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The challenge 

Since the end of the Cold War, the academic field of ‘civil-military relations’ (CMR) has arguably gone into 

relative decline, while SSR/G has been in the ascendancy. This is a notable shift, as the two ‘fields’ have been 

driven by different imperatives and methodologies and priorities, at least in part shaped by changing historical 

contexts. CMR analysis, in part, was focused overwhelmingly on the analysis of (underlying) power relations, 

deemed to reside largely in the informal domain, and thus rarely concerned with the analysis of institutions per 

se. By contrast, SSRG has been oriented toward norm development and formal institution-building (often in the 

mould of what used to be called in the 1960s ‘institutional transfer’) in response to imperatives of 

democratization, and is much more of a ‘policy and operational science’ than an academic discipline. It has 

tended to be normative and prescriptive rather than research-oriented, reflecting the priorities of the different 

(and newer set of) actors driving the process. This has not been without cost, as the ‘policy praxis’ has not 

always been supported by evidence-based research or sensitivity to power dynamics; if CMR focused 

insufficiently on the micro-politics of security institutions (in part because of challenges of access), SSR/G has 

been disinterested in research almost by conviction, in part because it has been driven by sovereign actors and 

delivered overwhelmingly by private contractors with a primarily technical focus, and thus often ill-placed to 

comprehend both complex institutional dynamics, and the underlying political and sociocultural reasons for 

repeated reversals. And while there has been a noteworthy shift from a narrow focus on the military to the 

‘security sector’ as a whole, this has not necessarily resulted in comprehensive or ‘integrated’ approaches (on 

the contrary, narrow and disconnected specializations have tended to prevail, in part reflecting the influence of 

practitioners), as critical actors such as Intelligence and corrections continue to be ignored.  

There have been shifts also in Contexts and CMR Scenarios: Since the end of the Cold War, militaries have 

confronted a rapidly changing and challenging environments, characterized by political retreat, unaccustomed 

demands for accountability and transparency, shrinking defence budgets, competition from other security 

providers (state and non-state), and new threat environments (terrorism, transnational crime, intra-state 

conflicts, insurgencies and arms proliferation). Notably, militaries have borne the brunt of SSR initiatives 

though the jury is still out as to how far these have also sought to transform SSG structures and modalities. The 

result is that as emergent (or putative) ‘democracies’ have grappled with these challenges (as well as broader, 

contextual challenges of transition), they have been undergirded by a startling variety of CMR configurations 

(formal and informal) and evidence of both progress and reversals. 

SSG is not and has not often been a priority, the rhetoric notwithstanding (if ‘priority’ is ultimately defined by 

resource flows), and have either not proved sustainable or been all too easily reversed. Part of the reason is 

historical: SSG has extremely weak foundations in societies emerging from colonialism, and what feeble 

institutions and frameworks existed were further undermined by the subsequent politicization of the security 

sector. And where attempted, externally driven or supported governance reforms have focused almost 

exclusively on the formal security sector rather than the mass of informal, customary and private commercial 

security actors and institutions, which articulate in complex ways with the formal security sector, and have 

more extensive reach and impact on the everyday lives of the majority of the population (who also fear and 

distrust the formal security sector, often for good reason). 

Implications for SSR/G 

Core oversight institutions are particularly challenged in this sector: Civilian democratic oversight is politically 

demanding and technically complex—nowhere more so than in this sector—both for oversight bodies (in terms 



 

 

of generating the technical data, analysis and evaluation) and for the responsible institutions (in terms of 

meaningful and timely compliance). For this reason armed forces that are well-organized and professional; 

should be supported to consolidate professionalism and incentives for compliance. The challenges include lack 

of a national culture of oversight (legacy of security as the exclusive domain of the executive); the 

‘exceptionalism’ of the security establishment itself (evident in a culture of impunity and secrecy, resistance to 

routine audit and public expenditure reviews, etc.); weak legal, policy and regulatory frameworks; and 

(probably most important) a variety of weakness in and poor coordination among oversight bodies themselves. 

Weak budgetary and expenditure controls and oversight: Budgetary processes in the security sector are often 

rudimentary—even non-existent—within civilian line ministries, ministries of finance (MOF), parliamentary 

committees, as well as within the military itself, in part because they are often not guided by defence policy 

and strategic frameworks. Procurement is not transparent or aligned with strategic plans, and both MOFs and 

parliamentary committees are unequipped to conduct essential reviews because of lack of expertise, staff and 

access to essential data, although there is evidence of increasing willingness on both sides to work together, 

and democratic regimes to hold the line of military spending (though not always in line with clearly articulated 

priorities). 

Corruption in the security sector: This is both pervasive and endemic, though shrouded in secrecy. The 

‘Defence Anti-Corruption Index 2015’ by Transparency International had scathing observations on African 

militaries, coinciding with allegations of massive procurement fraud in the defence sector among senior civilian 

officials and military officers in a West African state facing daily terrorist attacks. Solutions include integrating 

the security sector into good public expenditure management practices (e.g. contestability, accountability, 

transparency, PFM, etc.) among other practical measures.  

Implications of new military roles and missions for SSG: Militaries have become extensively involved in new 

external and internal missions including Peace Support Operations (PSOs), disaster management, control of 

crime and narco-trafficking, counter-terrorism, and post-conflict reconstruction among others. While these 

changing national and international roles and missions may have positive impacts, they also pose potential 

challenges for democratic governance and human rights through the blurring of boundaries between internal 

security and external defence and between military and humanitarian roles, and the erosion of democratic 

control of armed forces through regionalization and internationalization of their command and decision-

making structures (PSO’s are notoriously inaccessible to parliamentary control, for instance).  

Potential for Reversals in Current CMR: While the erosion of ‘good’ SSG standards is often gradual (as in the 

case of South Africa), two cardinal and immediate threats are the war on terror and election shocks. Recent 

elections in Uganda and Congo-Brazzaville have demonstrated how police, military and paramilitary forces 

have been used to ‘seal’ stolen elections, or (in the case of Burundi) employed to violently suppress protests 

provoked by ‘succession coups’.  

Entry points for engagement 

The challenge therefore for efforts to ameliorate CMR in Africa is to identify states where sincere efforts 
already started, under the leadership of a new generation of military leaders to overcome past poor CMR and 
excessive politicization of the armed and security forces and willingly embrace new roles and oversight 
responsibilities for civilian institutions. A careful look at the African landscape will make possible the 
identification of reforming militaries and states most likely to welcome and make the most of CMR 
development assistance as part and parcel of a genuine SSG strategy. 

Questions for discussion:  
1. What are the implications of changing military roles and missions for democratic governance and 

human rights? 

2. What explains the reversals in CMR in otherwise promising places like Mali and Burundi?  

3. What are the human rights and governance impacts of the African 'war on terror’? 

4. How can defence reviews be used to enhance SSG and address the manifold dysfunctions of the 

defence sector?  

5. How do we ensure that SSG is not further destabilized by election shocks?  


