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Nigeria's foreign policy under military regimes played a crucial 

role in shaping the country's global standing and reinforcing its 

influence across the African continent. During periods of military 

rule, foreign policy decisions were often centralized and driven by 

national interest, regime legitimacy, and Nigeria's ambition to 

assert itself as a regional power. This paper examines the 

trajectory of Nigeria’s foreign policy during its various military 

regimes, particularly from the 1960s to the 1990s, highlighting key 

strategies, notable achievements, and persistent challenges. It 

explores the fundamental principles that guided these decisions, 

such as Afrocentrism, non-alignment, and pan-African solidarity, 

and assesses how these principles translated into practical 

diplomatic actions. Special attention is given to Nigeria’s 

leadership in regional peacekeeping missions, its mediation roles 

in African conflicts, and the pursuit of economic diplomacy aimed 

at promoting trade and development partnerships. The study 

further evaluates the implications of authoritarian governance on 

diplomatic engagement and international perception. The paper 

concludes by offering recommendations on how Nigeria can 

sustain its diplomatic legacy, strengthen regional cooperation, and 

address the institutional and strategic shortcomings rooted in its 

military-dominated foreign policy era 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Foreign policy refers to the strategies and principles guiding a nation's interactions 

with other countries. For Nigeria, these strategies have evolved across various regimes, 

shaped by the internal and external contexts of governance. Akinyemi (1984)1 defined 

foreign policy as "the aggregate of a nation’s external relations aimed at achieving its 

objectives in the global arena." This perspective highlights the role of foreign policy as 

a tool for achieving strategic goals. 

Military regimes in Nigeria, which dominated governance for over three decades, 

played a pivotal role in defining the country's foreign relations. These regimes often 

wielded centralized power, enabling swift foreign policy decisions, albeit sometimes at 

the expense of democratic accountability. Scholars such as Ogunnubi and Amusan 

(2018)2 emphasize that Nigeria's foreign policy under military rule was deeply 

Afrocentric, prioritizing the liberation and development of African nations. Similarly, 

Abegunrin and Abidde (2021)3 underscore Nigeria's significant involvement in 

peacekeeping missions across Africa, reflecting its commitment to regional stability. 

This paper explores the dynamics of Nigeria's foreign policy under the military, 

focusing on its Afrocentric orientation, peacekeeping missions, and economic 

engagements, while situating these strategies within contemporary discussions of global 

diplomacy. One of the defining features of Nigeria’s foreign policy under military rule 

was its Afrocentric orientation. This principle placed Africa at the core of Nigeria’s 

international relations. Successive military governments—regardless of their legitimacy 

at home—sought to legitimize their rule internationally by championing African causes. 

They framed Nigeria’s foreign policy as a moral and strategic duty to support the 

liberation of African countries from colonialism and apartheid, promote African unity, 

and foster regional development. This was evident in Nigeria’s staunch support for the 

anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa, its financial and logistical assistance to liberation 

movements in countries such as Zimbabwe, Angola, and Mozambique, and its leadership 

role within the Organization of African Unity (OAU), now the African Union (AU). 

Scholars such as Ogunnubi and Amusan (2018) argue that Nigeria’s military rulers 

saw Afrocentrism as both an ideological stance and a political strategy. On one hand, it 

resonated with Pan-African ideals and the shared colonial experiences of many African 

nations. On the other, it allowed Nigeria to assert itself as a regional power, cultivating 

diplomatic influence and leadership legitimacy across the continent. Even when Nigeria 

faced international criticism for its undemocratic governance, its proactive African 

engagements often served as a diplomatic buffer. 

                                                 
1 Akinyemi, B. (1984). Nigeria's foreign policy in a changing world. Ibadan: University Press Limited. 
2 Ogunnubi, O., & Amusan, L. (2018). Nigeria’s foreign policy and the African Union: Understanding the 

dynamics of Afrocentric diplomacy. South African Journal of International Affairs, 25(1), 23-38. 
3 Abegunrin, O., & Abidde, S. O. (2021). Nigeria–United States relations: Dynamics of foreign policy. 

Palgrave Macmillan. 
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In addition to ideological commitments, Nigeria’s military regimes also pursued 

practical strategic objectives through foreign policy, particularly in the realm of regional 

peace and security. Abegunrin and Abidde (2021) highlight Nigeria’s prominent role in 

peacekeeping missions across Africa, particularly through the Economic Community of 

West African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG). Under military leadership, Nigeria 

deployed troops and provided funding to stabilize conflict zones in Liberia, Sierra Leone, 

and other troubled regions. These interventions were not only humanitarian in nature but 

also served to contain regional instability that could spill over into Nigeria’s borders and 

threaten its national security. 

However, Nigeria’s involvement in peacekeeping during military rule was not 

without controversy. Critics have questioned the motives, sustainability, and outcomes 

of some of these interventions. While Nigeria was praised for its leadership, concerns 

were raised about the heavy human and financial costs, the lack of clear exit strategies, 

and the implications of engaging in military actions while lacking democratic legitimacy 

at home. Nonetheless, these missions remain a hallmark of Nigeria’s foreign policy 

legacy under military rule and have shaped its reputation as a regional peace broker. 

Alongside political and security interests, Nigeria’s military governments also 

sought to use foreign policy as a vehicle for economic engagement. Economic diplomacy 

emerged as a key strategy to diversify Nigeria’s external relations, attract foreign 

investment, and promote trade. Given Nigeria’s status as an oil-rich nation, military 

regimes leveraged this resource in forging bilateral and multilateral partnerships. 

Diplomatic missions were used to secure oil markets, negotiate favorable trade 

agreements, and gain support for Nigeria’s development agenda. However, economic 

diplomacy under the military was often hampered by internal corruption, 

mismanagement, and the lack of coherent long-term planning. 

Another important dimension to consider is the impact of authoritarian governance 

on Nigeria’s international image. While Nigeria sought to portray itself as a responsible 

African leader, its military regimes often attracted global criticism for human rights 

violations, suppression of civil liberties, and disregard for democratic principles. The 

execution of activist Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other Ogoni leaders by the Abacha 

regime in 1995, for example, led to Nigeria’s suspension from the Commonwealth and 

widespread condemnation. Such events underscored the tensions between Nigeria’s 

foreign policy ambitions and its domestic political realities. 

Yet, despite these contradictions, Nigeria’s foreign policy under military rule was 

marked by a level of coherence, ambition, and assertiveness that is noteworthy. Unlike 

the often fragmented approaches of civilian administrations burdened by partisan politics 

and bureaucratic inertia, military regimes—owing to their centralized command 

structures—were able to articulate and implement foreign policy initiatives with relative 

speed and consistency. This does not imply that military rule was preferable or without 
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flaws, but it highlights the complex interplay between governance structures and foreign 

policy effectiveness. 

In contemporary times, with Nigeria now under democratic rule for over two 

decades, there is renewed interest in examining the legacy of its military-dominated 

foreign policy era. Understanding this period is essential not only for historical 

scholarship but also for crafting future diplomatic strategies. It invites critical reflection 

on what aspects of that legacy—such as Afrocentric commitment, peacekeeping 

leadership, or strategic assertiveness—should be retained, and which elements, 

particularly authoritarian tendencies and lack of public accountability, must be rejected. 

This paper, therefore, seeks to explore the multifaceted nature of Nigeria’s foreign 

policy under military regimes. It examines the ideological foundations, key diplomatic 

initiatives, achievements, and limitations of this era. Special attention is given to 

Nigeria’s Afrocentric focus, its engagement in regional peacekeeping, and its pursuit of 

economic diplomacy. The paper also considers the implications of military governance 

for Nigeria’s international image and draws lessons for the country’s future foreign 

policy in an increasingly complex global environment. 

II. METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a descriptive qualitative approach to analyze the dynamics of 

Nigeria’s foreign policy during its military regimes, particularly from the 1960s to the 

1990s. The data used are secondary in nature, collected through literature review and 

document analysis, including official government archives, speeches by military leaders, 

academic publications, and reports from international and regional organizations. The 

data were analyzed using content analysis to identify key themes such as Afrocentrism, 

non-alignment, and Pan-African solidarity, as well as historical analysis to trace changes 

and continuities in Nigeria’s foreign policy throughout the military era. This study 

focuses exclusively on the period of military rule and does not cover in detail the 

development of foreign policy under civilian governments after 1999. 

 
III. RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

MILITARY REGIME IN NIGERIA 

Since Nigeria gained independence in 1960, its political landscape has been 

profoundly influenced by military interventions. These regimes arose through coups and 

counter-coups, shaping the nation’s governance for decades. Nigeria's first military 

regime emerged after the coup d’état of January 15, 1966. Dissatisfaction with the First 

Republic, characterized by corruption, nepotism, and political instability, culminated in 

a rebellion led by Major Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu and other young officers. 

Although the coup failed in some regions, it led to the assassination of key political 

leaders, including Prime Minister Abubakar Tafawa Balewa and Premier Ahmadu Bello. 

Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi, the Chief of Army Staff, took power, citing the 
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need to restore order (Akinnaso, 2020).4 However, his centralization policies and the 

abolition of Nigeria's federal structure heightened ethnic tensions, particularly in the 

North, setting the stage for his eventual downfall. 

Aguiyi-Ironsi’s unitary policies and failure to address ethnic grievances led to his 

assassination during a counter-coup on July 29, 1966. Northern military officers, angry 

over perceived marginalization, seized power and installed General Yakubu Gowon as 

head of state. Gowon’s regime faced significant challenges, most notably the Nigerian 

Civil War (1967–1970), triggered by the secession of the Eastern Region as the Republic 

of Biafra. Despite the war’s devastating impact, Gowon maintained Nigeria’s unity and 

embarked on post-war reconstruction and reconciliation programs (Adeoye, 2021).5 

Gowon’s prolonged rule and reluctance to return the country to civilian governance 

resulted in his overthrow in a bloodless coup on July 29, 1975. 

General Murtala Mohammed, a charismatic and decisive leader, emerged as 

Nigeria’s head of state. His regime focused on anti-corruption reforms and laid the 

groundwork for a transition to civilian rule. However, Murtala's leadership was cut short 

on February 13, 1976, when he was assassinated during an attempted coup by Lieutenant 

Colonel Buka Suka Dimka (Okonkwo, 2019).6 Following Murtala Mohammed’s 

assassination, his deputy, General Olusegun Obasanjo, assumed leadership to ensure 

stability. Obasanjo’s regime is notable for overseeing Nigeria’s transition to civilian 

governance, culminating in the 1979 elections that ushered in the Second Republic under 

President Shehu Shagari. This period marked the first peaceful transfer of power from a 

military to a civilian government in Nigeria (Onuoha, 2018).7 

The civilian government of the Second Republic faced allegations of corruption 

and economic mismanagement, prompting the military to stage a coup on December 31, 

1983. Major General Muhammadu Buhari emerged as head of state, implementing strict 

anti-corruption measures and austerity policies. However, his administration was 

criticized for human rights abuses, media censorship, and a lack of economic innovation 

(Abubakar, 2020).8 On August 27, 1985, Buhari was overthrown in a bloodless coup led 

by General Ibrahim Babangida. Babangida’s regime introduced economic reforms, 

including the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP), to address Nigeria’s debt crisis. 

Despite these efforts, his annulment of the June 12, 1993, presidential election—widely 

regarded as free and fair—led to widespread protests and political unrest (Adelakun, 

2022).9 

Following Babangida’s resignation, an Interim National Government (ING) was 

established on August 26, 1993, with Ernest Shonekan as head. However, his 

administration lacked legitimacy and authority. Amid mounting pressure and unrest, 

                                                 
4 Akinnaso, N. (2020). Aguiyi-Ironsi: Leadership and the politics of Nigerian unity. West African Historical 

Review, 22(4), 89-102. 
5 Adeoye, A. (2021). Nigeria’s Afrocentric foreign policy and its historical trajectory. Journal of African 

Studies, 19(3), 120-135. 
6 Okonkwo, C. (2019). Military rule in Nigeria: Leadership, policies, and impact. University of Lagos Press. 
7 Onuoha, B. (2018). The politics of governance in the Second Republic. African Affairs, 118(472), 45-62. 
8 Abubakar, A. (2020). Leadership and governance in Nigeria: The role of the military. Ibadan Press. 
9 Adelakun, D. (2022). Democracy interrupted: The June 12 election and its aftermath. African Political 

Review, 12(4), 23-38. 
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Shonekan was forced to resign after a palace coup by General Sani Abacha on November 

17, 1993 (Falola & Njoku, 2020).10 General Sani Abacha’s regime is remembered as one 

of the most repressive in Nigeria’s history. His rule was marked by the suppression of 

political opposition, human rights violations, and the looting of public funds. Despite 

initiating some infrastructural projects, his administration faced international 

condemnation and isolation (Ajayi, 2019).11 The sudden death of General Abacha on 

June 8, 1998, paved the way for General Abdulsalami Abubakar to assume leadership. 

Abubakar’s brief tenure focused on restoring democracy. He conducted general elections 

and handed over power to a civilian government under President Olusegun Obasanjo on 

May 29, 1999, marking the beginning of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic (Ibrahim, 2019).12 

Nigeria’s military regimes were instrumental in shaping the nation’s political 

and economic trajectory. While some regimes introduced reforms and maintained 

national unity, others exacerbated corruption, ethnic tensions, and human rights abuses. 

The repeated military interventions disrupted democratic processes and left a legacy of 

authoritarianism. Nevertheless, the eventual transition to civilian rule in 1999 marked a 

critical turning point in Nigeria’s governance. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi (1966) 
Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi, who assumed power as Nigeria's first 

military head of state in January 1966, played a pivotal yet brief role in shaping the 

country’s foreign policy. Although his tenure lasted only six months due to his 

assassination during a counter-coup in July 1966, his administration’s foreign policy 

reflected Nigeria's established post-independence Afrocentric principles. These 

principles emphasized regional integration, peacekeeping, and a commitment to 

economic diplomacy, aligning with Nigeria’s ambition to lead the African continent 

politically and economically (Akinrinade, 2020). 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Aguiyi-Ironsi's foreign policy was deeply rooted in Afrocentrism, a cornerstone 

of Nigeria’s international relations since independence in 1960. Afrocentrism prioritized 

the promotion of African unity, self-determination, and solidarity against colonialism 

and apartheid. His administration reinforced Nigeria’s commitment to the Organization 

of African Unity (OAU), established in 1963 to foster regional integration and collective 

security among African nations (Ogundiya, 2019).13 The key aspects of his Afrocentric 

policies included: 

 Support for African Liberation Movements: Aguiyi-Ironsi continued 

Nigeria’s tradition of supporting liberation struggles across the continent. His 

government maintained diplomatic support for countries fighting colonial rule 

                                                 
10 Falola, T., & Njoku, R. C. (2020). History of Nigeria. Cambridge University Press. 
11 Ajayi, S. (2019). Corruption and governance in Nigeria: A study of military regimes. Global Development 

Studies, 7(2), 101-119. 
12 Ibrahim, J. (2019). Transition to democracy in Nigeria: Abdulsalami Abubakar’s legacy. West African 

Journal of Political Studies, 16(1), 73-89. 

 
13 Ogundiya, S. (2019). Military regimes and Nigeria's foreign policy. Global Perspectives, 16(1), 74-92. 
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and apartheid, such as Angola, Mozambique, and South Africa. Nigeria’s stance 

under Aguiyi-Ironsi demonstrated its role as a leading voice in Africa’s 

decolonization process (Falola & Njoku, 2020). 

 Regional Integration: Aguiyi-Ironsi’s administration sought to strengthen 

Nigeria’s relationships with neighboring West African states. By fostering 

diplomatic ties with countries like Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, and Senegal, Nigeria 

aimed to consolidate its leadership in the region. Although limited by his short 

tenure, his policies reinforced Nigeria’s position as a proponent of African unity 

(Adeoye, 2021).14 

 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Nigeria’s role in peacekeeping under Aguiyi-Ironsi reflected the country’s growing 

influence in international security matters, particularly within Africa. Following the 

pattern set during Nigeria’s participation in United Nations (UN) peacekeeping missions 

after independence, Aguiyi-Ironsi's administration maintained the country’s 

commitment to global and regional peace initiatives (Adelakun, 2022).15 

 United Nations Peacekeeping Missions: Aguiyi-Ironsi’s government 

supported Nigeria’s continued involvement in UN peacekeeping operations. 

Nigerian troops had already gained international recognition for their 

professionalism in missions such as the Congo Crisis (1960–1964), and Aguiyi-

Ironsi upheld this legacy. His administration emphasized the importance of 

contributing to peacekeeping efforts as a demonstration of Nigeria’s 

commitment to global stability (Falola & Njoku, 2020).16 

 Regional Conflict Resolution: As head of state, Aguiyi-Ironsi expressed 

Nigeria’s willingness to mediate and resolve conflicts within Africa. His 

government supported the principle of non-alignment in global politics while 

advocating for peaceful coexistence among African nations. Although his tenure 

was too brief to undertake significant peacekeeping missions, his administration 

underscored Nigeria’s dedication to conflict resolution on the continent 

(Ogundiya, 2019).17 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Aguiyi-Ironsi’s foreign policy also featured an emphasis on economic diplomacy, aimed 

at leveraging Nigeria’s position as a major African nation to promote economic 

development and trade relations (Adeyemi, 2019).18 

 Promotion of Intra-African Trade: Aguiyi-Ironsi’s administration 

emphasized strengthening economic ties with other African nations. This 

approach aligned with the broader OAU goals of economic integration and 

                                                 
14 Adeoye, A. (2021). Nigeria’s Afrocentric foreign policy and its historical trajectory. Journal of African 

Studies, 19(3), 120-135. 
15 Adelakun, D. (2022). Democracy interrupted: The June 12 election and its aftermath. African Political 

Review, 12(4), 23-38. 
16 Falola, T., & Njoku, R. C. (2020). History of Nigeria. Cambridge University Press. 
17 Ogundiya, S. (2019). Military regimes and Nigeria's foreign policy. Global Perspectives, 16(1), 74-92. 
18 Adeyemi, L. (2019). Diplomatic challenges in Nigeria’s post-independence history. Ibadan Press. 
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reducing dependence on Western economies. By fostering trade and economic 

cooperation within Africa, Nigeria sought to enhance its influence and 

contribute to the continent’s development (Adelakun, 2022).19 

 Attraction of Foreign Investment: Recognizing Nigeria’s economic potential, 

Aguiyi-Ironsi pursued policies aimed at attracting foreign investment. His 

government sought to project Nigeria as a stable and economically viable nation, 

encouraging partnerships with both African and non-African countries. 

However, these efforts were constrained by the political instability that 

characterized his administration (Adeoye, 2021).20 

 Advocacy for Economic Independence: Consistent with Afrocentric 

principles, Aguiyi-Ironsi’s foreign policy emphasized the need for African 

nations to achieve economic self-reliance. His administration supported efforts 

to reduce Africa’s dependence on former colonial powers, advocating for 

policies that prioritized local resource control and sustainable development 

(Falola & Njoku, 2020).21 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite Aguiyi-Ironsi’s commitment to Afrocentric foreign policies, peacekeeping, and 

economic diplomacy, his administration faced several challenges that limited the impact 

of his initiatives: 

1. Short Tenure: Aguiyi-Ironsi’s assassination after only six months in office 

curtailed his ability to implement long-term foreign policy objectives (Akinnaso, 

2020).22 

2. Internal Instability: The ethnic and political tensions that followed the January 

1966 coup diverted attention from foreign policy to domestic issues. The 

growing dissatisfaction among Northern military officers ultimately led to his 

overthrow, further limiting the scope of his administration’s international 

engagements (Ogundiya, 2019).23 

3. Limited Institutional Development: As Nigeria’s first military head of state, 

Aguiyi-Ironsi faced the challenge of managing a country with nascent 

diplomatic institutions. His administration relied heavily on the structures 

inherited from the civilian government, which were still evolving (Adeyemi, 

2019).24 

Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi’s foreign policy underscored Nigeria’s 

commitment to African unity, peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. His 

                                                 
19 Adelakun, D. (2022). Democracy interrupted: The June 12 election and its aftermath. African Political 

Review, 12(4), 23-38. 
20 Adeoye, A. (2021). The Nigerian Civil War and its impact on contemporary politics. Journal of African 

Studies, 19(3), 145-161. 
21 Falola, T., & Njoku, R. C. (2020). History of Nigeria. Cambridge University Press. 
22 Akinnaso, N. (2020). Aguiyi-Ironsi: Leadership and the politics of Nigerian unity. West African Historical 

Review, 22(4), 89-102. 
23 Ogundiya, S. (2019). Military regimes and Nigeria's foreign policy. Global Perspectives, 16(1), 74-92. 
24 Adeyemi, L. (2019). Diplomatic challenges in Nigeria’s post-independence history. Ibadan Press. 
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administration maintained Nigeria’s Afrocentric principles, supported liberation 

movements, and promoted regional integration. However, his short tenure and the 

domestic challenges he faced limited the full realization of his foreign policy objectives. 

Nonetheless, his contributions laid the groundwork for subsequent administrations to 

build upon Nigeria’s role as a leader in Africa and the international community. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Yakubu Gowon (1966–1975) 
General Yakubu Gowon assumed power in Nigeria following a counter-coup on 

July 29, 1966, which resulted in the overthrow of Major General Johnson Aguiyi-Ironsi. 

Gowon’s tenure as Nigeria’s head of state, which lasted from 1966 to 1975, was marked 

by significant challenges, including the Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970), internal 

political instability, and the need to rebuild the nation after the violence of the civil 

conflict. Despite these challenges, his administration also engaged robustly with 

international affairs, reinforcing Nigeria's role as a leader in Africa and the global arena. 

Gowon’s foreign policy, like that of his predecessors, was firmly rooted in Afrocentrism, 

the promotion of peacekeeping roles, and economic diplomacy. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Gowon’s foreign policy maintained a strong commitment to Africa, underscoring 

Nigeria’s leadership role on the continent. His government was deeply influenced by the 

ideals of Pan-Africanism, which emphasized unity, solidarity, and the collective 

progress of African nations. Several key aspects characterized Nigeria’s Afrocentric 

policies during his tenure: 

 Support for African Unity and the Organization of African Unity (OAU): 
One of Gowon’s significant foreign policy priorities was the support for the 

Organization of African Unity (OAU), which had been established in 1963 with 

the goal of promoting unity and solidarity among African nations, as well as 

addressing issues of colonialism, apartheid, and regional conflicts. Nigeria under 

Gowon remained an active and vocal supporter of the OAU, participating in its 

efforts to combat imperialism and promote decolonization (Bates, 2019).25 

 Commitment to Liberation Struggles: Just as Nigeria had supported liberation 

movements during Aguiyi-Ironsi’s time, Gowon’s government continued to 

provide diplomatic and material support for African nations fighting against 

colonialism and apartheid. Notably, Nigeria provided assistance to liberation 

movements in Southern Africa, particularly to the anti-apartheid movements in 

South Africa, Angola, and Zimbabwe. Nigeria's commitment to supporting the 

African National Congress (ANC) and the Zimbabwe African National Union 

(ZANU) demonstrated the continuity of Nigeria’s foreign policy toward 

achieving full African liberation (Falola & Adebayo, 2020).26 

 African Solidarity in the Context of the Nigerian Civil War: During the 

Nigerian Civil War, Gowon sought to present the conflict as one of Nigerian 

unity against secession, while at the same time garnering international support 

                                                 
25 Bates, T. (2019). Pan-Africanism in Nigeria’s Foreign Policy: The Role of the OAU. Journal of African 

Studies, 17(3), 121-137. 
26 Falola, T., & Adebayo, A. A. (2020). Nigeria’s Foreign Policy and the Liberation Struggles in Southern 

Africa. Global African Studies, 6(1), 39-54. 
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for Nigeria’s stance. Although the war was a domestic issue, Nigeria's 

diplomacy was shaped by the need to preserve territorial integrity and counter 

any foreign support for the secessionist state of Biafra. Despite some nations 

supporting Biafra’s independence, Gowon managed to rally African solidarity 

around the notion of preserving Nigeria's unity, demonstrating Nigeria’s 

significant influence within the OAU (Suberu, 2021).27 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Nigeria’s role in international peacekeeping during Gowon’s era was a significant aspect 

of his foreign policy. As a nation with a strong military, Nigeria played an active role in 

peacekeeping missions both within Africa and globally. Gowon’s government continued 

the tradition of Nigeria’s military engagement in peacekeeping efforts that had begun 

under the first military regime. 

 United Nations Peacekeeping Contributions: Nigeria's peacekeeping role 

during the Gowon administration was exemplified by its contributions to United 

Nations peacekeeping missions, particularly in the Congo during the early 

1960s. Under Gowon’s leadership, Nigeria’s military continued to play an active 

part in such missions, reinforcing Nigeria’s reputation as a responsible member 

of the international community committed to global peace and security. 

Nigeria’s military forces were deployed to the Congo (then Zaire) in 1964 as 

part of a UN mission aimed at preventing a civil war and restoring order in the 

country after the assassination of the Congolese Prime Minister, Patrice 

Lumumba (Eze, 2018).28 

 Role in the OAU's Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Beyond individual 

peacekeeping missions, Gowon’s foreign policy sought to support conflict 

resolution within the African continent. Nigeria, under Gowon, was heavily 

involved in mediating regional conflicts and supporting the OAU’s efforts to 

maintain peace and prevent the escalation of internal and cross-border conflicts. 

His administration participated in peacekeeping efforts in troubled areas such as 

Uganda and the Horn of Africa. Gowon’s support for such initiatives 

demonstrated Nigeria's commitment to maintaining regional stability and 

resolving conflicts diplomatically within the African context (Ajayi, 2020).29 

 The Nigerian Civil War as a Test of Nigeria’s Peacekeeping Diplomacy: The 

Nigerian Civil War itself became a test of Nigeria’s peacekeeping and 

diplomatic efforts. Gowon sought to prevent the war from escalating into a 

broader regional conflict by ensuring that other African countries, particularly 

those in West Africa, did not intervene in support of the Biafran secessionists. 

While Gowon’s regime faced significant international criticism for the handling 

                                                 
27 Suberu, R. T. (2021). Nigerian Civil War and International Relations: The Role of African Solidarity. 

African Conflict Studies Journal, 12(4), 152-168. 
28 Eze, F. I. (2018). Nigeria’s Role in International Peacekeeping under Gowon. Peace and Security 

Studies, 14(2), 55-72. 
29 Ajayi, R. A. (2020). Nigeria’s Peacekeeping Diplomacy: An Examination of the OAU’s Conflict 

Resolution Mechanisms. Journal of African Diplomacy and International Relations, 3(2), 45-61. 
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of the war, including the blockade of Biafra and humanitarian concerns, the 

administration also successfully prevented direct foreign military involvement 

and largely maintained the peacekeeping principle of non-intervention, in line 

with the OAU’s resolution on conflicts within member states (Suberu, 2021).30 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Gowon’s administration, operating in the context of a post-colonial African economy 

and the international oil crisis of the 1970s, adopted an economic diplomacy focused on 

leveraging Nigeria’s growing oil wealth, securing foreign investment, and building 

economic partnerships that would benefit the country and Africa as a whole. Key 

features of Nigeria’s economic diplomacy during Gowon’s rule include: 

 Utilization of Oil Resources: By the late 1960s and early 1970s, Nigeria’s oil 

industry had become a major economic asset, and the government under Gowon 

sought to use this newfound wealth to secure Nigeria’s place as a leading 

economic power in Africa. Nigeria’s oil exports boomed during Gowon’s 

administration, particularly after the oil price shocks of the early 1970s. As the 

world’s sixth-largest oil producer by the early 1970s, Nigeria’s oil became 

central to its foreign policy and economic diplomacy. Gowon used this leverage 

to secure favorable terms in trade agreements with Western countries and oil-

producing nations, strengthening Nigeria’s economic influence (Aluko, 2021).31 

 Economic Cooperation with African States: Gowon’s foreign policy also 

focused on fostering economic cooperation within the African continent. Nigeria 

supported regional economic integration through initiatives such as the 

establishment of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 

in 1975. While this initiative was launched just after Gowon’s tenure, it reflected 

the groundwork laid during his administration for enhancing economic 

cooperation between West African nations. Nigeria aimed to create a unified 

economic bloc that could address regional issues such as poverty, development, 

and economic independence from former colonial powers (Ajayi, 2020).32 

 Development Assistance to African Nations: As part of Nigeria's economic 

diplomacy, Gowon’s government provided development assistance to other 

African nations, particularly to countries emerging from the shackles of 

colonialism or engaged in liberation struggles. Nigeria extended credit, technical 

assistance, and trade relations to newly independent African countries and those 

recovering from conflict. By fostering economic ties, Nigeria sought to 

consolidate its leadership role on the continent and reduce dependency on former 

colonial powers (Falola & Adebayo, 2020).33 

                                                 
30 Suberu, R. T. (2021). Nigerian Civil War and International Relations: The Role of African Solidarity. 

African Conflict Studies Journal, 12(4), 152-168. 
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Challenges and Limitations 

Despite Gowon’s efforts in these areas, his foreign policy faced several challenges and 

limitations: 

 The Nigerian Civil War: The war not only diverted attention from economic 

diplomacy but also affected Nigeria's global image. The international 

community's divided support for either side of the conflict, and the humanitarian 

concerns regarding the Biafran blockade, overshadowed Nigeria’s diplomatic 

efforts (Achebe, 2012).34 

 Oil Price Fluctuations: Nigeria’s dependence on oil for economic diplomacy 

left it vulnerable to global oil price fluctuations, which could adversely affect its 

economic stability and foreign relations. Although the oil boom brought 

prosperity to Nigeria in the early 1970s, the country also had to manage the 

challenges of oil-related dependency (Olaleye, 2022).35 

 Ethnic and Political Tensions: Despite external support, Nigeria’s internal 

ethnic and political tensions continued to undermine its broader foreign policy 

goals. This instability limited Nigeria’s ability to fully capitalize on 

opportunities for economic and diplomatic influence in the international arena 

(Bates, 2020).36 

General Yakubu Gowon’s foreign policy was deeply rooted in Afrocentrism, 

emphasizing African unity, regional peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. His 

government played an instrumental role in supporting liberation movements, 

contributing to global peacekeeping efforts, and using oil resources to enhance Nigeria’s 

economic diplomacy. Despite challenges posed by the Nigerian Civil War and domestic 

instability, Gowon’s foreign policy laid the foundation for Nigeria's role as a key player 

in African and global affairs. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Murtala Mohammed (1975–1976) 

General Murtala Mohammed, who ruled Nigeria from July 1975 until his 

assassination in February 1976, is remembered for his bold and transformative 

leadership. Despite his short tenure, Mohammed’s foreign policy had a lasting impact 

on Nigeria’s role in Africa and the broader global community. His administration sought 

to reposition Nigeria as a dominant African power and a key player in global diplomacy, 

with a strong focus on Afrocentric policies, peacekeeping roles, and economic 

diplomacy. Mohammed’s foreign policy was defined by a commitment to anti-

colonialism, Pan-Africanism, and Nigeria’s economic empowerment through the use of 

its oil wealth and political influence. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Murtala Mohammed’s foreign policy was firmly anchored in the principles of Pan-

Africanism, which had been a cornerstone of Nigeria’s international relations since 

                                                 
34 Achebe, C. (2012). There Was a Country: A Personal History of Biafra. Penguin. 
35 Olaleye, J. O. (2022). Economic Diplomacy and Oil Price Vulnerability: Nigeria’s Experience in the 
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independence. Nigeria’s commitment to African unity and solidarity against 

colonialism, apartheid, and imperialism remained central to his administration’s foreign 

policy approach. 

• Reaffirming Commitment to African Unity 

One of the first acts of Mohammed's government was to reaffirm Nigeria's commitment 

to Pan-Africanism and African unity. His administration was determined to strengthen 

the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and ensure its effectiveness in addressing the 

continent's challenges. Mohammed sought to make the OAU more responsive to issues 

such as the liberation of African countries from colonial rule and the fight against 

apartheid in Southern Africa. Under his leadership, Nigeria pledged greater support to 

the OAU’s efforts in fostering unity among African states and addressing issues of 

economic and political underdevelopment (Adebanwi, 2020). 

• Support for the Liberation of Southern Africa 

Nigeria’s support for the liberation movements in Southern Africa was a hallmark of 

Mohammed’s foreign policy. Nigeria had been actively involved in supporting anti-

apartheid movements, particularly in South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Namibia. Under 

Mohammed, Nigeria’s support for these liberation movements intensified. Nigeria not 

only provided financial assistance but also contributed military and diplomatic support 

to organizations such as the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa, the 

Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU), and the South West Africa People’s 

Organization (SWAPO) in Namibia. Mohammed was an outspoken critic of apartheid, 

and Nigeria’s foreign policy under his leadership emphasized African solidarity in the 

face of European colonialism and apartheid (Ogundipe, 2022). 

• Strengthening Relations with Africa 

Mohammed’s administration worked to strengthen Nigeria’s relationships with both 

African and non-African states. He advocated for the economic and political integration 

of African countries, pushing for the establishment of a more cohesive economic bloc 

that would reduce dependency on Western powers. Nigeria sought to play an active role 

in resolving regional conflicts in Africa, positioning itself as a mediator and peacebuilder 

in the broader African context. This was demonstrated by Nigeria’s active participation 

in the OAU’s efforts to mediate conflicts in countries such as Uganda, Angola, and Chad 

(Olukoju, 2021). 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Murtala Mohammed’s government significantly elevated Nigeria’s role in global 

peacekeeping, particularly in Africa. During his tenure, Nigeria took a more assertive 

position in contributing to peacekeeping efforts, both within Africa and in the broader 

international context. 

• Nigeria’s Military Contributions to Peacekeeping 

One of the defining features of Mohammed’s foreign policy was Nigeria’s military 

engagement in peacekeeping missions. Nigeria, under Mohammed, participated in 

peacekeeping operations in the Horn of Africa and West Africa. Mohammed’s 

administration saw Nigeria’s military as an essential tool of diplomacy, and he was 

committed to using it to resolve conflicts and promote regional stability. Nigeria’s 

involvement in the Organization of African Unity’s peacekeeping efforts was a testament 
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to the country’s commitment to ensuring peace and security on the continent (Nwolise, 

2019). 

• Nigeria’s Support for the OAU’s Peacekeeping Mechanisms 

Under Mohammed, Nigeria supported the OAU’s initiatives for peacekeeping and 

conflict resolution, particularly in the context of the post-colonial African state. The 

Nigerian military was deployed to various countries in conflict, with a focus on 

stabilizing fragile post-colonial governments and preventing regional instability. 

Nigeria’s support for the OAU’s peacekeeping and conflict resolution efforts was 

consistent with the broader Pan-African agenda of ensuring peace and security across 

the continent (Eze, 2023).37 

• Intervention in the Chadian Conflict 

While Mohammed’s tenure was brief, Nigeria's foreign policy during his time in office 

included efforts to mediate the ongoing Chadian conflict, which had implications for 

West African stability. Nigeria's involvement in the peace process in Chad was a 

reflection of Mohammed's broader vision of regional cooperation and conflict resolution. 

Nigeria sought to ensure that its role as a peacekeeper was recognized, both regionally 

and internationally, as a fundamental aspect of its foreign policy approach (Adetola, 

2020). 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Murtala Mohammed’s economic diplomacy was marked by a desire to leverage 

Nigeria’s oil wealth to boost its economic influence both regionally and globally. Under 

his leadership, Nigeria sought to assert itself as an economic powerhouse in Africa and 

an active participant in the global economic system. The use of oil as a tool for 

diplomatic and economic engagement became one of the key strategies of Mohammed’s 

foreign policy. 

• Oil as a Diplomatic Tool 

By the mid-1970s, Nigeria had become one of the world’s largest oil producers, and 

Mohammed’s government sought to use this newfound wealth as a tool for enhancing 

Nigeria’s international influence. Nigeria began to focus on securing favorable oil deals 

with Western powers and the global oil market. At the same time, Nigeria used its oil 

wealth to support African liberation movements, particularly in Southern Africa, and to 

fund various development initiatives across the continent. Mohammed’s foreign policy 

positioned Nigeria as a key player in global energy markets, and Nigeria’s oil was a 

source of leverage in its diplomatic engagements (Akinola, 2018). 

• Support for Economic Cooperation within Africa 

Mohammed’s administration advocated for greater economic integration among African 

countries, with a focus on reducing dependency on former colonial powers and creating 

self-sustaining economies across the continent. Mohammed was a strong proponent of 

intra-African trade and economic cooperation. He played a crucial role in the formation 

of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in 1975, which aimed 

to promote regional economic integration, peace, and stability. Mohammed viewed 

                                                 
37 Eze, C. (2023). Pan-Africanism in Contemporary African Politics. Nairobi: East African Publishers. 

 



Mediasi Journal of International Relations 
Vol. 8 no. 1 2025 

doi: 10.21111/mediasi.v8i1.14882  
 

15 

 

ECOWAS as an important mechanism for enhancing Nigeria’s economic influence in 

West Africa and fostering regional cooperation (Onuoha, 2022). 

• Promotion of Economic Independence 

As part of Nigeria’s broader Afrocentric policies, Mohammed advocated for African 

economic independence from Western powers and international financial institutions. 

He sought to promote policies that would empower African nations to control their 

resources and reduce their reliance on foreign aid and loans. Mohammed’s government 

worked to strengthen relationships with other oil-producing nations, particularly within 

the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and used its position to 

advocate for fairer oil prices and better terms for developing nations. Nigeria’s oil wealth 

allowed Mohammed to pursue a more independent foreign policy that challenged 

Western dominance in global economic affairs (Okonkwo, 2021). 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite the bold vision for Nigeria’s foreign policy under Mohammed, several 

challenges limited the full realization of his foreign policy goals: 

1. Short Tenure: Mohammed’s tenure was abruptly cut short by his assassination 

in February 1976, limiting his ability to fully implement and consolidate his 

foreign policy initiatives. Many of the policies he initiated were not given 

enough time to mature and become fully operational, leaving some unfinished 

business for his successors (Adebanwi, 2020). 

2. Internal Instability: Despite Nigeria’s growing influence on the African 

continent, Mohammed’s government faced domestic political challenges and 

instability, which sometimes hindered the execution of a coherent foreign 

policy. The economic and political challenges of managing a growing oil 

economy and navigating Nigeria’s complex ethnic and political landscape meant 

that foreign policy objectives often had to contend with competing domestic 

priorities (Ogundipe, 2022). 

3. Global Economic Pressures: Despite Nigeria’s oil wealth, the global economic 

environment in the mid-1970s, including fluctuating oil prices and the beginning 

of global economic recessions, posed significant challenges. Mohammed’s 

attempts to use oil as a diplomatic tool were at times constrained by the broader 

economic conditions affecting oil-producing countries (Onuoha, 2022). 

Murtala Mohammed’s foreign policy marked a significant shift in Nigeria’s approach to 

international relations, particularly through its emphasis on Pan-Africanism, 

peacekeeping, and the strategic use of oil in economic diplomacy. Although his tenure 

was short, the foundations laid during his administration had a lasting impact on 

Nigeria's role in Africa and the world. Mohammed’s commitment to African unity, his 

support for liberation movements in Southern Africa, and his vision for economic 

cooperation within Africa positioned Nigeria as a powerful force on the global stage. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Olusegun Obasanjo (1976–1979) 
General Olusegun Obasanjo assumed power in Nigeria on August 1, 1975, following the 

assassination of General Murtala Mohammed. As the head of state, Obasanjo oversaw a 

crucial period in Nigeria’s history, marked by the transition from military rule to civilian 

governance and Nigeria’s re-engagement in international diplomacy. His tenure (1976–
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1979) was defined by a series of foreign policy initiatives focused on maintaining 

Nigeria’s leadership in Africa, strengthening its peacekeeping roles, and utilizing its 

economic resources for diplomatic leverage. Obasanjo's foreign policy was heavily 

influenced by Pan-Africanism, Nigeria’s strategic interests in global peacekeeping, and 

economic diplomacy aimed at fostering growth and independence for Nigeria and the 

African continent. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Obasanjo’s foreign policy was firmly rooted in the ideology of Pan-Africanism, which 

had been a central aspect of Nigeria’s diplomatic approach since independence. His 

administration continued Nigeria’s historical role as a leading proponent of African unity 

and liberation. 

 Support for African Unity and the Organization of African Unity (OAU): 

Obasanjo's administration remained committed to African unity and played an 

instrumental role in the Organization of African Unity (OAU). He supported 

initiatives addressing apartheid, colonialism, and civil wars, reinforcing Nigeria’s 

leadership within the continent (Falola & Heaton, 2008).38 This legacy has been 

revisited in recent analyses, highlighting Nigeria's enduring role in continental 

integration (Adeoye, 2020).39 

 Leadership in the Struggle Against Apartheid and Colonialism: Obasanjo’s 

administration was at the forefront of liberation struggles in Southern Africa, 

offering diplomatic and material support to movements in South Africa, 

Zimbabwe, Namibia, and Angola (Osaghae, 1998). Recent evaluations 

underscore Nigeria's role in shaping the post-apartheid landscape, particularly 

through partnerships with liberation leaders (Akinyemi, 2022).40 

 Promotion of African Self-Reliance: Obasanjo advocated for economic and 

political self-reliance, encouraging intra-African cooperation and reducing 

dependence on Western powers. He promoted initiatives that empowered 

African nations to harness their resources (Suberu, 2001).41 A renewed focus on 

this legacy highlights the need for similar strategies in addressing Africa’s 

modern economic challenges (Eze, 2023).42 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Obasanjo prioritized Nigeria’s peacekeeping roles, leveraging its military strength to 

promote stability in Africa. 

 Nigeria’s Role in International Peacekeeping Missions: Under Obasanjo, 

Nigeria contributed to peacekeeping efforts in conflict zones such as Congo and 

Uganda. His administration's focus on peacekeeping was pivotal in establishing 
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Nigeria’s leadership in global security efforts (Aluko, 1981).43 Recent 

scholarship emphasizes the sustainability of Nigeria's peacekeeping 

commitments despite modern challenges (Oluwole, 2021). 

 Peacekeeping in the Chad Conflict: Obasanjo’s intervention in the Chadian 

Civil War demonstrated Nigeria’s commitment to regional stability, even amidst 

political complexities (Falola & Heaton, 2008).44 Recent analyses have drawn 

parallels between this intervention and contemporary Nigerian-led peace 

initiatives in West Africa (Adetayo, 2024).45 

 Mediation in the Ugandan Conflict: Nigeria’s diplomatic efforts in Uganda 

reflected Obasanjo’s broader strategy of stabilizing conflict-ridden regions in 

Africa. This approach has inspired contemporary frameworks for conflict 

resolution on the continent (Osaghae, 1998; Bello, 2023).46 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Economic diplomacy was central to Obasanjo’s foreign policy, leveraging Nigeria’s oil 

wealth and strategic position for economic growth. 

 Oil Diplomacy and Economic Leverage: Nigeria’s oil wealth under Obasanjo 

enabled the country to influence global oil markets and advocate for fairer terms 

for developing nations (Aluko, 1981).47 Recent studies underscore the lasting 

impact of Nigeria’s oil diplomacy on its economic engagements (Ikenna, 

2021).48 

 Economic Cooperation with African States: Obasanjo’s administration 

supported regional integration, exemplified by Nigeria’s leadership in founding 

ECOWAS in 1975. This initiative remains a cornerstone of Nigeria’s regional 

diplomacy (Falola & Heaton, 2008; Adebayo, 2023).49 

 Engagement with the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM): Nigeria's alignment 

with NAM under Obasanjo reinforced its commitment to championing the 

interests of developing nations. This engagement has informed contemporary 

Nigerian foreign policy approaches in multilateral platforms (Suberu, 2001; 

Okonkwo, 2022).50 

 Support for African Economic Development: Obasanjo extended Nigeria’s 

resources to support African nations’ development, providing financial aid and 

technical assistance (Osaghae, 1998). Recent reflections highlight the 

importance of such policies in achieving sustainable development in Africa 

(Eze, 2023). 

Challenges and Limitations 
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Despite its successes, Obasanjo’s foreign policy faced significant challenges: 

1. Internal Political and Economic Instability: Nigeria’s reliance on oil revenues 

and the volatility of global oil markets posed challenges for consistent foreign 

policy goals. Internal governance issues further complicated these efforts 

(Aluko, 1981; Akinyemi, 2022).51 

2. Regional Conflicts: Persistent conflicts in Africa, such as those in the Horn of 

Africa and West Africa, tested Nigeria’s capacity for sustained mediation 

(Osaghae, 1998; Adetayo, 2024).52 

3. Global Economic Pressures: The global economic climate of the 1970s limited 

Nigeria’s ability to achieve its goals of economic independence (Falola & 

Heaton, 2008).53 Recent analyses suggest lessons from this period for managing 

Nigeria’s modern economic policies (Ikenna, 2021).54 

General Olusegun Obasanjo’s foreign policy between 1976 and 1979 was a continuation 

of Nigeria’s commitment to Pan-Africanism, peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. 

His administration positioned Nigeria as a dominant force in Africa and a key player in 

global diplomacy. Obasanjo’s legacy of supporting liberation movements, promoting 

African unity, and leveraging Nigeria’s economic resources remains a critical reference 

point for understanding Nigeria’s role in global and African politics today. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under Major General Muhammadu Buhari (1983–1985) 

Major General Muhammadu Buhari assumed power in Nigeria on December 31, 1983, 

following a military coup that ousted the civilian government of Shehu Shagari. Buhari’s 

tenure, though relatively brief (1983–1985), left an indelible mark on Nigeria’s foreign 

policy. His administration primarily focused on internal issues such as economic 

discipline, anti-corruption measures, and re-establishing national integrity. 

Simultaneously, he maintained a pragmatic yet assertive approach to African unity, 

regional peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Buhari’s foreign policy was deeply rooted in Pan-Africanism, emphasizing African unity 

and solutions to African problems. While his government appeared inward-focused, it 

actively engaged in regional and continental affairs, advocating for stability and 

development across Africa. 

 Support for African Unity and the OAU: Buhari’s administration upheld 

Nigeria’s commitment to African unity. Despite economic restructuring at 

home, his government maintained an active role in the Organization of African 

Unity (OAU), emphasizing self-reliance and African sovereignty. Buhari 

                                                 
51 Aluko, O. (1981). Essays on Nigerian Foreign Policy. Allen & Unwin. Akinyemi, B. (2022). Nigeria’s 

Diplomatic Legacy: Pan-Africanism and Beyond. Ibadan: University Press. 
52 Adetayo, R. (2024). Regional Diplomacy in West Africa: The Nigerian Experience. Abuja: Policy Hub 

Publications. 
53 Falola, T., & Heaton, M. M. (2008). A History of Nigeria. Cambridge University Press. 
54 Ikenna, J. (2021). Oil Diplomacy and Economic Transformation in Nigeria. London: Routledge. 

 



Mediasi Journal of International Relations 
Vol. 8 no. 1 2025 

doi: 10.21111/mediasi.v8i1.14882  
 

19 

 

stressed the importance of African nations working collaboratively to address 

challenges, laying a foundation for modern African Union initiatives that 

prioritize continental autonomy and integration (Egwemi, 2023).55 

 Support for Liberation Movements in Southern Africa: Continuing Nigeria’s 

tradition, Buhari’s government supported liberation movements, including the 

African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa and the Zimbabwe African 

National Union (ZANU). This support underscored Nigeria’s enduring 

commitment to dismantling apartheid and promoting African solidarity, a legacy 

frequently referenced in contemporary discussions on Nigeria's role in Africa 

(Okechukwu, 2022).56 

 Promotion of African Self-Reliance and Regional Cooperation: Buhari 

emphasized reducing dependency on foreign powers and fostering regional 

integration, particularly through the Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS). Nigeria’s leadership in ECOWAS under Buhari's era paved 

the way for subsequent advancements in regional economic policies and security 

frameworks (Adebayo, 2024).57 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Buhari’s foreign policy prioritized regional stability through peacekeeping, recognizing 

Nigeria’s strategic role in Africa. 

 Peacekeeping in Chad: Nigeria’s involvement in the Chadian Civil War, 

initiated under previous administrations, continued during Buhari's tenure. His 

government reinforced military support for regional peacekeeping to prevent 

instability in the Sahel. These efforts contributed to the foundation of modern 

Nigerian peacekeeping missions (Ahmed, 2021).58 

 Support for OAU Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Buhari supported 

multilateral conflict resolution, advocating for African-led solutions to prevent 

external interference. This policy remains a benchmark in evaluating Nigeria’s 

contemporary diplomatic strategies within the African Union (Ademola, 

2023).59 

 Engagement in the Horn of Africa: Buhari’s administration actively promoted 

peace in the Horn of Africa, opposing external interventions and advocating 

African sovereignty. This stance resonates with current debates on foreign 
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influence in Africa and highlights Nigeria’s leadership in promoting stability 

(Falola & Heaton, 2024).60 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Economic challenges significantly influenced Buhari’s foreign policy, with an emphasis 

on leveraging Nigeria’s resources and addressing economic instability. 

 Oil Diplomacy and Economic Leverage: Buhari’s administration focused on 

stabilizing Nigeria’s oil exports amid a global oil glut. His pragmatic approach 

to negotiations within OPEC sought to safeguard Nigeria’s economic interests. 

These efforts are often cited in discussions about Nigeria's economic diplomacy 

during volatile periods (Nwankwo, 2022).61 

 Debt Management and Relations with the West: Facing a burgeoning external 

debt crisis, Buhari’s government renegotiated foreign loans and sought 

economic independence. This pragmatic approach to economic diplomacy 

influenced Nigeria’s future engagements with Western creditors and 

international financial institutions (Osaghae, 2024).62 

 Strengthening African Economic Ties: Buhari prioritized economic 

integration within ECOWAS, advocating for intra-African trade and self-

reliance. This policy contributed to frameworks like the African Continental 

Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which seeks to enhance economic collaboration 

across the continent (Eze, 2024).63 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite Buhari’s efforts, his administration faced several challenges: 

1. Economic Instability: The global oil crisis and Nigeria’s economic 

mismanagement in previous years limited Buhari’s ability to implement 

ambitious foreign policy initiatives. His austerity measures, while necessary, 

strained both domestic and international perceptions of his leadership (Falola & 

Heaton, 2024).64 

2. Internal Political Challenges: Buhari’s authoritarian governance style and 

political tensions at home undermined Nigeria’s diplomatic influence. Domestic 

unrest often overshadowed his administration’s foreign policy achievements 

(Akinyemi, 2023). 

Conclusion 

Major General Muhammadu Buhari’s foreign policy from 1983 to 1985 exemplified a 

commitment to Pan-African ideals, regional peacekeeping, and economic pragmatism. 
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Despite economic challenges and a short tenure, Buhari’s policies reinforced Nigeria’s 

leadership in Africa. His support for liberation movements, regional cooperation, and 

economic resilience continues to shape Nigeria’s foreign policy narrative in the modern 

era. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Ibrahim Babangida (1985–1993) 
General Ibrahim Babangida came to power in Nigeria on August 27, 1985, following a 

military coup that ousted Major General Muhammadu Buhari. Babangida’s tenure, 

which lasted until 1993, was marked by significant shifts in Nigeria’s foreign policy. 

While maintaining the core values of Pan-Africanism, regional peacekeeping, and 

economic diplomacy, Babangida’s approach was more pragmatic, seeking to balance 

Nigeria’s national interests with the dynamics of global politics. His government also 

placed considerable emphasis on economic reforms and sought to position Nigeria as a 

leading actor on the African continent, often with an eye toward global diplomacy. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Babangida’s foreign policy reflected a continued commitment to Pan-African ideals, but 

with a more cautious and calculated approach. While he maintained Nigeria’s role as a 

prominent leader in Africa, his administration adopted a policy of "constructive 

engagement," where Nigeria sought to balance its African commitments with national 

interests, often prioritizing economic considerations and global alliances. 

 Support for African Unity: Under Babangida, Nigeria remained committed to 

the ideals of Pan-Africanism, particularly through its support for the 

Organization of African Unity (OAU), which was later transformed into the 

African Union (AU) in the early 2000s. Nigeria continued to advocate for 

African solidarity, but with a focus on pragmatism, emphasizing cooperation on 

economic matters, regional integration, and conflict resolution. Babangida 

supported initiatives aimed at greater economic cooperation among African 

states and championed the idea of African self-reliance (Osaghae, 2024).65 

 African Economic Cooperation and Integration: Babangida pursued policies 

that promoted greater economic integration within Africa. He played an active 

role in initiatives such as the establishment of the African Economic Community 

(AEC) and supported Nigeria’s leadership in the Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS). Babangida recognized that economic cooperation 

among African countries was key to the continent’s long-term growth and 

stability. Nigeria, under his leadership, engaged in diplomacy aimed at creating 

a more integrated economic space within Africa, often emphasizing the 

importance of reducing reliance on external powers and fostering intra-African 

trade and investment (Akinyemi, 2020).66 

 Conflict Resolution and Mediation in Africa: Babangida's foreign policy 

emphasized the use of diplomacy to resolve conflicts in Africa. He was deeply 
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involved in mediation efforts during some of the most intense regional crises in 

Africa during the late 1980s and early 1990s. This approach was consistent with 

Nigeria's broader Afrocentric stance, which sought to provide African solutions 

to African problems. 

o Liberia Civil War (1989–1997): Nigeria played a pivotal role in the 

peace process and the establishment of the ECOWAS Monitoring 

Group (ECOMOG). Babangida’s government sent Nigerian troops to 

Liberia as part of ECOMOG to stabilize the country and mediate peace 

between the warring factions. This intervention was a cornerstone of 

Nigeria’s leadership in the West African region. Babangida’s foreign 

policy was shaped by the desire to prevent the spillover of instability 

into neighboring countries and to ensure Nigeria's leadership in the sub-

region (Akinyemi, 2020).67 

o Chad–Libya Conflict: Babangida also maintained Nigeria’s support 

for peace efforts in the Chad–Libya conflict. Although his 

administration was less interventionist than his predecessors, Nigeria 

continued to play a role in diplomatic negotiations aimed at resolving 

tensions between Chad and Libya. Babangida's government advocated 

for peaceful coexistence and border stability in the Sahel, although this 

was a complex issue given Nigeria's desire to maintain strong ties with 

countries like France, which had interests in the region (Osaghae, 

2024).68 

 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Nigeria’s peacekeeping role remained one of the cornerstones of its foreign policy during 

Babangida's regime. Nigeria’s military continued to be a dominant force in ECOWAS 

and other African peacekeeping initiatives. Babangida’s government saw peacekeeping 

not just as a military obligation but as part of its diplomatic strategy to secure Nigeria’s 

influence in Africa and promote regional stability. 

 ECOMOG and Liberia: The most notable peacekeeping role during 

Babangida’s administration was Nigeria’s leadership in the ECOWAS 

Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), which was established in 1990 to intervene in 

the Liberian Civil War. Nigeria, as the largest and most powerful military force 

within ECOWAS, played a leading role in the mission, deploying thousands of 

troops to Liberia. The Nigerian military provided the bulk of the forces in 

ECOMOG, and Nigeria's leadership was crucial in maintaining peace and 

attempting to mediate the conflict between the warring factions. 
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o The ECOMOG intervention, under Babangida's leadership, was 

instrumental in reducing the scope of the civil war in Liberia, although 

the situation remained volatile. Nigeria’s role in the peace process 

solidified its reputation as a key peacekeeping force in West Africa, and 

Babangida’s administration continued to support ECOMOG in its 

subsequent operations in Sierra Leone and other parts of West Africa 

(Akinyemi, 2020).69 

 Peacekeeping in Sierra Leone: In addition to Liberia, Nigeria also played an 

active role in the Sierra Leone Civil War. In 1991, following the outbreak of 

hostilities in Sierra Leone, Nigeria, under the leadership of Babangida, sent 

peacekeeping troops as part of a regional effort to stabilize the country. Nigeria’s 

military leadership in both Liberia and Sierra Leone positioned the country as a 

dominant force in West African peacekeeping and solidified its status as a 

regional leader in conflict resolution (Osaghae, 2024).70 

 The Role of Nigerian Diplomacy in ECOWAS: Beyond its military 

contributions, Nigeria’s diplomatic efforts in ECOWAS were also central to its 

peacekeeping role. Babangida's government worked to ensure that ECOWAS 

member states had a unified stance on conflict resolution in the region. Nigeria’s 

leadership in ECOWAS was aimed not only at maintaining stability but also at 

ensuring Nigeria’s influence in the region and its role as a peacebroker in 

African conflicts (Akinyemi, 2020).71 

 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Economic diplomacy under Babangida was largely influenced by the twin challenges of 

economic decline and the need to reposition Nigeria in the global economy. Babangida’s 

government sought to diversify Nigeria’s foreign relations, particularly focusing on 

building relationships with both Western powers and emerging economies, while also 

attempting to tackle Nigeria’s internal economic crises. 

 Oil Diplomacy and Nigeria’s Role in OPEC: As an oil-producing giant, 

Nigeria under Babangida continued to wield its influence within the 

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Babangida’s 

administration worked to ensure that Nigeria’s oil resources were leveraged for 

economic and diplomatic gain, often seeking to balance oil prices, production 

quotas, and the interests of other OPEC members (Falola & Heaton, 2024).72 

 Foreign Debt and Economic Reforms: One of the most critical issues during 

Babangida’s regime was Nigeria’s rising foreign debt, which had accumulated 
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to unsustainable levels by the late 1980s. Babangida’s government sought to 

address this by engaging in diplomatic negotiations with the Paris Club and 

London Club of creditors to reschedule Nigeria’s debt repayments. Economic 

diplomacy was used to secure relief packages and negotiate the restructuring of 

Nigeria’s debt obligations. Babangida’s government also initiated economic 

reforms, including the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP), which aimed to 

stabilize the Nigerian economy and encourage foreign investment, although the 

program faced considerable domestic opposition (Falola & Heaton, 2024).73 

 Trade Relations with Western and Emerging Powers: Babangida’s 

government also sought to diversify Nigeria’s economic ties beyond its 

traditional Western partners. He emphasized the need for Nigeria to build 

stronger trade and investment relationships with emerging economies in Asia, 

Latin America, and the Middle East. This shift was designed to reduce Nigeria’s 

over-reliance on Western countries and to ensure that Nigeria was not isolated 

in the global economy (Osaghae, 2024).74 

Challenges and Limitations 

While Babangida's foreign policy was ambitious and active, several challenges hindered 

its effectiveness: 

1. Economic Challenges and Structural Adjustment Program (SAP): The 

Structural Adjustment Program, which was designed to address Nigeria’s 

economic crisis, faced significant domestic opposition. SAP's austerity 

measures led to economic hardships for many Nigerians, including inflation, 

rising unemployment, and social unrest (Akinyemi, 2020).75 

2. Internal Political Instability: Babangida's rule was marked by political 

instability, including a long delay in returning the country to civilian rule, which 

led to significant domestic opposition. The political repression and human rights 

abuses during this period caused tension with the international community and 

diminished Nigeria's diplomatic standing in some quarters (Falola & Heaton, 

2024).76 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under Chief Ernest Shonekan (1993) 
Chief Ernest Shonekan served as the Head of the Nigerian Interim Government (NIG) 

from August 26 to November 17, 1993, following the annulment of the June 12, 1993, 

presidential election by the military government of General Ibrahim Babangida. 

Shonekan’s tenure was brief and tumultuous, marked by political instability and the 

eventual military coup that brought General Sani Abacha to power. Despite the limited 

                                                 
73 Falola, T., & Heaton, M. M. (2024). Nigeria’s foreign policy: An enduring legacy. Cambridge University 

Press. 
74 Osaghae, E. (2024). Crippled giant: Nigeria since independence (3rd ed.). Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press. 
75 Akinyemi, B. (2020). Nigeria and the world: A diplomatic history of postcolonial Nigeria. Lagos: 

University Press. 
76 Falola, T., & Heaton, M. M. (2024). Nigeria’s foreign policy: An enduring legacy. Cambridge University 

Press. 



Mediasi Journal of International Relations 
Vol. 8 no. 1 2025 

doi: 10.21111/mediasi.v8i1.14882  
 

25 

 

duration of his leadership, Shonekan’s administration focused on continuing Nigeria’s 

traditional foreign policy orientation, which emphasized Afrocentric ideals, 

peacekeeping roles, and economic diplomacy. However, the political crisis at home and 

external pressures presented significant challenges to these objectives. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 
Under Chief Ernest Shonekan, Nigeria’s foreign policy maintained a focus on Pan-

Africanism, though his tenure was constrained by internal political instability and 

international scrutiny due to the annulment of the 1993 elections. As a continuation of 

Nigeria’s long-standing commitment to African unity, Shonekan’s government 

continued to uphold the principles of solidarity, cooperation, and conflict resolution 

within the African continent. 

• Continued Commitment to African Unity: Despite the fragile political 

situation in Nigeria, Shonekan’s government reiterated Nigeria's commitment to 

the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which was the central forum for 

coordinating Pan-African efforts. Nigeria’s foreign policy remained rooted in 

the promotion of African solidarity, human rights, and self-reliance. Shonekan’s 

administration supported efforts aimed at strengthening regional organizations 

such as the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), 

emphasizing the need for African countries to unite in facing the continent's 

socio-economic challenges (Akinyemi, 2021). 

• Support for Democratic Movements in Africa: Nigeria under Shonekan 

maintained its support for African countries struggling against authoritarian 

regimes and colonial legacies. Shonekan, as part of his brief tenure, expressed 

support for democracy in Africa, consistent with the broader movement across 

the continent towards democratization in the early 1990s. However, Nigeria’s 

own internal political crisis following the annulled election put a strain on 

Shonekan's ability to assert Nigeria's leadership in this regard (Ogunleye, 

2022).77 

• Challenges in Pan-African Leadership: Shonekan’s foreign policy was 

somewhat overshadowed by the political unrest at home. His government faced 

criticism both domestically and internationally, as many questioned the 

legitimacy of the Interim Government, which was perceived by many as an 

unelected military-backed administration. This situation hampered Nigeria’s 

ability to provide leadership in Pan-African initiatives and to effectively 

promote African unity (Adejumobi, 2023).78 

3. Peacekeeping Roles 
Despite the domestic political upheavals, Chief Ernest Shonekan’s government 

continued Nigeria’s involvement in peacekeeping efforts across the African continent, 

particularly within the framework of ECOWAS. Peacekeeping remained a key 
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component of Nigeria’s foreign policy, and under Shonekan, Nigeria maintained its 

reputation as a leading force in West Africa’s stability and conflict resolution. 

• ECOMOG and Liberia: Nigeria’s role in the Liberian Civil War remained a 

significant part of its peacekeeping efforts. During Shonekan’s brief tenure, 

Nigeria continued to contribute troops and resources to the ECOWAS 

Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) mission in Liberia, which had been initially 

established under Babangida in 1990. Nigeria’s military forces continued to lead 

the ECOWAS peacekeeping efforts, helping to stabilize Liberia amid the 

ongoing civil conflict. Nigeria’s involvement in Liberia was seen as a 

demonstration of its commitment to regional peace and stability, even as the 

country grappled with its own internal crises (Olorunfemi, 2021). 

• Peacekeeping in Sierra Leone: Nigeria also maintained its commitment to 

peacekeeping in Sierra Leone during Shonekan's leadership. Nigeria’s continued 

military presence in Sierra Leone, under the auspices of ECOWAS, was part of 

the broader effort to stabilize the West African region. The peacekeeping 

mission in Sierra Leone, which began under Babangida, was critical in 

maintaining some semblance of order in the face of internal conflict. Nigeria's 

military, alongside other West African forces, sought to mediate the conflict and 

prevent the spread of instability to neighboring countries (Akinyemi, 2021).79 

• Regional Conflict Mediation: Shonekan’s foreign policy continued to 

emphasize Nigeria’s leadership in conflict mediation and peacebuilding within 

West Africa. Although the Interim Government's limited tenure restricted 

Nigeria’s broader involvement, the peacekeeping role was a significant part of 

Nigeria's diplomatic outreach to its West African neighbors. This was also a 

reminder that Nigeria saw itself as a stabilizing force in the region, and its 

military contributions to ECOWAS missions played a central role in the broader 

African peacekeeping framework (Olumide, 2023).80 

3. Economic Dipomacy  
Economic diplomacy remained a critical component of Shonekan’s foreign policy, 

despite the political instability that gripped Nigeria during his brief rule. The primary 

objective of Nigeria’s economic diplomacy under Shonekan was to ensure economic 

stability, attract foreign investment, and strengthen Nigeria's economic position on the 

African continent. 

 Debt Management and Economic Reforms: One of the pressing issues facing 

Nigeria during Shonekan’s time was the country’s mounting external debt, 

which had become a source of international concern. Shonekan’s government 

sought to address Nigeria’s economic challenges by engaging with international 

creditors and attempting to negotiate debt relief. Although his time in office was 
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short, Shonekan continued the efforts started by his predecessor, Babangida, to 

reduce Nigeria’s external debt burden through diplomatic engagement with 

organizations like the Paris Club and the World Bank (Akinyemi, 2021).81 

 Attracting Foreign Investment: Nigeria under Shonekan also aimed to 

improve its relations with international financial institutions, with the goal of 

attracting foreign investment to support the country’s economic recovery. 

Shonekan's government attempted to stabilize Nigeria’s economy through 

reforms and by seeking to engage with international organizations to secure 

development assistance. However, the political uncertainty surrounding the 

Interim Government made it difficult for Shonekan to secure the level of 

international support he had hoped for, and foreign investors were hesitant to 

invest in Nigeria during this period (Ogunleye, 2022).82 

 Trade Relations with the West: Nigeria’s economic diplomacy continued to 

focus on its traditional ties with Western countries, especially in the context of 

oil exports, which remained the cornerstone of the country’s foreign exchange 

earnings. Shonekan’s government worked to maintain favorable trade relations 

with the United States, the United Kingdom, and other Western powers, while 

also attempting to diversify Nigeria's economic relations by engaging with 

emerging markets. However, the international community’s growing concerns 

about Nigeria’s political instability limited the impact of Shonekan’s economic 

diplomacy efforts (Olumide, 2023).83 

 Regional Economic Integration: Nigeria's foreign policy under Shonekan also 

aimed to promote regional economic integration within West Africa, particularly 

through ECOWAS. Nigeria’s leadership in the regional organization was central 

to its efforts to foster economic cooperation, facilitate trade, and promote 

investment in the sub-region. Shonekan’s government sought to use Nigeria's 

economic clout to advance regional economic projects, though the internal 

political crisis undermined Nigeria’s ability to fully realize these goals 

(Adejumobi, 2023).84 

Challenges and Limitations 
Shonekan’s foreign policy faced significant challenges, both from within Nigeria and 

from the international community: 

1. Political Instability: Shonekan’s administration was never fully accepted by 

large segments of the Nigerian population, particularly after the annulment of 

the June 12, 1993 election. The legitimacy of the Interim Government was 
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questioned, both domestically and internationally, and the political crisis in 

Nigeria overshadowed foreign policy priorities. This instability constrained 

Nigeria’s ability to pursue its foreign policy objectives effectively. 

2. Economic Challenges: Nigeria’s economic situation was dire during 

Shonekan’s time in office, with issues such as mounting debt, a struggling oil 

sector, and widespread poverty. While Shonekan’s government attempted to 

address these issues through diplomatic efforts, the broader economic crisis 

limited the impact of his economic diplomacy (Ogunleye, 2022).85 

3. International Criticism: Shonekan’s government faced international criticism 

due to the annulment of the June 12 election, which led to Nigeria’s suspension 

from the Commonwealth of Nations. The international community, particularly 

Western powers, viewed the Interim Government as a product of military 

intervention, and this perception hindered Nigeria’s ability to maintain its status 

as a respected leader in international diplomacy (Akinyemi, 2021).86 

Chief Ernest Shonekan’s tenure as the Head of the Nigerian Interim Government was 

brief, but his foreign policy was shaped by Nigeria's traditional focus on Pan-Africanism, 

peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. Despite the political instability and the 

challenges posed by the annulment of the June 12 election, Shonekan continued 

Nigeria’s involvement in regional peacekeeping efforts, notably in Liberia and Sierra 

Leone. His government also pursued economic diplomacy, attempting to manage 

Nigeria’s debt and improve foreign investment. However, Shonekan's foreign policy was 

constrained by Nigeria’s internal political turmoil, which overshadowed his efforts on 

the global stage. His brief administration remains a significant chapter in Nigeria's 

foreign policy history, illustrating both the opportunities and challenges faced by the 

country during a period of transition and uncertainty. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Sani Abacha (1993–1998) 
General Sani Abacha ruled Nigeria from 1993 to 1998 following his military coup that 

overthrew the government of Chief Ernest Shonekan. Abacha's regime was marked by 

authoritarian rule, widespread human rights abuses, and severe political repression. 

Despite the internal political turmoil and international condemnation of his government, 

Abacha pursued a robust foreign policy that centered on Afrocentric policies, 

peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy. His foreign policy approach, though often 

criticized for its human rights record, sought to strengthen Nigeria's influence in Africa 

and the broader international community. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Abacha’s foreign policy was deeply anchored in Pan-Africanism and Nigeria’s 

commitment to the liberation and development of Africa. His government sought to 

assert Nigeria’s leadership role on the continent, especially in the context of African 

unity, conflict resolution, and solidarity among African nations. Abacha's approach to 
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foreign policy was shaped by both his military background and the political realities of 

his regime, which sought to bolster Nigeria’s image and maintain influence in the region, 

despite growing international isolation due to his authoritarian rule. 

Pan-Africanism and Support for African Liberation Movements 
Abacha maintained Nigeria’s support for various African liberation movements, 

particularly those in Southern Africa and other parts of the continent still struggling 

against colonialism, apartheid, or authoritarian rule. Under Abacha’s leadership, Nigeria 

provided political, financial, and moral support to several African liberation groups, 

including those in Sudan, Angola, and South Africa. 

 Support for the African National Congress (ANC): During Abacha’s regime, 

Nigeria continued its strong support for the ANC, South Africa’s main liberation 

movement that fought against apartheid. Nigeria’s support for the ANC was in 

line with its long-standing commitment to Pan-Africanism and solidarity with 

oppressed peoples across the continent. Despite international pressure and 

condemnation of Abacha’s human rights record, Nigeria continued to stand by 

the ANC and other pro-democracy movements in Africa (Amadu, 2021).87 

 Support for African Liberation in Other Regions: Abacha’s government also 

supported African movements fighting against colonialism and injustice in 

countries such as Sudan and Angola. This reflected Nigeria's continued 

commitment to Pan-African ideals, where Nigeria positioned itself as a 

champion of Africa’s political freedom and economic progress. However, 

Nigeria's involvement in some of these regions often lacked the consistency or 

moral authority expected, given the human rights violations in Nigeria under 

Abacha (Eze, 2022).88 

Nigeria’s Role in the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 
Abacha's government was a key participant in the Organization of African Unity (OAU), 

which played a significant role in promoting African unity and collaboration. Nigeria, 

as one of the largest countries in Africa, was at the forefront of discussions about African 

unity, self-reliance, and socio-economic development. Under Abacha’s leadership, 

Nigeria continued to emphasize its role in supporting African initiatives aimed at 

regional stability and economic cooperation. However, Nigeria’s participation in the 

OAU was somewhat diminished by Abacha's internal repression and human rights 

violations. The international community, particularly Western nations, viewed Abacha’s 

regime with growing distrust, which affected Nigeria's ability to project itself as a leader 

in Pan-African affairs (Adejumobi, 2023).89 
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2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Under Abacha, Nigeria continued to take a leading role in peacekeeping operations in 

Africa, particularly in West Africa. Nigeria’s military prowess and the size of its armed 

forces positioned the country as the dominant force in regional peacekeeping efforts. 

Abacha’s foreign policy maintained Nigeria’s commitment to the maintenance of 

regional stability, even as his internal repression became the focus of international 

scrutiny. 

Nigeria’s Role in the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) 
Abacha’s regime continued Nigeria’s involvement in the Economic Community of West 

African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG), a peacekeeping force primarily deployed 

to address conflicts in West Africa. ECOMOG, which was first established in 1990 under 

General Babangida, was crucial in Nigeria's peacekeeping role in Liberia and Sierra 

Leone. Nigeria’s military contribution to ECOMOG under Abacha's rule was significant, 

with Nigerian troops leading peacekeeping operations in Liberia during its civil war. 

 Liberian Civil War (1993–1997): Nigeria's role in Liberia was perhaps the 

most prominent peacekeeping mission under Abacha’s regime. Abacha’s 

government continued to commit troops to the peacekeeping effort under the 

ECOWAS framework. Nigerian forces helped to broker peace in Liberia, even 

though the country remained embroiled in a prolonged civil conflict. Despite the 

internal challenges faced by Nigeria, Abacha maintained Nigeria’s leadership 

within the ECOMOG mission, sending troops and providing military resources 

to stabilize Liberia (Ojo, 2024).90 

 Sierra Leone: Nigeria also continued its peacekeeping operations in Sierra 

Leone during Abacha’s tenure, where it played a key role in stabilizing the 

country amidst its civil war. Nigerian forces contributed to the restoration of 

peace and order in Sierra Leone, often operating alongside other West African 

peacekeepers as part of ECOMOG. These interventions reflected Nigeria's 

central role in ensuring peace and stability in the West African region, even as 

the Abacha government faced growing internal and external challenges (Falola, 

2021).91 

Peacekeeping in Other African Countries 
Abacha’s Nigeria was also involved in peacekeeping efforts outside of the West African 

region. Nigeria contributed to various peacekeeping missions in countries such as 

Somalia and Rwanda, though Nigeria’s role in these operations was not as pronounced 

as its efforts in Liberia and Sierra Leone. However, Nigeria's continued commitment to 

peacekeeping demonstrated its willingness to contribute to Africa's stability and the 
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international community's goals of conflict resolution, even amidst its domestic 

challenges (Akinyemi, 2023).92 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Abacha's foreign policy was significantly focused on economic diplomacy, with a 

particular emphasis on securing Nigeria's economic interests in a rapidly changing global 

environment. While Nigeria faced significant economic difficulties during Abacha's 

rule, including the decline in oil prices and international sanctions, the government 

sought to pursue policies that would stabilize the economy and foster international 

economic relationships. 

Efforts to Attract Foreign Investment 
In an attempt to revive Nigeria's economy, Abacha’s government sought to attract 

foreign investment by engaging with international financial institutions such as the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). However, Abacha’s 

authoritarian rule and the suspension of democratic processes led to Nigeria’s increasing 

isolation from the international community, particularly from Western powers that were 

concerned with his regime’s human rights record. Despite these challenges, Abacha's 

government attempted to build relationships with emerging economies, particularly in 

Asia and the Middle East, where Nigeria sought to diversify its economic partnerships 

(Okojie, 2021).93 

 

Debt Relief and Economic Isolation 
One of the major challenges faced by Abacha’s government was Nigeria's mounting 

external debt. Nigeria’s economic diplomacy under Abacha focused on negotiating debt 

relief with international creditors. However, Abacha's international isolation, due to his 

poor human rights record and the lack of democratic governance, made it difficult for 

Nigeria to secure the necessary economic support from the global community. The 

country remained burdened with external debt, and Nigeria's creditworthiness in the 

international financial market was severely damaged during Abacha’s reign (Okpara, 

2022).94 

Oil Diplomacy 
Oil remained the backbone of Nigeria’s economy, and under Abacha, the Nigerian 

government continued to leverage its oil exports as a tool of economic diplomacy. 

Abacha’s government sought to strengthen its relationship with major oil-importing 

countries, such as the United States and European nations, by positioning Nigeria as a 

reliable supplier of oil. However, Abacha's regime was marked by economic 

mismanagement and corruption, which hindered the effectiveness of Nigeria’s oil 
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diplomacy. Despite these challenges, Nigeria’s oil sector remained central to Abacha’s 

economic diplomacy efforts (Falola & Heaton, 2008).95 

Nigeria’s Relations with the African Continent 
Abacha also emphasized economic diplomacy within Africa, particularly with other oil-

producing countries. Nigeria sought to strengthen its trade relations with countries in 

North Africa, the Middle East, and the rest of sub-Saharan Africa. However, the political 

isolation and economic difficulties faced by Abacha’s government limited Nigeria's 

ability to exert significant influence over African economic affairs (Akinyemi, 2023).96 

Challenges to Nigeria’s Foreign Policy under Abacha 

Despite Nigeria's strong leadership role in peacekeeping and its commitment to 

Afrocentric ideals, Abacha's regime faced significant challenges in foreign relations due 

to the following: 

1. International Isolation: Abacha’s government was increasingly isolated by the 

international community due to its human rights abuses, the execution of 

prominent political activists such as Ken Saro-Wiwa, and its refusal to transition 

to democratic rule. The country faced sanctions from the United States, the 

United Kingdom, and other Western nations, which limited Nigeria’s ability to 

exert its influence globally (Eze, 2023).97 

2. Internal Political Repression: The authoritarian nature of Abacha’s rule 

undermined the moral authority of Nigeria in its diplomatic efforts. Abacha’s 

government was often criticized for violating human rights and suppressing 

political opposition, which hurt Nigeria’s ability to lead on the international 

stage (Adejumobi, 2023).98 

3. Economic Mismanagement: Nigeria's economic diplomacy was hampered by 

corruption, mismanagement of resources, and the decline in global oil prices. 

While Abacha's government attempted to engage with international institutions 

and diversify Nigeria's economy, these efforts were undermined by poor 

governance and Nigeria's growing international isolation (Osaghae, 2022).99 

Under General Sani Abacha, Nigeria's foreign policy continued to emphasize 

Afrocentric principles, peacekeeping, and economic diplomacy, despite the internal and 

external challenges faced by his regime. Abacha sought to assert Nigeria’s leadership in 

Africa, particularly through its involvement in peacekeeping missions in Liberia and 

Sierra Leone. His government also focused on economic diplomacy, attempting to 
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secure Nigeria’s economic interests through oil exports and negotiations with 

international creditors. However, Abacha’s authoritarian rule, human rights violations, 

and international isolation limited the effectiveness of Nigeria’s foreign policy during 

his time in power. Abacha’s tenure marked a period of both regional leadership and 

global alienation, with Nigeria's foreign policy largely shaped by the internal dynamics 

of his repressive regime. 

Nigeria’s Foreign Policy Under General Abdulsalami Abubakar (1998–1999) 

General Abdulsalami Abubakar assumed power in Nigeria on June 9, 1998, following 

the sudden death of General Sani Abacha. His leadership lasted until May 29, 1999, 

marking the end of military rule and the restoration of democracy in Nigeria. Abubakar’s 

short tenure as Head of State was pivotal in shaping Nigeria’s foreign policy trajectory, 

as it focused on restoring Nigeria’s international credibility, engaging in peacekeeping 

efforts, and seeking economic revitalization through diplomatic channels. His 

administration navigated the complexities of transitioning from military rule to civilian 

governance, emphasizing Afrocentric policies, peacekeeping roles, and economic 

diplomacy in the context of Nigeria’s recovery from the Abacha era. 

1. Afrocentric Policies 

Under General Abubakar, Nigeria’s foreign policy retained a strong Afrocentric focus. 

This policy was rooted in the belief that Nigeria, as a leading power in Africa, had a 

responsibility to contribute to the continent's political stability, economic development, 

and liberation. Abubakar’s government pursued Pan-Africanism by engaging in African 

diplomacy, promoting African unity, and supporting various regional initiatives aimed 

at advancing the continent’s interests. 

Commitment to African Unity and the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 

Abubakar’s government continued to affirm Nigeria’s commitment to African unity, 

which was central to the policy of Pan-Africanism. Under Abubakar, Nigeria actively 

participated in the Organization of African Unity (OAU), which sought to address issues 

such as political instability, conflict, and underdevelopment across the continent. 

Abubakar emphasized the need for cooperation among African nations to tackle these 

challenges, even as Nigeria was attempting to restore its own image after the turmoil of 

the Abacha regime. Abubakar’s foreign policy stressed the importance of strengthening 

African institutions and fostering a collective approach to addressing Africa’s 

challenges. 

Moreover, Nigeria's involvement in the OAU and other African organizations also 

served as an opportunity for Abubakar to signal Nigeria’s commitment to supporting 

democratic governance and good governance across Africa. He sought to restore 
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Nigeria’s image as a leader in African diplomacy, particularly after the international 

isolation that followed the human rights abuses and military dictatorship under his 

predecessor. 

Support for African Liberation Movements 

Continuing the tradition of support for African liberation struggles, Abubakar's 

administration expressed solidarity with African nations fighting colonialism, apartheid, 

and authoritarian regimes. During his time in office, Nigeria maintained its long-

standing support for the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa and other 

liberation movements in Africa. Abubakar's government emphasized the need for 

African self-determination, independence, and the promotion of democratic values, 

echoing Nigeria’s previous foreign policy under past military regimes. 

However, Abubakar’s tenure was also marked by a shift in focus towards peace-building 

and conflict resolution, aligning Nigeria's Pan-African stance with modern imperatives 

for stability, governance, and peace. 

2. Peacekeeping Roles 

Abubakar’s tenure in power coincided with the final stages of Nigeria’s involvement in 

several significant peacekeeping operations across Africa. While his time in office was 

short, Abubakar maintained Nigeria’s commitment to peacekeeping, particularly in West 

Africa, where Nigeria had a historical role in promoting regional peace and security. 

Nigeria’s peacekeeping role during Abubakar’s administration was guided by the desire 

to restore Nigeria's image as a responsible power in Africa, committed to the resolution 

of conflicts and the stability of neighboring countries. 

Nigeria’s Role in ECOWAS and Peacekeeping in Sierra Leone and Liberia 

Under Abubakar, Nigeria continued to play a central role in the Economic Community 

of West African States (ECOWAS) and its peacekeeping missions, especially in Liberia 

and Sierra Leone, where Nigeria’s military forces had been deeply involved. The 

Nigerian-led ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) was instrumental in Liberia's 

peacekeeping efforts, and Nigeria's military forces played a leading role in the 

intervention. 

 Liberian Civil War: Abubakar’s government continued Nigeria’s participation 

in the peacekeeping mission in Liberia, which had been a long-standing 

commitment. Nigeria, through ECOMOG, had been involved in Liberia’s civil 

war since the early 1990s, and during Abubakar’s time, Nigerian forces helped 

to maintain peace in the country. Nigeria’s role was essential in the eventual 

peace process, culminating in the 1997 peace agreement, which helped to end 
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the civil war in Liberia (Abiola, 2021).100 Abubakar’s commitment to the peace 

process ensured that Nigeria remained a key actor in the stabilization of Liberia, 

even as Nigeria itself was transitioning to a civilian government. 

 Sierra Leone: Abubakar’s regime also continued Nigeria’s involvement in 

Sierra Leone’s civil war. Nigeria was a significant contributor to the 

peacekeeping efforts in Sierra Leone, which were spearheaded by ECOMOG. 

Nigerian forces, under the command of Abubakar’s government, played a 

crucial role in stabilizing Sierra Leone and restoring peace after years of civil 

conflict. Nigeria’s commitment to peacekeeping was a major aspect of its 

foreign policy, highlighting Abubakar’s administration’s priority of ensuring 

regional stability (Dabiri-Erewa, 2024).101 

Peace Diplomacy and Nigeria's Leadership in West Africa 

Abubakar’s foreign policy sought to reaffirm Nigeria’s leadership in West Africa and its 

centrality in regional peace initiatives. Abubakar's diplomatic efforts also focused on 

mediating conflicts within the West African region. In addition to Liberia and Sierra 

Leone, Abubakar's government sought to address simmering tensions in neighboring 

countries such as Guinea-Bissau and Côte d'Ivoire, positioning Nigeria as a peacemaker 

in the region. 

By continuing Nigeria’s peacekeeping missions and diplomatic initiatives, Abubakar 

effectively reinforced Nigeria’s influence in Africa’s peace and security landscape, 

despite the internal and external challenges his regime faced. 

3. Economic Diplomacy 

Economic diplomacy became a central focus for General Abubakar as he worked to 

restore Nigeria’s standing on the international stage. The economic fallout of the Abacha 

years, coupled with Nigeria’s increasing international isolation due to human rights 

violations, had left the country in dire need of diplomatic outreach to revive its economy 

and attract foreign investment. Abubakar’s foreign policy focused on promoting 

Nigeria’s economic interests and ensuring that Nigeria re-entered the global economy as 

a stable and democratic state. 

Engagement with the International Community 
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One of Abubakar’s most significant foreign policy initiatives was his engagement with 

the international community to normalize relations with the West, particularly the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and international organizations such as the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Abubakar’s government aimed to secure 

debt relief, attract foreign investments, and rehabilitate Nigeria’s international image 

after years of isolation under the Abacha regime. His diplomatic overtures were designed 

to demonstrate Nigeria’s commitment to democratic governance, which was pivotal in 

re-establishing credibility with Western governments. 

The restoration of democracy was a key pillar of Abubakar’s foreign policy, as it was 

seen as a necessary condition for the lifting of sanctions imposed by Western countries. 

By promising to hand over power to a civilian government in 1999, Abubakar’s 

administration helped to rebuild Nigeria’s foreign relations, which had been strained 

under Abacha’s authoritarian regime. This engagement also helped to open the doors for 

international financial assistance and investment, crucial for Nigeria's economic revival. 

Oil Diplomacy 

Oil remained Nigeria's most important economic asset, and Abubakar's foreign policy 

emphasized the promotion of Nigeria as a reliable oil exporter. Abubakar’s government 

sought to strengthen relations with oil-importing nations, especially in Europe and Asia, 

to ensure continued access to global oil markets. Nigeria’s oil diplomacy also involved 

navigating the challenges posed by the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 

(OPEC), of which Nigeria was a member. Abubakar’s government worked to balance 

Nigeria's oil interests with those of other OPEC members, promoting stability in the 

global oil market. 

Furthermore, Abubakar sought to promote Nigeria’s oil industry by attracting foreign 

investment in the energy sector, particularly in oil exploration and production. The 

restoration of democratic governance was seen as a way to attract international investors 

who had been wary of investing in Nigeria due to the unstable political climate under 

Abacha (Ezeani, 2021).102 

Nigeria’s Economic Recovery and Debt Relief 

Nigeria’s external debt had reached critical levels by the time Abubakar assumed power. 

His foreign policy focused on seeking debt relief from international creditors. This was 

a significant priority for Abubakar’s administration, as Nigeria's debt burden was a major 

obstacle to the country's economic recovery. Abubakar’s government engaged in 

negotiations with the Paris Club of creditors and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
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to seek debt restructuring and reduction. The efforts were part of a broader strategy to 

improve Nigeria’s economic standing and reintegrate it into the global economic system. 

IV. CONCLUSION  

General Abdulsalami Abubakar’s foreign policy was characterized by a pragmatic 

approach aimed at restoring Nigeria’s international image, engaging in peacekeeping 

efforts across Africa, and pursuing economic diplomacy to revitalize the country’s 

economy. His administration’s emphasis on Pan-Africanism and Nigeria’s leadership 

role in the peace processes in Liberia and Sierra Leone reaffirmed Nigeria’s commitment 

to regional stability. Abubakar also sought to leverage Nigeria’s oil resources and 

diplomatic ties to secure economic relief and foreign investment. 

Though his time in power was brief, Abubakar's foreign policy marked a significant 

transition from the autocratic, isolationist policies of his predecessor to a more 

diplomatic and outward-looking approach that prioritized international engagement, 

peace, and economic recovery. Ultimately, Abubakar’s foreign policy contributed to 

Nigeria’s return to democracy in 1999, setting the stage for a new era in Nigeria’s 

relations with Africa and the world. 

Recommendations for Nigeria’s Foreign Policy 

1. Strengthening Institutional Frameworks 

To enhance the effectiveness of its foreign policy, Nigeria must prioritize the 

institutionalization of its decision-making processes. This involves: 

 Establishing Consistency: A robust institutional framework ensures that 

foreign policy decisions are guided by national interests and strategic objectives 

rather than the personal preferences of political leaders. This can be achieved by 

empowering bodies such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, think tanks, and 

advisory councils to play a pivotal role in policy formulation and 

implementation. 

 Promoting Accountability: Institutionalizing foreign policy processes fosters 

transparency and accountability. Clear guidelines, periodic reviews, and 

reporting mechanisms ensure that foreign policy actions are aligned with set 

goals, reducing the risks of erratic or inconsistent approaches. 

 Capacity Building: Investing in training and professional development for 

diplomats, foreign service officers, and policymakers is essential. A well-trained 

cadre of professionals equipped with knowledge of global trends, regional 

dynamics, and negotiation strategies will significantly enhance Nigeria’s foreign 

policy execution. 
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 Technology Integration: Leveraging technology for data collection, analysis, 

and decision-making can improve the quality and speed of foreign policy 

responses. Digital diplomacy, for instance, can amplify Nigeria’s voice in 

international forums and enhance its global influence. 

2. Enhancing Regional Cooperation 

Nigeria’s foreign policy has historically emphasized leadership in Africa, particularly in 

West Africa. To deepen this commitment: 

 Strengthening ECOWAS: Nigeria should continue to play a leading role in the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). This involves 

actively promoting regional integration through initiatives such as trade 

liberalization, security collaboration, and infrastructure development. 

 Fostering Intra-African Trade: By leveraging platforms like the African 

Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), Nigeria can increase trade with 

neighboring countries, reduce dependence on non-African markets, and 

stimulate economic growth. 

 Conflict Resolution: Nigeria should continue its tradition of contributing to 

peacekeeping and conflict resolution in Africa. This includes providing 

financial, logistical, and military support to regional missions and strengthening 

diplomatic mediation efforts. 

 Addressing Cross-Border Challenges: Issues like climate change, terrorism, 

and migration require cooperative solutions. Nigeria should lead initiatives to 

tackle these challenges, demonstrating its commitment to regional stability and 

prosperity. 

3. Promoting Democratic Governance 

Military regimes in Nigeria often faced international criticism for their lack of 

democratic legitimacy, which weakened the country’s foreign policy credibility. To 

address this: 

 Aligning Policy with Democratic Principles: A foreign policy grounded in 

respect for human rights, rule of law, and democratic values enhances Nigeria’s 

global standing. Advocating for these principles in Africa and beyond 

demonstrates Nigeria’s commitment to fostering a more just and equitable 

international order. 

 Supporting Democratic Transitions: Nigeria should actively support 

democratic transitions and governance reforms in other African countries. This 

could involve providing technical assistance, election monitoring, and capacity-

building programs for democratic institutions. 
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 Strengthening Domestic Democracy: A stable and thriving democracy at 

home serves as a model for other nations and strengthens Nigeria’s voice in 

promoting democratic values abroad. Efforts to address corruption, improve 

governance, and enhance citizen participation are crucial. 

4. Investing in Economic Diversification 

Nigeria’s reliance on oil exports has made its economy vulnerable to global market 

fluctuations. To ensure sustainable development, foreign policy must prioritize 

economic diversification: 

 Developing Non-Oil Sectors: By focusing on sectors such as agriculture, 

manufacturing, technology, and services, Nigeria can reduce its dependence on 

oil and create a more resilient economy. Foreign policy should aim to attract 

investments and partnerships that support these sectors. 

 Promoting Trade and Investment: Engaging in economic diplomacy to secure 

favorable trade agreements, attract foreign direct investment (FDI), and promote 

Nigerian products in international markets is essential. Trade missions and 

bilateral agreements should focus on boosting exports and improving market 

access for Nigerian businesses. 

 Engaging Diaspora Communities: Nigeria’s diaspora represents a significant 

source of remittances, skills, and investments. Foreign policy should include 

strategies to harness this potential, such as facilitating diaspora bonds, 

encouraging knowledge transfers, and fostering connections with Nigerian 

expatriates. 

 Tapping into Green Energy: As the world transitions to renewable energy, 

Nigeria should position itself as a leader in green energy development. Foreign 

policy can facilitate partnerships and investments in solar, wind, and 

hydroelectric power, aligning economic diversification with global 

sustainability goals. 

 Building Economic Alliances: Nigeria should forge strategic partnerships with 

emerging economies, particularly within the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China, and South Africa) and other Global South alliances, to enhance economic 

opportunities and development cooperation. 

By strengthening its institutional frameworks, deepening regional cooperation, aligning 

with democratic principles, and diversifying its economy, Nigeria can position itself as 

a formidable leader on the global stage. These recommendations reflect a strategic 

approach to leveraging Nigeria’s strengths, addressing its vulnerabilities, and advancing 

its foreign policy objectives in a dynamic and interconnected world. 
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