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                                            Bullet before Bread Security 

Of bullet and bread, which should precede the other as security? This was one of the issues 

that came up in one of my class with the PhD students of security studies 2016/2017 

session. This was in the course of discussing my resolve that Nigeria’s security orientation 

must differ from the orientation of the developed world especially the West from where 

security and security studies emerged.  

By the way the title of the course I took students was “seminar on national security 

policy.” Since I began teaching security courses at the security and strategic studies 

graduate programme of the Institute of Governance and Development Studies, I 

developed the habit of prefacing the commencement of class discussion with a 

test/survey. The essence was to give me ideas about the state of security and security 

knowledge among the students. On this occasion I had asked the following questions: 

what is security? Does Nigeria have a security policy? 

As I observed before and after studying the result of my test/survey in the inaugural 

lecture with the students who were mostly highly placed officials in the private and public 

sectors including the bureaucracy, public corporations, armed forces – serving and retired, 

the course required the class to do one of two things. In the first place, the course may 

have assumed that Nigeria had a security policy and therefore as students we should use 

this security policy and examine this in relation to Nigeria’s security. In the second place, 

it was that Nigeria had no security policy and as a class we should deliberate on this and 

come up with a draft policy to answer the question what is security, whose security, what 

counts as security issues and how this security can be achieved.  

These questions were raised by P.D. Williams as the four fundamental questions on 

security studies. For Nigeria that is lacking in most respect on security and security 

studies, these questions straddle policy and strategy. Both policy and strategy were lacking 

as far as security in Nigeria was concerned. Nigeria is also lacking in the study and 

interrogation of security studies in any public institutions or think tanks. Nigeria has no 

security policy. Nigeria has no security strategy. Or at best Nigeria has a one-off-for-all-

time security strategy called the National Security Strategy compiled by the office of the 

national security adviser without regard to any policy. This National Security Strategy set 

out to do everything and ended up doing nothing. As a document, the NSS lacked 

credibility as it was not founded on policy, philosophy and sectoral need/input. The 

extent of the credibility problem confronting the document was that it was taken serious 

even by its compilers, the Office of the National Security Adviser. 

From the start of the course I had argued that Nigeria had no security policy and as such 

the work of the class was to discuss this and as a class come up with a draft policy purely as 
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academic exercise. My audience who had supposedly operated at the highest level of 

policy in their various endeavours and who had until now convinced selves of the 

existence of a policy on security would have none of my view that we had no security 

policy. I gave the class time to come up with the security policy if we had one. First week, 

nothing! Second week, nothing! It was gradually becoming evident that there was no 

security policy. Finally the class came to my conclusion that we had no security policy. 

The road was now cleared for the class to engage itself in the exercise of drafting one.  

It was in the course of this deliberation spanning several weeks that the notion of bullet 

before bread as security came up. This was the view of one of the student who would have 

none of the position that challenged the supremacy and role of the armed forces on 

security even as this security had no policy let alone strategy. Even as this security had 

never been investigated and interrogated as we have been doing in the last three years that 

the creation of the security and strategic studies unit of the Institute enabled us.  

To confound my audience I had argued that even in the area of the armed forces 

competence which was defence, there was no defence policy. The premise for this point 

was when I had argued that the centrality of security in human affair and therefore 

security made it necessary that a country’s security policy (containing and answering the 

questions what is security, whose security, what counts as security issues and how can this 

security be achieved) should be the centre of gravity of all other policies including 

defence. This was because all other policies should have security objectives derive from the 

security policy to be fulfilled in their policies. To this extent, all other policies in existence 

were lacking in this respect since they have no security objectives obtain from a security 

policy. The defence policy was one such area if there was one. Rather than what I described 

as the ONSA’s one-off-for-all-time strategy, each policy area should devise its strategy in 

the overall scheme of attaining the country’s security policy and objectives as contained 

in the different policies.  

I had argued that because of the processes – which I referred to as their histories, 

experiences and realities - that produced the prevailing security and security studies 

curriculum in the West, Nigeria’s security and security studies must of necessity differ in 

certain ramification including focusing on a different referent– individual/human being 

other than the state and on issues including unemployment other than terrorism, 

immigration etc that concerned the West as issues to be tackled as security.  

To this extent, it was not possible to focus on the protection of the state, the elevation of 

the armed forces in that scheme and on external environment. This was because Nigeria’s 

reality was different. Nigeria had never had any history of country to country contest to 

threaten the state and to put the armed forces on state of preparedness in view of the 
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anarchic state of the international system. The state was not under any threat in the sense 

conceived of by the security practices of the West; the expenditure of resources on the 

armed forces was not justified in the sense of the West and; Nigeria was not contesting 

any space on the international scene to warrant the focus on state and armed forces as was 

the case with countries of the West.  

To this extent, Nigeria’s security issues differed. Since Nigeria’s security issues differed, we 

should use this to construct a security and security studies that focused on Nigeria’s 

history, experience and reality. The history was that of ethnic groups brought into the 

federation without adequate preparation creating centripetal and centrifugal forces; it was 

an experience of governance unable to manage this forces and unable to create the basis 

for cohesion in giving people opportunity in the new Nigerian state and; it was a reality of 

persistent poverty occasioned by unemployment and a disgruntled, dissatisfied and 

constantly disaffected people. It was this state of affair that made me proposed that 

Nigeria’s security should focus on the people, the economy and internal environment.  

The priority that government need to focus on in order to overcome this state of affair 

was to create opportunity for most people to access bread more as it was the antidote to 

persistent crisis in the polity. It was this persistent crisis that justified the so-called 

expenditure on the armed forces. As far as I was concerned, it was bread before bullet. My 

student argued that bullet had to be used to bring peace in order for the opportunity to 

exist for making bread. I drew his attention to the history of Nigeria and the juncture that 

conflict became endemic in order to connect the failure of government to create 

opportunity for a growing population on short, medium and long term basis and the 

beginning of the persistence of conflict. It was not because Nigerians were essentially 

conflict oriented. There was a history to this conflict. In any case we have tried bullet for 

long and it has not worked. This bullet was not even directed at creating the enabling 

environment for local bread making opportunity. The bullet was meant to create the 

enabling environment for bread making opportunity that will come with “foreign 

investment”. Should we not try bread at all levels of government and see if it would 

change the narrative? The argument that we need to use bullet to create the peace to 

attract foreign investment – an argument that he conjured up to beef up his position had 

never served the interest of Nigerian or any other developing country on the African 

continent.  

Investments into Africa have had their own history that was impervious of the state of 

security. Gold, oil and gas were areas of high risk and high profit investment and had 

always come regardless of the state of security. The so-called bullet required to keep the 

peace and bring the investment in order to create the jobs for the locals were essentially 

from the West. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the West was yet to exhaust the 
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highly developed infrastructure of the former East and Central European countries and 

the relatively predictable destination of South East Asia and South Asia for them to 

bother about the basket case that was sub Saharan Africa including Nigeria.  

The responsibility was that of the Nigerian government to provide the means for 

Nigerians to fulfil selves economically in order for peace to come. The way to go is to 

build security architecture and security studies curriculum that will answer the questions 

of what is security, whose security, what counts as security and how this security can be 

achieved. The way to go was to focus on the people, economy and internal environment.  

This security should derive from a careful study of Nigeria’s history, experience and 

reality. At the moment and using Nigeria’s history, experience and reality, the search for 

security repudiates bullet over bread. Bread should come before bullet. When most 

Nigerians can access bread easily, the few who would make trouble would be handled by 

law enforcement and not the armed forces as the metaphor of accessing bread would have 

created a less violent Nigerians not beyond the capacity of the police, the first line of 

defence in internal security. 


