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• Aguiyi-Ironsi 

•  
Major General J.T.U. Aguiyi-Ironsi became Nigeria’s first military Head 
of the State from the ashes of the post-independence political 
upheavals.  

• As General Officer Commanding (GOC) the Nigerian Army, and the 
highest ranking military officer at the time, Aguiyi-Ironsi was invited 
to take over government on January 16, 1966 by then Acting 
President Nwafor Orizu, following the death of Balewa and the 
inability of the civilian administration to quell the post-coup turmoil.  

• Aguiyi-Ironsi inherited a country deeply fractured along ethnic and 
religious lines and he ruled for 194 days, from January 16, 1966 to 
July 29, 1966, when he was assassinated in a military coup.  
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• In trying to douse the regional tensions that intensified after the fall 
of the First Republic and build national allegiance, he promulgated 
the “Unification Decree No. 34”, which abrogated Nigeria’s federal 
structure in exchange for a unitary arrangement.  

• Aguiyi-Ironsi promulgated a lot of decrees in his attempt to hold the 
country together. They included:  
the Emergency Decree, known as the Constitution Suspension 

and Amendment Decree No.1, which suspended the 1963 
Republican Constitution, except sections of the constitution 
that dealt with fundamental human rights, freedom of 
expression and conscience, and  
the Circulation of Newspaper Decree No.2, which removed 

the restrictions to press freedom introduced by the former 
civilian administration.  
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• Even though the Unification Decree No. 34 was abolished when 
Aguiyi-Ironsi was deposed and killed, the decree was to significantly 
affect Nigerian’s foreign policy decision making system in the years 
that followed.  

• Very importantly, the regional autonomy of the federating units in 
foreign policy was abolished.  

• Until the promulgation of the decree, the regional governments were 
empowered to make their own foreign relation policies independent 
of the federal government and maintain foreign missions.  

• This created many contradictory tunes on foreign policy, which were 
streamlined from the dawn of Aguiyi-Ironsi’s unification decree.  
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• Yakubu Gowon (1966-1975) 
Born October 19, 1934, General Yakubu Gowon succeeded Aguiyi-Ironsi as 
military Head of State at the age of 31.  

• He ruled from August 1, 1966 to July 29, 1975. His regime successfully 
prevented the Biafran secession during the 1966–1970 Nigerian Civil War.  

• Gowon says his “no victor, no vanquished” declaration at the end of the 
war demonstrated his belief that the end of civil war meant victory for 
Nigeria’s unity and reconciliation. 

• Gowon supervised a regime of unprecedented rise in oil revenues and 
increased government spending.  

• To try to encourage local participation in the increased economic activities 
that the oil boom was expected to engender, his government promulgated 
the Indigenisation Decree of 1972, which declared many sectors of the 
Nigerian economy inaccessible to foreign investment and permitted 
minority participation by foreigners in several other areas.  
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• The decree helped well-connected Nigerians to gain access to the 
commanding heights of the economy, but it was widely criticised for 
fuelling corruption and creating disincentive for non-oil investment. 

• Other important features of the Gowon regime were development of 
the then capital of Nigeria, Lagos, into an international city; creation 
of 12 states; introduction of odd and even days to manage Lagos 
traffic; and expansion of government bureaucracy. 

• Faced with Britain’s initial hesitation at supplying arms to the Nigerian 
government to launch the war against Biafra, the government had to 
turn to the then Soviet Union who supplied all the weapons needed 
for the onslaught.  

• This seeming advantage of the USSR in the ideological warfare led 
Britain to get involved in the war, so as to stave off the Soviet 
increasingly communist influence in Nigeria. Thus, the period was 
devoted to winning the civil war and maintaining the integrity of the 
Nigerian nation. 
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• The period was a very vibrant decade of interesting foreign policy 
leaning as propaganda became a major aspect of Nigeria’s foreign 
policy.  

• Coming out from a trying civil war, Nigeria learnt a lot of lessons: 

• there was need to forge closer cooperation with other African 
states on matters that could promote both political and economic 
freedom to the continent; 

• that Nigeria need not unnecessarily reject overtures of friendship 
from the Soviet Union; 

• that Nigeria could disagree with Britain on issues it felt strongly 
about and still retain her status. 
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• The state had struck oil in 1956, near the inland city of Oloibiri. This 
discovery was soon augmented by large finds in the Delta region.  

• By 1973, Nigeria was the world’s ninth largest oil exporter. The 
petroleum price increases of the early 1970s and the Arab energy 
embargo of 1973 generated an enormous rise in Nigerian state 
revenue.  

• This period witnessed the birth of oil as a very serious economic 
resource for Nigeria, and with her economy developing, Nigeria began 
a foreign policy that involved economic expansion into neighbouring 
African states.  

• At the same time, Nigeria was attracting increased foreign direct 
investment.  

• The Federal Government used this new income to pursue a more 
ambitious sub-regional foreign policy.  
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• Nigeria provided financial assistance to its neighbours, with the aim 
of weaning them off dependence on France.  

• In 1974, the state announced that it would sell oil at concessionary 
prices to its energy-poor neighbours (Aluko, 1981). 

• Nigeria also spearheaded the formation of the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) in June 1975 involving fifteen West 
African countries. 

• The period 1969-1975 was one of ‘self-confidence’; a period when 
Nigeria’s foreign policy that was previously personalized especially by 
Gowon (who liked playing to the gallery), now turned to a low-profile 
policy deliberately made so for maximum effect and attention by 
world leaders.  

• It was also very vibrant in the sense that far-reaching decisions were 
made at this time, which have stood the test of time. 
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• Murtala/ Obasanjo Regimes (1975-1979)  

• On July 29, 1975, General Gowon was overthrown in a military coup.  

• His two successors, Murtala Mohammed (1975-76) and Olusegun 
Obasanjo (1976-79) advanced a more assertive, activist foreign policy. 

• In his address to the OAU in Addis Ababa, he gave notice of the 
direction that Africa was going to take in the new era, and with 
Nigeria’s leadership. Part of his speech read thus: 

• “Africa has come of age, it is no longer in the orbit of any continental power. It 
should no longer take orders from any country however powerful. The 
fortunes of Africa are in our hands to make or mar…” 

• This boldness exhibited by the Nigerian leader has been given as 
perhaps one of the many reasons given for his untimely elimination 
from the political scene.  
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• The regimes were less concerned with Nigeria’s immediate geographic 
neighbours.  

• ECOWAS languished, as did Nigerian commitments to the OAU.  

• Instead, Mohammed and Obasanjo implemented a more militant pan-
African foreign policy that, in particular, aimed to challenge the minority 
rule regimes of Southern Africa (Aluko, 1976).  

• Mohammed introduced the “Nigeria first” philosophy, which also guided 
the country’s relationship with Organisation of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) – a deviation from the Afro-centric approach of the 
Balewa government.  

• Nigeria became “neutral” rather than “nonaligned” in international affairs. 

• On Angola, even though Nigeria had worked with OAU to reconcile the 
warring factions in the former Portuguese colony, under Mohammed, 
Nigeria supported the Soviet-backed Popular Movement for the Liberation 
of Angola (MPLA) during the Angolan war.  
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• The government said its attitude was prompted by South Africa’s armed 
intervention on the side of the rival National Union for the Total 
Independence of Angola (União Nacional para a Independência Total de 
Angola).  

• This switch strained Nigeria’s relations with the United States, which 
supported the withdrawal of Cuban troops and Soviet advisers from 
Angola. 

• Nigeria’s recognition also was backed with financial assistance.  

• The Angolans were given 20 million dollars, military hardware, fighter 
planes, clothing and even tons of meat.  

• Later at the OAU’s Extra Ordinary Session on Angola which was held in 
Addis Ababa in January 1976, the Mohammed regime lobbied other 
African countries to give full recognition to the MPLA.  

• Thus, on 11th February 1976, the OAU accorded MPLA full recognition.  
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• From the Angolan decision flowed other decisions.  

• In 1975 Nigeria barred the annual meeting of the international press 
scheduled for Lagos because it admitted white delegates from South Africa.  

• Furthermore, there was active involvement in the Zimbawean crisis.  

• This resulted to the recognition of the Patriotic Front which was allowed to 
open an office in Lagos. South–West African People’s Organization 
(SWAPO) fighting for Namibian liberation was also allowed to open an 
office in Lagos.  

• The leader of the Soweto Students Representative Council Tsei Machimini 
came to take up permanent residence in Lagos. 

• The net effect of all these was that Nigeria became the Mecca for 
Liberation fighters in Africa… (Akinyemi, 1979). 

• The unfortunate assassination of Muhammed in an abortive coup on 
February 13, 1976 did not bring about change in Nigeria’s foreign policy.  

• His successor, Lt. General Olusegun Obasanjo, had earlier in a maiden 
speech promised to maintain the status quo. He kept his words.  
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• When Nigeria realized that the British Petroleum (Britain then under 
prime minister, Margret Thatcher) was selling oil to South Africa, it 
nationalized the outfit, renaming it African Petroleum; the Barclays 
Bank was also renamed Union Bank.  

• This decision was also in consonant with the recalcitrance of Britain 
over the Rhodesian question in which Britain was opposed to changes 
that were to lead to a truly Rhodesian independence.  

• This period also coincided with the leading position of Nigeria against 
the apartheid regime in South Africa. To assert her position, Nigeria 
led the withdrawal of Africa countries from the Montreal Olympics in 
1976 in protest against the participation of New Zealand which had 
sporting link with South Africa.  

• Nigeria also hosted the first international conference in Africa on 
action against Apartheid in Lagos in 1977  
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• The regimes were more verbally anti-Western than their predecessor 
and more prone to dramatic gestures.  

• The Federal Ministry of Information inaugurated a committee for 
dissemination of information about the evils of Apartheid.  

• Fundamentally, the committee was to intimate the government with 
current news and activities of the racist regime in South Africa and 
advise the government on the best way to approach her anti-
Apartheid policies as well as enlighten the public on the situation in 
South Africa.  

• In fact, General Obasanjo, in December 1976 launched the Southern 
African Relief Fund.  

• The money collected was sent to Angola, Namibia and South Africa’s 
liberation forces.  
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• In 1978, Nigeria’s big brother role in Africa was also shown by its 
grant of $2 million and $5 million to Zambia and Mozambique 
respectively to enable the two frontline states strengthen their 
defense capacity against the racist forces (Aluko, 1990).  

• Also, the Nigeria utilized its economic strength to wrestle with the 
British government under Margret Thatcher when it gave recognition 
to the Bishop Muzorewa government that was installed through a 
sham election organized by Ian Smith regime in April 1979.  

• In May 1979, the Nigerian government arrested the S.K. Kulu, a tanker 
owned by the South African Maritime Corporation of Cape Town, but 
flying the flag of the Panama Republic, which was on charter to British 
Petroleum (BP), to lift crude oil from Bonny oil terminal to Holland.  
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• After the arrest, the government decided against selling the 
1,616,636 barrels of oil in the tanker to BP and also decided to reduce 
to about a third BP’s take on Nigerian crude with effect from 1st 
August 1979.  

• The government also in May 1979, barred British firms from 
tendering for contracts in Nigeria until, the British government 
clarified its position on Zimbabwe (Aluko, 1990).  

• In 1978, the state gained a rotating seat in the United Nations 
Security Council, giving it another platform for its anti-apartheid 
sentiment (Bach, 1983).  

• In contrast to Gowon’s modest international ambitions, Murtala and 
Obasanjo wanted Nigeria to obtain a higher profile on the continent, 
more befitting to the state’s new economic power.  
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• Mohammed Buhari (1983-1985)  
General Muhammadu Buhari was Head of State from December 31, 
1983 to August 27, 1985.  

• Buhari justified the overthrow of the Shagari government on 
allegations of corruption.  

• The military government, then, launched a campaign against 
indiscipline, called “War Against Indiscipline (WAI).”  

• Though criticised for encouraging authoritarian tendencies, WAI is, up 
till today, praised as one policy that instilled orderliness in the 
conduct of private and public affairs since independence. 

• The General Mohammadu Buhari regime made it clear that his 
preoccupation was not foreign policy but to restore the tattered 
economy of Nigeria and put her back on the pedestal of moral 
rectitude. 
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• However, as no government can operate without a foreign policy 
objective, his foreign policy priority was to have more peace in Africa 
starting with her neighbours 

• On foreign policy Buhari said: 

• “While Africa remains the centre piece of our foreign policy, we 
cannot but operate within a series of concentric circle which now 
effectively guide our behaviour.  

• “On the African and world scene the innermost of the circles of 
national interests involves Nigeria’s security – territorial integrity and 
political independence and of the neighbours of Nigeria.  

• “The second circle revolves round relations with the ECOWAS sub – 
region where we intend to take more active interests in developments 
of social, economic and political nature.  
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• “Nigeria is not a global power, therefore our commitments, pre – 
occupation and expenditure of our resources must be made to reflect 
our capabilities and interest, it is for this reason that our primary 
focus is on the West African Sub – region since any even occurring in 
this area has an impact directly on Nigeria’s interest.  

• “The third circle of national interest involved supporting self – 
determination and dealing with larger African issues” (West Africa, 22 
October 1984: 2118 cited in Dauda 2006: 51). 

• It was during this period that the Quadripartite Agreements involving 
Nigeria and her three neighbours to the West (Benin, Ghana and 
Togo) were signed.  

• But then, the regime showed inconsistency by indefinitely closing 
down Nigeria’s borders as a measure against smuggling and money 
laundering in her much-vaunted fight against corruption. 
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• Gone with the winds was the general concept of “Africa is the Centre 
piece of our foreign policy”.  

• As Akinrinade (1992:52) notes, the big brother posture was dropped 
and Nigeria was not ready to compromise its national interest even if 
that meant been in conflict with her neighbour(s).  

• Indeed, Nigeria’s relation with her neighbours was to be conducted 
purely on the basis of gains and losses. 

• The first practical move by the Buhari administration was the closing 
of Nigeria’s land borders which according to the then Foreign 
Minister, Ibrahim Gambari, was done to put the economic interest of 
our people first and for security reasons.  

• Nigeria’s neighbours first pretended that the closure did not affect 
them but when it became obvious that Nigeria was resolute about 
the issue, not less than 8 neighbouring government visited Nigeria, 
pleading for the re – opening of the land borders. 
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• The Second was the expulsion of illegal aliens; and, 

• The third was the sudden change of the nation's currency.  

• Usually, whenever there is a military coup in Nigeria, the perpetrators 
of the coup normally close the country’s airports, land and sea 
borders for a brief period as a security measure aimed at preventing 
external forces from destabilizing the new regime.  

• However, in the case of Buhari’s regime, the land borders remained 
permanently closed for a number of reasons, namely: 

 

to prevent the escape of politicians of the failed second republic 
who were deeply suspected of corruption;  

stem the tide of smuggling of kinds of goods which was a booming 
business in the country’s borders;   
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to check currency trafficking;  and,  
To stamp out petroleum products smuggling in the light of 

Nigeria’s refusal to accept the IMF’s demand for the removal of 
petroleum subsidy.  

• This caused untold hardship on Nigeria’s immediate neighbours 
especially Chad and Niger Republic that are landlocked. 

• The harsh effect on the border closure got to a level that France and 
America had to intercede on behalf of Chad thus making the 
government to grant it permission to use Port Harcourt and Calabar 
Ports for the supply of relief materials and petroleum (Obi, 2006:173).  

• Leaders of these affected countries came to plead with Buhari to 
reconsider his policy, with little success.  

• They even went to the extent of offering him the leadership of 
ECOWAS in November 1984, but citing the need to concentrate on 
Nigeria’s daunting domestic problems, he rejected.  
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• However, despite Buhari’s policies in the West African sub-region 
mentioned above, his commitment to Africa was never in doubt.  

• Despite Nigeria’s lean purse, the liberation movements still received 
financial assistance from the regime.  

• The unconditional release of Nelson Mandela occupied the regimes 
attention.  

• Nigeria under Buhari also accorded recognition to the Saharawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (SADR) on November 11, 1984, whose territory 
had been unlawfully occupied by the Moroccans since the Spanish 
left the country.  

• A major diplomatic faux pas which the regime committed was its 
failed attempt to forcefully bring back Alhaji Umaru Dikko to Nigeria 
from Britain in a crate.  

• This action caused a serious infraction in the diplomatic relations 
between Nigeria and Britain. 

 

 
24 



• Ibrahim Babangida (1985-1993) 

• General Ibrahim Babangida succeeded Buhari as military Head of 
State and ruled from August 27, 1985.  

• Apparently, to appear to deviate from alleged authoritarian 
tendencies of the Buhari era, Babangida introduced a regime of public 
debate on issues.  

• He proclaimed a public debate on the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and World Bank loan and economic conditionalities at the time, 
and subsequently launched his “Structural Adjustment Program 
(SAP)” in 1986.  

• SAP entailed:  
• deregulation of the agricultural sector by abolishing the marketing 

boards and eliminating price controls;  
• privatisation of public enterprises;  
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• devaluation of the currency to facilitate competitiveness of the 
export sector;  

• relaxation of restraints on foreign investment introduced by the 
Gowon and Obasanjo governments during the 1970s; and,  

• a drastic reduction in expenditure on public services. 

• Babangida organized conferences to fashion out foreign policy 
directions for the country. 

• For instance, at an April 1986 All Nigeria Conference on Foreign Policy 
(the Kuru Conference), participants averred that they wished to 
maintain a sub-regional leadership role by promoting development 
and economic integration, supporting the OAU (now AU), and 
continuing to reduce France’s local influence (Akindele & Ate, 1986).  

• However, given the state’s dependence on petroleum revenue, as oil 
prices continued to decline, Nigerian leaders possessed limited means 
of achieving these foreign policy goals.  
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• From 1986-88, Babangida’s new government was forced to respond 
to the economic crisis by implementing a structural adjustment 
programme. 

• An insight into Babangida’s foreign policy could be deduced from his 
assertion in his maiden speech that:  

• “Nigeria’s foreign policy in the last 20 months has been characterized 
by inconsistency and incoherence. It has lacked the clarity to make us 
know where we stood on matters of international concern to enable 
other countries relate to us with seriousness. Our role as Africa’s 
spokesman had diminished because we have been unable to maintain 
the respect of African countries. The ousted Military government 
conducted our external relations by a policy of retaliatory reactions. 
Nigeria became a country that reacted to given situations rather than 
taking initiatives as it should and had always done”. 
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• He averred thereafter that: 

• “Vindictive considerations must not be the basis of our 
diplomacy. Africa’s problems, and their solutions should 
constitute the premise of our foreign policy. The 
revitalization of OAU and the Lagos Plan of Action* for 
self sufficiency and constructive cooperation in Africa 
shall be our primary concern. ECOWAS must be 
revamped with a view to achieving the objectives of 
regional integration”. 
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• *The Lagos Plan of Action (officially the Lagos Plan of Action for the 
Economic Development of Africa, 1980–2000) was an Organisation of 
African Unity-backed plan to increase Africa's self-sufficiency. It was drafted 
in Lagos, Nigeria in April 1980, during a conference which included a 
variety of African leaders.  

• The plan blamed Africa's economic crisis on the Structural Adjustment 
Programs of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund and the 
vulnerability of African economies to worldwide economic shocks, such as 
the 1973 oil crisis. 

• The report claimed that development in Africa could be achieved by a 
decreased reliance on raw material extraction, industrialization, global 
equality in trade relations and an increase in development aid from the 
international community. Africanist scholars noted the absence in the 
report of any blame on, or calls for reform of, domestic governments of 
Africa. This contrasts significantly with the Berg Report, which apportioned 
blame solely on the Africa leaders themselves, with the international 
community taking no responsibility for their part in Africa's demise. 
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• With regard to foreign policy, Babangida’s regime  recorded some 
important successes, namely: 

• i) Babangida  went beyond the continental level by taking bold steps 
such as restoring relations with Israel that was severed since October 1973 
over the Arab-Israel conflict.  

• ii) the revival of Nigeria’s active commitment to ECOWAS by lifting 
boundary closures and restoring free movement within ECOWAS countries;  

• Babangida made Nigeria the arrowhead of the sub-regional organization. 
According to Shagaya in his book, Governance in Nigeria-The IBB Era: An 
Insider’s View (2003:86): 

• “Nigeria not only provided the bulk of the material and logistic support for 
ECOMOG operations but also the bulk of the personnel. Apart from the 
first Commander who was a Ghanaian, all subsequent Commanders were 
from the Nigerian military. That today Liberia is a united country owes 
much to the foresight and sacrifice of Nigeria … the Babangida regime gave 
ECOWAS institutional relevance by not only donating land for the building 
of the ECOWAS Secretariat but contributed 4.5 million dollars towards its 
construction.” 

30 



• iii) Nigeria’s active intervention in inter-African affairs and 
conflicts, especially in West Africa, in the border wars between 
Mali and Burkina Faso and in the strained relations between Sierra 
Leone and Liberia;  

• iv) the establishment and funding of Nigeria’s Technical Aids Corps 
(TAC) which provides highly trained Nigerian personnel at little or 
no costs to needy African states;  

• v) the formation of the Lagos Forum of Medium Powers; and,  
• vi) the use of Nigeria’s foreign policy to support and promote 

Nigeria’s domestic economic policy.  
• vii) Moreover, it was during this era that Nigeria got the most 

representation in the international scene through the United 
Nations. It was during this period that Obasanjo was selected as 
one of the three pioneer members of the International Eminent 
Personalities mandated to arbitrate in the South African political 
debacle by the Commonwealth;  
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• viii) In 1989, Nigeria’s permanent representative to the United 
Nations, Joe Garba, was made President of the General Assembly 
in its 44th session;  

• Nigeria’s leadership of West Africa led it to spearhead the 
formation in 1990 of the ECOWAS Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) in 
order to help bring peace to Liberia. Gen. Babangida donated 8 
billion dollars for the ECOMOG exercise which was seen as too 
expensive for a poor country like Nigeria; and,  

• ix) In 1990, Emeka Anyaoku was elected as the Secretary-General 
of the Commonwealth of Nations. 

• The low points of Babangida’s foreign policy included: 

• i) The annulment of what might arguably be regarded as Nigeria’s 
freest and fairest election in its democratic history.  
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• Nigeria’s international reputation was dealt a blow as Nigeria erupted 
in protests and the international community the international 
community , especially the EU and US threatened sanctions.  

• Babangida unilaterally upgraded Nigeria's role in the Organisation of 
the Islamic Conference (OIC), from an observer status to full-fledged 
membership.  

• After a wave of public discontent and denial by Babangida, he set up 
a panel, headed by John Shagaya, to determine Nigeria’s status in OIC.  

• The panel confirmed the country’s membership but recommended its 
withdrawal from the Islamic body. 
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• Gen. Sani Abacha (1993-1998)  

• General Sani Abacha ruled from November 17, 1993 to June 8, 1998, 
when he died.  

• His regime has been associated with colossal kleptomania, ruthless 
dictatorship, and execution of political opponents.  

• The hanging of Ogoni environmental activist Ken Saro-Wiwa and his 
eight compatriots; the assassination of Kudirat Abiola and Pa Alfred 
Rewane were some of the several executions of opponents conducted 
by the regime.  

• Abacha was cocooned in the presidential villa and shunned foreign 
travels, apparently, due to the international pressure on his regime to 
change its terribly bad human rights posture.  
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• Abacha’s foreign policy was almost an extension of the Babangida’s 
foreign policy thrust.  

• Thus Abacha ran a foreign policy that was clearly biased in favour of 
Africa.  

• Abacha continued to lend financial and logistical assistance to 
ECOMOG until the final negotiations and elections were conducted in 
Liberia in 1997, which saw the same Charles Taylor that started the 
crisis emerging as the President.  

• Abacha also used the ECOMOG force to restore the Sierra Leonean 
democratically elected government of Ahmed Tejan Kabbah in power 
who was overthrown by Major Johnny Paul Koroma.  

• This attracted applause from the international community though a 
foreign media described Nigeria as a country that imports what it has 
in excess and exports what it lacks.  
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• This was in apparent reference to Nigeria’s importation of petroleum 
products and ‘export’ of democracy to Sierra Leone when it was itself 
under a military rule (Obi, 2006).  

• Abacha’s foreign policy could be described as “reactive and 
isolationist”. 

• The gross human rights abuse, ridiculous transition to civil rule 
program under General Abacha and many instances of diplomatic 
failures in management of the image problem fuelled the collective 
western condemnation and accentuated the resolve to dismantle the 
military fortress in Nigeria‘s political capital. 

• The alleged coups of 1995 and 1997 in which prominent Nigerians, 
including General Olusegun Obasanjo, Shehu Musa Yar-Adua and 
Abacha‘s deputy, General Oladipo Diya were indicted and 
consequently jailed attracted more international condemnation and 
isolation for Nigeria.  
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• The general feeling was that the two coups were arranged to frame and 
eliminate Abacha‘s perceived obstacles to his presidential bid.  

• The death of General Yar‘Adua in in prison in 1997 further caused more 
global disaffection towards Nigeria and its elimination from the group of 
dignified world nations. 

• Such traditional allies as Britain, United States, France, Germany, Canada, 
South Africa and many others temporarily withdrew diplomatic 
representations and support for Nigeria. 

• In response to Western isolation and sanctions, Abacha turned to Asia.  

• This further alienated Nigeria from dominant powers of the world as Asia 
did not really do much for the foreign policy objectives of Nigeria.  

• This was the situation Nigeria found herself till Abacha died suddenly on 
8th June 1998. 
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• Abdusalami Abubakar (1998-1999) 

• General Abdulsalami Abubakar, who was Chief of Defence Staff in the 
Abacha government, was sworn in as Head of State after his death.  

• Abubakar ruled from June 9, 1998 until May 29, 1999.  

• He delivered a quick transition to civil rule programme that saw the 
adoption of a new constitution for the country on May 5, 1999 and 
transfer of power to a civilian government on May 29, 1999. 

• Abubakar‘s regime was a very short one.  

• Abacha’s sudden death left Nigeria in the grip of international 
isolationism, and thus the succeeding regime of General Abdulsalami 
Abubakar knew better than to try any form of perpetuation of himself 
in power.  
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• In terms of foreign policy and Nigeria‘s external relations, General 
Abdusalami Abubakar met a declining power and image of Nigeria, 
engendered by a combative foreign policy of Abacha.  

• Hence, the first task of General Abubakar was to overhaul the foreign 
ministry and set out a new policy agenda that would restore Nigeria back 
to international reckoning. 

• In his speech to announce the 1999 Budget, Abubakar set out the task for 
his administration in foreign policy thus:  

• “This administration will continue to pursue its policy of constructive 
engagement with other members of the international community. We are 
committed to ensuring that Nigeria takes its rightful place among the 
comity of nations based on the principles of mutual respect and protection 
of our national interest. We …hope the international community will 
continue to support Nigeria at this critical stage … not only in ensuring the 
successful implementation of our political transition but also our economic 
reform programmes”.  
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• Abubakar took some important domestic policy action aimed at reversing 
the negative image of Nigeria in the international arena viz:   
• i. the process of transition to democracy;  
• ii. released almost all political prisoners;   
• iii. generally embarked on a foreign policy of rejuvenation and 

redemption of Nigeria’s image, especially on the human rights front; 
and, 

• iv. dropped political charges against Nigerians in self-exile abroad to 
enable them return to the country. 

• Abubakar began the process of reintegrating Nigeria in the global system 
by going on trips to world‘s leading democracies namely, USA, Britain, 
France and South Africa.  

• The Abubakar administration embarked on engagement with the leaders of 
the West African Sub - region in the belief that Nigeria’s interest and 
destiny were inevitably tied to the immediate environment.  
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• Abubakar’s foreign policy was essentially dictated by domestic issues. 

• For instance, salvaging Nigeria’s image abroad and achieving its 
reintegration into the international system required the pursuit of 
democratic transition to civil rule, national reconciliation, respect for 
the rule of law, and human rights of citizens.  

• The Abubakar administration recorded some successes in the foreign 
policy angle: it got concrete assurances from the international 
community about the re-admission of Nigeria into the 
Commonwealth of Nations, the improvement in relations with the 
European Union, Canada and the United States of America that had 
severed diplomatic relations with Nigeria, as well as peaceful 
leadership of ECOWAS. 
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