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ABSTRACT

This paper assesses military rule and battered
foreign policy in Nigeria. The examination of the
concept “military” and foreign policy came to focus.
The glorious era of the foreign policy under General
Yakubu Gowon, General MurtalaMuhammed and
General OlusegunObasanjo in  Nigeria was
discussed. The battered foreign policy in Nigeria
under General MohamaduBuhari and General
Ibrahim BabamosiBabangida was analyzed. The
researcher relied on oral interview as primary
source. The data for the study was also obtained
extensively from the secondary sources like books,
newspapers, articles, journals, theses, dissertations
and internet materials. The study found that the
Nation enjoyed golden foreign policy thrustbetween
1960-1979. It was also found that the battered
foreign policy in Nigeria started with the regime of
General Mohammed Buhari and continued under the
administration of General Ibrahim Babangida. It
concludes that this inglorious foreign policy drive
attracted a lot of sanctions from powerful nations
especially Britain and USA on Nigeria.

Keywords: Nigeria, Military, Foreign Policy,
battered, Sanctions.

. Introduction

It may be necessary to put the topic in
proper perspective by examining foreign policy and
the concept “Military”. According to Kolawole,
foreign policy aims at influencing the international
system towards what it perceives as ideal in
consonance with its national interest (Kolawole,
2003:40). Reynolds argues that it involves the range
of actions of government of a state in its relation
with other bodies, similarly acting on the
international stage supposedly in order to advance
the nation’s interest (Reynolds, 1971-25). Holsti
posits that foreign policy deals with the actions of a
state towards its external environment (Holsti,
1983:19). It is the opinion of Northedge that foreign

policy is an interplay between the outside and inside
(Northedge, 1968:5).

Against this background, foreign policy is
an organic relationship between domestic policy and
foreign policy. It is a reflection of the domestic
policy of a nation. It was on this note that Kolawole
argues that foreign policy intrinsically implies a set
of objectives (Kolawole, 2003:40-41).

When Nigeria got independence from
Britain, the first Prime Minister,
AlhajiTafawaBalewa stated emphatically and
clearly the general policy which formed the basis of
Nigeria’s foreign policy. The Prime-Minister
broadly identified Nigeria’s foreign policy
objectives and principles as follow:

@ The preservation of her territorial integrity
(b) Membership of both the Common wealth
and United Nations

(c) A policy of non-alignment with the power
blocs

(d) The pursuit of clear and practical policies
in Africa

(e) The acceptance of the colonially imposed

boundaries (Ibid,4)

It must be noted that the subsequent
administrations and  regimes from  1966-
1998initiated  objectives and  principles in
conformity with slight changes. One key area in
which Nigeria has from independence in 1960
established and maintained a strong and unwavering
position in foreign policy is the question of
commitment to Africa.

The main aim and objectives of Nigeria’s
foreign policy may have been more sharply and
pointedly defined by successive regimes over the
years, but they have undergone no major changes or
modification since independence. The orientation
had remained basically a commitment to Africa and
Pan-Africanism (Afinotan, 2007). Virtually all past
administrations in Nigeria have sought among other
things to promote, not only the Unity of all African
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States, but also the total political, economic, social
and cultural liberation of Africa.

Again, it is necessary to examine the
concept ‘Military’. The military in Nigeria as in
other countries of the world is seen as an institution
whose basic function is to provide security for the
nation. According to Osirueme the military in
Nigeria as in other countries in perceived as a
professional institution whose basic function is the
maintenance of the socio-political order (Osirueme,
1995: 5-10).

Also Section 197 of the 1979 Constitution of the
Federation States the functions of the military thus:
€)] Defending Nigeria  from  external
aggression

(b) maintaining its territorial integrity and
security of its borders from violation on land

(© suppressing insurrection and acting in aid
of civil authorities to restore order when called upon
to do so (Constitution of the Federal Republic of
Nigeria, 1979, Section 197).

The origin of the establishment of the Nigerian
military could be traced to 1863 when a para-
military unit was formed which was then known as
the “Glover Hausas”. It was named after Lieutenant
John Glover, the then Governor of Lagos, after its
annexation in 1861 by the British Government
(Etebom, 2021).

The Glover Hausas, metamorphosed into the West
Africa Frontier Force (WAFF) in 1889. With the
amalgamation of the Southern and Northern
Protectorates in 1914. It became the Nigerian
Regiment of the WAFF in 1922. The Nigerian
Regiment was renamed the Nigerian Military Force
in 1956 Ibid. The ordinance constituting the
Nigerian Military Force was promulgated and
changed nomenclature to Nigerian Army in 1960
(Ibid, 71-85). The Nigerian Army became fully
indigenous in 1963 following the promulgation of
Army Act of 1963 (The Nigerian Army Act of
1963). The Nigerian Navy and Nigerian Air Force
were established through an Act of Parliament in
1958 and 1964 respectively (Ibid).

Origin of Military Rule in Nigeria

Military rule in Nigeria started in 1966
after the abortive coup of January 15, 1966. Some
Majors in the Nigerian army led by Major
Chukwumeka Kaduna Nzeogwu organised this
coup. Following the failure of the coup, the most
Senior Officer in the army, Major-General Aguiyi-
Ironsi became the Head of State and Commander-in-
Chief of the Armed Forces (Ediagbonya, 2007).
Thus the first military administration started in
Nigeria covering the period between 1966-1979 and

between 1983-1999. Major General Aguiyi-lronsi
became the Military Head of State from 16" January
1966 to July 29, 1966. General Yakubu Gowon
came to power on August 1%, 1966 and was
removed on July 29, 1975. The third was General
MurtalaMuhammed, whobecame the Head of State
on July 29, 1975 and was there till February 13,
1976. General OlusegunObasanjo took over from
GeneralMurtala and was there till, 1979 (Ibid).
Again, General Buhari came to power in January,
1983 and was there till 1985. General Ibrahim
GbadomosiBabangida came to power in 1985 and
rules the country till 1993. General Abacha was in
power between 1994-1998 while  General
AbdusalamiAbubakar assumed office 1998-1999.

It is not an exaggeration to say that that
period between 1966-1999 in Nigeria was
essentially that of military rule. These military
administrations sought to restore the political and
economic stability that had been disrupted during
the civilian administration in the country.

They therefore purported to correct the ills
of society as well as streamlining the economy.In
the words of the ring leader of the first coup of
January 15, 1966 Major ChukwumakaNzeogwu
“Our enemies are the political
profiteering,swindlers, the men in high and low
places that seek to keep the country permanently
divided, so that they can remain in office as
Ministers and Vip’s of waste, the tribalists, the
Nepotists, those that make the country look big for
nothing before international circle (Quoted in
Elizabeth, 1969: 306).

Golden Era in Nigeria Foreign Policy

There is no doubt that Nigeria enjoyed a
glorious foreign policy thrust from 1960-1966. The
regimes or administrations of General Yakubu
Gowon, Generals Ramat Muhammed and
OlusegunObasanjo  were  particularly  noted,
outstanding and promising.

General Gowon Yakubu Foreign Policy

One feature of Gowon’s administration was
the introduction of civilians into the military regime
of Nigeria. The association of civilian politicians
with General Gowon’s administration contributed
enormously to the legitimacy of the Government.
Fawole noted that Gowon was a more conciliatory
person who preferred to carry his team along than
impose his will (Fawole, 2003). Ray Ofoegbu posits
that Gowon’s foreign policy was dictated by the
Civil War (Ofeogbu, 1979: 126-127). It was
established that, it was the Nigeria Civil War which
completely removed the Commonwealth from the
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dominating position, it had occupied in Nigeria
foreign policy between 1954-1967 (Ibid).

Gowon made Nigeria proud in the area of
foreign policy. During the period of Nigerian Civil
War, there was strain relationship between Nigeria
and USA on one hand. At the same time the
relationship between Nigeria and Britain was not
cordial. The battered foreign policy of Nigeria
towards USSR before the Civil War was reviewed
in favour of USSR because of the assistance
received from that country to fight Biafrans.

Infact the United States refused to give
Nigeria export permit allowing the purchase of arms
on a commercial basis from US manufacturers
because the United States was basically opposed to
interference in the internal affairs of another state.
(Omosilade, 2019). It was quite unfortunate that
Nigerian main allies were unwilling to provide
military assistance to Nigeria in the hour of need
(Ediagbonya, 2022). The nation really needed heavy
weapons to stop the Biafran from achieving their
ambition of establishing a sovereign nation.

The Federal Government expected that the
secessionist bid of the Eastern region would be seen
as a treasonable act by her western allies and that
they would join in preventing it (Kolawole,
2003:53). TO the contrary, Britain was not even
sure initially which side to support in the crisis and
when it finally supported the Federal side, it was a
cautious support. Britain was only ready to supply
light weapons and not heavy weapons.

Britain refused to assist Nigeria with the
needed military weapons to stop the Biafrans from
seceding. Hence the Federal Government of Nigeria
directed their attention to USSR for the supply of
military weapons and fortunately USSR rose to the
challenge and accepted the offer. At that period, the
Soviet Union was the World largest arms producer
and it required Ibuyers, as much as Nigeria
desperately needed weapons, a symbiotic
relationship immediately developed between them
(Ibid). Tamuna posits that the cordial relations
between federal Nigeria and the USSR represented
the handiwork of Soviet Ambassador to Nigeria,
Aleksandr Romanov (Tamuno, 1989). At a
ceremony marking his departure, Romanov received
from Yakubu Gowon, the high national honour of
“Commander of the Order of the Niger” (Aluko,
1977:105).

So, Nigeria strengthened her friendship
with the former Soviet Union and recognized the
Peoples Republic of China (Ayam, 2004). The
Soviet ambassador was allowed in 1967to make a
broadcast on the nation’s radio to articulate the
Soviet policy in Nigeria (Aluko, 1977:105).

As part of this cordial relationship between
Nigeria and USSR, the volume of trade between
both countries had reached N28.6 Million
(Ogunbadejo, 1976:25). To cement the relationship
further, the Head of State of Nigeria, General
Yakubu Gowon visited Soviet Union in May, 1974.
Consequently, there was an influx of Soviet
nationals into the country and the restrictions on the
number of embassy personnel no longer held
(Eliagwu, 1985).

However, after the Civil War, the
relationship with the West improved as General
Gowon paid a state visit to Britain in June, 1973
(Kolawole, 2003:55). Also even barely four years
after the Civil War, the US investments in Nigeria
stood at about N658Million which was second to
that of Britain which was N823Million (Ojo,
1981:48). The non-alignment doctrine came to focus
during this period as the country associated with
both the West and East depending on what was
considered as those issues that would promote her
national interest.

Also of note, the principle that Africa
would be central to Nigeria’s foreign policy adopted
by Prime Minister, AlhajiBalewa was up held by
this regime. In line with this foreign policy, drive,
General Yakubu Gowon spearheaded the
establishment of Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) in 1975 (lbid). The
regime made efforts to bring all West African States
together for sub-regional co-operation.

The Foreign Policy of General Murtala Ramat
Muhammed

This period is often seen by scholars as the
golden era in Nigeria’s foreign policy. On 29 July
1975, Brigadier Muritala Ramat Mohammed
assumed the leadership of Nigeria through a
bloodless coup. Under Muritala Ramat Mohammed,
the idea of Africa as centre-piece of Nigeria’s
foreign policy was finally concretized. He helped to
shape the political out-look of Nigeria and Africa as
a whole (An Interview with Dr. Duyile, W. A. at
Ado on 16-7-2023). Under Murtala’s regime,
Nigeria’s stand on the liberation struggle in Africa
took more radical outlook.

From the onset, he made it very clear that
Nigeria would no longer sit on the fence on
important issues affecting African sovereignty. With
this, the leaders of liberation movements were not
only to come on official visit, but were allowed to
open offices in the Lagos, the Federal capital of
Nigeria (Nkrumah, 1970:289). So Nigeria continued
to support Liberation movement in Africa (An
Interview with Hon. Efosalgunbor, at Abudu on 10-
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2-2023). The most outstanding period was when
Nigeria openly supported the popular movement for
the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and urged on all
members of O.A.U to support it (Abubakar, 1986:
13). In this direction, Nigeria went to the extent of
openly challenging the USA President Gerald Ford
when it mobilized Africa Progressive forces in
support of the MPLA and not National Union for the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) which was
the interest of USA (Ibid).This was in a speech
delivered at the extraordinary summit of O.A.U. in
Addis Ababa, January 11, 1976, thus:

Mr. Chairman, Africa has come of age. It is
no longer under the orbit of any extra continental
power. It should no longer take orders from any
country, however powerful. The fortunes of Africa
are in our hands to make or to mar. For too long
have we been kicked around: for too long have we
been treated like adolescents who cannot discern
their interests and act accordingly. For too long has
it been presumed that the African needs outside
expert to tell him who are his friends and who are
his enemies. The time has come when we should
make it clear that we can decide for ourselves; that
we know our own interest and how to protect those
interest, that we are capable of resolving African
problems  without presumptuous lessons in
ideological dangers which more often than not, have
no relevance for us, nor for the problem at
hand....(A speech delivered at the extraordinary
summit of OAU in Addis Ababa, January 11, 1976
by General Ramat MuritalaMuhammed).

The speech showed that Africa would be
self-reliant and within the confine of the law would
continue to fight human enslavement especially
against block Africa (Aneakan, 2001:87-88). As a
result of Murtala’s effort on African Liberation
movements, many countries were gingered and
fought for their independence for example Cape
Verde, Morocco, Mozambique, Angola etc. While
in some countries, the struggle led into coup d’etat
and massacre of the white dominated group and
their stooges (Arnold, 1977:137-138). For examples
in countries like Burundi and Madagascar,
Liberation movement seized power and established
a socialist state (Ibid).

This radical foreign policy under Genera
Muritala Ramat strained the country’s relationship
with the USA to the extent that twice, Henry
Kissinger the then United States Secretary of State
was denied permission to visit Nigeria. The open
grant of financial and military assistance to the
MPLA marked a radical departure where such aid
was small and not openly given.

The Foreign Policy of General
OlusegunObasanjo (1976-1979)

Lt. General OlusegunObasanjo became the
Head of State following the assassination of General
Ramat Mohammed on February 13, 1976 by Lt. Col.
Dimka. This regime made Nigeria proud and gave
her a wvoice in international politics General
Obasanjo ensured Britain accepted responsibility for
Zimbabwe’s, independence and supported the
Liberation of South Africa from the Apartheid
Government (Peretei, 2004).

When Nigeria realized that the British
Petroleum was selling oil to South Africa, Nigeria
Nationalized the outfit, renaming it African
Petroleum (An Interview with Dr. Osagie Influence,
in University of Benin on 7-2-2023). The Barclays
Bank was also renamed Union Bank. This action
was against the background of the recalcitrance of
Britain over the Rhodesian question in which Britain
was opposed to changes that were to lead to a truly
Rhodesian independence (Ogunsanwo, 1986:12-16).

General Obasanjo succeeded in stamping
Nigeria significantly on the world stage as Africa
was the centerpiece of Nigeria’s foreign policy
during the era. Fawole noted that Nigeria under him
succeeded in monopolizing the chairmanship of the
UN Anti-Apartheid Committee throughout the
period (Fawole, 2003). Again under his era, there
was strain relationship between Nigeria and USA
during the period of President Gerald Ford. It is
imperative to note here that the relationship,
between the two countries improved during the
administration of President Jimmy Carter who was
concerned about the freedom of Africa States. The
robust and cordial relationship between Nigeria and
USSR which started during the period of Nigerian
Civil War continued under the regime of General
OlusegunObasanjo.

THE BATTERED FOREIGN POLICY IN
NIGERIA
The Foreign Policy of General MohamaduBuhari
1983-1985

The battered foreign policy thrust in
Nigeria started with inglorious foreign policy drive
of MohamaduBuhari in 1983 January. General
MuhammaduBuhari was a military dictator. It was
that glorious Saturday morning of 31% December,
1983 that the termination of the era of our corrupt
politicians of the Second Republic came to the
hearing of Millions of Nigerian (Ediagbonya, 1984).

Infact, SaniAbacha’s radio broadcast that
Saturday morning raised the hopes of over 75
Millions who lived four years of despair under the
turpitude of the Second Republic (Ibid). Adeyemi
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maintains that having overthrown the corruption-
infested ShehuShagari’s regime, the duo of General
Buhari and General Tundeldiagbon tried to instill
discipline (Adeyemi, 1999).

It is important to put on record that his
achievement at the level of foreign policy is nothing
to write home about. His reputation at that level was
very bad and sad. Fawole posits that General Buhari
was rather xenophobic in his treatment of
neighouring countries and was engaged in
prolonged border closure and aliens expulsion and
appeal to re-open the borders was not successful
(Fawole, 2003:134). Even the agreement by the
members of ECOWAS to make him Chairman so
that he could change his drastic policy towards
neigbouring countries also failed.

His promulgation of draconian decrees
battered his image further at home and abroad. Such
decrees were Decree No. 20, 21 and 22 of 1984.
These decrees prescribed death penalties including
death by firing squared for a variety of economic
crimes such as tampering with electricity and NEPA
installations, cocaine addiction and drug trafficking,
currency counterfeiting and trafficking, illegal oil
bunkering etc (Promulgation of Decrees, 20, 21 and
22,1984).

Many Nigerians became victims of death
sentences e.g. Ojuolape,Ogedegbe,
BarthomewOwoh despite widespread condemnation
from home and abroad. Again the government
banned student union activities together with trade
union activities by medical doctors and curtailed the
freedom of the press (Eluwa, Ukagwu, Nwachukwu
and Nwaubani, 2005:283).

As part of high level and gross abuse of
human rights, he jailed two Guardian Journalists,
Tunde Thompson and Ndukalrabor. General Buhari
outlawed criticism by tampering with the press
freedom, hauled politicians into jail, outlawed
politics and banned political discussions about
future and prescribed stiff penalties for non-
compliance (Fawole, 2003:150).

General Buhari’s closure of the borders and
the sudden currency change succeeded in virtually
wrecked the economies of the some of the states
particularly those of Lake Chad, Niger Republic and
Benin that were dependent on Nigeria for survival
(Newswatch, 1985).

However, this static style of discipline,
high-handedness, military fiat, coercion and
arbitrariness in governance ledto its being ousted in
a palace coup and removed from office on 27
August, 1985.

The Foreign Policy of General Ibrahim
BadamosiBabangida Military Regime, 27"
August, 1985-17 November, 1993

General Ibrahim Babangida came to power
on 27™ August, 1985 through a palace coup. He was
the Sixth Head of State of Nigeria. He was a warm,
calm and gentle leader who understood the Nigerian
populace and knew what they wanted at the time.
Initially, he made a lot of friends at home and
abroad and was loved by Nigerians because of his
policy and disposition to governance (Etebom,
2021:71-85).

Again, he strengthened Nigerian foreign
relations, rejected Apartheid in South Africa,
supportedand co-sponsored the formation of African
Union and made Nigeria to join the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation (Ibid).

The proximate neighbours in West Africa
were particularly delighted when he began to
distance his regime from the policies of the ousted
Buhari’s regime that had literally destroyed the
economies of the immediate neighbours. (Fawole,
2003:151).

General Babangida appointed Professor
Bolaji Akinyemi as the Minister for Foreign Affairs
which was a prestige in his foreign policy thrust.
This is against the backdrop that Akinyemi was a
highly rated and a respected international relations
scholar.

Another boost to his foreign policy drive
was making Africa as a central focus of Nigeria’s
foreign policy. This was demonstrated in Nigeria
involvement in Liberian crisis. During his
administration, Nigeria spearheaded an ECOWAS
military intervention whose aim was to resolve the
crisis. The excellent performance of Babangida’s
regime in this regard attracted much commendation
Worldwide. General Babangida succeeded in
making the Economic Community of West African
States to deploy a sub-regional Peace Keeping Force
into Liberia in August, 1990 (ECOMOG).

It is also on record that General Babangida
gave maximum assistance to neigbouring states like
Chad, Niger Republic and Benin. Hence the leaders
of ECOWAS elected him as ECOWAS Chairman in
1985, 1986 and 1987. He was even elected
Chairman of OAU for the 1991-1992 Session. At
this point, the administration enjoyed goodwill and
appreciation from foreign countries.

Relationship with Britain and USA

The way and manner General Babangida
conducted the IMF Loan, facilitated cordial
relationship between Nigeria and the West
particularly Britain and USA at the initial stage. He
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stepped down on the issue of IMF Loan as a result
of popular oppositions to the loan. The government
instituted a ruthless economic restructuring in line
with IMF Standard prescription for debt ridden
economies and devaluated the naira through the
instrumentality of the second-tier foreign exchange
marked (SFEM) in 1986 (Fawole, 2003:168-169).
With a favourable standing with IMF, the regime
was able to negotiate debt reschuling with the Paris
Club of official creditors and with other commercial
banks in 1986 (IMF Survey, 1988:88).

In January, 1988, the British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher paid visit to Nigeria.
Also General Babangida also visited Britain in
1989. In line with this good relationship with the
West, USA assisted the Babangida regime to
establish the National Drug Law Enforcement
Agency (NDLEA).

However, the relationship between the
West and Nigeria became strained when
GeneralBabangida annulled the Presidential election
of June 1993. The Presidential election was the
climax of the transition programme which started in
the third quarter of 1986. The elections were
adjusted to be free and fair by both local and
international election observers in which Chief
M.K.O Abiolawon the election. With the
cancellation of the election results, the British
Government recalled its High Commissioner from
Nigeria, withdrew British military instructors and
advisers from the National War College in Lagos,
suspended all  defence related  assistance
programmes and imposed visa restriction on senior
government personnel and military officers (Fawole,
2003:170).

For USA, a public statement was issued in
Lagos, warning that it would not look kindly at any
pretext to frustrate the transition programme (Public
Statement Issued by Brien, Director of the USIS,
June, 1993).

General Babangida reacted by expelling
Brien from Nigeria. The relationship between the
two countries became totally strained. USA recalled
its military attaché from Lagos and expelling his
counterpart in Washington (lbid, 172). Itsuspended
all assistance relating to military and imposed
restrictions on the issuance of visas for senior
government personnel and military.

General Ibrahim Babangida stepped aside
on 27 August, 1993 in response to pressure and
protest arising from the annulment of Presidential
election. He handed over to an interim Civilian
Government headed by Chief Ernest Shonekan.

Il.  Conclusion

The origin of the establishment of the
Nigerian military could be traced to 1863 when a
paramilitary unit was formed which was then known
as the Glover Hausas. However, the origin of
military rule in Nigeria started in 1966 after the
abortive coup of January 15, 1966. Following the
failure of the coup, the most senior officer in the
army, Major General Aguiyi-lronsi became the
Head of State and Commander-in-Chief of the
Armed Forces. Thus the first military administration
started in Nigeria covering the period between 1966-
1979 and between 1983-1999. Nigeria witnessed
glorious foreign policy drive from 1960-1966 and
again from 1966-1979. The regimes of General
Yakubu Gowon, General Ramat Muhammed and
General ObasanjoOlusegun  were particularly
outstanding. So much pride is attached to this era by
scholars.

The much talked about battered foreign
policy and the imposition of sanctions by foreign
countries on Nigerian started with the foreign policy
of General Mohammed Bubhari in 1983 January. He
was ousted in a Palace coup and removed from
office on 27 August, 1985.

This inglorious foreign policy continued
under the regime of General Ibrahim Babangida
who came to power on 27" August, 1985. His
annulment of Presidential election of June 12, 1993
attracted a lot of sanctions on Nigeria particularly
from Britain and USA.
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