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Professional military education institutions aim to foster capable and apolitical militaries to uphold 
the constitution and serve democratically elected civilian leaders. To do so, however, they must be 
grounded in a culture that reinforces these values.
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HIGHLIGHTS

• Africa has recently experienced a spate of coups and increasingly politicized militaries, 
underscoring the need to strengthen military professionalism in Africa.

• This politicization obscures the genuine progress that has been made in building a 
professional officer corps within certain African militaries, even if that progress is partial 
and varies widely across the continent.

• Strengthening professional military education (PME) institutions is one way to 
improve military professionalism in Africa. Effective PMEs can instill a commitment to 
democratic civil-military relations and citizen security, shape a strategic vision, advance 
understanding of national and regional security strategy development, and enhance a 
service ethos within the officer corps.

• With over 118 military colleges on the continent, Africa has a solid base of PME 
institutions. Since 2015, six countries have established War Colleges (Côte d’Ivoire, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, and Senegal), four have 
created Command and Staff Colleges (Burundi, Malawi, Niger, and Senegal), and three 
have created military academies (Gabon, Mauritania, and Somalia).

Type of School* Educational Objectives
War and Defense College To develop senior leaders (typically colonels and generals) to serve in 

high-level national security assignments. War and Defense Colleges 
aim to provide graduates with a strategic perspective of national and 
regional security challenges, enabling them to provide well-conceived, 
strategic guidance to civilian and military decision makers. War and 
Defense Colleges develop a cohort of civilian and military professionals 
to develop and implement a national security strategy.

Command and Staff College Provide mid-career educational opportunities to captains, majors, an 
lieutenant colonels to strengthen their leadership, ethical understanding, 
analytical and communication skills, and understanding of operational 
issues. Command and Staff College graduates will assume command 
staff duties in service, joint, interagency, international, and multinational 
organizations. Civilian counterparts sometimes attend as well.

Military Academy Provide an undergraduate education to promising young cadets to 
prepare them for a career track as a senior officer. Military academies 
provide and advanced educational foundation as well as instill values 
of civil-military relations, military professionalism, discipline, and 
leadership skills. Graduates become commissioned officers, typically as a 
second lieutenant or equivalent.

*Does not include other technical, functional, or peacekeeping PMEs
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• 42 out of 54 African countries (roughly three-quarters) have a military academy, 26 
countries (approximately one-half) have a Command and Staff College, and 18 countries 
(a third) have a War or Defense College.

• These are relatively evenly distributed across Africa’s subregions.

• The presence of a PME institution is not in itself evidence of stronger military 
professionalism. In fact, the existence of a PME is not correlated with more trust in the 
military. Rather, greater attention is needed to strengthen the curricula and culture within 
PMEs on the values of democratic civil-military relations and an apolitical military. In so 
doing, the prestige of PME institutions can be enhanced and graduates will earn the 
enormous responsibility bestowed on them to bear arms to protect citizens. 

• Not all countries need Command and Staff or War and Defense Colleges, as the cost for 
countries with smaller-sized armed forces and limited defense budgets is not justified. In 
such cases, officers can attend PME institutions in neighboring countries. 

• Of the countries that have experienced a military coup since 2020 (Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Guinea, Mali, and Sudan), only Sudan has all three types of PME institutions. Of the 
West African countries, only Mali has a Command and Staff College, and none have a 
War or Defense College.

• The coups in each of the three West African countries were led by mid-level officers, 
highlighting the importance of inculcating values of military professionalism among all 
military ranks.

Military Academy
Command and Sta� College
War and Defense College
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• A survey of African military professionals shows that PME opportunities are one of 
the most formative experiences in the careers of African security sector professionals. 
Moreover, young officers have especially high ideals of the public service role that 
militaries can play, though younger cohorts of officers are less likely to associate these 
values with their services.

Number of PMEs by Country
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