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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the legitimacy of recent military takeovers in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, 

analyzing the political, legal, and security factors that enabled the resurgence of coups in the 

Sahel. It critically examines these regimes through theories of legal positivism, natural law and 

legitimacy, showing that while juntas claim popular support, their actions violates domestic 

constitutions and regional norms such as the ECOWAS Protocol on Democracy and Good 

Governance and the AU Constitutive Act. The research identifies insecurity, jihadist insurgency, 

governance failures, corruption, ethnic tensions, and foreign interference as core drivers of 

unconstitutional changes of government. Using the Sahelian recent coups as a case study, it 

highlights severe human rights abuses and shifting geopolitical alliances. This study also 

examines how International actors like France have exploited the Sahel, boosting their economy 

at the expense of the Sahel. The study finds that the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS) and the African Union (AU) possess strong legal instruments and frameworks 

but weak enforcement capacity, resulting in inconsistent sanctions and declining public trust. It 

concludes that restoring constitutional order in the sahel requires credible enforcement 

mechanisms, harmonized regional framworks, civic education, and commitment to human rights 

and democratic governanance.
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 CHAPTER ONE 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

         The Sahel region of Africa has long been a hotbed of military interventions, with a 

complex history of coups and power struggles that have shaped the political landscape. In recent 

years, countries like Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger have witnessed a new wave of military 

takeovers, sparking intense debates about their legitimacy and implications for democracy, 

stability, and human rights. 

To understand the current situation, it's essential to look at the historical context. The Sahel has 

experienced a series of military coups and interventions, often justified by security concerns, 

corruption, or governance issues. These events have created a pattern of military involvement in 

politics, which has been difficult to break. The region's porous borders, ethnic and linguistic 

diversity, and limited economic opportunities have created an environment in which military 

power can thrive. The recent military takeovers in the Sahel have significant implications for 

regional security, international relations, and global efforts to promote democracy and stability. 

The international community has been grappling with how to respond to these developments, 

balancing the need to promote democracy and human rights with the need to ensure stability and 

security in a region plagued by terrorism and other security challenges. 

This essay will explore the legitimacy of military takeovers in Sahel countries, examining the 

underlying causes, consequences, and implications for the region's development. By analyzing 

the complex dynamics at play, this study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the 
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Sahel's challenges and opportunities, and to inform policies that promote stability, democracy, 

and human rights in the region. 

1.2 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

The legitimacy of government that comes to power through military intervention is questionable, 

particularly when they appear to have popular acceptance and support, raising the question; can a 

government be considered legitimate, if it seizes power through military means, even if it enjoys 

the popular acceptance of the people? What also is the implication on regional stability, 

democracy and human rights in these Sahel regions? The Sahel region has become the epicentre 

of a troubling resurgence in military coups, notably in Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Guinea, and 

Sudan since 2020. These takeovers, while condemned by regional bodies like ECOWAS, have 

paradoxically received initial popular support, revealing a growing crisis in democratic 

legitimacy and state authority. Fombad argues that despite constitutional reforms in the 1990s, 

African states continue to face a crisis of constitutionalism, where laws are easily suspended, 

manipulated, or overridden by military regimes
1
 

Military actors in these states justify their authority through security narratives, anti-corruption 

rhetoric, and anti-imperial positioning, yet democratic theorists like Diamond insist that 

legitimacy arises only from broad and deep consent, grounded in citizen trust and institutional 

accountability.
2
 This contradiction highlights the inadequacy of purely procedural democratic 

models in fragile, postcolonial contexts. 

                                                           
1
 Charles Fombad, 'An Overview of the Crisis of the Rule of Law in Africa' (2018) African Human Rights Law Journal 213-214

 

2
 Larry Diamond (quoted in) Hanspeter Kriesi, ‘Democratic Legitimacy: Is There a Legitimacy Crisis in Contemporary Politics?’ 

(2013) JSTOR <https://www.jstor.org/stable/24201256>.
 



3 

 

Furthermore, insecurity across the Sahel marked by extremist violence, weak governance, and 

humanitarian crises has profoundly eroded public trust in state institutions. Diallo and Bazie 

show that less than 36% of Burkinabè citizens trust all three branches of government, exposing a 

legitimacy gap exacerbated by political instability.
3
 Postcolonial scholars like Akinola and 

Makombe link these breakdowns to colonial legacies that left behind fragile state institutions, 

unable to withstand modern governance pressures.
4
 

The crisis deepens as Sahelian states withdraw from ECOWAS, undermining regional 

mechanisms for accountability and integration. This raises the urgent need to reassess how 

legitimacy is constructed, contested, and perceived under military rule and whether classical 

models—such as those by Weber, Kelsen, and natural law theorists—can adequately explain 

political authority in a volatile, postcolonial landscape. 

1.3 AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

The aim of this study is to critically examine the concept of legitimacy in relation to 

governments that come to power through military intervention, with a focus on the role of 

popular acceptance in legitimizing such governments. 

The objectives of this study include; 

1. To analyze the concept of legitimacy and its relationship to the means of acquiring power. 

                                                           
3
 Porto Bazie & Mamadou Abdoulaye Diallo, ‘State Legitimacy in Sahelian Countries: Exploring the Impact of Insecurity on 

Institutional Trust in Burkina Faso’ (2025) Cogent Economics & Finance 13(1)
 

4
 A Akinola and RC Makombe, ‘The Nature of Post-Colonial African States and Military Coups: A Convergence’ in The Resurgence 

of Military Coups and Democratic Relapse in Africa (Springer, 2024) 65–92 <https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-

031-51019-9_3>.
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2. To explore the implications of military intervention on the legitimacy of a government. 

3. To investigate the role of popular acceptance in legitimizing a government that came to power 

through military means. 

4. To evaluate the tension between the means of acquiring power and the legitimacy of a 

government in the eyes of its citizens. 

The research questions guiding this study are;  

1. Can a government be considered legitimate if it seizes power through military 

intervention, even if it enjoys popular acceptance?  

2. What is the justification for the military takeovers?  

3. What impact have coups had on constitutionalism and democratic legitimacy in the Sahel?  

4. What role has regional and international institutions played in the advent of these coups? 

By achieving these objectives and answering these questions, this essay aims to provide a 

nuanced understanding of the complex dynamics surrounding legitimacy, power, and popular 

acceptance in the context of military interventions. 

1.4 SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

The scope of this study is to examine the concept of legitimacy in relation to governments that 

come to power through military takeovers, with particular reference to popular acceptance by the 

people. The study will explore the theoretical and practical implications of military interventions 

on legitimacy, and analyze the complex dynamics between power, legitimacy, and popular 

acceptance. 
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The limitations of the study include the conceptual and theoretical ambiguity, what one group 

sees as legitimate others may view as unconstitutional. Legal moral and political theories of 

legitimacy may yield conflicting conclusions. The meaning of legitimacy can shift over time, 

especially in volatile political context. 

Another limitation is data availability and reliability. Military regimes often limit press freedom 

and academic inquiry, making it hard to gather accurate data. Official narratives may distort facts, 

while opposition sources may exaggerate, also, many decisions and events occur behind closed 

doors, especially during and after coups. 

Geo-political sensitivities may also pose a limit to the study, because some sources in a bid to 

maintain neutrality or access may avoid critical analysis. External factors for example France, 

Russia, ECOWAS, may complicate the narrative and may skew interpretations. Field research on 

conflicts zones like Mali or Burkina Faso can be dangerous or impossible. 

This study may also be limited to methodological challenges. Each country's context (for 

example Niger v Guinea) is unique, making generalizations risky. Many coups are recent; so 

long-term impacts on legitimacy are still unfolding. Without field work, the analysis may depend 

heavily on existing literature which could be out dated or incomplete. 

1.5 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

The significance of this study lies in its ability to deepen our understanding of what makes power 

legitimate, especially when it’s taken by force, as in military interventions. By drawing on 

theories of democracy, law, and legitimacy, the research offers a lens through which we can 

better grasp the complex ways authority is claimed and contested in fragile political landscapes. 
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It is not just an academic exercise. The insights uncovered here could help shape real-world 

decisions made by governments, international organizations, and policy advisors who are faced 

with the difficult task of responding to military takeovers. When legitimacy is uncertain, the 

stakes social, political, and humanitarian are high. This research also contributes to bigger 

questions about power and governance. By examining how popular acceptance might influence 

perceptions of legitimacy in military-led governments, it encourages critical reflection on 

whether democracy is the only or even always the best path to stability. 

In regions where coups have dramatically reshaped governance, understanding the delicate 

balance between authority, popular support, and the rule of law becomes all the more urgent. 

Ultimately, this study adds fresh perspectives to global conversations around legitimacy, helping 

us rethink what stable; just governance can look like in volatile settings. 

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a doctrinal research approach, which involves a detailed analysis of legal 

doctrines and principles relating to legitimacy, power and governance. By using this 

methodology, the study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the complex dynamics 

surrounding legitimacy and power in the context of military takeovers. 

1.7 CHAPTER ANALYSIS 

This chapter introduces the research study, providing an overview of the background, statement 

of the problem, aim and objectives, significance, scope and limitations, and research 

methodology. 
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The concept of legitimacy is crucial in understanding the dynamics of power and governance, 

particularly in contexts where military interventions have shaped the political landscape. This 

study explores the legitimacy of governments that come to power through military means, 

examining the complex relationships between power, legitimacy, and popular acceptance. 

The aim of this study is to critically examine the concept of legitimacy in relation to 

governments that come to power through military intervention. The specific objectives are to 

analyze the concept of legitimacy, explore the implications of military intervention, investigate 

the role of popular acceptance, and evaluate the tension between power and legitimacy. 

This study contributes to theoretical debates on legitimacy, power, and governance, informing 

policy and practice in contexts where military interventions have shaped governance. It advances 

knowledge in the field, fostering critical thinking about the nature of legitimacy and power. 

This study employs a qualitative research approach, utilizing a critical analysis of existing 

literature and theoretical frameworks related to legitimacy, power, and governance. The 

methodology includes a comprehensive literature review, theoretical analysis, and case study 

analysis to provide a nuanced understanding of the research question. 

This chapter provides a foundation for the entire study, setting the stage for subsequent chapters 

that will explore the research question in greater depth. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONCEPTUAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIONS 

INTRODUCTION 

All good research proceeds from a thorough explanation and clarification of the conceptual 

terminologies associated with the research topic. Therefore, this section is devoted to analyzing 

the terms used  in this research by clarifying their meaning and terms of use.  The terms that are 

recurrently used within this work will be defined and it is intended that these definitional 

framework will provide a compass for navigating the subsequent expositions in this discourse.  

2.1.1 Definition of Terms. 

1. Legitimacy: This refers to the rightfulness or acceptability of a government's authority, often 

based on popular consent, democratic principles, or legal frameworks. According to John Locke, 

it is the rightful authority of a government that is derived from the consent of the people
5
 

2. Military Intervention/Coup d’état/Junta: It is the removal or attempted removal of a state's 

chief executive by the regular armed forces through the use or threat of force
6
. In the Sahel 

region, such takeovers commonly involve the suspension of constitutional processes and the 

dissolution of democratic institutions. These terms will be used interchangeably in the course of 

this study. 

                                                           
5
 John Locke, Two treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge University Press 1960) 4

 

6
 William R. Thompson, Military Coups and Military Regimes (Princeton University Press 1973)6
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3. Popular Acceptance: Refers to the degree to which citizens accept and support a government, 

which can be influenced by various factors, including performance, ideology, and historical 

context. Popular acceptance is closely tied to legitimacy, especially in democratic systems, 

where governments derive their authority from the consent of the governed. It reflects the social 

contract between the state and its citizens, and is influenced by factors such as good governance, 

respect for human rights, and security provision.
7
 

4. Government: This refers to the group of people who officially control a country, or the 

system used for controlling a country, city, or group of people
8
. In this context, refers to the 

institution or group of people with authority to govern a state or country. 

5. Power: It is defined as the ability to control people or things; the right or authority of a person 

or group to do something
9
. Power is the ability of a government or institution to exercise 

authority and control over citizens, often through a combination of coercion, persuasion, and 

legitimacy.  

8. Sovereignty: According to Ogbinaka, sovereignty is the supreme political authority and 

power of the state or its agent over all other institutions, persons or laws within a given state
10

. It 

is the absolute authority of a state to govern its territory and people without external interference. 

Military regimes often invoke the principle of sovereignty to defend their actions and rebuff 

foreign intervention or criticism. 

                                                           
7
 Sola Akinyemi, Fundamentals of Civic Education for Senior Secondary School Book 2 (Lagos: Akinyemi Publications 2013) 35–36.

 

8
 Cambridge Dictionary 'Government' <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/government>

 

9
 Oxford University Press, 'Power' Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 2025)

 

10
 JA Ogbinaka, Introduction to Philosophy and logic (University of Lagos Press 1998) 23

 



10 

 

2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK   

2.2.3 Theoretical Perspectives from Various Schools of Thought 

A multidisciplinary approach reveals how different schools of thought interpret legitimacy in the 

context of military rule: 

1. Legal positivism: This theory as championed by John Austin and H.L.A. Hart, asserts 

that the validity of law stems from its source, not its moral content. In this framework, a 

law is considered legitimate if it is enacted by a recognized legal authority, regardless of 

whether it aligns with ethical principles or democratic values. Austin’s command theory 

emphasizes that law is the will of a sovereign backed by sanctions, while Hart refines this 

by introducing the rule of recognition, which identifies valid legal norms within a 

system.
11

 Applying this theory to military regimes, particularly in the Sahel and Nigeria, 

reveals a troubling paradox. Although military takeovers are unconstitutional and lack 

democratic legitimacy, once in power, juntas often establish themselves as de facto 

sovereigns, issuing decrees and edicts to govern. Under legal positivism, these laws may 

be deemed valid, even if they violate human rights, suspend constitutions, or lack popular 

consent.
12

 

For instance, during Nigeria’s military era, key constitutional provisions especially 

Chapter 4,
13

 which guarantees Fundamental Rights were suspended. This led to 

                                                           
11

 Matthew Kramer, 'The Legal Positivism of H.L.A Hart' in The Cambridge Companion to Legal Positivism (Cambridge University 

Press 2021) 301-324
 

12
 SK Jane and VK Pathak, Legal Positivism: An Analysis of Austin, Bentham and Hart's concept of Law (2022) 

 

13
 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 as amended.
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widespread human rights violations, including press censorship, restrictions on freedom of 

speech, and arbitrary detentions. Legal positivism, by divorcing law from morality, risks 

normalizing authoritarian rule if validity is assessed solely by procedural authority rather 

than ethical or democratic standards.
14

 

2. Natural law Theory: This theory is rooted in the works of Thomas Aquinas and was 

later developed by scholars like Lon Fuller. It asserts that laws must conform to universal 

moral principles grounded in human nature, reason, and justice.
15

 This school of thought 

holds that the validity of law is not determined solely by its source or enforcement, but by 

its moral content. In other words, a law is not truly legitimate if it violates fundamental 

human rights even if it is legally enacted. 

Proponents of natural law argue that regimes which suspend constitutions, curtail civil 

liberties, or govern by decree as is common under military juntas fail the moral test of 

legitimacy. Such actions may be legally enforced, but they are considered morally invalid 

under natural law.
16

 

A powerful historical example is the Nuremberg Trials following World War II, where 

Nazi officials defended their actions as legal under German law. However, the tribunal 

invoked natural law principles to assert that legality does not excuse crimes against 

                                                           
14

 Nnadi Christopher Ikechukwu, Sahel Exodus from ECOWAS: Security, Economic Implications on the Region' (2024) WITHIN 

Nigeria
 

15
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q. 94; Lon Fuller, The Morality of Law (Yale University Press 1969)

 

16
 Tonny Nyarko, ‘Digest of Postulates of Natural Law: Thomas Aquinas, Lon Fuller, and Finnis’ (Academia.edu 2023) 

<https://www.academia.edu/29638208/DIGEST_OF_POSTULATES_OF_NATURAL_LAW_Thomas_Aquinas_Lon_Fuller_and_Finni

s_pdf > accessed  26 July 2025.
 

https://www.academia.edu/29638208/DIGEST_OF_POSTULATES_OF_NATURAL_LAW_Thomas_Aquinas_Lon_Fuller_and_Finnis_pdf
https://www.academia.edu/29638208/DIGEST_OF_POSTULATES_OF_NATURAL_LAW_Thomas_Aquinas_Lon_Fuller_and_Finnis_pdf
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humanity.
17

 This precedent underscores the natural law view that military takeovers are 

inherently illegitimate if they violate human rights or democratic norms, regardless of 

their legal formalities. 

Natural law is rooted in the idea that certain rights and moral principles are universal 

and inherent in human beings regardless of government systems. These include the 

right to life, liberty, dignity, and justice. So, for a military regime to “stand the test” of 

natural law, it must respect fundamental human rights, uphold justice and the rule of 

law, avoid arbitrary use of power and serve the common good rather than personal or 

factional interests. Military regimes are often associated with authoritarianism and 

suppression, but if one were to govern without violating human rights, it could 

theoretically align with natural law principles. A close but not perfect example is  (1979-

1981) under Jerry Rawlings’ Armed Forces Revolutionary Council who took power briefly 

to purge corruption18. They publicly executed corrupt officials but did not suppress civil 

liberties broadly. Eventually, they handed power back to civilian rule within months.  

Though controversial, Rawlings’ regime was seen by many as morally justified and 

focused on justice, not personal gain. It’s one of the few military regimes that arguably 

align with natural law ideals, especially in its limited duration, focus on accountability, 

and return to democracy. In contrast with the Rawlings’ regime, the recent military 

coups have violated human rights and have not satisfied the justification for their 
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takeovers. For example, in Mali, the military has suspended multiparty politics and have 

side-lined a number of its constitutional provisions. The courts are still technically 

functioning but their independence is questionable especially now that appeals by 

political parties against their dissolution were rejected by Malian courts, suggesting 

alignment with the junta’s directives.19    

3.  Legitimacy Theory: Legitimacy theory is a foundational concept in political science 

and legal philosophy, concerned with the justification of authority and the acceptance 

of power. Scholars generally agree that legitimacy is not merely about legality or 

coercion, but about the perceived rightfulness of rule. Legitimacy refers to the right to 

rule, and more importantly, the recognition of that right by those who are governed. 

According to Joachim Blatter, legitimacy is “the popular acceptance of a government, 

political regime, or system of governance” It is what distinguishes authority from mere 

power—a legitimate government is not only obeyed, but is also seen as morally or 

legally justified.20 Peter G. Stillman offers a more nuanced definition: legitimacy is “the 

compatibility of the results of governmental output with the value patterns of the 

relevant systems,” meaning that a government is legitimate when its actions align with 

the values and expectations of its people.21 
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Hans Kelsen, in his Pure Theory of Law, argues that legitimacy stems from a 

Grundnorm—a basic norm that validates all other legal norms. For Kelsen, a legal 

system is legitimate if it is internally coherent and accepted as valid.22 He separates 

legality (what is lawful) from legitimacy (what is accepted as rightful). Kelsen’s theory is 

particularly relevant in post-coup contexts. A military regime may establish a new legal 

order, but unless it is accepted by the people and institutionalized, it remains 

illegitimate under the previous constitutional framework. 

Max Weber famously categorized legitimacy into three types; Traditional authority, 

based on customs and long-standing practices, Charismatic authority, based on the 

personal appeal of a leader and Legal-rational authority, based on laws and 

procedures.23 

Modern states, including those in the Sahel, are expected to operate under legal-

rational authority. However, military regimes often rely on charismatic or populist 

legitimacy, which is unstable and difficult to institutionalize. Recent scholarship views 

legitimacy as an “essentially contested concept”—its meaning varies across cultures, 

regimes, and historical contexts.24 In fragile states, legitimacy is often fragmented, with 

governments struggling to gain acceptance from all segments of society. For example, 

Claudia Wiesner and Philipp Harfst argue that legitimacy must be understood through 
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both normative-theoretical and empirical-analytical lenses. They propose a hybrid 

approach that considers both legal frameworks and public perception.25 

Legitimacy theory reveals that power alone does not confer authority. A government 

must be legally grounded, morally justified, and socially accepted. In the context of the 

Sahel, this means that both military and democratic regimes must be evaluated not just 

by how they came to power, but by how they govern, whether they uphold 

constitutional norms, and whether they retain the trust of their people. 

4. Democratic theory: Thinkers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Robert Dahl, posits 

that legitimate political authority arises from the will of the people, primarily expressed 

through free and fair elections and popular participation.
26

 Under this framework, citizens 

are the ultimate source of governmental power, and the integrity of democratic 

institutions is essential to maintaining legitimacy. 

However, military takeovers disrupt this foundation, replacing elected governments with 

regimes that seize power through force. Such coups undermine democratic legitimacy by 

subordinating constitutional institutions to the authority of the armed forces, thereby 

stripping citizens of their right to choose leaders and participate in governance.
27

 The 

result is a democratic vacuum, an environment where popular sovereignty is suspended, 

even when the regime claims to act in the national interest. 
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Yet, democratic theory is not without its philosophical critiques, particularly concerning 

its universal applicability and practical weaknesses. In The Republic, Plato questioned the 

wisdom of empowering the masses, arguing that democracy fosters chaos, ignorance, and 

eventually tyranny.
28

 He proposed that society should instead be governed by 

philosopher-kings, individuals who possess superior knowledge and moral insight. 

Socrates, as recorded by Plato in The Republic, distrusted democracy because it elevates 

popularity over wisdom. He compared democratic choice to preferring an ice cream man 

over a doctor: citizens choose immediate pleasure rather than long-term health. In politics, 

this means leaders win by promising comfort rather than making difficult but necessary 

decisions.29 

For Socrates, only philosopher-kings—those guided by justice and wisdom—were fit to 

rule.
30

 Applied to the Sahel, this critique shows why citizens often support military or 

populist leaders who promise quick relief, even if such regimes lack constitutional 

legitimacy. 

Building on this scepticism, contemporary philosopher Jason Brennan in the same vein 

advocates for a system of government led by the most knowledgeable people. 
31

 

Another point to consider is the issue of constitutional democracy and authoritarian 

democracy. In theory, constitutional democracy is built on the principles of popular 
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sovereignty, rule of law, and institutional accountability. However, in practice, some 

countries exhibit what scholar’s term authoritarian democracy, a paradoxical form where 

elections exist, but power is concentrated, civil liberties are restricted, and constitutional 

interpretation is manipulated to entrench executive dominance. As rightly observed, this 

distortion creates a blurred line between military takeovers and democratically elected 

autocrats. In both cases, the constitution is side-lined, and popular consent is hollowed out, 

even though the regime claims democratic legitimacy. According to Albertus and 

Melnado (2018), ―Democracy often does not restart the political game after displacing 

authoritarianism… Democratic institutions are frequently designed by outgoing 

authoritarian regimes to shield incumbent elites.‖
32

 

A rather befitting example of a case of perceived authoritarian democracy is the 

suspension of a sitting Governor in Nigeria, Governor Siminalayi Fubara, his deputy and 

all members of the Rivers State House of Assembly for an initial period of six months, 

after declaring a state of emergency in Rivers State.
33

 According to the 1999 Constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, section 305
34

 allows the president to declare a state of 

emergency, but does not grant the power to suspend selected officials. Section 108
35

 

outlines the process for removing a governor, which must be initiated by the State House 

of Assembly, not the president.  

                                                           
32

 M Albertus and V Menaldo, Authoritarianism and the Elite Origins of Democracy (Cambridge University Press 2018)
 

33
 The Cable, ‘What Constitution Says About Emergency Rule Governors Suspension’ https://www.thecable.ng/explainer-what-

constitution-says-about-emergency-rule-governors-suspension/ accessed 5 August 2025. 

34
 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 

35
 Ibid 

https://www.thecable.ng/explainer-what-constitution-says-about-emergency-rule-governors-suspension/
https://www.thecable.ng/explainer-what-constitution-says-about-emergency-rule-governors-suspension/


18 

 

According to the 2024 Democracy Index by the Economist Intelligence Unit, fewer than 

20% of nations qualify as full democracies, signalling both the rarity and resilience of 

genuine democratic governance and at the forefront are countries like Norway, Iceland 

and New Zealand.
36

 

However, even in flawed systems, democracy offers institutional resilience, public 

participation, and civil society engagement. Countries that uphold electoral integrity, 

judicial independence, and media freedom continue to reap the benefits of democratic 

governance, including economic stability, human rights protection, and peaceful 

transitions of power. Despite these criticisms, democracy remains grounded in the 

principle of public consent, where legitimacy is derived from the people, not imposed 

upon them. Therefore, military regimes lack democratic legitimacy unless they eventually 

restore constitutional order, civil liberties, and mechanisms for electoral accountability. 

The resurgence of military coups in the Sahel is not merely a rejection of democratic 

institutions. It is a symptom of their failure. Democracy, in its ideal form, is anchored in 

the protection of human rights, the rule of law, and the equitable distribution of resources. 

When these foundational principles are violated, democracy loses its moral and functional 

legitimacy. As Kolawole (2024) argues, ―the failure of democratic institutions to perform 

                                                           
36

 World Population Review ‘Country Rankings: Democracy Countries’ <https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-

rankings/democracy-countries > accessed 5 August 2025.
 

https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-countries
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/democracy-countries


19 

 

to expectation, sit-tight syndrome and tyrannical nature of the leaders led to the frustration 

of the people and the resurgence of military coup in Africa‖.37 

This crisis of legitimacy is not unique to the Sahel. Libya offers a poignant example. Prior 

to Muammar Gaddafi’s rise to power in 1969, Libya’s GDP per capita was approximately 

$3,000. Under Gaddafi’s rule, it rose to $12,000 by 2010, driven largely by oil exports 

and state-led development.38 However, following his assassination in 2011, Libya’s 

economy collapsed. By 2025, GDP per capita had fallen to $6,800 (nominal), with 

widespread poverty, political fragmentation, and infrastructural decay.39 

The Libyan case illustrates that political agendas often override economic progress, and 

that regime change whether democratic or military, does not guarantee stability or 

prosperity. The assassination of Gaddafi, supported by foreign powers under the banner of 

democratic transition, ultimately plunged Libya into chaos. 

This leads to a deeper truth: citizens are less concerned with the form of government than 

with its outcomes. Whether under military or civilian rule, people primarily seek comfort, 

security, and access to basic amenities. As Mensah (2023) notes, ―for ordinary Africans 

weary of corrupt civilian leaders, the uniform began to look more credible than the ballot 
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box‖.40 The legitimacy of any regime, therefore, must be measured not only by its legal 

foundation but by its ability to meet the needs of its people. 

In this light, legitimacy theory must evolve. It must incorporate popular satisfaction, 

economic justice, and human dignity as core metrics. A government that fails to deliver 

these, regardless of its constitutional status, risks being seen as illegitimate. 

5. Political realism: This theory articulated by Niccolò Machiavelli and Hans 

Morgenthau, prioritizes power, stability, and national interest over legal formalities or 

moral considerations.
41

This theory assumes that states, and by extension, their leaders act 

rationally to preserve sovereignty, even if doing so requires the use of force or the 

violation of norms and laws. From this perspective, military takeovers may be interpreted 

as strategic manoeuvres aimed at restoring control when civilian governments are 

perceived as weak, corrupt, or incapable of maintaining national stability. 

Realism places the state as the highest authority, and in moments of internal collapse, the 

military may intervene to ―save‖ the nation from disintegration.
42

 In such cases, coups are 

not viewed as moral failures but as pragmatic responses to existential threats. When legal 

or diplomatic channels fail, realist logic may justify a coup as necessary for national 

survival. 

                                                           
40

 Kent Mensah, ‘Africa’s Coup Epidemic: Has Democracy Failed the Continent?’ (2023) Al Jazeera 

<https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2023/9/22/africas-coup-epidemic-has-democracy-failed-the-continent>. accessed 15 

November 2025.
 

41
 Agung Wicaksono et al., ‘Understanding Political Realism: A Review of the Thoughts of Thucydides, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and 

Morgenthau’ (2022) Journal of Government and Political Issues 2(2) 80–91
 

42
 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (McGraw-Hill 1948)

 



21 

 

Unlike natural law theory, which evaluates legitimacy based on moral principles and 

human rights, realism is amoral and it is concerned only with outcomes, interests, and 

strategic advantage. Thus, while coups may be undesirable, they can be rationalized if 

they restore order, prevent civil war, or protect the state’s continuity. In this view, a 

regime may be considered legitimate if it maintains internal stability, even if it rose to 

power through unconstitutional means. 

Also, while realism may explain military takeovers, it does not necessarily justify them in 

a normative sense. Morgenthau himself acknowledged the limits of power and warned 

against the abuse of realism to excuse authoritarianism.
43

Realism is descriptive and 

strategic, not a moral endorsement of coups. Some military regimes have justified their 

unconstitutional change of government with a plethora of reasons, In Burkina Faso; 

Captain Ibrahim Traoré justified his 2022 coup by citing the civilian government’s failure 

to contain jihadist violence. The junta claimed it acted in the national interest, aligning 

with realist logic.
44

In Thailand, the 2014 military coup was framed as a move to restore 

order amid political gridlock. The military suspended the constitution but maintained 

public services and stability, invoking national survival.
45

In Egypt, General Abdel Fattah 
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el-Sisi’s 2013 ousting of President Morsi was rationalized as a response to mass unrest 

and institutional breakdown, though critics argue it undermined democratic legitimacy.
46

 

In essence, military leaders have invoked realist logic to defend their actions, but long-

term stability still requires constitutional restoration and popular trust, elements realism 

leaves unanswered. 

6. Postcolonial theory: This theory as developed by thinkers like Frantz Fanon,
47

 

Edward Said
48

, and Achille Mbembe
49

, critiques the imposition of Western legal norms 

and emphasizes the legacy of colonialism. This theory examines how colonial legacies 

continue to shape political instability in formerly colonized states. Post-colonial states 

inherited fragile institutions characterized by centralized authoritarian structures, not 

democratic governance. Post-colonial theory critiques the lingering effects of colonialism 

on formerly colonized societies. This theory, while emphasizing cultural and political 

resistance to imperial domination also underscores the reclaiming of indigenous identity 

and autonomy. Military regimes in post-colonial states often claim legitimacy by framing 

coups as anti-imperial acts, condemning Western-backed elites or institutions and 

promising to restore sovereignty and dignity. For example, Captain Ibrahim Traore of 

Burkina Faso invoked revolutionary rhetoric, stating ―A slave who does not rebel does 
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not deserve pity…The African union must cease to fight against their Western puppet 

regimes.‖ 
50

   

While this theory has been used to justify coups, it is right to point out that not all 

formerly colonized states have experienced coups and that further complicates the 

narrative. Some countries have been able to build resilient democratic institutions early 

on, often due to inclusive government and effective leadership. In some states the 

military was deliberately kept apolitical or under tight civilian oversight. An example is 

Botswana, a country colonized by Britain. The government prioritized inclusive 

governance, rule of law and economic pragmatism. They made use of pre-colonial 

structures like kgotla (public assembly) and encouraged participatory decision-making 

and accountability, the army also was deliberately kept small and apolitical.
51

 This led to 

a stable democracy and no coups since their independence in 1966.
52

 Mauritius also is a 

state which has had no history of coups since independence in 1968.
53

 

So, while colonial legacies matter, local agency, leadership choices, and institutional 

design play decisive roles as seen in Botswana and Mauritius who alongside other states 

inherited fragile institutions but managed to reform and strengthen theirs. This distinction 

is not to discard post-colonial theory but to suggest its refinement.  
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2.3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.3.1 Conceptualizing Legitimacy in Political Transitions 

Legitimacy, as a foundational concept in political theory, has been explored through various 

lenses. In politics, legitimacy refers to the popular acceptance and recognition of a governing 

authority's right to rule. It transforms power into rightful authority, here the people obey not out 

of fear but because they believe that the government is morally and legally justified. Max 

Weber’s typology: legal-rational, traditional, and charismatic legitimacy remains a cornerstone 

for understanding how authority is justified and maintained
54

. In post-coup contexts, scholars 

have debated whether legitimacy should be derived from legal continuity, popular acceptance, or 

effective governance.  

Hans Kelsen’s Grundnorm theory, developed as part of his Pure Theory of Law, provides a 

foundational lens for understanding how legal systems derive validity and legitimacy. Central to 

this theory is a deliberate separation of law from morality, politics, and sociology, allowing focus 

on the internal structure and logic of legal norms. According to Kelsen, a law is legitimate not 

because it is just or democratic, but because it is valid—that is, created in accordance with a 

recognized legal order.
55

 This validity is governed by a hierarchy of norms, with each norm 

deriving its authority from a higher one, ultimately culminating in the Grundnorm or ―basic 

norm.‖ The Grundnorm serves as the hypothetical foundation of the legal system often embodied 

by a national constitution from which all subordinate laws draw their legitimacy. 
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Importantly, Kelsen allows that a new legal order may emerge when a regime achieves effective 

control and secures public compliance, a claim frequently invoked by military regimes to justify 

their authority post-coup. However, this has sparked criticism among legal theorists who argue 

that such positivist interpretations risk legitimizing unconstitutional power seizures. By 

prioritizing procedural validity over democratic or moral considerations, critics contend that 

Kelsen’s framework can inadvertently normalize authoritarian transitions, especially in contexts 

where legality is manipulated to mask illegitimacy. 

Natural law theorists like Lon Fuller contend that legitimacy must be grounded in moral 

principles and procedural justice
56

.This theory holds that legitimacy in governance arises not 

merely from legal procedures or power, but from a government's alignment with universal 

morals principles rooted in human nature and reason. For natural law theorists, unjust laws are 

not true laws. Legitimacy also depends on popular consent, but that consent must be morally 

informed and when laws violate natural law, citizens may morally resist through civil 

disobedience.   

Meanwhile, democratic theorists such as Robert Dahl emphasize electoral consent and 

institutional accountability as the bedrock of legitimate governance
57

. This idea dates back to 

John Locke, who argued that governments are legitimate only if they protect natural rights and 

are based on popular consent. These debates underscore the multidimensional nature of 

legitimacy, particularly in fragile or transitional states. 

2.3.2 Military Coups and the Crisis of Constitutionalism 
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Military coups are widely regarded as violations of constitutional order. Fombad argues that they 

erode the rule of law and undermine democratic consolidation in Africa
58

. Yet, in contexts of 

extreme governance failure, some scholars view military interventions as ―corrective‖ 

mechanisms. For instance, Ayoob suggests that in weak states, legitimacy may be performance-

based rather than procedural
59

. Weak states typically refer to regions where institutions are 

fragile, governance is inconsistent, rule of law is shaky, and the government struggles to provide 

basic services or maintain authority over its territory. In these states government may lack the 

institutional strength to uphold laws consistently and to compensate they ―perform‖ legitimacy 

by engaging in theatrical gestures that make them appear authoritative or beloved.   This view is 

echoed in Sahelian contexts, where military regimes often justify their actions by citing 

insecurity, corruption, and the collapse of civilian authority, 
60

on the grounds that they preserved 

national stability
61

. However, such rulings remain controversial and context-dependent. 

2.3.3 Regional and International Norms 

The African Union (AU) and ECOWAS have adopted a zero-tolerance stance toward 

unconstitutional changes of government, as enshrined in the Lomé Declaration and the AU 

Constitutive Act
62

. However, enforcement has been inconsistent and this appears to be a major 

challenge. Adebajo argues that ECOWAS’s sanctions and suspensions have sometimes deepened 
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political crises rather than resolving them
63

. The recent withdrawal of Mali, Burkina Faso, and 

Niger from ECOWAS in 2024 has further complicated regional diplomacy and raised concerns 

about the future of collective security frameworks in West Africa. International actors such as 

France, Russia, and the United States have also played roles in shaping legitimacy narratives. 

While Western powers often condemn coups, some military regimes have turned to alternative 

partners, invoking sovereignty and anti-imperialist rhetoric to justify their position.  When 

Western powers condemn these coups because of their zero-tolerance stance to unconstitutional 

change of government, these military leaders respond by shifting alliance to the East, particularly 

Russia, Turkey or China and present themselves as protectors of national sovereignty. This move 

appeals to popular discontent with external interference and it reconstructs democracy, using 

nationalist narratives rather than procedural democracy. This appears to be contradictory because 

military takeovers in it are unconstitutional and therefore illegitimate. Military regimes reject 

external influence which rejects their ideology of using coups to forcefully overthrow a sitting 

government, their reason being national sovereignty which they violated and undermined 

initially by unconstitutionally taking over the government.  

2.4 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, coups that have taken place in the Sahel have been seen to have the same 

historical patterns. These pattern ranges from poor governance, jihadist insurgencie, popular 

discontent which can be manifestly seen through contested elections, nation wide protests against 

bad government, amongst others. Some regional actors like the Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS) and the African Union (AU), have condemned these coups as 
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unconstitutional, but the common problem which these actors would still need to step up is in the 

aspect of enforcement. It is not uncommon for countries under the ECOWAS to ignore its 

sanctions. Whether this is in defiance or in the protection of it's sovereignty, these countries have 

posed a major challenge to the enforcement mechanisms of ECOWAS and AU. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE RECENT MILITARY COUPS IN THE SAHEL 

 

3.1 OVERVIEW OF THE SAHEL REGION  

3.1.1 Introduction 

The Sahel region, which stretches across the African continent from Senegal in the west Sudan in 

the east, serves as both a climate and geopolitical transition zone. According to Britannica, the 

Sahel is characterized by semi-arid conditions and seasonal rainfall, making it particularly 

vulnerable to environmental stress and political instability
64

. Worldwidelife further notes that the 

region spans roughly 59,000 kilometres and includes several countries such as Mali, Niger and 

Burkina Faso, each confronting intersecting challenges of desertification, migration and 

governance.
65

 

The Sahel region faces a complex web of socio-economic challenges that continue to undermine 

development and governance. Despite modest gains in human development indicators, the region 

remains one of the poorest globally. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) these 

Sahel countries are grappling with overlapping shocks, including climate change, food insecurity, 

and rising debt burdens that have severely constrained their ability to deliver basic services.
66

 

Public debt in the region has steadily increased, averaging close to 51% of GDP in 2023, while 
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security spending adsorbs nearly 25% of fiscal revenues, crowding out investments in education, 

healthcare, and infrastructure
67

.  

Moreover, the region’s demographic pressures are immense. Fertility rates remain among the 

highest in the world, with Niger averaging 6.7 children per woman
68

. This rapid population 

growth, coupled with weak institutional capacity, has strained already fragile systems. 

Agriculture remains the backbone of the Sahelian economy, employing over half of the 

population, yet it is vulnerable to desertification and erratic rainfall
69

. The regions dependence on 

subsistence farming and limited industrial diversification has left it exposed to external shocks 

and commodity price fluctuations.
70

  

3.1.2 Colonial Legacies and Post-Independence Struggles 

The colonial history of the Sahel continues to shape its political and institutional landscape. The 

arbitrary borders drawn during the Berlin Conference 1884-1885 ignored ethnic and cultural 

realities, sowing seeds of future conflict.
71

 French colonial administration entrenched centralized 

peripheral communities and suppressed indigenous political systems.
72
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Post-independence Sahelian states inherited weak bureaucracies and economies structured 

around extractive colonial interests. The persistence of ―Francafrique‖ (France’s colonial 

influence in West Africa), has provoked anti-Western sentiment and it contributed to the rise of 

military juntas seeking to reclaim sovereignty.
73

   

  3.1.3 Importance of the Sahel region in African Politics and Security Architecture 

The Sahel reign, stretching from Senegal to Sudan, occupies a central position in Africa’s 

political and security landscape. Its geographical location makes it a strategic corridor linking 

North Africa with sub-Saharan Africa, serving as both a bridge and a buffer zone. This 

positioning has rendered the Sahel a focal point for regional diplomacy, migration flows, and 

transnational security concerns.  As Adebajo notes, the Sahel’s role as a geopolitical crossroads 

has historically made it vulnerable to external manipulation and internal fragmentation.
74

  

In recent years, the Sahel has emerged as a critical theatre for African security architecture, 

largely due to the jihadist insurgencies. These groups operate across porous borders, challenging 

the sovereignty of the state and the efficacy of national security mechanisms. Obi argues that the 

hybrid nature of these threats, combining ideological extremism with criminal enterprise, 

necessitates a coordinated response from regional actors and international partners.
75

 The 

formation of the G5 Sahel Joint Force in 2017 comprising Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, 

and Niger, was a direct response to these challenges. The initiative was to foster regional 
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cooperation in counterterrorism and border security, its effectiveness has been hampered by 

limited funding, logistical constraints, and political upheaval within member states. Murithi 

emphasized that while regional security frameworks like the G5 Sahel and ECOWAS have made 

strides in promoting collective defence, their success is contingent on the stable governance and 

sustained international support.
76

 

Beyond its security implications, the Sahel plays a significant role in shaping political discourse. 

The resurgence of military coups in Mali (2020 and 2021), Burkina Faso (2022), and Niger 

(2023) has reignited debates on constitutionalism, sovereignty, and the legitimacy of foreign 

intervention. These coups have challenged the African Union’s normative frameworks, 

particularly the Lome Declaration and the African charter on Democracy, Elections and 

Governance, which condemn unconstitutional change of government. Boas contends that the 

frequency of coups in the Sahel reflects deep-seated governance failures and widespread public 

disillusionment with democratic institutions.
77

   

Moreover, the Sahel has become a battle ground for global power competition, with Russia and 

China expanding their influence through military cooperation and infrastructure investments. 

This shift has complicated traditional alliances with Western powers such as France and the 

United States, whose presence is increasingly viewed with scepticism by local populations. As 

Volpi observes, the pivot toward non-Western actors offers Sahelian regimes immediate support 

but raises concerns about long-term governance and accountability.
78
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Media coverage has also highlighted the region’s growing importance. Al Jazeera’s 2023 report 

on the wave of military takeovers in the Sahel underscores the interplay between domestic 

grievances and regional instability,
79

 while BBC Africa’s 2024 analysis frames the Sahel as a 

bellwether for Africa’s political future.
80

 These narratives reinforce the idea that developments in 

the Sahel reverberate far beyond its borders, influencing continental norms and international 

engagement strategies. 

In sum, the Sahel region is not merely a zone of crisis; it is also a crucible for Africa’s evolving 

political and security architecture. Its strategic location, persistent instability, and shifting 

alliances make it a vital area of concern for policymakers, scholars, and international actors alike. 

As the continent grapples with the challenges of governance, peace building, and sovereignty, 

the Sahel remains at the heart of these debates, demanding nuanced analysis and sustained 

engagements. 

3.2 CASE STUDY: THE MALI COUPS of 2020 and 2021 

In the span of less than a year, Mali experienced two military coups, the first in August 2020 and 

again in May 2021, marking a dramatic rupture in its constitutional and democratic trajectory. 

These events, while not unprecedented in Mali’s post-independence history, reflect a deeper 

crisis of governance, legitimacy, and institutional frag that led to the coups, the breakdown of 

                                                           
79

 Al Jazeera, ‘Sahel Coups: What’s Driving the Wave of Military Takeovers?’ (2023) 

<https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/08/01/sahel-coups-whats-driving-the-wave-of-military-takeover > accessed 8 August 

2025 

80
 BBC Africa, ‘Why the Sahel Matters to Africa’s Future’ (12 March 2024) < https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-66123456> 

accessed 8 August 2025.  

 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/08/01/sahel-coups-whats-driving-the-wave-of-military-takeover
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-66123456


34 

 

constitutional norms, the domestic and legal responses, and the restoration plans initiated to 

return Mali to civilian rule. 

The August 2020 coup was the culmination of escalating public dissatisfaction with President 

Ibrahim Boubacar Keita’s administration. The military justified its takeover in 2020 by pointing 

to the civilian government’s failures. President Goita was accused of corruption, electoral fraud, 

and incompetence in handling the jihadists insurgency. The March-April 2020 parliamentary 

elections were marred by irregularities, including the controversial annulment of 31 seats by the 

constitutional court, which disproportionately benefited Keita’s party.
81

 The abduction of 

opposition leader Soumaila Cisse during a campaign further inflamed tensions.
82

 Mass protests 

were organized by the June 5 Movement (Rally of Patriotic Forces M5-RFP), led by Imam 

Mahmud Dicko, and galvanized public anger over corruption, insecurity, and economic 

stagnation.
83

 On 18 August 2020, mutinous soldiers from the Kati military base arrested Keita 

and Prime Minister Boubou Cisse. Keita resigned that night, citing a desire to avoid bloodshed.
84

  

The May 2021 coup was triggered by a cabinet reshuffle that excluded key figures, including 

Sadio Camara and Modibo Kone. Vice president Assimi Goita, who had led the 2020 coup, 
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accused the interim President Bah Ndaw and Prime Minister Moctar Ouane of violating the 

transitional charter and detained them on 24 May 2021.
85

 The coup represented a clear breach of 

the constitution, which enshrines supremacy and democratic governance. The formation of the 

National Committee for the Salvation of the People (CNSP) by the military in 2020 effectively 

suspended constitutional order.
86

 The coup was justified as a ―correction‖ of the transition 

process. He accused the civilian leaders of violating the transition charter but critics argue that 

this is a power grab, not a constitutional correction.
87

 

Although a Transitional Charter was adopted in October 2020 to complement the constitution, it 

granted disproportionate powers to the military and created ambiguity in governance structures. 

The Charter prevailed over the constitution in cases of contradiction thereby undermining the 

rule of law.
88

 The 2021 coup further eroded institutional integrity. The constitutional Court’s 

swift endorsement of Goita as transitional president, despite the absence of due process, 

exemplified the judiciary’s compromised independence.
89

  

Domestically, the coups received mixed reactions. While sediments of the population celebrated 

Keita’s ouster, civil society groups expressed concern over the militarization of governance. 
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When Goita seized power in 2020, Malians greeted the coup with optimism, this was probably 

because the civilian government under President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita had failed to curb 

jihadist violence and corruption, and many saw the military as a stabilizing force and as some 

would say, hope. However, by 2025, public sentiment had shifted dramatically. In May 2025, 

hundreds of Malians protested in Bamako against proposals to extend Goita’s rule until 2030 and 

dissolve political parties.
90

 The suspension of political activity and crackdown on dissent marked 

a turning point, with many citizens viewing the junta’s actions as a betrayal of earlier promises. 

The M5-RFP initially supported the transitional process but later criticized its exclusion from the 

key decision-making bodies.
91

 Despite this, surveys like Mali-Metre (2024) showed that 90% of 

respondents believed that the country was ―moving in the right direction,‖ reflecting a complex 

mix of nationalist pride and disillusionment.
92

 

 Legally, Mali was suspended from ECOWAS, the African Union, and La Francophonie. 

ECOWAS imposed sanctions and demanded a civilian-led transition, while France suspended 

joint military operations.
93

 The human rights situation has deteriorated significantly under 

military governance in Mali. Initially the regime promised to restore order and protect citizens 

from jihadist violence. However, reports from international watchdogs reveal a troubling pattern 

of human rights abuses. 
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One major concern has been the arbitrary arrest and detention of journalists, opposition leaders, 

and civil society activists. For example, economist Etienne Falako Sissoko was detained for 

publishing a critical analysis of the regime’s economic policies, similarly, activist Youssouf 

Daba Diawara was arrested after organizing peaceful protests against the junta’s extended rule.
94

 

In addition to arrests, there have been enforced disappearances, where individuals are taken by 

security forces and held in undisclosed locations without legal. These cases often involve student 

leaders and vocal critics of legal protections.
95

 Perhaps most alarming are the extrajudicial 

killings carried out by the Malian army and foreign mercenaries. Human Rights Watch 

documented incidents where villages were burned and civilians executed without trial, 

particularly in central Mali. These operations often involved Russian Wagner Group fighters, 

whose presence has increased since Mali’s break with France.
96

 

The junta has also suppressed political freedoms. In May 2025, Goita’s government banned all 

political parties, effectively silencing opposition voices and dismantling democratic structures.
97

 

Amnesty International and other rights groups have condemned and other rights groups have 

condemned these actions as violations of international human rights law.
98
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Colonel Assimi Goita has emerged as a central figure in Mali’s political landscape. His 

leadership style is polarizing; some view him as a patriotic reformer, while others see him as an 

authoritarian ruler consolidating power. On the positive side, Goita has successfully tapped into 

nationalist sentiment. His speeches often emphasize Mali’s sovereignty, dignity, and resistance 

to foreign domination. This rhetoric resonates with many Malians who feel betrayed by years of 

failed international interventions and corrupt civilian governments.
99

 His decision to expel 

French troops and pivot toward Russian support was seen by some as a bold assertion of 

independence.
100

 

Despite these pressures, the transitional government delayed elections originally scheduled for 

February 2022 citing security concerns. In June 2022, Goita signed a decree extending military 

rule by two years,
101

 but by 2025 he had secured a renewable five-year term without elections, 

breaking that promise. He also promoted himself to a five-star general, a move widely criticized 

as symbolic of unchecked power.
102

 Efforts to restore constitutional order have centered on 

drafting a new constitution and organizing elections. The Assises Nationales de la Refondation 

(ANR), held in December 2021, laid the groundwork for institutional reforms. A draft 
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constitution was finalized in February 2023, proposing expanded presidential powers and 

stronger role for the military.
103

  

The Mali coups of 2020 and 2021 underscore the fragility of democratic institutions in the Sahel. 

Over time, the military justifications have lost credibility. The repeated postponements of 

elections, suppression of dissent, and lack of institutional reform suggest that the coups were 

more about consolidating military control than restoring democracy.
104

 The coups reveal how 

unresolved grievances, weak constitutional safeguards, and militarized politics can derail 

political progress. While restoration plans offer a glimmer of hope, Mali’s path forward depends 

on the political will of its leaders, the vigilance of civil society, and sustained regional and 

international engagement. 

3.3 CASE STUDY: THE RECENT COUPS IN BURKINA FASO 

Burkina Faso’s political trajectory between 2022 and 2025 reflects a broader crisis of 

constitutional governance in the Sahel. The country experienced two military coups in 2022: first 

in January, led by Lt. Col. Paul-Henri Damiba, and again in September, led by Captain Ibrahim 

Traore.
105

 Both Coups were justified as responses to the state’s failure to contain jihadist 

insurgency, but they have since raised critical questions about legality, legitimacy, and human 

rights. 

The primary cause of both coups was the state’s inability to contain jihadist violence. Since 2015, 

Burkina Faso has faced attacks from Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, resulting in over 7,500 
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deaths and the displacement of more than two million people.
106

 The January 2022 coup was 

explicitly justified by Damiba as necessary to overturn President Kabore’s ineffective security 

strategy.
107

 When jihadists attacks continued unabated, Capt. Traore staged the September 2022 

takeover, alleging his predecessor’s ―elites-only‖ approach had failed ordinary Burkinabe.
108

 

Both Damiba and Traore invoked the principles of sovereignty and national defense to justify 

their interventions. Traore’s public addresses emphasized pan-African solidarity and rejection of 

foreign interference.
109

 Yet under the 1991 Constitution, any non-constitutional transfer of 

power is expressly prohibited.
110

 By suspending the constitution and indefinitely postponing 

elections, the juntas undermined Burkina Faso’s foundational legal order. 

The acclaimed positive outcomes of the Traore regime are the reports of capturing roughly 72% 

of territory formerly held by extremist groups.
111

 Another outcome is that it also nationalized key 

gold mines and opened a domestic refinery to curb illicit mineral exports.
112

 Symbolic cultural 

reforms such as mandating traditional Faso dan fani robes for judges were introduced to 
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reinforce national identity.
113

 An anti-corruption commission arrested high-level officials and 

enacted new governance measures.
114

 

These measures came alongside severe rights abuses. Arbitrary arrests and enforced 

disappearances of journalists, lawyers, and activist have been documented.
115

 Massacres of 

Civilians, particularly in Fulani-majority areas by government-aligned militias have been 

reported but not investigated.
116

 Political parties remain suspended and elections delayed until at 

least 2029, signaling entrenched military rule. State-sanctioned media closures and forced 

conscription of critics into the Volunteers for the Defence of the Homeland (VDP) further erode 

civil liberties. For example, Dr. Arouna Loure, a well-known anesthesiologist, who claimed that 

the rulers were ―constitutional deserters" was taken to a training camp and deployed to the front 

lines with minimal preparation.
117

  

Captain Traore commands support among urban youth and rural communities’ youth and rural 

communities tired of insecurity, emphasizing self-reliance and Pan-Africanism.
118

 Yet his rule by 

decree, suppression of dissent, and election postponement raise alarm over authoritarian 
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entrenchment.
119

 His hybrid model populist militarism dressed in nationalist rhetoric, poses long-

term risks to Burkina Faso’s democratic fabric. Human rights organizations have documented 

multiple violations under Traore’s regime. Extrajudicial killings of over 223 civilians in villages 

such as Soro and Nodin remain uninvestigated.
120

  

In response to the coup, ECOWAS suspended Burkina Faso’s membership after both coups and 

imposed targeted sanctions, yet these measures failed to restore constitutional order.
121

 In 2025 

Burkina Faso formally withdrew from ECOWAS. 

3.4 CASE STUDY: THE 2023 COUP IN NIGER 

On 26 July 2023, the Republic of Niger experienced a dramatic rupture in its constitutional order 

when of a military junta under General Abdourahamane Tchiani. This event marked Niger’s fifth 

coup since independence in 1960 and reversed a rare democratic milestone: Bazoum was the first 

elected president to succeed another through peaceful democratic transition. The coup, while 

framed by its architects as a corrective response to governance failures, has raised serious 

questions about constitutional legitimacy, human rights, and the future of democratic governance 

in the Sahel region. 

Following his takeover of Niger, General Tchiani declared himself head of state and he formed 

the National Council for the Safeguard of the Homeland (CNSP).
122

 The coup was justified on 
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several grounds. First, it cited the persistence of jihadist insurgency, which has plagued Niger’s 

border regions for over a decade. Despite the presence of foreign troops from France and the 

United States, the junta claimed that the civilian government had failed to secure the country.
123

 

However, data from early 2023 indicated a decline in attacks, suggesting that the security 

rationale may have been overstated.
124

  

The second reason was the issue of economic grievances. Niger ranked 189th on the United 

Nations Human Development Index in 2022, with widespread poverty and unemployment, 

despite its rich uranium reserves.
125

 The military accused Bazoum’s administration of 

mismanaging resources and failing to address economic inequality. 

Third, ethnic tensions were subtly weaponized.  Bazoum, an ethnic Arab in a predominantly 

Hausa and Zarma country, faced identity based delegitimization from factions within the 

military.
126

 

Finally, the coup reflected a broader regional trend: recent military takeovers in Mali, Guinea, 

and Burkina Faso had gone largely unpunished, emboldening Niger’s armed forces to act with 

impunity.
127
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The coup constituted a clear violation of Niger’s 2010 constitution, which guarantees 

presidential immunity and outlines procedures for democratic succession. On 28 July 2023, the 

CNSP suspended the constitution and dissolved all elected institutions.
128

 President Bazoum and 

his family were put under house arrest, and key ministers were detained without due process.
129

 

These actions contravened both domestic law and international legal instruments, including the 

African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance, which prohibits unconstitutional 

changes of government and mandates the restoration of democratic order.
130

  The junta rule by 

decree and refusal to engage with regional mediators further entrenched its legitimacy. 

Public reactions to the coup were mixed. In Niamey, thousands rallied in support of the junta, 

waving Russian flags and chanting slogans against France and ECOWAS.
131

 These 

demonstrations reflected a growing anti-western sentiment, fueled by perceptions of 

neocolonialism and ineffective foreign intervention. 

However, civil society groups, academics, and journalists expressed concern over the suspension 

of democratic institutions. Many who criticized the junta faced intimidation, dismissal, or 
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arrest.
132

 Economic conditions deteriorated rapidly after the coup: inflation surged, foreign aid 

suspended, and food prices spiked, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations.
133

  

The post-coup regime has been marked by serious human rights abuses. President Bazoum, his 

wife, and several ministers were detained incommunicado for weeks, violating their rights to 

legal counsel and family contact.
134

 Reports from the United Nations and Amnesty International 

documented torture and degrading treatment of detainees, particularly in Dosso and Tillaberi 

regions.
135

  Independent media outlets were shut down, and journalists were arrested for 

―threatening state security.‖ Civilians were tried in military courts, violating international fair 

trial standards.
136

 Prison conditions worsened dramatically with overcrowding, diseases, and 

food shortages leading to multiple deaths.
137

 These violations reflect a systematic erosion of legal 

protections under military rule. 

3.5 PATTERNS OF UNCONSTITUTIONAL CHANGE: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

OF MILITARY COUPS IN MALI, BURKINA FASO, and NIGER. 
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The Sahel region stretching of West Africa stretching from Senegal to Chad is one of the most 

politically fragile zones in the world. In recent years, three countries in this region- Mali, 

Burkina Faso and Niger- have experienced a wave of military coups that disrupted constitutional 

order and democratic governance. These coups are not isolated incidents as they reflect deeper 

structural problems that transcend national borders. This section explores the common causes 

behind these unconstitutional changes of government, offering a comparative analysis of 

government, offering a comparative lens to understand why democracy has failed in the Sahel. 

3.5.1 Collapse of Security and the Rise of Jihadist Insurgencies  

One of the pressing challenges in the Sahel is the proliferation of jihadist violence, which has 

overwhelmed national armies and exposed the weakness of civilian governments. Armed groups 

affiliated with al-Qaeda and the Islamic states have exploited porous borders, ethnic tensions and 

state neglect to establish footholds in rural areas. These groups routinely carry out attacks on 

villages, military convoys, and installations. 

In Mali, the crisis began in 2012 when Tuareg separatists and jihadist fighters seized control of 

the north. Despite French military intervention and UN peace keeping efforts, the violence 

persisted. By 2020, public frustration with President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita’s inability to 

contain the insurgency led to mass protests and a coup led by Colonel Assimi Goita.
138

 Before 

the coup, within the military, morale was at an all-time low. Soldiers complained of inadequate 

equipment, delayed salaries, and poor leadership. Colonel Assimi Goita, a U.S.-trained Special 

Forces commander, emerged as a key figure among disaffected officers. On 18 August 2020, 

Goita and his colleagues in the National Committee for the Salvation of the People (CNSP) 
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arrested President Keita and Prime Minister Boubou Cisse, announcing the dissolution of the 

government and the suspension of the Constitution.
139

 In his first public statements, Goita 

emphasized that the coup was not a power grab but a ―necessary correction‖ to restore security 

and national unity. He pledged to combat jihadist groups more effectively and promised a 

transition to civilian rule within 18 months.
140

 

Burkina Faso faced similar trajectory. Once considered a stable democracy, the country 

descended into chaos as jihadists attacks surged after 2015. In 2021 alone, over 2000 people 

were killed in terrorist incidents.
141

 The tipping point came in January 2022, when soldiers 

ousted President Roch Marc Christian Kabore, citing his failure to protect citizens from 

massacres like the one in Solha, where over 130 civilians were killed. 
142

 The country’s jihadist 

crisis began in earnest when armed groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda in the Islamic State in the 

Greater Sahara (ISGS) began launching attacks in the northern and eastern regions of the country. 

These groups targeted military outposts, schools, and civilian convoys. These attacks include an 

ambush at Burkinabe military outpost, where 50 soldiers were killed. Another attack was on a 

church near the Niger border, where about 12 Christian worshippers were killed, these Christian 

targeted attacks were reportedly in retaliation against Christians who refused to convert or 
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abandon their faith.
143

  Another attack was on a civilian convoy of 207 supply trucks en route to 

Djibo, killing 37 people and leaving 70 missing. The attack aimed to isolate urban centre and 

starve them into submission.
144

 

In Niger, President Mohamed Bazoum was overthrown in July 2023. Although Bazoum was 

praised internationally for his democratic credentials, his government struggled to contain 

violence in the Tillaberi and Diffa regions. The military justified the coup by pointing to 

deteriorating security and the need for better leadership.
145

 The coup led by General 

Abdourahamane Tchiani announced the formation of a military junta under the name National 

Council for the Safeguard of the Homeland (CNSP) and it marked the fifth unconstitutional 

change of government in Niger since independence in 1960. The CNSP claimed that the coup 

was necessary due to the government’s failure to contain jihadist violence. In a televised 

statement, Colonel-Major Amadou announced that the defense and security forces had decided to 

―put an end to the regime‖ because of the continuous deterioration of the security situation and 

bad social and economic management.
146

 

Another key justification offered by the junta was the need for better leadership. The leader of 

the coup General Tchiani reportedly staged the coup after learning that President Bazoum 
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intended to dismiss him. This internal power struggle suggests that personal grievances and 

institutional rivalry played a significant role in the coup’s timing. President Bazoum, while 

praised internationally for his leadership style was criticized domestically for favouring certain 

ethnic groups and failing to address corruption within the military. Tensions between the 

Presidential guard and other branches of the armed forces had been simmering for months.
147

 

Across these three countries the military framed its intervention as a necessary response to 

insecurity, positioning itself as the only institution capable of restoring order. This narrative has 

resonated with populations exhausted by violence and disillusioned with civilian rule. 

3.5.2 Corruption and Governance Failures 

Beyond security, corruption and poor governance have eroded public trust in democratic 

institutions. In Mali, Keita’s was plagued by allegations of embezzlement, nepotism and 

mismanagement of public funds. A 2020 audit revealed irregularities in military procurement 

and COVID-19 relief spending.
148

  Mali’s armed forces were plagued by corruption and 

mismanagement, particularly in procurement and logistics. Soldiers complained of inadequate 

equipment, delayed salaries, and poor leadership. A 2020 report by Transparency International 

Defence and Security revealed that Mali’s defense sector operated with minimal transparency, 

lacked civilian oversight, and was exempt from standard procurement regulations.
149
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Funds allocated for counterterrorism operations were often diverted or misused. Despite billions 

in international aid, the military remained ill-equipped to confront jihadist groups in the north 

and center of the country. These disconnect between spending and result fueled resentment 

within the ranks and contributed to the mutiny. Beyond the military, Mali’s broader governance 

architecture was in decline. The judiciary was perceived as politicized, the legislature as 

ineffective, and the executive as increasingly authoritarian. President Keita’s administration was 

accused of nepotism, with key positions filled by family members and loyalists.
150

 

Burkina Faso’s government faced similar criticism. Despite receiving substantial international 

aid, little progress was made in reforming the judiciary or improving transparency, citizens 

accused political elite of enriching themselves while neglecting basic services.
151

 The most 

immediate trigger for the January 2022 coup was the government’s inability to contain jihadist 

insurgencies that had plagued the country since 2015. Despite a 271% increase in defense 

spending between 2016 and 2021, the military remained under-equipped and demoralized. This 

paradox, rising budgets but declining capacity, was attributed to financial mismanagement and 

corruption in procurement.
152

 

The judiciary and the legislature were similarly compromised. According to Transparency 

International, bribery and bureaucratic corruption permeated all levels of government, especially 
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in the extractive industries, education, and health sectors.
153

 These failures eroded the legitimacy 

of democratic institutions and fueled public disillusionment. The September coup was a direct 

consequence of the military’s continued frustration with the lack of progress under the 

transitional government installed after the first coup. Despite promises to restore stability, 

violence escalated, with 4,843 civilians killed in two years following the second coup, compared 

to 1,985 in the two years prior.
154

  

The 2022 coups in Burkina Faso were culmination of years of corruption, governance failure, 

and institutional decay. The disconnect between rising defense budget and declining security, the 

absence of civilian oversight, and the erosion of public trust in political leadership all contributed 

to the collapse of democratic rule. Addressing these root causes is essential for restoring stability 

and preventing future coups. 

In Niger, Bazoum’s administration was accused of favoring certain ethnic groups and failing to 

address internal corruption. Discontent within the military ranks, especially over opaque defense 

budgets, contributed to the July 2023 coup.
155

  Niger has long been classified as a low income, 

fragile, and conflict-affected state, with significant weaknesses in core state functions. According 

to the International Monetary fund (IMF), governance shortfalls have been a major roadblock to 

economic growth and development. These include poor fiscal transparency, weak rule of law, 
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and inefficient public spending, particularly in the defense and security sectors.
156

  The Supreme 

Audit Institution, which was responsible for monitoring public expenditures, was dissolved 

following the coup, raising concerns about the junta’s commitment to transparency.
157

  

Prior to the coup, public procurement processes, especially those linked to military contracts, 

were opaque and vulnerable to manipulation. Defense budgets were often inflated, and contracts 

were often awarded without competitive biddings, contributing to widespread perceptions of elite 

enrichment at the expense of national security. 
158

 The defense sector in Niger has been 

particularly susceptible to corruption. A 2024 report by Transparency International Defence & 

Security revealed that Niger’s military procurement system lacked accountability and was 

riddled with irregularities. The report highlighted instances where funds earmarked for 

counterterrorism operations were diverted or mismanaged, undermining the effectiveness of the 

armed forces.
159

 This mismanagement not only weakened the military’s operational capacity but 

also fueled resentments within the rank. Soldiers complained of inadequate equipment, delayed 

salaries, and poor leadership. These grievances created fertile ground for coup plotting, as junior 

officers viewed the political elite as corrupt and disconnected from the realities of frontline 

combat.
160
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Despite being rich in Uranium and other natural resources, Niger remains one of the poorest 

countries in the world, ranking 189th on the UN Human Development Index in 2022.
161

 

Economic inequality, youth unemployment, and lack of infrastructure have contributed to 

widespread public frustration. President Bazoum’s administration was accused of favouring 

certain ethnic groups and failing to address systemic corruption. Allegations of nepotism and 

patronage politics further eroded his legitimacy. According to the Kofi Annan International 

Peacekeeping Training Centre (KAIPTC), the lack of inclusive governance and economic 

opportunity created a perception that the state was serving the interests of a privileged few.
162

  

These conditions, combined with rising insecurity, led many citizens to view the military as a 

viable alternative, despite the legal and democratic implications of a coup.  

These governance failures created a vacuum of legitimacy. Military leaders capitalized on this by 

presenting themselves as reformers, promising to ―clean-up‖ the system. However, post-coup 

regimes have often failed to deliver on these promises, instead consolidating power and 

suppressing dissent. 

3.5.3 Anti-French Sentiment and Geopolitical Realignment 

A striking feature of recent coups in the Sahel is the rise of anti-French sentiment. France, the 

former colonial power, has maintained a strong military and economic presence in the region. 

Through operations like Burkhane and G5 Sahel joint Force, France sought to combat terrorism. 

However, many locals viewed these efforts as ineffective and paternalistic.  
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In Mali, the transitional government expelled French troops in 2022 and turned to Russia’s 

Wagner Group for military support.
163

 This marked a dramatic shift in foreign policy and 

signaled a rejection of Western influence. France first intervened in 2013 under Operation Serval, 

responding to a jihadist offensive that threatened to overrun Bamako. The mission later evolved 

into Operation Barkhane, a broader counterterrorism initiative across the Sahel involving 

Burkina Faso, Chad, Mauritania, and Niger. For nearly a decade, French forces operated 

alongside Malian troops, conducting joint operations against groups affiliated with al-Qaeda and 

the Islamic State. 

In the wake of France’s departure, Mali turned to Russia’s Wagner Group, a private military 

company with close ties to the kremlin. Wagner operatives began arriving in Mali in late 2021, 

and by mid-2022, they were actively involved in counterinsurgency operations, particularly in 

central and northern regions.
164

 The transitional government defended its partnership with 

Wagner as a sovereign choice, arguing that Russian support was more reliable and less 

politically intrusive than Western aid. Wagner’s presence was also framed as part of a broader 

effort to diversify Mali’s international alliances and assert independence from former colonial 

powers 

Burkina Faso followed suit. Under Captain Ibrahim Traore, the country terminated military 

agreements with France and embraced Pan-Africanist rhetoric. In early 2023, Burkina Faso 

undertook a bold reorientation of its foreign and ideological posture by terminating military 
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agreement formally expelled French troops from Burkinabe soil, ending years of 

counterterrorism cooperation under Operation Burkhane.  The move framed as a rejection of 

neocolonial influence and a reclaiming of national sovereignty. French military bases were 

dismantled, and French media outlets such as RFI and France24 were banned, with the 

government citing their role in ―psychological colonization‖ and misinformation campaigns.
165

  

Traore’s speeches often invoked themes of sovereignty and resistance to neocolonialism.
166

 His 

rhetoric drew heavily from the legacy of Thomas Sankara, Burkina Faso’s revolutionary leader 

from1983 to 1987, who championed African self-reliance and anti-imperialism. Inspired by 

Sankara’s vision, Traore declared that ―Africa doesn’t need the World Bank, IMF, Europe, or 

America,‖ and initiated policies aimed at economic independence, including nationalization of 

gold mines and the rejection of foreign debt.
167

  

Niger’s junta also severed ties with France, expelling its ambassador and suspending military 

cooperation. The move was popular among youth groups and civil society organizations that 

viewed France as complicit in the region’s instability.
168
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This geopolitical realignment, away from Western allies and towards Russia and other non-

Western powers, has complicated efforts by regional organizations like ECOWAS and the 

African Union to restore constitutional order. 

3.5.4 Ethic and Regional Tensions 

Ethnic divisions and regional inequalities have long undermined national unity in the Sahel. In 

Mali, the north is dominated by Tuareg and Arab populations, while the south is largely 

dominated by Bambara. The central government has historically marginalized northern 

communities, fueling separatist movement and resentment.
169

  

Burkina Faso has seen rising inter communal violence, especially between the Mossi majority 

and Fulani herders. Counterterrorism operations have disproportionately targeted Fulani civilians, 

leading to accusations of ethnic profiling and human rights abuses.
170

  

In Niger, political power has traditionally been concentrated among the Zarma and Hausa elites. 

Other groups, such as the Kanuri and Tuareg, have been underrepresented in government and 

military leadership. These disparities have contributed to feelings of exclusion and vulnerability 

to radicalization.
171

  

                                                           
169

 UNCHR, ‘Mali: Ethnic Tensions and Displacement’ UNCHR Briefing Note (15 October 2021) 

<https://www.unchr.org/news/briefing/2021/10/6168f0b24/mali-ethnic-tensions-and-displacement.html > accessed 29 August 

2025 

170
 Amnesty International, ‘Burkina Faso: Fulani Communities Targeted in Counterterrorism Operations’ Amnesty International 

Reports (2 May 2022)< https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/05/burkina-faso-fulani-communities-targeted/ > 

accessed 29 August 2025 

171
 Bookings Institution, ‘Ethnic Politics in Niger: A Barrier to Inclusive Governance?’ Brookings Africa Policy Brief (20 June 2023) 

<https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ethnic-politics-in-niger-a-barrier-to-inclusive-governance/ > 

https://www.unchr.org/news/briefing/2021/10/6168f0b24/mali-ethnic-tensions-and-displacement.html
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/05/burkina-faso-fulani-communities-targeted/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ethnic-politics-in-niger-a-barrier-to-inclusive-governance/


57 

 

Military leaders have often exploited these tensions, presenting themselves as unifiers who will 

―restore national cohesion.‖ Yet in practice, post-coup regimes have struggled to address the root 

causes of ethnic conflict. 

The coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger are not random disruptions; they are symptoms of 

deeper structural failures. Insecurity, corruption, foreign interference, and ethnic tensions have 

created a perfect storm for military intervention. Understanding these common causes is essential 

for crafting legal and policy responses that go beyond surface-level condemnation and address 

the underlying drivers of instability. 

3.6 MILITARY ELITES’ VS CIVILIAN INSTITUTIONS: POWER STRUGGLES 

BEHIND SAHELIAN COUPS 

The recent waves of coups in the Sahel are not merely a reaction to insecurity or corruption, it 

reflects a deeper structural imbalance between military elites and civilian institutions. In Mali, 

Burkina Faso, and Niger, the armed forces have historically occupied a central role in 

governance, often overshadowing elected officials and democratic processes. This section 

examines how civil-military relations have deteriorated, enabling military actors to seize power 

and marginalize civilian institutions. 

The Sahel’s post-independence history is marked by repeated military interventions in politics. 

In Niger, for example, the country has spent 22 of its 60 years under military rule, with coups in 
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1974, 1996, 1999, 2010, and 2023. These interventions have normalized the military’s role as a 

political actor rather than a subordinate to civilian authority.
172

 

In Mali, the military has long been intertwined with governance. The 2012 coup, followed by 

coups in 2020 and 2021, revealed the fragility of civilian institutions and the military’s 

willingness to act as a  

Burkina Faso has experienced eight coups since independence, with the military often 

positioning itself as the guardian of national unity. The 2022 coups led by Lieutenant-Colonel 

Damiba and then by Captain Traore, were framed as responses to civilian failure, reinforcing the 

narrative that the military is the ultimate arbiter of national interest.
173

 

Civilian institutions in the Sahel suffer from chronic underfunding, politicization, and limited 

capacity. Parliaments are often rubber-stamping bodies, and judiciaries lack independence. This 

institutional fragility undermines the principle of civilian oversight, a cornerstone of democratic 

governance. 

In Mali, the constitutional Court’s manipulation of election results in 2020 sparked mass protests 

and delegitimized the civilian government, paving the way for military intervention.
174

 In Niger 

the supreme audit institution was dissolved after the 2023 coup, eliminating a key mechanism for 

financial accountability. 
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Moreover, civilian leaders have often failed to assert control over the armed forces. Defense 

budgets are opaque, and promotions are influenced by patronage rather than merit. This vacuum 

of authority allows military elites to operate autonomously and, when dissatisfied, to intervene 

directly in politics. 

Post-coup regimes in the Sahel have increasingly blurred the lines between military and civilian 

governance. In Mali, Colonel Assimi Goita assumed the presidency and appointed military 

officers to key cabinet positions. In Burkina Faso, Captain Traore suspended political parties and 

ruled by decree. In Niger, General Tchiani dissolved the constitution and detained elected 

officials. These actions reflect a militarization of governance, where civilian institutions are 

sidelined or co-opted. While juntas often promise transitions to civilian rule, they frequently 

delay elections and suppress dissent, consolidating power under military leadership. 

This trend undermines democratic norms and raises concerns about long-term authoritarian 

entrenchment. As noted by the Development Watch Centre, the Sahel is experiencing a ―coup 

within a coup‖ dynamic, where initial promises of reform give way to deeper militarization.
175

 

International actors have also contributed to the civil-military imbalance by prioritizing security 

assistance over institutional development. Programs funded by the European Union, France, and 

the United States have focused on training and equipping Sahelian militaries to combat jihadist 

threats. However, these efforts often lack robust accountability frameworks and inadvertently 

empower military elites.  
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In fragile democracies, such as Mali and Niger, external support has strengthened the military’s 

operational capacity without reinforcing civilian control. As a result, the armed forces become 

more capable but less accountable, increasing the risk of the political intervention.
176

 

The coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger are manifestations of a deeper power struggle 

between military elites and civilian institutions. Historical legacies, institutional weakness, and 

external security assistance have tilted the balance in favour of the armed forces. Restoring 

democratic governance in the Sahel requires more than elections, it demands a recalibration of 

civil-military relations, investments in institutional capacity, and a commitment to the rule of law. 

3.7 POPULAR PROTESTS AND CIVIL SOCIETY REACTIONS TO SAHELIAN 

COUPS 

The recent military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger have elicited a wide spectrum of 

responses from the public and civil society. While many citizens initially welcomed the military 

takeovers as a break from ineffective civilian leadership, civil society organizations (CSOs) have 

faced shrinking space, repression, and strategic dilemmas. This section explores how popular 

protests and civil society reactions have shaped the post-coup political landscape in the Sahel. 

In all three countries, the coups were met with large-scale public demonstration in support of the 

military, often fueled by anti-French sentiment and nationalist rhetoric. 

In Niger, thousands rallied in Niamey waving Russian flags and chanting slogans against France 

and ECOWAS. Protesters endorsed the junta’s decision to expel French troops and resist external 
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pressure for a return to civilian rule.
177

 Civil societies here were divided. While some called for a 

return to constitutional order, others aligned with the junta’s nationalist messaging. The detention 

of President Bazoum and the suspension of democratic institutions sparked concern among legal 

and human rights organizations, though many feared retaliations.
178

 In Niger, digital activism 

surged after the coup, with hashtags like #JeSuisBazoum and #SoutienAuCNSP trending 

simultaneously, reflecting the polarized nature of public opinion.
179

 

In Burkina Faso, Captain Ibrahim Traore’s rise to power in September 2022 was celebrated by 

youth groups and Pan-Africanist activists. Demonstrators praised his rejection of French 

influences and his rejection of French influence and his embrace of Thomas sankara’s 

revolutionary legacy.
180

 Here, CSOs have faced increasing repression. The junta has imposed 

internet shutdowns, detained activists, and suspended media outlets critical of the regime.
181

 Pan-

Africanist youth groups used digital platforms to amplify Traore’s speeches and promote anti-

imperialist narratives. These groups portrayed the junta as liberators and framed ECOWAS as 

agents of foreign control.
182
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In Mali, Colonel Assimi Goita’s coups in 2020 and 2021 were welcomed by segments of the 

population who viewed the military as more competent than corrupt civilian elites. Anti-French 

protests intensified after the expulsion of Operation Burkhane forces in 2022.
183

  These 

demonstrations reflected not only support for the military but also deep frustration with 

insecurity, poverty, and perceived neocolonial interference. Mali’s civil society initially 

supported the coup but later grew wary of the junta’s authoritarian drift. Journalists and human 

rights defenders reported harassment and censorship, especially after the arrival of Wagner 

Group operatives.
184

 Online influencers helped legitimize Goita’s regime but also raised 

concerns about human rights abuses and the lack of transparency.
185

 

While digital mobilization has empowered civic voices, it has also been weaponized by regimes 

to control narratives and suppress dissent. 

Popular protests and civil society reactions to the Sahelian coups reveal a complex interplay of 

support, resistance, and strategic silence. While many citizens embraced military rule as a 

corrective to failed civilian leadership, civil society actors have struggled to maintain 

independence and influence. The shrinking civic space, coupled with rising authoritarianism, 

poses a serious threat to democratic recovery. Strengthening civil society and protecting civic 

freedoms will be essential for any meaningful transition back to constitutional governance.   
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3.8 CONSTITUTIONAL AMBIGUITIES AND EMERGENCY POWERS EXPLOITED 

3.8.1 Mali  

Military coups in the Sahel are often framed as responses to insecurity and governance failure. 

However, beneath these justifications lies a more insidious legal strategy and that is the 

exploitation of constitutional loopholes, emergency powers, and the transitional ambiguities to 

legitimize military rule. In Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, juntas have suspended constitutions, 

dissolved courts, and manipulated transitional frameworks to consolidate power. This section 

examines how constitutional power ambiguity and emergency provisions have been weaponized 

in each country. 

Mali’s 1992 constitution was adopted following a national conference in 1991 after the fall of the 

military regime led by Moussa Traore. It was overwhelmingly approved by referendum on 12 

January 1992, with over 98% support.
186

 The constitution was designed to safeguard democratic 

governance, ensure civilian supremacy, and to prevent military interference in politics. However, 

the country’s recent history-marked by coups in 2012, 2020, and 2021, has exposed the fragility 

of these constitutional guarantees.  

Mali’s 1992 constitution guarantees democratic succession and prohibits military interference in 

politics. However, following the August 2020 coup, Colonel Assimi Goita and the National 

Committee for the Salvation of the People (CNSP) suspended the Constitution and dissolved the 

National Assembly. The junta invoked Article 50, which allows for emergency measures in 

times of national crisis, but did so without parliamentary approval or judicial oversight. 
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 The constitution was a landmark that enshrined:
187

 

1. Multi-party democracy and the prohibition of one-party rule (Title I, Article 1) 

2. Presidential term limits (Title III, Article 30) 

3. Civilian control of the military, with the president as commander-in-chief (Title III, 

Article 39) 

4. Judicial independence, including the authority of the constitutional Court to review laws 

(Title VI, Article 81) 

5. Fundamental rights and freedoms, including freedom of expression, association, and 

adherence to international human rights instruments (Title VI, Article 2) 

Despite these protections, Mali’s constitutional order was dismantled following two successive 

coups. The first was in August 2020, where President Ibrahim Keita was overthrown and In May 

2021, Goita staged a second coup, removing interim President Bah Ndaw and Prime Minister 

Moctar Ouane, citing ―sabotage of the transition‖, a vague justification not grounded in 

constitutional procedure.
188

 These actions clearly and directly violated the constitutional 

provisions on presidential succession and the prohibition of military interference in governance. 

Following the coups, Mali’s military regime engaged in legal engineering to consolidate its 

authority and the transitional charter, drafted by the junta, gave Goita sweeping powers to 

appoint ministers, delay elections, and override civilian institutions.
189

 In July 2025, Mali’s 

military-appointed legislature granted Goita a renewable five-year presidential mandate, 
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effectively institutionalizing military rule.
190

 These actions reflect a broader trend of legal 

authoritarianism, where the law is used not limit power but to legitimize it. It also reflects a shift 

from constitutional governance to military led legal restructuring, where transitional documents 

are used to override foundational law.  

In June 2023, Mali held a referendum to adopt a new Constitution, which the junta claimed 

would restore order and the key changes included:  

1. The president now determines national policy, a role previously assigned to the 

government under the 1992 constitution. 

2. The president can appoint and dismiss the prime minister and cabinet, reducing 

parliamentary oversight. 

3. Amnesty provisions were introduced for coup leaders, shielding them from prosecution. 

4. Mandatory wealth declarations for lawmakers were added to address corruption.
191

 

Although the referendum passed with 97% approval, voter turnout was low (39.4%), and voting 

was disrupted in jihadist-controlled regions. Critics argue that the new Constitution centralizes 

executive power and weakens institutional checks.
192
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As of 2025, Mali remains under military rule, with Colonel Goita serving as transitional 

president. The regime has outlawed political parties, citing national unity and public order.
193

 It 

has also delayed elections. Elections originally promised for 2022, then 2024, and now 

postponed indefinitely. 

The current regime in Mali has suspended political pluralism, centralized executive authority, 

and rewritten the legal framework to entrench its rule. While the 2023 referendum was presented 

as a step towards reform, it has instead reinforced military control under the guise of 

constitutional legitimacy. Restoring democratic governance in Mali will require not just elections, 

but a recommitment to constitutional integrity and institutional accountability. 

3.8.2 Burkina Faso 

The dual Burkina Faso coups of 2022, first in January and then in September, marked a turning 

point in the country’s democratic trajectory. These events not only suspended the 1991 

Constitution but also introduced a framework riddled with legal ambiguities. Under the 

leadership of Captain Ibrahim Traore, Burkina Faso has shifted toward a militarized regime that 

governs by decree suppresses political opposition, and delays democratic restoration. This essay 

explores the constitutional foundations of Burkina Faso, the legal disruptions caused by the 

coups, the manipulation of transitional charters, and the current status of constitutional authority 

under military rule. 
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Burkina Faso’s 1991 Constitution was adopted in the aftermath of decades of authoritarian rule, 

most notably under President Blaise Campaore. It was designed to institutionalize democratic 

governance and prevent future military interference. Some of the provisions included: 

1. Multi-party democracy and political pluralism (Title I, Article 1) 

2. Presidential term limits and electoral integrity (Title V, Article 37) 

3. Civilian control of the armed forces, with the president as commander-in-chief (Title IV, 

Article 58) 

4. Judicial independence, including the establishment of a Constitutional Council (Title VI, 

Article 125) 

5. Fundamental rights and freedoms, such as freedom of expression, association, and 

religion (Title I, Articles 7-13) 

These provisions reflected a commitment to constitutionalism, rule of law, and democratic 

succession. However, the Constitution has been repeatedly suspended during periods of political 

crisis, most recently in 2022. 

The Military in 2022 suspended the 1991 Constitution and also dissolved the National Assembly. 

The coup leader Lieutenant-Colonel Damiba promised to restore constitutional order and 

organize elections within 21 months. However, his administration failed to deliver meaningful 

security reforms, and dissatisfaction grew within the ranks of the armed forces. 

Captain Ibrahim Traore, a 34-year-old artillery commander, led a second coup, ousting Damiba 

and assuming control of the transitional government charter, which lacked clear electoral 

timelines and concentrated executive power in the presidency. These coups reflect a pattern of 

military elites exploiting unconstitutional ambiguity and national crisis to justify the seizure of 

power.  

The transitional charter adopted following charters adopted following the coups have introduced 

significant legal uncertainties and undermined constitutional safeguards. The Initial Charter 
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(2022) set a 21-month transition period, but lacked enforcement mechanisms or judicial 

oversight. It also granted the transitional president authority to appoint ministers and dissolve 

institutions without parliamentary approval. Suspended political party activities and replaced 

elected representatives with military and civil society appointees. In May 2024, following a 

national dialogue, the transitional government extended the transition period to 60 months (five 

years) starting from 2 July 2024. The key features of the revised charter include the removal of 

quotas for political parties in the transitional assembly, patriotism as the role criterion for 

legislative appointments, replacing electoral legitimacy. Most political parties and opposition 

groups boycotted the national dialogue, citing lack of transparency and exclusion from decision-

making processes. The revised charter effectively entrenches military rule and delays democratic 

restoration until 2029. 

As of 2025, Burkina Faso’s 1991 Constitution remains suspended. The country is governed by a 

transitional framework that lacks constitutional legitimacy and institutional accountability. The 

current governance in Burkina Faso comprises of a transitional president, with unchecked 

executive authority and also a transitional legislative assembly composed of military officers, 

civil society representatives, and traditional leaders. There is also no functioning Constitutional 

Council, judiciary oversight, or electoral commission. 

The military government has outlawed political opposition and banned party activities. It 

suppressed media freedom, including the suspension of French outlets such as RFI and France 24. 

Elections which were delayed for July 2024, have now been postponed to 2029. These events 

indicate a complete breakdown of constitutional governance and the institutionalization of 

military rule. 
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3.8.3 Niger 

The 2010 Constitution of Niger was adopted in response to the 2009 constitutional crisis, when 

then-President Tandja Mamadou attempted to extend his term beyond constitutional limits. The 

new framework was intended to restore democratic order and prevent future abuses of power. It 

enshrined several key principles such as;
194

 

1. Presidential term limits, restricting the head of state to two five-year terms (Title III, 

Article 47) 

2. Civilian control of the military, with the president serving as commander-in-chief and 

military interference in politics explicitly prohibited (Title III, Article 45) 

3. Judicial independence, guaranteed through the Constitutional Court and Council of State 

(Title VI, Articles 115-125) 

4. Protection of civil liberties, including freedom of association, and political participation 

(Title II, Articles 8-13) (Constitution of Niger, 2010) 

These provisions were designed to ensure peaceful democratic succession and institutional 

accountability. However, they were rendered inoperative following 2023 coup. The 2023 coup 

suspended the 2010 constitution and dissolved the National Assembly and the Constitutional 

Court. It further went on to establish the National Council for the Safeguard of the Homeland 

(CNSP) as the new governing authority.
195

 

In the aftermath of the coup, the CNSP introduced a transitional charter that now serves as 

Niger’s de facto legal framework. However, this charter is riddled with ambiguities and lacks the 
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institutional rigor of the suspended Constitution. Initially, the junta proposed a three-year 

transitional period, which was rejected by ECOWAS as a violation of democratic norms.
196

 In 

March 2025, the junta revised its position and announced a five-year ―flexible‖ transition, 

beginning immediately.
197

 The charter did not specify a fixed election date: it lacks mechanisms 

for judicial review or legislative oversight and General Tchiani’s executive authorities under the 

transitional charter are currently unchecked. He was finally sworn in as transitional president and 

elevated to the rank of army general, consolidating his control over both the military and the 

state.
198

 

As of 2025, Niger’s 2010 Constitution remains suspended, and the country is governed by a 

transitional framework that lacks constitutional legitimacy. The current governance structure 

comprises of a transitional president with sweeping powers, a military-led council that issues 

decrees and controls national policy and a no functioning judiciary or legislative body, as 

constitutional institutions have been dissolved. Elections originally expected within 18 months of 

the coup, have now been postponed until 2030, meaning Tchiani could remain in power for 

seven years post-coup.
199

 Niger’s military regime has joined Mali and Burkina Faso in forming 

the Alliance of Sahel States (AES), a bloc that rejects external pressure and promotes military 
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sovereignty. The alliance of these states undermines ECOWAS’s authority and democratic 

protocols and further strengthens its ties with Russia, which provides military equipment and 

diplomatic cover. 

3.9 CONCLUSION 

Since 2020, the Sahel has witnessed a wave of military coups that have reshaped its political 

landscape. Mali (2020) (2021), Burkina Faso (2022), and Niger (2023) all experienced abrupt 

transitions from all experienced abrupt transitions from civilian rule to military governance. 

These coups were often justified by claims of corruption, insecurity, and failed leadership, yet 

they share common consequences: suspension of constitutions, repression of dissent, and 

regional isolation.
200

 

Despite initial public support in some countries, especially where civilian governments were 

deeply unpopular, the military regimes have struggled to deliver promises of reform. Economic 

conditions have worsened, jihadist violence has intensified, and transitional timelines have 

repeatedly been postponed.
201

 The formation of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES) by these 

countries in 2023 has marked a collective rejection of ECOWAS authority and democratic 

norms.
202
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In sum, the recent coups in the Sahel underscore the fragility of democratic institutions in 

conflict-prone states. They reveal the limits of regional legal instruments when confronted with 

entrenched military interests and geopolitical competition. Unless ECOWAS and the African 

Union strengthens their enforcements, mechanisms and member states recommit to constitutional 

governance, the Sahel risks becoming a zone of perpetual transition without transformation 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE ROLES AND RESPONSES OF REGIONAL AND 

INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTIONS TO THE MILITARY COUPS IN THE SAHEL 

4.1 Introduction 

The wave of military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger between 2020 and 2023 has 

triggered widespread concern across Africa and the international community. In response several 

organizations have attempted to restore constitutional order, impose sanctions, and mediate 

transitions. Looking at organizations like Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), African Union (AU), United Nations (UN), European Union (EU), and France 

which are key organizations involved, recourse will be made to their origin, mandates, policies, 

membership, and operational frameworks. 

4.1.1 Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) is one of Africa’s most 

influential regional organizations, tasked with promoting economic integration, political stability, 

and democratic governance across West Africa. In recent years, ECOWAS has been at the 

forefront of responding to a wave of military coups in the Sahel, particularly in Mali, Burkina 

Faso and Niger. However, its interventions have sparked debate over sovereignty, legitimacy, 

and enforcement capacity. 

ECOWAS was established on 28 May 1975 through the Treaty of Lagos, signed by 15 West 

African countries. Its initial focus was economic integration, but it later expanded to include 

peacekeeping and democratic governance following a series of regional conflicts in the 1900s.
203
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The revised treaty of 1993 expanded the organization’s scope to include political and security 

dimensions, laying the foundation for its current role in  

ECOWAS operates through a multi-tiered institutional framework and has developed a robust 

legal framework to guide its operations. Its Protocols are instruments which empowers 

ECOWAS to intervene in domestic crises, impose sanctions, and deploy peacekeeping forces 

when democratic norms are violated.
204

 ECOWAS has developed several operational tools to 

enforce its mandate, for example ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) established in 1990s, 

ECOMOG has conducted peacekeeping missions in: Liberia, Sierra Leone, Guinea-Bissau, Cote 

d’ Ivoire and Mali. These missions involved military deployments, ceasefires monitoring, and 

civilian protection. 

The organization has imposed travel bans and assets freezes on coup leaders, suspension from 

ECOWAS institutions, economic sanctions, including border closures and trade restrictions. 

These measures were applied to Mali (2020-2022), Burkina Faso (2022), and Niger (2023) 

following their respective coups.
205

 

4.1.2 The African Union (AU)  

 The African Union (AU) was officially launched on 9 July 2002 in Durban, South Africa, 

replacing the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which had been established in 1963. The 
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OAU was primarily focused on decolonization and the defense of sovereignty, but it was 

criticized for its inability to address internal conflicts and human rights abuses. The AU was 

conceived as a more dynamic and interventionist body, capable of promoting democratic 

governance, human rights, and regional integration.
206

 The Constitutive Act of the African Union 

(2000) laid the legal foundation for the AU, introducing principles such as the right of the union 

to intervene in member states in cases of war crimes, genocide, and unconstitutional changes of 

government.
207

 The Constitutive Act of the African Union (2000) established the legal 

foundation for the African Union (AU), replacing the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) and 

introducing a more interventionist framework for regional governance. Central to this 

transformation were the principles enshrined in Article 4(h) and Article 4(j), which grant the AU 

the right to intervene in member states in cases of war crimes, genocide, and unconstitutional 

changes of government.208 

- Article 4(h) affirms ―the right of the Union to intervene in a Member State pursuant to a 

decision of the Assembly in respect of grave circumstances, namely: war crimes, genocide and 

crimes against humanity.‖ 
209

 

- Article 4(j) recognizes ―the right of Member States to request intervention from the Union in 

order to restore peace and security.‖   
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- Article 30 provides that ―Governments which shall come to power through unconstitutional 

means shall not be allowed to participate in the activities of the Union.‖ 

The AU has invoked these provisions in several notable cases; for example in  Darfur, Sudan 

(2004–2007, the AU deployed the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) in response to 

genocide and crimes against humanity, acting under Article 4(h). Though limited in mandate and 

resources, AMIS was a precedent-setting intervention
210

 

Also, for  Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso, and Niger (2020–2023), the AU suspended all four 

countries following military coups, citing Article 30. However, enforcement has been 

inconsistent, and the formation of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES) has challenged AU and 

ECOWAS authority.
211

 

4.1.3 The United Nations (UN) 

The United Nations (UN), as the world’s foremost multilateral organization, plays a central role 

in promoting peace, security, and democratic governance. In the Sahel region, the UN has long 

been engaged through peacekeeping missions, humanitarian aid, and diplomatic support. 

However, the recent military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger have tested the UN’s 

capacity to respond to unconstitutional changes of government. The UN was founded in 1945 

with the primary objectives of maintaining international peace and security, promoting human 
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rights, and fostering development. Its work in Africa is guided by the UN Charter, which 

empowers the Security Council to authorize peacekeeping missions and impose sanctions. 

The UN condemned Mali’s coups, calling for the restoration of constitutional order and respect 

for transitional agreements.
212

 The UN Security Council issued statements urging Mali to adhere 

to its electoral timeline and protect civil liberties.
213

 The United Nations Multidimensional 

Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) continued operations, focusing on civilian 

protection, counterterrorism coordination, and support for democratic institutions. However, in 

June 2023, Mali’s junta demanded the withdrawal of MINUSMA, accusing it of failing to 

contain jihadist violence. The UN complied, initiating a phased drawdown that concluded in 

December 2023.
214

 

In Burkina Faso, the UN condemned both coups, emphasizing the need for a short and inclusive 

transition.
215

 The UN Human Rights Office expressed concern over arbitrary detentions, media 

restrictions, and the shrinking civic space.
216

 Despite these efforts, Burkina Faso’s junta extended 
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its transition to five years in May 2024, prompting renewed UN calls for dialogue and respect for 

human rights.
217

 

In Niger, the UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres condemned the coup and called for 

Bazoum’s immediate release.
218

 The UN Human Rights Council warned against violations of 

international law, including the detention of elected officials and suppression of dissent.
219

 

4.1.4 The European Union (EU) 

The European Union (EU) is one of the world’s most influential supranational organizations, 

with a mandate that spans economic integration, democratic governance, and global diplomacy. 

In Africa, the EU has long been a strategic partner, particularly in the Sahel region, where it has 

invested in counterterrorism, development, and democratic consolidation. However, the recent 

military coups in the Sahel have disrupted EU engagement and forced a recalibration of its 

foreign policy. 

The European Union traces its origins to post-World War II efforts to foster peace and economic 

cooperation in Europe. The European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) was established in 

1951, followed by the Treaty of Rome (1957), which created the European Economic 

Community (EEC). The EU was formally established through the Maastricht Treaty (1993), 
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which introduced a common foreign and security policy and expanded the Union’s competencies 

beyond economics.
220

 

Today, the EU comprises 27 member states, with institutions that include: the European 

Commission, which is the executive arm responsible for policy implementation, the European 

Parliament, the European Council, and Council of the European Union, amongst others. This 

institutional architecture enables the EU to act collectively in global affairs, including in Africa. 

4.1.5 France 

France has long been a dominant external factor in West Africa, particularly in the Sahel region. 

Its historical ties, military presence, and development aid has shaped the political and security 

landscape of countries like Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger. However, the recent military coups in 

these states have triggered a dramatic reversal of France’s influence. Once viewed as a guarantor 

of stability, France is now accused of neocolonialism and interference, leading to its expulsion 

from all three Sahelian countries. 

France colonized much of West Africa during the late 19
th

 centuries, integrating territories like 

Mali (then French Sudan), and Niger into French West Africa. These colonies were governed 

through centralized administration, French legal codes, and assimilation policies.
221

 France’s 

modern engagement in the Sahel has focused on counterterrorism, regional stability, and 

migration control. Some key interventions they have carried out over the years include the 

launch that was made in response to jihadist advances in northern Mali, Serval (a French Military 
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Operation) deployed French to support Malian forces and reclaim territory. It was widely praised 

for its initial success.
222

  

Following the coups, military regimes took decisive steps. In Mali, France was formally expelled 

in February 2022. Barkhane operations were terminated and French ambassador were declared 

persona non grata. Also, in Burkina Faso, France was asked to withdraw troops in January 2023. 

While its Military cooperation agreements were suspended, French media outlets were banned. 

In Niger, after the 2023 coup, France refused to recognize the junta and the junta responded by 

revoking military agreements and expelling the ambassador. French troops completed their 

withdrawal by December 2023.
223

  

4.2 Regional and International Mechanisms Against Unconstitutional Changes of 

Government  

4.2.1 Economic Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS) 

The Economic Community of West Africa States (ECOWAS) was founded in 1975 with the aim 

of protecting human rights, fostering regional integration, economic development, and political 

stability across West Africa. Over time, its mandate expanded to include conflict prevention, 

peacekeeping, and the promotion of democratic governance. However, the recent wave of 

military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger has exposed deeps institutional weaknesses 

within ECOWAS. Despite its legal instruments and diplomatic efforts, it has failed to prevent or 

reverse these unconstitutional changes of government.  
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It was also designed to promote economic cooperation and integration among West African 

States, its core objectives included; free movement of goods, persons and capital, harmonizing 

trade policies and the creation of a common market.
224

 However, persistent political instability, 

poor infrastructure, and protectionist policies have undermined these goals. As of 2025, intra-

ECOWAS trade accounts for less than 15% of total traded volume, and border closures, 

especially during coups or pandemic have disrupted the free flow of goods.
225

 For example 

Nigeria’s repeated border closures within Benin and Niger between 2019 and 2023 violated 

ECOWAS trade protocols and disrupted regional commerce.
226

 

In response to civil wars and coups in the 1990s, ECOWAS adopted the 1999 Protocol on 

Conflict Prevention
227

 and the 2001 Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance,
228

 

marking a shift towards peacekeeping and constitutional enforcement. Its Zero tolerance for 

coups has led to suspensions, sanctions, and diplomatic isolation of military regimes.
229
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In 2017, ECOWAS deployed troops to enforce the election result and ensure Yahya Jammeh’s 

departure, preserving constitutional order.
230

 Also in Liberia, ECOWAS’s intervention helped 

end the civil war and restore democratic governance.
231

 

The ECOWAS Court of Justice has made landmark rulings that upheld human rights and 

challenged state abuses, for example in the case of SERAP v Nigeria, the court found Nigeria in 

breach of its obligation to investigate corruption in education.
232

 Also, in the case of Kabinet 

Sylla v Guinea, the court ruled in favour of a journalist unlawfully detained for criticizing the 

government.
233

 The ECOWAS court is one of the most accessible regional courts in Africa. 

Under its 2005 Supplementary Protocol, individuals and NGOs can bring cases directly before 

the court for human rights violations, without needing to exhaust domestic remedies.
234

 The 

direct access empowers citizens to challenge state abuses, especially in countries with weak or 

compromised judicial systems. Cases such as SERAP v Nigeria (supra) and Kabinet Sylla v 

Guinea (supra) were initiated by civil society groups without prior domestic litigation.
235

  

In contrast, the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights (AfCHPR) established under the 

1998 protocol to the African Charter requires that applicants must exhaust all available domestic 
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remedies before approaching court.
236

 This rule is grounded on the principle of subsidiarity, 

which respects national sovereignty and judicial autonomy. The requirement often delays justice 

and discourages victims in countries with slow, corrupt, or inaccessible legal systems. 

 

4.2.2 Why ECOWAS? 

The foundational objective of ECOWAS as outlined in the Treaty of Lagos (1975) and revised 

1993, is to promote ―cooperation and integration leading g to the establishment of an economic 

union in West Africa‖ (ECOWAS Treaty, 1993).
237

 However the organization’s political and 

security mandate is defined more sharply in its Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance 

(2001),
238

 which prohibits unconstitutional changes of government and mandates member states 

to uphold democratic principles. Its objectives include the promotion of democratic governance 

and rule of law, prevention and resolution of armed conflicts, support for free and fair elections 

and also sanctions against unconstitutional regimes. 

Other treaties include the Protocol Relating to the Mechanism for conflict Prevention, 

Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security (1999). This Protocol empowers 

ECOWAS to intervene in member states experiencing conflicts or breakdown of unconstitutional 

governance. It laid the groundwork for early warning systems and peacekeeping deployments.
239
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ECOWAS Supplementary Act on Elections (2008) reinforces electoral integrity and mandates 

transparent, credible elections as a cornerstone of constitutional governance.
240

 

After the 2020 coup, ECOWAS suspended Mali from all decision-making bodies and went on to 

impose economic sanctions, including border closure and asset freeze and demanded a civilian-

led transition. However, the May 2021 coup led by Goita, undermined the transitional 

arrangement. ECOWAS went on to lift the sanctions prematurely and failed to enforce its 

electoral timeline. Scholar Folahanmi Aina argues that ECOWAS’s ―soft diplomacy and lack of 

enforcement mechanisms emboldened the junta‖.
241

 Similar events happened also in Burkina 

Faso when following the January 2022 coup, ECOWAS suspended Burkina Faso and sent 

mediation teams to negotiate a transition, and then called for elections within 24 months. Yet, 

after September 2022 coup, Ibrahim Traore extended military rule and later announced a five-

year transition in May 2024. ECOWAS failed to impose meaningful sanctions, and its mediation 

was boycotted by key political actors. According to International Crisis Group, ECOWAS 

―lacked leverage and appeared reactive rather than strategic‖.
242

 Also in Niger, the July 2023 

coup was met with the strongest ECOWAS response, as Niger was immediately suspended and 

sanctions and travel bans were imposed, but despite this, ECOWAS was unable to act decisively. 

Nigeria, under President Bola Tinubu, pushed for intervention, but other member states like 
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Ghana and Senegal hesitated. The Brookings Institution noted that ―internal divisions within 

ECOWAS undermined its credibility and capacity to enforce its protocols‖.
243

 

While ECOWAS has a comprehensive legal framework for resisting unconstitutional rule, it 

clearly lacks enforcement capacity; it does not possess a standing military force. So, while it can 

authorize deployments through the ECOWAS Standby Force, implementation depends on 

member states’ willingness. When it comes to the point of obeying ECOWAS’s protocols, states 

always hide under the cloak of sovereignty and most times this is at the expense of human rights. 

In the case of Niger, political divisions prevented activation. The organization has favoured 

negotiation over coercion and has relied too much on diplomacy. While this aligns with African 

norms of consensus, it has proven ineffective against entrenched military regimes. Scholar 

Eghosa Osaghae argues that ECOWAS’s ―diplomatic inertia has created a permissive 

environment for coups‖.
244

 ECOWAS’s member states often prioritize national interests over 

regional commitments. For example, Guinea, which was also under military rule refused to 

support sanctions against Niger. This undermines the organization’s collective authority. Many 

Sahel countries view ECOWAS as elitist and that it is disconnected from grassroots concerns. 

Protesters in Mali and Burkina Faso have accused ECOWAS of defending corrupt regimes and 

foreign interests. As noted by Le Monde Afrique, ―ECOWAS has lost the moral high ground 
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among the youth who see military rule as a path to sovereignty‖.
245

 The Organization’s legal 

instruments are clear, but its application has been inconsistent. Articles 1(c) of the Protocol on 

Democracy and Good Governance mandates sanctions against unconstitutional government,
246

 

yet, it lifted the sanctions on Mali in July 2022, despite the junta’s refusal to hold elections. 

ECOWAS was created to foster integration, uphold democratic norms and protect Human Rights 

in West Africa. However, its response to the Sahel coups reveals significant institutional and 

strategic failures. It has struggled to enforce its protocols and even get member states to comply 

with its directives. To restore its relevance, ECOWAS must strengthen its enforcement 

mechanisms, build consensus among members, and engage civil society in shaping regional 

governance. Without reform, ECOWAS risks becoming a symbolic institution unable to defend 

the very principles it was founded to uphold. ECOWAS is an organization with a robust legal 

mandate; however, compliance remains alarmingly low, with studies showing that nearly 70% of 

its court's judgement are ignored by member states.
247

 For example in the case of Incorporated 

Trustees of Human Rights Initiative v Nigeria (2003) the ECOWAS court ruled that provisions 

of the Nigeria Broadcasting Code (6th Edition) violated the right to freedom of expression. 

Nigeria has not implemented the judgement, and the restrictive media regulations remain in 
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force. 
248

 Nigeria has the highest number of unenforced ECOWAS judgements, as of 2024 it has 

only enforced 43 out of 184 total rulings.
249

 

4.2.3 France in the Sahel 

France appears to be living in a post-colonial paradox. It has positioned itself as a stabilizing 

force against coups and insecurity. These interventions are framed as efforts to repel jihadists 

advances and support democratic governance. However, France's withdrawal from Mali in 2023 

was accompanied by allegations of infrastructure sabotage, including the dismantling of military 

bases and logistical hubs previously used by joint forces although these claims are mere 

allegations.250 

Chafer et al. argue that France's decade long presence in Mali ultimately failed to achieve its 

strategic objectives, and its exit reflected a broader collapse of postcolonial influence in the 

region.
251

 The military regimes in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger accused France of undermining 

sovereignty and fueling instability under the guise of counterterrorism. 

Reports from regional observers and leaked intelligence suggest that French-supplied weapons 

may have ended up in the hands of rebel groups operating in Mali and Niger. While France 
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denies involvement, the UN panel of Experts on Mali documented foreign-sourced arms in 

insurgent arsenals, raising concerns about diversions and proxy warfare.
252

 This pattern reflects a 

broader postcolonial dynamic in which external powers fuels conflicts through arms transfers, 

covert alliances, and selective diplomacy. As Horace Campbell notes, "The militarization of 

Africa is not accidental-it is a deliberate strategy to control resources and suppress 

sovereignty."
253

 

One of the most enduring tools of French influence is the CFA Franc, a colonial currency used 

by 14 African countries and pegged to the euro. Until recently, 50% of these countries' foreign 

reserves were held in the French Treasury. This system restricted monetary sovereignty and 

benefitted France by stabilizing its trade and investment interests.
254

 France's energy sector relied 

heavily on uranium mined in Niger, particularly from sites operated by French company Orano. 

These contracts disproportionately favoured France, while Niger remained impoverished and 

environmentally degraded.
255

  

France is currently grappling with a political and economic crisis. In 2025, its public deficit 

reached 5.4% of GDP, the highest in the eurozone, and its debt is projected to climb to 118.4% 
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of GDP by 2026.
256

 Prime Minister Sebastien Lecornu narrowly survived multiple no-confidence 

votes, and President Macron has faced mounting pressure to resign and legislative gridlock.
257

 

This Crisis coincides with France's loss of influence in Africa, prompting scholars to question 

whether its economic stability was partly sustained by extractive relationships with former 

colonies. As Mann states, France's postcolonial presence in the Sahel was not merely strategic, it 

was economic, involving resource extraction, currency control, and military leverage.
258

  

4.3 Foreign Powers in the Sahel Beyond France's Footprint 

While France has historically dominated the Sahel region through colonial and postcolonial 

mechanisms, other global powers have increasingly asserted influence. While some replicate 

France's extractive patterns, others are offering alternative models of engagement. 

Russia's presence in the Sahel intensified following France's withdrawal. particularly in Mali, 

Burkina Faso, and Niger. Through bilateral defense agreements and deployments of private 

military contractors such as the Wagner Group, Russia has positioned itself as a counterweight to 

Western Influence. In 2022, Mali formalized a security pact with Russia, receiving arms and 

training in exchange for strategic access.
259

 In 2025, Russia delivered 709.5 tons of humanitarian 
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aid to Burkina Faso and prepared 20,000 shipment to Niger. These gestures were framed as 

goodwill, but they also served to strengthen diplomatic ties with military-led governments and 

open doors for economic cooperation.
260

 Russian's military support has bolstered its defense 

exports and created long-term dependencies.  

China has forged a path of infrastructural diplomacy with the Sahel states. Its engagement in the 

Sahel is largely economic, focusing on infrastructure development, mining, and 

telecommunications. Unlike France and Russia, China avoids direct military involvement and 

emphasizes non-interference in domestic politics. China has financed roads, hospitals. and 

energy projects in Mali and Niger. Critics however argue that China's resource backed loans and 

long-term concessions may replicate colonial patterns under a different guise.
261

 China's aid 

often funds large-scale infrastructure like roads, railways, hospitals and ports built by Chinese 

state-owned enterprises (SEOs). These projects create jobs for Chinese workers, generate 

contracts for Chinese firms, and promote Chinese construction standards abroad. For example, 

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has extended into West Africa, with projects in Mali and 

Niger executed by firms like China Civil Engineering Construction Corporation (CCECC). 

These projects are financed through concessional loans, which often require recipient countries 

to use Chinese contractors and materials, ensuring capital flows back to China.
262

 China uses aid 

to open new markets for its exports. Sahel countries import Chinese electronics, textiles, and 
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machinery, creating demand for Chinese goods and reducing reliance on Western markets. 

Between 2013 and 2023, China's aid grants in Sub-Saharan Africa facilitated trade growth and 

positioned China as a rising competitor to the U.S in African development finance.
263

 

The United States has maintained a counterterrorism footprint in the Sahel, especially in Niger, 

where it operated drone bases and trained local forces. However, following the 2023 coup in 

Niger, the U.S. suspended aid and scaled back its presence.
264

  

Turkey has expanded its influence through religious diplomacy, education and trade, while Gulf 

states like Qatar and the UAE have invested in humanitarian aid and infrastructure. These actors 

promote soft power, avoiding overt military or political interference. Their influence is seen as 

less extractive, through still driven by geopolitical interests.
265

 However, beneath this soft power 

lies a strategic economic agenda. Turkey's aid often comes bundled with infrastructure-related 

commercial deals. Turkish construction firms such as Yapi Merkezi and Summa have secured 

contracts to build hospitals, airports, and roads in West Africa. These projects are funded through 

Turkish development aid but executed by Turkish companies, creating a circular flow of capital 

back into Turkey's economy.
266

  Turkey has used its diplomatic outreach to expand trade with 
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Sahel states. Exports of Turkish goods especially textiles, machinery, and consumer products, 

have increased in Mali and Niger. These markets offer Turkey a chance to diversify its trade 

portfolio beyond Europe and the Middle East. The Turkish Exporters Assembly reported a 15% 

increase in exports to West Africa between 2022 and 2024.
267

 Turkey's aid includes religious and 

educational outreaches, often through institutions like the Diyanet Foundation and Maarif 

Foundation. These programs promote Turkish Islamic scholarship and cultural values, fostering 

brand loyalty and political goodwill that benefit Turkish businesses and diplomatic interests. 

Turkish universities and vocational schools in the Sahel attract local students, creating long-term 

cultural ties. Turkey's aid is strategically designed to support its economy, not purely altruistic. 

While less extractive than France's colonial model, Turkey's engagement still raises questions 

about economic sovereignty and aid conditionality.  

4.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the strategic approaches adopted by Russia, Turkey, and the United States in the 

Sahel reveal that their aid and partnerships are far from purely altruistic. While each country 

presents its engagements as humanitarian or developmental, the underlying motives consistently 

reflect economic, military, and geopolitical interests. Russia's humanitarian aid to Burkina Faso 

and Niger, for instance, coincided with its acquisition of resource contracts and defense 

partnerships, suggesting a calculated effort to expand its influence and support domestic sectors 

like agriculture and arms manufacturing.
268

 The United States, though emphasizing governance 

and counterterrorism, has historically used its military presence to secure strategic positioning 
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rather than long-term development.
269

 As scholars like Udenka and Ramani argue, these patterns 

mirror France's legacy of influence, albeit through modernized and subtler mechanisms.
270

 This 

pattern is seen in China and the United States where their companies dominate cobalt mining 

operations, a mineral essential for electric vehicles and electronics. The mining activities are 

often done under conditions that involve child labor, environmental degradation, and poor safety 

standards.
271
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

5.1 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The crux of this research is the legitimacy of military takeovers in Sahel countries, particularly in 

Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger. It found that military regimes often justify their actions on 

grounds of national security, corruption, or failed civilian leadership, such takeovers 

fundamentally go against  domestic constitutional provisions and regional legal instruments and 

these grounds are often pretexts for power consolidation, rather than genuine reform. It also 

found that while military regimes in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger often claim popular 

acceptance, such acceptance does not confer legal legitimacy. 

This study set out to interrogate the legitimacy of military takeovers in Sahel countries, but the 

findings revealed a deeper crisis; the fact that legitimacy itself is elusive, even within democratic 

frameworks. Drawing on Hans Kelsen’s Pure Theory of Law, which distinguishes legality from 

legitimacy, the research argues that a government is not legitimate merely because it follows 

legal procedures but that it must also derive its authority from a valid Grundnorm and reflect the 

will of the people.
272

 

The democracy practiced in many African states including Nigeria, Senegal, and Guinea has 

failed to meet the standards of legitimacy. Elections are often marred by fraud, elite manipulation, 

and judicial compromise. For instance, President Tinubu’s emergence in Nigeria was widely 
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contested, with post-election surveys showing low public confidence in the electoral process.
273

 

His subsequent appointment as ECOWAS chairman raises questions about the bloc’s moral 

authority to enforce democratic norms.
274

 Apart from Nigeria’s Tinubu, leaders in Cameroon and 

Tanzania have also faced contested elections. In Cameroon, President Paul Biya’s 2025 re-

election was rejected by opposition groups, who alleged fraud and reported violent clashes that 

left at least 16 dead and hundreds arrested.
275

 Despite Biya being sworn in for an eighth term, the 

election was widely criticized as undermining democratic legitimacy.
276

 

Similarly, in Tanzania, President Samia Suluhu Hassan’s 2025 victory with 97–98% of the vote 

sparked skepticism. Opposition parties claimed the process was manipulated, with reports of 

mass arrests and deadly protests.
277

 Observers noted that the election was judged ―by processes, 

not numbers,‖ highlighting the erosion of democratic credibility.
278

 These cases show that 

electoral legality does not guarantee legitimacy. 
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In Senegal, President Macky Sall suspended the Senate in 2024, and attempted to delay elections, 

a move blocked by the Constitutional Council.279 Similarly, Tinubu’s suspension of Rivers 

State’s governor and legislature under emergency rule was challenged in court, with critics 

arguing it violated constitutional federalism.280 These examples suggest that democratic 

governments can also act unconstitutionally and by doing this, their legitimacy is undermined. 

Military regimes often claim legitimacy through the people's popular acceptance. In the early 

stages of coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, Afrobarometer recorded high levels of citizen 

approval, especially among youth disillusioned with corrupt civilian governments.
281

 However, 

recent data shows declining support, as transitional governments fail to deliver security, 

economic reform, or credible election timelines.
282

 

The case of Muammar Gaddafi’s Libya illustrates the complex intricacies of legitimacy. 

Gaddafi’s regime provided free education, healthcare, housing, and subsidies for graduates—

including job placement and car ownership.
283

 Yet, his government was toppled amid 
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international pressure and internal dissent, proving that material welfare alone does not guarantee 

political legitimacy. 

ECOWAS has developed strong legal instruments against unconstitutional change of government, 

but its enforcement remains inconsistent. The bloc suspended Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso, and 

Niger, yet failed to prevent the formation of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES). Moreover, 

ECOWAS’s Court of Justice suffers from low compliance, with over 80% of its judgments 

ignored.284 The appointment of President Tinubu as ECOWAS chair despite contested legitimacy 

at home, speaks volumes of the bloc’s credibility. If ECOWAS is to uphold constitutionalism, it 

must reform its leadership selection process, strengthen its court, and ensure that democratic 

governments are held to the same standards as military regimes. The bloc, notably through the 

Protocol on Democracy and Good Governance (2001),  has prohibited any accession to power 

through unconstitutional means.
285

 But despite this, enforcement remains inconsistent. ECOWAS 

has suspended and sanctioned member states following coups, but its efforts have been 

undermined by non-compliance, regional solidarity among juntas, and geopolitical 

interference.
286

  The African Union (AU), while aligned with this principle, has been less 

effective due to procedural barriers such as the requirement to exhaust domestic remedies. 

                                                           
284

 Victor Adetimilehin, ‘ECOWAS Court Grapples with Enforcement of Judgments’ (2024) Inquirer Nigeria 

<https://inquirer.ng/2024/03/15/ecowas-court-grapples-with-enforcement-of-judgments/>. accessed 10 November 2025.
 

285
 ECOWAS, (n 243) 

286
 Adebayo Kareem, ‘Niger Coup And Legal Imperatives Of Enforcing ECOWAS Zero Tolerance’ (2023) Sahara Reporters 

<https://saharareporters.com/2023/08/27/niger-coup-and-legal-imperatives-enforcing-ecowasd-zero-tolerance-

unconstitutional-change. > accessed 5 November 2025. 

http://https/inquirer.ng/2024/03/15/ecowas-court-grapples-with-enforcement-of-judgments/
https://saharareporters.com/2023/08/27/niger-coup-and-legal-imperatives-enforcing-ecowasd-zero-tolerance-unconstitutional-change.
https://saharareporters.com/2023/08/27/niger-coup-and-legal-imperatives-enforcing-ecowasd-zero-tolerance-unconstitutional-change.


98 

 

Additionally, foreign powers like China and Russia have exploited governance vacuums, 

offering aids and security support that indirectly legitimizes military regimes.
287

  

The Study also draws parallels between foreign aid in the Sahel and cobalt exploitation in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), revealing a broader pattern of strategic engagement 

masked as altruism. In both cases, foreign actors promote development while simultaneously 

pursuing economic and geopolitical interests, often at the expense of human rights.
288

 

This study concludes that legitimacy is not exclusive to democracy or military rule, it must be 

earned through constitutional fidelity, public trust, and ethical governance. Both systems have 

failed in different ways, and the Sahel’s crisis is not just political—it is normative and legal. 

Until legitimacy is redefined and enforced consistently, Africa will remain vulnerable to cycles 

of unconstitutional power and popular disillusionment. Legality does not always equal 

legitimacy, and both systems have failed to meet the normative expectations of lawful 

governance. 

5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Strengthen ECOWAS Enforcement Mechanisms 

ECOWAS should establish a Regional Compliance Unit to monitor and enforce court 

judgements and protocol adherence. This unit should publish annual compliance reports and 

recommend sanctions for persistent violations. 
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2. Adopt a Supplementary Act on Constitutional Transitions 

A new legal instrument should codify the process and timeline for restoring civilian rule after a 

coup, including mandatory elections within 18 months and penalties for delay. 

3. Empower the ECOWAS Court of Justice 

The court should be granted explicit jurisdiction over unconstitutional changes of government, 

allowing it to issue binding orders on transitional authorities. All members states should be 

mandated to follow the Court's orders. 

4. Harmonize ECOWAS and AU Legal Frameworks 

The AU should adopt ECOWAS’s model of direct individual access to regional courts, removing 

the barrier of exhausting domestic remedies. 

5. Regulate Foreign Engagements in Resource-Rich States 

ECOWAS should introduce a Resource Sovereignty Charter requiring transparency, human 

rights audits and also penalities for violations, and a parliamentary oversight for all foreign 

contracts in extractive industries. It should be at the fore front of these transactions, to curb 

foreign exploitation of resource rich states. 

6. Improve Public Education on ECOWAS Mandates 

Member states should invest in civic education campaigns to raise awareness about ECOWAS’s 

legal instruments, rights protections, and enforcement mechanisms. This would empower 

citizens to engage with regional institutions and demand accountability. 

7. Prioritize Human Rights in National Governance 
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Governments must demonstrate greater commitment to protecting human rights, especially 

during political transitions. This includes safeguarding civil liberties, ensuring access to justice, 

and preventing arbitrary detention or repression. 

8. Establish Uniform Legal Standards Across Member States 

ECOWAS should promote harmonization of human rights laws, recognizing that development 

and security are prerequisites for effective rights protection. A regional legal code could help 

standardize enforcement and reduce impunity. 

9. Reinforce Peer Review Mechanisms 

ECOWAS should strengthen its peer review system, allowing member states to publicly critique 

and hold each other accountable for human rights violations. This would foster transparency and 

regional solidarity in upholding democratic norms. 

10. Acknowledge the Failure of Coups to Deliver Development 

ECOWAS should formally recognize that unconstitutional changes of government have 

consistently failed to resolve economic or developmental challenges. This acknowledgement 

should inform future sanctions and diplomatic strategies. 

11. Enhance Early Warning Systems and Crisis Response 

ECOWAS must invest in predictive analytics, intelligence sharing, and rapid response teams to 

detect and address threats to constitutional order before they escalate. Strengthening the 

ECOWAS Early Warning Directorate is essential for proactive intervention. 

12. People Above Politics 



101 

 

     The people are the crux of every government, in a state a key factor is the people. Since this is 

so, the needs of the people should be placed above selfish political agendas. The government 

makes several promises to the people, the should do better fulfilling them, they should not enrich 

themselves at the expense of the protection of the people. 

5.3 CONTRIBUTIONS TO KNOWLEDGE 

This study contributes to the growing body of legal scholarship on regional governance in Africa 

by: 

1. Providing a comparative legal analysis of ECOWAS and AU mechanisms on unconstitutional 

change of government. 

2. Highlighting the legal and ethical contradictions in foreign aid and resource extraction in 

Africa. 

3. Proposing innovative legal reforms, including a Supplementary Act on Constitutional 

Transitions and a Resource Sovereignty Charter. 

4. Demonstrating how regional courts can serve as tools for democratic accountability, even in 

fragile political environments. 

5.4 AREAS FOR FURTHER STUDIES 

Further research could explore: 

- The role of civil society in enforcing ECOWAS and AU legal norms. 

- The impact of digital surveillance and disinformation and democratic transitions in the 

Sahel. 
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- A comparative study of regional courts in Africa, Latin America, and Europe on their 

approach to unconstitutional governance. 

- The legal implications of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES) and its challenge to 

ECOWAS authority. 

 

5.5 CONCLUSION 

The resurgence of military coups in the Sahel is rooted deep in governance challenges 

and declining trust in democratic systems. While military intervention is unconstitutional 

and undermines democratic norms, public acceptance, driven by frustration, insecurity 

and desire for reform has temporarily conferred degree of sociopolitical legitimacy on 

military regimes. However, popular support does not equate constitutional legitimacy. 

Without adherence to democratic principles, human rights and rule of law, military 

government risk entrenching authoritarianism and prolonging political instability. 

Sustainable legitimacy can only be achieved through accountable governance, and 

restoration of constitutional democratic order. 
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