeria as much as the NA. The NA stands out in its role as the defender of territorial 
integrity of the country and in its training in ground battle.

Following the introduction, the rest of the article is structured into four main sections. 
The first of these comprises conceptual clarifications and a review of relevant literature 
and a theoretical framework, followed by selected cases for analysis and, finally 
recommendations and the conclusion. 

Conceptual Clarifications and Review of Relevant Literature 

Corruption and internal security are the main concepts for which this article provides 
operational definitions. The concept of development comes up for clarification because 
development is adversely affected by the consequences of corruption and insecurity. 
Poverty, illiteracy, ill health, disease, malnourishment, hunger, deprivation, exclusion 
and frustration are other concepts and issues that are related to the main concepts, and 
are covered in the review of the literature.

According to its etymology, “corruption” involves any action by which a word or 
expression is changed from its original state to one regarded as erroneous or debased.491 
This implies pollution or putrefaction, and deviation from generally held standards of 
behaviour, especially involving a change from what is, as a rule, regarded as good or bad 
in any particular society. Looking at it from this perspective, means that corruption could 
manifest in social, economic, or political forms. From the economic point of view comes 
the general idea of limiting corruption to bribery and, in particular, monetary inducement. 
According to Mclean and McMillan,492 corruption refers to an individual transferring a 
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benefit to another person who may or may not be entitled to such benefit, in exchange 
for an illegal payment. Such payment or bribe is often assumed to be monetary but may 
come as a favour in exchange for the performance of a legitimate task.493

There are overlaps in the economic, social, and political dimensions of corruption. The 
common characteristics are dishonesty and abuse of trust or privilege. In this regard, 
integrating three popularised definitions by the United Nations Global Programme against 
Corruption (UNGPAC), Transparency International (TI) and the World Bank have been 
useful. For UNGPAC,494 corruption is ‘abuse of power for private gain’. According to 
Transparency International,495 it is the ‘abuse of entrusted power for private gain’; while 
the World Bank496 defines corruption as ‘abuse of office for private gain’.

Defining corruption in Nigeria has been found not simple because of the gamut of what 
comes under the appellation of corrupt practices. According to Smith,497 when Nigerians 
talk about corruption, they refer to many things, including: 

[T]he abuse of state offices for some kind of private gain … a whole range of 
social behaviour in which various forms of morally questionable deception 
enable the achievement of wealth, power, or prestige as well as much more 
mundane ambitions. Nigerian notions of corruption encompass everything 
from government bribery and graft, rigged elections and fraudulent business 
deals, to diabolical abuse of occult powers, medical quackery, cheating in 
schools, and even deceiving a lover. 

Owasanoye498 provides the official definition of corruption in Nigeria. This includes 
bribery, fraudulent acquisition of property, fraudulent receipt of property, the use of 
pecuniary advantage, gratification, influence peddling, insincerity in advice with a view 
to gaining an advantage, less than a full day’s work for a full day’s pay, tardiness and 
laziness. Failure to report any case of inducement to the appropriate authorities is also 
considered a punishable offence under the law. Criminalising failure to report acts or 
cases of inducement is not new in Nigeria, but incentivisation for reporting it – part of 
the whistle-blowing policy of the Buhari administration – is relatively recent, and this 
underlines the severity of the problem of corruption in the country.499 

The fact and ubiquity of corruption in every human society have not been in doubt, but 
the problem is the what, the how and the why of corruption, according to ‘acceptable 
social science standards’.500 Corruption is neither exclusively part of a social system or 
an institution, nor is it a trait of an individual’s character but rather an illegal exchange 
that can be found in any society no matter the level of development. Although a global 
problem, corruption has diverse causes and has, therefore, attracted different types of 
attention. A president501 of the United States of America was impeached for making a 
misrepresentation under oath, while another United States (US) president502 has been 
investigated for several offences. A British prime minister503 was investigated for breaching 
Covid-19 lockdown rules. Top public officials have been prosecuted and penalised in the 
United States, the United Kingdom, and other places for various corrupt practices, breaches 
of trust, and abuse of privileges; yet, there are societies in these areas where same-sex 
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marriage is protected by law despite the moral issues it has generated.504 In Nigeria, where 
such issues are morally reprehensible as well as punishable by law, top public officials 
are hardly punished for offences that are related to breach of trust and abuse of privileges. 
Rather, corruption in public places has been rationalised for its ‘distributive efficiency’ 
or ‘marginal utility’, and as ‘the oil that lubricates the system’ or ‘the cement welding the 
system together’, particularly in cases relating to bureaucratic red tape.505

Corruption can be found in both the private and public life, but the dominant view of the 
phenomenon in the literature focuses on public life. This is not unconnected to the bigger 
size of the public and its salience in matters concerning every resident of society and 
the generality of citizens in a country. Johnson506 and Nye507 articulate the probability of 
more corruption in government circles – particularly in less developed countries (LDCs) 
where many socio-economic activities that draw citizens to the government are due to 
its monopoly over mineral wealth and natural resources (in Nigeria, as in other LDCs, 
citizens generally gravitate towards the government for opportunities, which hardly exist 
elsewhere). Although corruption in private activities of citizens and in private businesses 
has consequences on Nigeria’s internal security, this is insignificant when compared to 
the effects of corruption by public officials. The latter crystallises in the insights from 
selected agencies, as reflected later in this article. 

Corruption can be categorised into three main types: incidental (individual), institutional 
(for example, from the selected agencies discussed in this article), and systemic (societal). 
The taxonomy by Page508 is apt. Page explains, ‘20 overarching contexts (sectors) that 
are especially vulnerable to corruption’, as well as ‘28 corruption tactics in 8 behavioural 
categories’,509 which have been highlighted in the political economy of Nigeria. Some 
forms of corruption are confined to instances of abuse on the part of individual public 
officials, and are episodic rather than systemic. In other cases, corruption is found in 
particular institutions or sectors of activities, whereas the practice is much less pervasive 
in others.510

The 1987 report of the Nigerian Political Bureau gives a vivid description of the dimensions 
of corruption in the country. According to it,511 the manifestations of corruption in Nigeria 
include: 

The inflation of government contracts in return for kickbacks; frauds and 
falsification of accounts in the public service; examination malpractice in our 
educational institutions including universities; taking of bribes and perversion 
of justice among the police, the judiciary and organs for administering justice; 
and various heinous crimes against the state in the business and industrial 
sectors of our economy, in collusion with multi-national companies, such as 
over-invoicing goods, foreign exchange swindling, hoarding and smuggling. 

In fundamental terms, these manifestations and dimensions have not changed significantly 
over the years. However, the patterns and trends of corruption and corrupt practices 
have been affected by globalisation as well as the increasing complexity within and 
outside Nigeria. For example, there are effects of digital transformation on corruption, 
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in view of changes that have been brought about by information and communications 
technology (ICT), in particular. These dimensions include internet fraud, identity theft, 
cyber harassment, stalking and e-mail phishing. Today, the chances for corruption are 
more, the types have increased, and the potential loss is significant.512

No matter the angle from which corruption is viewed, the consequences associated 
with the phenomenon can hardly be overestimated. Corruption distorts systems by 
changing morally or legally approved courses of action. It reduces the confidence of the 
people in relationships, and the confidence of citizens in their government, especially in 
instances of massive corruption without consequences for offenders. It also undermines 
the capacity of institutions to formulate and implement public policies for effective 
governance. This implies that crimes and criminalities would hardly abate – especially 
when institutions in the judicial and security sectors have been compromised. Corruption 
causes misappropriation and misapplication of resources, meaning that security and 
other sectors would suffer from insufficient resources. With little left to cater for the 
large less-privileged population, especially in terms of what they need in functional 
public infrastructure, there is evidence for Nigeria ranking as one of the world’s poorest 
countries,513 despite the country’s material endowment. Nigeria has been dubbed one of 
the most corrupt countries in the world and one of the world’s ‘most complex corruption 
environments’.514 This poses an image problem for the country and, at the same time, it 
could erode the confidence of development partners and others in the international system. 
Page515 succinctly summarises these consequences as follows: 

Corruption is the single greatest obstacle preventing Nigeria from achieving 
its enormous potential. It drains billions of dollars a year from the country’s 
economy. It stymies development, and weakens the social contract between 
the government and its people. Nigerians … struggle daily to cope with its 
effects. 

In the summary above, as in other studies,516,517,518,519,520 development failure in LDCs, 
including Nigeria, has been linked to uncontrolled corruption. The concept of development 
has been employed in this study to include improvement and advancement, as well as 
becoming more mature, more complete, more organised and more transformed. In this 
light, development involves improvement in income and output, ‘and radical changes in 
institutional, social and administrative structures as well as popular attitudes, customs 
and beliefs’.521 To the Society for International Development (SID), these changes that 
constitute development are in the form of an addition to physical, economic, environmental, 
social, and demographic components of society.522 The Human Development Index (HDI) 
of the United Nations (UN), the Annual Prosperity Index (API) of the Legatum Institute, 
and the Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG) share similar views on what 
development entails.523 Following a review of their criteria, certain indexes have been 
isolated as constituents for development. These are economy, entrepreneurship and 
opportunity, governance, education, health, safety and security, personal freedom, and 
social capital. Every item in this list is connected to personal or group security, implying 
threats to security once they are unattainable.
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Internal security, the second major concept in this article, is an aspect of national security; 
the latter which can be described as the ability of a country to cater for the protection and 
defence of its citizens. According to Adesina,524 national security entails the requirement to 
maintain the ‘survival of the state through the use of economic power, diplomacy, power 
projection and political power’. For Odekunle, internal security is broadly conceptualised 
as ‘protection or defence against all kinds of victimisation’, including ‘protection/
defence against economic want, poverty, illiteracy, disease/ill health, social exploitation, 
psychological trauma, oppression and criminal victimisation’.525 This is perceived in terms 
of the economic, political, and social security of the average citizen. Internal security 
therefore encapsulates human security, which emphasises the individual in understanding 
global vulnerabilities. This implies protecting people from critical (severe) pervasive 
(widespread) threats and situations, including freedom from fear, freedom from want, 
and freedom from indignity. The position of the UN on the importance of human security 
has been succinctly stated,526 as it requires that the major indices of internal security in 
any country are for the majority of the population to be economically well and for the 
system to be politically stable. 

In light of the above, security and development are mutually reinforcing. Security 
accelerates development just as development enhances security. It is common sense that 
an average citizen of a country that is characterised by justice, fairness and opportunities 
for self-actualisation would regard him- or herself as a stakeholder in the sustenance of 
peace, stability and progress in his or her home country. This disposes citizens toward 
law-abidingness and against unlawful or criminal conduct that are antithetical to human 
and material development. Conversely, citizens who feel unjustly and unfairly treated 
are more than likely to be socially discontented and do not want the progress of a system 
that is less concerned about their wellbeing. However, a crime-free society hardly exists, 
making the fact of crime in every human society “normal”. 

Security is considered a matter of paramount importance in Nigeria. Section 14(1) of the 
country’s 1999 Constitution (amended) states, ‘the security and welfare of the people 
shall be the primary purpose of government’.527 A simple explanation of the statement 
above is that the main business of the Nigerian government is to protect the citizens 
and to provide an enabling environment for their wellbeing. Stretched further, it can be 
deduced that security of the citizens is paramount because without it, every other thing 
is meaningless. The multi-dimensional sectors of security in Nigeria can be broadly 
categorised as external or territorial and internal. The Armed Forces (Army, Air Force, and 
Navy) and the external arms of the intelligence agencies have been assigned the duty of 
external and territorial security. However, evidence from counter-insurgency operations, 
surveillance of oil pipe lines and other national installations, as well as in other national 
assignments, including election matters and emergencies528 are sufficient indicators that 
the Nigerian Armed Forces also have roles in matters of internal security. Among the 
paramilitary agencies in the country, are: 

	y The Nigeria Security and Civil Defence Corps (NSCDC), prominent in playing 
supporting roles for the Nigeria Navy in surveillance of oil installations, and for 
the Army, in election monitoring assignments; 
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	y The Federal Road Safety Corps (FRSC);
	y The National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA);
	y The Nigeria Customs Service (NCS); and 
	y The Nigeria Correctional Service, which stands out in terms of its punitive and 

rehabilitation duties in turning offenders into law-abiding citizens.529

Theoretical Framework

The importance of inter-agency collaborations in performing these functions cannot be 
overemphasised. Insight for this article was therefore drawn from the NA and the Nigeria 
Correctional Service as well as other agencies involved in matters of internal security 
in Nigeria. These agencies perform their assigned roles independently but they connect 
mostly to attainting the goal of internal security for Nigeria. Radcliffe Brown and Parsons, 
as well as Easton discuss the logic behind inter-agency dependency and collaborations 
in the structural-functional approach530 and the systems theory531 respectively. Major 
dysfunctions in any of these agencies or in any other of the sub-systems constitute threats 
to the functionality of the entire Nigerian system. Crime prevention and crime control are 
effectively attained in functional systems, examples of which are Switzerland, Finland, 
Norway, and Germany that have been ranked consistently high in notable international 
development assessments.532

The analyses of the performance of the NA and the Nigeria Correctional Service in terms of 
realisation of the goals in internal security in the country are situated within the framework 
of the structural theory and ecological approach. It is appropriate, therefore, to provide 
some preliminary statements on the two perspectives and on their relevance to the matter 
of internal security in Nigeria. The structural theory focuses on the nature of the state 
and the character of the ruling class. It is deployed in this article based on postulations 
about the effects of the rentier character of the state in Nigeria and the predatory nature 
of the ruling class on the performance of security agencies and other public institutions.533 
Based on pioneering efforts in the deployment of the ecological approach to political 
and administrative sciences,534 the perspective utilised in the study on which this article 
reports, had to underscore the position that no organisation exists or operates in vacuo. The 
NA and Nigeria Correctional Service operate within the Nigerian environmental milieu, 
consisting of technological, economic, political, cultural, and demographic factors, among 
others. These factors affect the operations of the security agencies as the latter operates to 
moderate happenings in the environment.535 This implies that the selected security agencies 
can be effective in their operations to the extent permitted by the members of the ruling 
class and their acolytes in their official capacities. Furthermore, historical, technological, 
and cultural factors – among others – in the Nigerian environment affect the performance 
of such agencies. The level of corruption in Nigeria reflects the character and capacity 
of the state and, therefore, it is part of the environment and impedes the operations of the 
NA and the Nigeria Correctional Service. The state is largely personalised in Nigeria, in 
that it lacks autonomy, making its officials strong and its institutions weak. Rules and 
procedures are hardly effective because of the dysfunctionality of the state.536
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Selected Cases for Analysis

Instances of corruption that have been linked to officers and men of the NA and Nigerian 
Correctional Service are multi-dimensional. These range from abuse of privileges as senior 
officials of military regimes537 to unprofessional conduct in recruitment and planning, 
transfer and posting, delayed or unpaid allowances, logistics and procurement, and 
inappropriate implementation of rehabilitation policies, in the case of prison inmates. 
Owasanoye538 is apt in his opinion on the connection between ‘corruption in the military’ 
as well as in certain para-military agencies, and the ‘worsening insecurity in Nigeria’.

The Nigerian Army 

Of the many cases of corruption and corruptive tendencies by military officers and men, 
which can be linked to the worsening of insecurity in Nigeria, two have been selected for 
analysis. These are issues of unpaid allowances on the one hand, and arms procurement 
scams and issues of poor equipment on the other. 

Issues of unpaid allowances

Prompt payment of salaries is a matter of welfare and motivation.539 Not only does the 
principle of wage and salary administration require that salaries are fair and equitable; 
it asserts that non-payment leads to workers feeling rather alienated from their work, 
and the ultimate decline in productivity.540 As shown in this analysis concerning unpaid 
allowances to certain personnel of NA, corruption and corruptive tendencies, which 
expose the internal Nigerian security to threats, are also involved. 

The matter in question involved a group of Nigerian soldiers who participated in a UN 
peacekeeping mission in Liberia. The practice is that peacekeepers are paid by their 
own governments, to be reimbursed by the UN at a standard rate determined by the UN 
Assembly.541 Usually, this does not take long to pay. Having waited for weeks after their 
return to Nigeria, the group of 28 soldiers (out of which one was exonerated) from Owena 
Barracks in Akure, Ondo State, alleged diversion of their allowances and, therefore, 
staged a protest that involved blocking of major highways and disruption of vehicular 
movement in parts of Akure. 

Going by military tradition and laws guiding the profession, which abhor group actions 
against the authority of commanders, the protesting soldiers were rounded up, and had 
charges of mutiny pressed against them. There was public outrage, which, in part, accounted 
for the summoning of Yayale Ahmed and Patrick Aziza, then Minister of Defence and 
Chief of Defence Staff respectively, by the Nigerian House of Representatives’ Committee 
on Defence. Ahmed and Aziza convinced the Committee of the wrongness of the conduct 
of the protesting soldiers and, based on the report of a panel set up earlier by the NA, the 
28 soldiers – except one, Private Bala Aliyu – were convicted, and given life sentences.542

Human rights activist and senior lawyer, Femi Falana, and Peters Ike Adonu, another 
lawyer, represented the soldiers at different levels of appeal in law courts against the 
punishment meted out to them. Despite the issue of discipline, which the military 
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emphasised in its decision on the matter, there was a moral dimension in the delayed 
allowances, which was the main reason for the protest and act of disobedience by the 
group of soldiers. Following persistent calls for clemency, particularly from Falana and 
civil society organisations, who emphasised the difference between an action that was 
traceable to frustration and anger, and other forms of disobedience, including disloyalty 
and desertion, the 27 soldiers were granted presidential amnesty and were released543 in 
2010. 

Although the selected case of 28 protesting soldiers has been settled, with the pardoning 
and release of the 27 who had been convicted, certain consequences in the aftermath of 
this outcome must be put in perspective. First, having been discharged without retirement 
benefits – to which most of the soldiers were not yet entitled in view of age and length of 
service – they were considered threats for the internal security in Nigeria. Second, friends 
and sympathisers of these soldiers, or those aggrieved by a system that may be regarded 
as unfair and unjust, constitute threats to both their profession, in terms of low morale 
and low productivity, and to national security. For example, there have been reports of 
soldiers and ex-soldiers linked to abduction and kidnapping in the country.544 Finding a 
solution to insecurity problems becomes quite difficult when security agents are involved 
in crimes and criminal acts. 

Arms Procurement Scams And The Issue Of Poor Equipment 

The strength of the NA545 and its operational requirements make it attractive to suppliers. 
Apart from everyday items (such as uniforms, belts, shoes and hats), the need for arms 
and weapons cannot be overemphasised. Weapons are part of the conventional war 
requirements of the Armed Forces but in Nigeria the criminal activities of armed robbers, 
insurrectionists, insurgents and kidnappers among others make the need for weapons 
compelling even in the absence of conventional wars. The Nigerian defence budget 
had consequently risen significantly, particularly since 2009, when the activities of the 
Boko Haram group became a serious security issue of national importance. According 
to Malaquias,546 Nigeria spent ‘not less than $6 billion on defence in 2015 alone’. The 
country’s military spending between 2015 and 2022 stood at an average of $2.0 billion 
annually,547 while N2.41 trillion or 15% of the N20.51 trillion ($47.3 billion) proposed 
in the 2023 budget has been allocated to defence.548 Arms purchases for the country have 
been criticised for misapplication of funds and for procuring inappropriate weapons,549 
particularly as seen in the deployment of weapons better suited for conventional warfare 
in its counter-insurgency operations against Boko Haram in the country. This is despite 
the hugeness of its budget allocations, some of the largest in Africa.550 Defence budget 
spending came under the searchlight when, in September 2014, a sum of $9.3 million found 
in a Nigerian private aircraft in South Africa was linked to arms procurement.551 Based 
on the explanation offered in official quarters, it is curious that arms of this magnitude 
were procured through personal channels, despite well-known rules for arms purchases.552 
The then President Jonathan and the National Security Adviser, Sambo Dasuki, put up 
efforts in explaining but this was hardly convincing. The deal looked every bit like a 
money laundering case. 
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Dasuki, as National Security Adviser (ONSA), was directly responsible for the South 
African cash-for-arms transfer, and several arms transactions have been under prosecution. 
The investigation of Dasuki, which started in November 2015, has been about various 
arms deals totalling $2.9 billion. Former service chiefs (Army, Air Force and Navy), 
cabinet ministers, top civil servants, and chieftains of the then ruling party (among 
others) connected to the release of funds for arms transactions have been interrogated. 
Many of them have refunded money as part of plea-bargaining arrangements, while 
others had personal properties – acquired with proceeds of arms purchase scams – 
confiscated.553,554,555 This implies a misapplication of funds allocated to security, leaving 
the sector underfunded. It is no surprise that Boko Haram became so bold556 and, that 
in view of operational and strategic inefficiencies that have taken root, internal security 
has been massively threatened in Nigeria. The two selected cases aside, as part of the 
everyday internal security arrangements in Nigeria, personnel of the NA have been linked 
to collection of bribes during election duties as well as harassment of citizens during other 
engagements with the rest of the society.

The Nigerian Correctional Service

The two selected sources of threats to Nigeria’s internal security, which are linked to abuse 
by certain personnel of the Nigerian Correctional Service are the problem of reoffenders 
and prison attacks and/or jailbreaks.

Problem of Reoffenders 

The issue of reoffending convicted criminals have been found to be a source of threat to 
Nigeria’s internal security. The country’s prison and correctional centres are promoted 
and utilised as both punitive and rehabilitation instruments for turning offenders into 
law-abiding citizens with possible contributions to development. This is done by adopting 
different methods557 with a view to reintegrating felons successfully into society. However, 
this has not been particularly so in Nigeria.558 It has been proved that, since independence 
in 1960, dimensions of corruption – including inappropriate and inadequate recruitment 
and posting of prison officials, extortion of inmates and their visitors, and unapproved 
rationing of foods and medications by vendors in connivance with prison officials – have 
adversely affected the welfare of inmates and the lessons they ought to take away from 
the correctional centres and, in particular the rehabilitation programmes. This has become 
increasingly evident since the country’s encounter with prolonged military rule between 
1983 and 1999.

Faulty recruitment,559 in which trainees and newly appointed officers hardly have the 
right educational backgrounds, implies entry point problems and, therefore, nepotism 
and incompetence over time. While effective on-the-job training could be useful, where 
available, it is by far more appropriate to have individuals with background knowledge and 
training in the fields of psychology and sociology, among other humanities, than to employ 
those from the mathematical sciences, for example. Inadequate and insufficient equipment 
and implements also contribute to the poor outcome of rehabilitation programmes. For 
example, equipment for vocational and skill acquisition programmes in carpentry, shoe 



139
South African Journal of Military Studies

making, electronic repairs, sewing and dress making, in the Ibadan and Oyo centres, and 
farming implements for the Ogbomoso Centre were not only insufficient by the time of 
this study, but also did not match up with the announced budgetary allocations.560 This 
could be due to budgetary allocations without cash backing or misapplication of funds. 
Sports as well as health facilities are hardly functional, with only the Ibadan centre having 
a functional ambulance for the need of inmates at the time of writing.

It is apt to argue that exposing inmates to the abuse of privileges and other acts of 
corruption by prison officials constitutes a psychological problem that has hardened many 
criminals.561 According to Oyewo,562 ‘inadequate social and physical infrastructure’, which 
has been in part traced to acts of corruption, constitutes a major ‘disincentive to learning 
and participation in inmate rehabilitation programmes’ in Nigerian prisons and correctional 
centres. This defeats the idea of rehabilitation instead of punishment and the goal of 
returning offenders to society as law-abiding members of the community. Add this to the 
challenge of stigmatisation of the less privileged ex-convicts in Nigerian society, then it 
should not be difficult to explain why and how this category of ex-convicts are threats to 
the internal security of the country and why they are therefore caught due to reoffending.

Prison Attacks and/or Jailbreaks 

The problem of jailbreaks is not strange to Nigeria, but its frequency – 20 attacks between 
2015 and 2022 – has generated concern in view of the implications and consequences for 
the security in the country.563 Between 2007, when the revolt in Agodi, Ibadan prison or 
correctional centre led to the ‘death of 40 inmates’, and 2022, most reports on jailbreaks 
and attacks on prisons in Nigeria have emphasised the conditions of the facilities as key 
factors.564 In 2021 alone, over 5 000 inmates escaped in incidences of jailbreaks and attacks, 
causing the deaths of dozens of inmates as well as the loss of lives on the part of prison 
officials. Many of the escapees were dangerous inmates, waiting for trial or being convicted 
of offences related to acts of terrorism, insurrection, abduction and kidnapping among 
other security-threatening crimes.565 Pointing to a system that is out of step with reality, 
it is not uncommon to find certain recurring factors in studies and reports on jailbreaks 
and prison attacks in Nigeria. These include the infrastructural deficit, overcrowding of 
cells, the prolonged trial of suspects, underfunding, poor remuneration and equipping of 
staff, inadequate technology, ineffective participation of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and bribery and corruption as well as other institutional challenges bedevilling 
the Nigerian prison system.566,567,568 The prison population, for example, rose from 44 450 
in 2000 to 73 248 by May 2020,569 without corresponding enhancement of infrastructure 
and human capital. The logic of inadequacy can therefore not be overemphasised.

Budgetary allocations and claims about reinforcing prison facilities by way of constructing 
more and rehabilitating existing ones, are not evident going by what is happening on the 
ground. A review of the 2022 budgetary allocation to the Ministry of Interior,570 and a 
report by Oyedeji571 reveal the importance and considerable budgets of the Ministry, a 
unit of which is the Nigerian Correctional Service, in carrying out the duty of internal 
security. The increase in budgetary allocations to the Ministry of the Interior and, in 
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particular, the NCS – all of which were higher than the allocations to other agencies – 
indicated some level of importance. However, none of the projects listed in the budget 
presentations were completed successfully between 2018 and 2022. These are issues that 
concern the head and other senior officials of the ministry, and can be connected to the 
internal security threats caused by the several prison attacks and jailbreaks around the 
country at the time.572 It must also be noted that conditions for inmates, especially those 
awaiting trial and living in environments that are not ideal, amount to violation of their 
human rights, which threatens internal security in a way. 

The Koton Karfe (Kogi State), where there were three cases of jailbreak between 2014 
and 2016, and another in 2019, was selected for analysis. It is a medium-security prison 
and, by Nigerian standards, it therefore houses criminals who need to be locked away 
from society because they are dangerous.573 The distinguishing factors between such a 
prison and the maximum-security prison, in which other types of dangerous criminals are 
kept, include the stages of investigation and trial, as the latter houses dangerous criminals 
whose cases have been finally determined. Nonetheless, the movement of certain inmates 
in the medium-security prisons has to be restricted with a pair of lockable linked metal 
rings around their wrists or ankles. In this category, there are inmates held in connection 
with acts of terrorism, insurrection, banditry and high-profile armed robbery or other 
crimes that constitute threats to life and property as well as to the peace and stability of 
national sovereignty. 

In the attacks and jailbreaks in Koton Karfe, in 2012, 2016 and 2019, a total number of 
119, 13 and 200 inmates escaped respectively.574 Reports575 show that these and other 
attacks on the prison were invasions, implying contestation of sovereignty by the Boko 
Harram terrorist group whose members were among the forcefully released inmates. This 
also raises questions on the fortification of the prison for which budgetary allocations have 
been made.576 Corruption manifests in other ways, and this can be linked to connivance or 
negligence on the part of certain prison officials.577 This implies, overtly or covertly, the 
presence of spies or saboteurs who deliberately allow dangerous criminals to have access 
to gangs outside the prison walls via unauthorised devices or negligence. Indulging certain 
categories of inmates, which has fetched collaborators among prison officials’ undue 
rewards, by way of bribes, has in part fuelled other types of unethical and unprofessional 
conduct in the prison.578 It is disturbing to note that, at the time of writing, hardly anyone 
of note has been punished for the several high-profile jailbreaks analysed above. 

Recommendations

Insights have been drawn from the Nigerian Army and Nigerian Correctional Service, 
representing the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Interior, respectively, in analysing 
aspects of corruption and the effects on internal security in the country. However, head-on 
combating of corruption is required in every facet of Nigeria in view of the widespread 
manifestations of the problem of corruption, including its weakening effects on the social 
contract between the people and the state as well as on the societal fabric. This requires 
that on-going investigations and prosecutions are completed diligently to forestall re-
occurrence. Leadership at political level is pivotal, but communities, especially through 
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volunteers, need to take ownership, first through prevention, but also through sanctions, 
if the need arises. 

Restoration of the autonomy of structures for optimal performance of functions requires 
directional and transformational leaders. The role of the ecology of these structures, 
institutions and agencies in being autonomous and functional cannot be overemphasised. 
In this light, volunteer groups, community-based organisations and other types of civil 
society organisations have roles to play in finding leaders in a bottom-up approach to 
issues of internal security and public affairs in general. 

Volunteerism and whistle blowing should be incentivised, particularly since the official 
definition of corruption in Nigeria criminalises concealment and refusal to disclose 
information about corrupt acts. Strengthening of political will at every decision-making 
level, including ministries, departments and agencies saddled with responsibilities 
concerning internal security and others making up the Nigerian socio-economic and 
political system. 

Conclusion 

Nigeria’s internal security is threatened by corruption and corruptive tendencies in the 
activities of certain officials in the Nigerian Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Interior, 
represented in this article by examples drawn from Nigerian Army and the Nigerian 
Correctional Services. These are instances of misapplication of funds, exploitation of 
personnel, indecent treatment of prison inmates, poor work ethics leading to dangerous 
exposure of government agencies, and poor staff treatment with attendant consequences, 
including protest, desertion, and human rights abuse. There have been instances of abuse 
when personnel of the Nigerian Army were deployed for election duties and during 
certain rescue operations. Every system, consisting of structures and their functions, has a 
mutual relationship with its environment. Corruption as a feature in the Nigerian political 
environment has affected the Nigerian Army and the Nigerian Correctional Service in the 
performance of their internal security functions.
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The Worst Military Leaders in History
Edited by John M Jennings & Chuck Steele

London: Reaktion Books
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Cruelty, callousness, poor judgement, political ambition, impulsiveness, fear of failure 
– these and several other characteristics are identified and highlighted in the 15 military 
leaders discussed in The Worst Military Leaders in History. 

The question pertaining to what it is that makes a good military leader has been discussed 
by academics and serving officers (as well as a few armchair warriors) for aeons. The 
answer is often as confusing and as complex as the difference between the terms “military 
leadership” and “military command”. However, the answer to the question is often less 
important than the discussion and awareness that it provokes. Military biography studies 
military leaders within a military-historical context in order to understand how and 
why leaders made decisions, how their characters and personalities, their backgrounds 
and training, and their socio-political contexts interacted on the battlefield to achieve 
specific results – sometimes successful, sometimes not. Traditionally, the focus of these 
studies is on successful military leaders in order to teach future military officers valuable 
lessons based on the successes of these historic figures. As valuable as this time-honoured 
approach is, it is also limited, as it only provides a one-sided view of military leadership 
and does not necessarily develop the critical evaluation skills of future officers. 

Any nation needs military officers who are willing, empowered, and able to lead and 
command the security forces of their country. This necessity becomes more pressing as 
future battlespaces become increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous, 
requiring military officers to display strength of character, problem-solving abilities, and 
critical thinking skills to deal with the demands of the modern battlespace. The dilemma 
faced by military academies and officer training institutions is often not only finding the 
right personnel but, more importantly, also ways to develop the right combination of skill 
sets effectively. One of the methodologies often used is to study the lives and careers of 
previous military commanders and leaders. 

John M Jennings and Chuck Steele, two military instructors at the United States (US) Air 
Force Academy, decided that they needed a tool that would not only assist in the study of 
military leadership but which would also elicit critical discussions and develop critical 
thinking within their students. The authors were given the task to study and describe the 
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lives, careers, and impact of one military leader who, in the author’s opinion, deserves the 
title of “worst military leader”. The result was a book reporting on the lives and careers 
of 15 military leaders who could be classified as the “worst military leaders”. The 15 
leaders were grouped into five categories: criminals, frauds, the clueless, politicians, and 
bunglers – ranging from Roman Fedorovich von Urgern-Sternberg and Lewis Brereton 
to George A Custer and Lord Wolseley. 

Although most military biographies focus on well-known military leaders, I found the 
discussions in this book fascinating and refreshing, mixing some of the lesser-known 
military leaders with more famous ones. Although some of the leaders discussed in the 
book seem – in my opinion – somewhat undeserving of the title “worst military leader” 
or rather that there are several military leaders more deserving of this title, it is certainly a 
thought-provoking book.579 When one keeps in mind that this book was primarily written 
as a developmental and educational tool that may be used to enhance critical thinking and 
develop future military officers, it certainly achieved its intended purpose. Every military 
leader discussed in this book would be a wonderful case study that could be used to elicit 
class discussions and foster awareness of the qualities that are unwanted in military 
leaders. The topic in general represents a refreshing approach and, if used effectively, 
would certainly contribute to the development of critical thinking and awareness amongst 
future military officers. 

As a military psychologist, I tended to read the book from an applied psychology 
perspective and not from the historical perspective as it was intended. However, even from 
this perspective, the book emphasised not only the need for the selection and development 
of certain qualities in future officers but also what to avoid. As highlighted by the review of 
Robbins in the “Army Magazine” of September 2022, the book focuses on the characters 
of the individual leaders – something that is always of interest to psychologists.580 All the 
case studies emphasise the importance of personality, judgement, and ability at tactical, 
operational, and strategic levels for military commanders, and the fact that an individual 
might be exceedingly successful at tactical level as a military commander but he or she 
might not necessarily perform well at operational or strategic level where different skill 
sets are needed for successful leadership. In addition, the chaotic and ambiguous nature of 
war is emphasised, highlighting the need to prepare and empower future military leaders 
with the abilities, qualities, and attitudes required to deal with warfare. All in all, I would 
recommend this book to military historians but, more specifically, also to practitioners 
who can use it as a tool to illustrate the requirements for military leaders, and to develop 
critical thinking amongst students of military leadership.

Johnny O’Neil 
SA Army Assessment Centre, Military Psychological Institute
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