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                                                                      Abstract 

The scarcity of theoretically-premised studies in Nigeria foreign policy is 

as worrisome as it is ignored by most  writers (Asobie in Ibiamu,2019: 530- 

531). The need to situate research in this field on appropriate theories of 

International Relations cannot be over-emphasized. This article is aimed 

at examining and evaluating the prevalence and consequences of the 

comprehensive (internal-external settings) model of decision-making 

theory of international relations in the formulation and execution of 

Nigerian foreign policy. Given the nature of the foreign policy process, the 

study is largely a historical and descriptive research, which draws most 

data from secondary sources. The cases highlighted in the paper revealed 

that the process of foreign policy making is predominantly elitist; with a 

coterie of decision-makers in the various political regimes, dominating the 

decisional process: as sources of inputs from the internal setting, 

interpreting and responding to stimuli from the external setting, and 

determining the policy output; thereby undermining the systematization 

of routine foreign policy process, by-passing strategic stages and 

institutions, nor integrating the wishes of a plurality of citizens(as 

stakeholders)in the definition or crafting of Nigeria’s national interest. 

Consequently, democratization of the foreign policy process is suggested 

to give the required populist impetus to the country’s objectives in the 

external environment and the necessary affirmative national mood 

thereto.   

Key words: Nigerian foreign policy, decision-making theory, comprehensive, internal, 

external, setting, model. 
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Introduction 

The import of theory to the study of International Relations generally and foreign policy 

particularly cannot be underrated. Yet the application of extant theories to the study of the 

latter is as engaging as it is varied, given the plethora of methodologies in the field and 

actors in the external environment of the state , as well as the domestic forces that shape 

the contours of state behaviour in relations to its external milieu. A core issue about the 

theory of International Relations concerns the formulation of explanatory schemes that 

account for the extra or supra-territorial behaviour of the state and non-state actors 

irrespective of the period and spatial location of occurrence; the very reason for which no 

single perspective in international relations has achieved an incontrovertible or 

indisputable stance or status. The emergent frameworks are often subjects of controversy 

for sundry reasons: for theories of international relations have been variously used to 

describe laws of international politics and persistent patterns of national behaviour (Waltz, 

1979), to explain and predict the behaviour of leaders of government and international 

actors (Hollis and Smith, 1990); to speculate about struggle for power among states and 

the trajectory and prospect of building an international society (Wight, 1991; Bull, 1977; 

Watson, 1993 and the English School generally); and to test hypothesis about the global 

order based on empirical data, for example, the absence of war between liberal democratic 

states (Doyle, 1983). They have also been employed to clarify the use of concepts, e.g. 

balance of power; prescribe the manner in which the international community should be 

organized, and the construction and deconstruction of the various conceptualization of 

world social justice, human rights or global ethical desiderata as expressed in normative  

theories (Butterfield and Wight, 1966); to impugn existing global stereotypes of 

domination and received ideas - through immanent critique or critical theory (Linklater, 

2007); to borrow ideas from cognate disciplines in analyzing long-term processes of 

development, as captured in historical sociology and green theories of international 

relations (Mann, 1994; Haralin 1968 and Ophuls 1977); and to examine the theorizing 

process per se, with a view to interrogating the epistemological foundation of the 

international community (as expressed in the constitutive theory): whether it comprises of 

sovereign nation-states or just individuals with or owing obligations to humanity 

generally (Gellner, 1974, George and Campbell, 1990 Wight, 1966). 

 

The perspectives and rebuttals are multifarious. First, the purpose of theory in 

international relations is polemical: whether it projects certain political interest and 

obfuscate others, whether positivist explanations hinged on hypothesis-testing or factual 

knowledge, comparable to the natural sciences; can assist in predicting international 

behaviour or that the complexity of historical and social conditions will render such efforts 

futile, thereby resulting in divergence between empirical and normative theories of 
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international relations (as seen in Chomsky, 1994; Smith, Booth and Zalewski, 1996 cited 

in Burchill and Linklater, 2009:2). But as pointed out by Abraham Kaplan (1964:319) the 

successful application of a theory is not a necessary condition for its success, since several 

extraneous factors to the theory itself, can also cause its failure. Nonetheless, it is the 

popular view in social science histrionics that empirical referent smoothens the testing or 

validation of theory (Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff, 2001:23). 

  

Second, there is contention about whether a theory of international relations addresses 

reality (what exist out there, e.g. the claim by feminist theory [True, 2009: 237-259] that 

dominant narratives in the field reflect male experiences or ideals, with abstraction or 

idealism in the “Groatain tradition” or in liberal and neo-liberal sense (of what ought to 

be) as conjured through perception of uniform rules (see Burchill and Linklater, 2009:20). 

Third, there is dispute about whether theory of international relations should be 

explanatory (in the sense of limiting itself exclusively to international relations 

perspectives) or should be constitutive,   eclectic or interdisciplinary through the 

integration, borrowing of concepts from, or bridging the gulf, with related disciplines and 

ostensibly approximating the civil society rather than just the states (as shown in Wallace, 

1996; Keohane, 1988: cited in Devetak, 2009:164 Reus-Smith, 2009: 214-215). 

  

Fourth, there is diversity of views over what subject-matter should occupy the attention of 

scholars in the discipline: relations between states, increasing transnational economic 

relations, global interdependence, structural system of global dominance and dependency 

or core-periphery relationship or (more) recently globalization trends (see respectively 

Donnelly, 2009:32-56; Burchill, 2009:57-85, Linklater, 2009(a): 111-135; Linklater 2009(b): 91-

110; and Linklater, 2009 (c): 139-158). Fifth, there are competing and/or contrasting tools 

for studying international political phenomena: between using empirical data to discover 

uniformities and regularities in patterns of some tradition of thought over time; using 

Marxist approaches to production relations, to show how the dynamics of class and 

material inequalities configure international relations; using market behaviour or index of 

firms to understand systemic forces in motion that compel nations to behave in similar 

ways, as claimed by the constructivist (see Reus-Smith, 2009:212-236) and using a body of 

ideas to study international relations. Finally there is debate about the criteria for 

appraising theories and admissibility of evidence: whether theory of international relations 

should be concerned with only neutral form of analysis that fosters rigid dichotomy 

between facts and values (as propagated by the behaviouralist) or culture-bound 

approaches and/ or ethical considerations that set standards that state behaviour should 

conform with or aspire to attain. 
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However, while the need to situate studies on Nigerian foreign policy on appropriate 

theoretical foundation is a necessary requirement for productive scholarship in the field, 

Asobie (1990:3-44) discovered (albeit lamented sadly) that there is limited record of 

theoretically-based studies in Nigerian foreign policy. Rather the theoretical position of 

scholars seem to be derived from their ideological orientation as against their writings; 

thereby rendering deliberate data-making difficult. He nonetheless, noted the 

predominance of the realist perspective - whether explicitly or implicitly - in the analysis 

of Nigerian foreign policy. This means that the behavioural paradigm which embodies the 

decision-making theories; and the political economy approach are sparingly applied in the 

study of Nigeria foreign policy. Given the contending perspectives mentioned above, it is 

pertinent to highlight our outline in this paper; which commences with an initial 

panoramic reflection on decision-making theory, with emphasis on the comprehensive 

(internal-external settings) model, and then the application and implications of the 

comprehensive of decision making theory in the formulation and implementation of 

Nigerian foreign policy, to appraise the extent of change and stability between the various 

regimes that governed the country, as well as summary and conclusion         

 

Reflections on decision-making theory, with particular reference to the comprehensive 

(internal-external settings) model. 

The investigation of how policy choices are converted to decisions is not exclusive to 

Political Science. The approach had long been applied in psychology, where individual 

motives underlying his decisions are of uppermost concern; and in Economics, where the 

choices of producers or investors and consumers affect economic decisions of the state, etc. 

In government circles, particularly in the 1960’s the technique of ‘cost-effectiveness’ was 

used in military planning and decision-making process to construct appropriate weaponry 

system (Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff, 2001: 553). Thus, it is hardly surprising that in studying 

the choices made by political actors that portend consequences for the political system, 

understanding the decision-making infrastructure and processes are of critical interest to 

political scientists. In the foreign policy process, the modus operandi of the political analyst 

is to comprehend and explicate the dynamics of the contending and/or constellation of 

interest, motives, preferences, perception, motivation, idiosyncrasies, ideology and 

personality traits of actors; which culminate in the foreign policy of a state in both crisis 

and peace times. 

 

If we agree with Laswell Harold (1958) and David Easton (1963) cited in Nnoli (1986:4-7), 

that politics entails decision-making, then subjecting the decision-making process to 

scrutiny and analysis is the appropriate starting point in understanding political 

behaviour. This is the thrust of the decision-making theory. It exemplifies the behavioural 
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credo in political science research. It combines the political actors, processes and situations 

to unravel who and how decisions are made and implemented, in order to correctly 

account for their incidences on the political system. According to Richard Snyder, a major 

proponent of this approach (cited in Verma, 1999:280), evaluating political action demands 

that we ascertain whose decision led to a specific political action; while the decision- 

making process, comprising a jigsaw of political, social and psychological factors, is further 

sub-classified into spheres of competence, motivation and communication. But given the 

fact that the terrain of foreign policy is not comparatively as transparent as the terrain of 

domestic policy, the need for models as analytical construct becomes self-evident. Against 

this backdrop allusion can be made to the comprehensive (internal-external 

settings),bureaucratic and cybernetic models. However our concern here is restricted to 

the first model.            

 

The comprehensive(internal-external settings) model takes its point of departure from the 

rational conception of decision-making, which views states as the prime mover or pivotal 

actors in the international society; that are engaged in largely competitive relationship 

which in turn generate tension and for which their authoritative agents (government), 

acting in their behalf; take rational decisions that link their goals (national security) to 

means (power) available to them; and ostensibly homogenizing the interest of the various 

individual decision-makers with the purpose of the state (Wolfer,1962 in Asobie 1990 :24). 

It emerged as part of the protest to the rational actor (realist) perspective in the mid-1950s 

and championed by Foreign Policy Projects of Princeton University, USA. Richard Snyder 

as one of the pioneers of this movement was the first to publish a systematic articulation 

of the role of decision-making in foreign policy formulation and in the international 

political process (Rosenau, 1969:199). He worked with his associates to develop a 

comprehensive model consisting of several variables that are deterministic of state 

behaviour globally. In this model it is the decision-making process that is more important 

than the action of an abstract entity like the state in understanding foreign policy. It is 

argued that since decisions “lead to policy, produce conflicts and co-operation” (Rosenau, 

1971:256), a process analysis will unravel the underpinning (human) intellectual and 

interactive web that crystallize in decision-making by the state.   

 

Thus, whereas they acknowledge the nation-state as the major participant in international 

politics, they disagree with the concomitant perspective of that assumption. Rather, they 

equate state behaviour with the decision-maker that acts in the name of the state. 

Accordingly Snyder and his colleagues created a conceptual model in which the major 

variables that give form and content to the choices of foreign policy decision-makers are 

categorized into three: internal setting (fundamental social structures and behaviour as 
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well as physical environment), external setting (the systemic environment and conditions 

beyond the territory of a state, global public opinion and power configuration, action, 

reaction and perception of other state actors- which can change frequently) and decision-

making process (comprising of  the most crucial factors  that shape foreign policy like 

organizational variables - size and composition of decisional units, extent of role-

differentiation among actors, pattern of authority relations and communication network; 

information variables - the quantity and quality of information available to decision 

makers, pattern of information flow within and between the decisional units and the 

exogenous setting; and motivational variables-covering the perception, motives, 

ideologies and personality of the decision-makers). And  given the inter-connectivity 

between the external, internal and organizational variables, it behooves on the decision-

makers operating from different states to sieve through or filter the complex network of 

interaction to arrive at decision choices (see Synder, Bruck & Sapin, 1963, Snyder, 1958).  

 

The importance of the model lies in the introduction of new locus of analytical interest to 

replace the traditional emphasis on the state and objectification of its happenstances 

(Snyder 1969 in Rosenau, 1969:199-206). The foreign policy analyst can now classify the 

whole gamut of the roles, perception, objectives, norms of particular decision unit and the 

entire government organization for explanatory purpose. Second, Snyder’s  model to 

foreign policy analysis seem to arm the analysts with the capacity to isolate the variables 

that coagulate into decision-making rather than rely on the traditional assumption of direct 

relationship between “external stimuli and state response” (Asobie, 1990:29). 

 

Third, as noted by Asobie, the model is innovative in terms of language of foreign policy 

analysis. The shift in terminology can be explained by the advent of new concepts and 

jargons that now adorn the lexicon of foreign policy studies such as ‘value’, ‘motives’, 

‘perception’ etc of policy makers, as against the hitherto pre-occupation with ‘power’. 

Finally, Snyder’s model serves to inspire some scholars to construct similar or modified 

version of decision-making approach and provide impetus for a foray into comparative 

foreign policy, to others. Two of such example may suffice here. Joseph Frankel’s (1963) 

text titled: “The making of foreign policy: an analysis of decision-making’’ used the idea 

of ‘an agent within his environment’ to outline decision-making trajectories, even though 

he offered it as a mid-way between, or to integrate ideas from both realism and 

behaviouralism. The other is Michael Brecher et al (cited in Asobie, 1990:30) an ardent critic 

of the realist approach, who employed the system’s input-output continuum to explain 

foreign policy decision-making as input (setting) – process, actors/structures-

output(decisions); the totality of which they call ‘a system of action’. But in spite of these 

strides, the model is not devoid of limitations. The Snyder’s model has been criticized for 
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being nebulous; and for failing to specify the link between its array of classification and 

sub-taxonomies of variables. Also, while organizational variables are deeply elaborated 

upon, the model does not offer a commensurate explanation for variables in the internal 

and external settings. Little wonder that it lacks predictive value - capacity to specify with 

certainty a cause-effect relationship: what decision or action will dovetail or be triggered 

by a particular cause; thereby endanger hypothesis-testing and empirical reference in 

foreign policy studies. In other words, as observed by Brecher (1972), the model merely 

specifies categories that help in data-collection and classification but not how to use them. 

 

Application and implications of the comprehensive (internal-external settings) model 

of decision-making theory in Nigerian foreign policy  

Our effort here is to ascertain the manifestation or cursory application of this model of 

decision-making in Nigerian foreign policy process; to examine broadly whether regime 

type and personal orientation and personality traits influence any such occurrence, and to 

account for change (variation) and continuity (frequency) in the utilization of the model. 

Our ultimate end is to use examples of key foreign policy decisions to determine the 

prevalent model of decision-making and appraise the immediate and / or remote 

implications for the foreign policy process.  Studies by Aluko(1981), Akinboye(2013) as 

well as Vision 2020 Report (2009) have indicated that past administrations in Nigeria made 

efforts to construct epistemological posture or thrust for the country’s foreign policy. Most 

of the conceptualizations are however regime-specific. They are borne out of the 

psychological impetus to give each regime a particularistic or unique image or identity 

such as ‘activist’ , ‘dynamic’, ‘assertive’, ‘virile’, etc; foreign policy as well as national 

consensus, economic diplomacy, citizen diplomacy and transformation agenda in Nigeria 

foreign policy; that could create momentary and perhaps enduring impression in the 

consciousness of Nigerians and the external actors, even though as observed and/or 

lamented by Pin (2011, in http/www.academiaedu/12214862/DECISION-

MAKING_THEORY_IN_INTERNATIONAL_RELATIONS_ 

COLLEGE_OF_LEADERSHIP_AND_DEVELOPMENT_STUDIES_DEPARTMENT_OF_

POLITICAL_SCIENCE_AND_INTERNATIONAL_RELATIONS)’’these ideologies are not 

necessarily products of deep and profound psychological reflections”. 

 

The comprehensive model appears to be widely and frequently used in the decisional 

process of Nigeria foreign policy. Its validation however requires both inferences and 

historic-empirical details about specific actors to consummate its pervasiveness. This is 

because of the emergent trend and tendencies for a clique of officials representing the 

political class at the highest level of government to be overtly and excessively possessive 

of, domineering and to act unilaterally in the foreign policy process, which stifles or 
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hampers public participation. Hence, Saliu (2010:270-271) was apt in his observation that  

gradually and consistently foreign policy has been extricated and externalized from the 

ordinary people (the rightful owners); and the expression or concern about the diminishing 

culture of deliberate official debates, conferences and seminars on Nigerian foreign policy. 

The state-centric nature of foreign policy seems to encourage and perhaps give the political 

leadership the impetus to equate their personal whims and caprices about foreign affairs 

with the interest of the generality of Nigerians. 

 

The dictatorial behaviour of the executive cuts across the two typologies of regimes that 

bestrode Nigeria’s political space - military and civilian regimes. In the former, when 

military officers of the Nigeria’s armed forces forced their way to the pinnacle of 

governmental authority in 1966, they unwittingly created a praetorian tradition that lasted 

for twenty-nine years of Nigeria’s statehood. Given the unity of command that 

characterized the military authority structure, the armed forces also fostered a unique 

decision-making methodology that streamlined authority relationship from the head of 

state to the least facet of public administrative personnel and levels of government; in 

contra-distinction to the political complementarities between the organs of government 

bequeathed to Nigeria from the colonial days to independence by Britain. Aside from the 

emasculation of the primary institution and instrument of democracy, the legislature and 

the constitution respectively, the operations of the judiciary and human rights existed 

precariously in vacuity.    

 

In the new order, the military leader (whom in Nigeria’s case was more or less a praetorian 

guardian, cited in Ibiamu, 2009: 16), was often rewarded with higher officer ranks vis-à-

vis most of his career contemporaries in the armed forces, to enhance the superiority of his 

authority and superintendence over statecraft, as Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 

Forces; and normally dominated the process of decision-making on both domestic and 

foreign affairs. The absolutism of his authority meant that he exercised both the legislative 

and executive functions of government, that every other administrative staff in the line of 

government was subordinated to him, while he was answerable to no other authority in 

Nigeria, ostensibly as Fawole (2003:12) puts it, “for reasons of hierarchy, discipline and 

espirit de corps.” 

 

Successive military leaders in the country have created various decision-making organs 

bearing different appellations, even though the modus operandi had been similar and 

pandered to the will of the absolute ruler. Fawole identified the nomenclature of the bodies 

and the specific regimes as follows: 
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Supreme Military Council (SMC) under the regimes of Generals Agwiyi-

Ironsi (January – July 1966), Yakubu Gowon (July 1966 – July 1975), 

Murtala Muhammed (August 1975 – February 1976), Olusegun Obasanjo 

(February 1976 – September 1979), Muhammadu Buhari (January 1984 – 

August 1985)… General Ibrahim Babangida’s (August 1985 – 1993) Armed 

Forces Ruling Council (AFRC), (which was later) renamed [as] National 

Defence and Security Council in January 1993 [and] Provisional Ruling 

Council (PRC) of General Sani Abacha (1993 – 1998) and General 

Abdulsalami Abubakar (June 1998 – May 1999) (p.12). 

 

The supremacy of the military ruler was reflected in his power to appoint, shuffle, retire 

or dismiss political officers at all levels of government. The military head of state also 

benefitted from the rigidity of military hierarchy and authority relationship between 

superior officers and their subordinate colleagues, built on total loyalty and obedience of 

the latter to the former. This implied that political decision-making also followed the 

military pattern: discretionary and personalized rather than collegial in approach. 

 

This trend in decision-making was not only applied in domestic affairs but was also 

replicated in international affairs. Fawole stressed pungently that “foreign policy decision-

making was largely the domain of military head of state backed by his major advisers in 

the ruling council… where strong-willed or self-opinionated rulers like Generals Murtala 

Muhammed, Olusegun Obasanjo, Muhammadu Buhari and even Sani Abacha, stamped 

their distinctive imprints in Nigeria’s foreign policy” (p 13). Several instances may suffice 

here. First, in spite of his moderate disposition on political issues arising from consensual, 

strategic and conciliatory manner of ascension to power (Fawole, 2003:54), Gowon was not 

only accused of excessive personalization of foreign policy power but also of brazenly 

displaying discretionary behaviour toward Nigeria’s external environment (see Garba, 

1981, and Akinyemi, 1978). He was said to have lavishly spent Nigeria’s wealth, arising 

from the sudden oil boom of early 1970’s, (with the now popular euphoric exclamation of 

Nigeria having so much money and looking for avenues to spend it) on the country’s 

neighbours and on others far detached from our boundaries, like Grenada and Guyana, 

without due official consultations.  

 

His successor, General Murtala Muhammed was more radical in his discretional 

pursuance of Nigerians foreign policy objectives. After ascending to political leadership in 

a bloodless coup, he proceeded quickly to build a puritanical aura round his regime 

through personal decisions he took on domestic and foreign issues. One of such knotty 

issues was the recognition of the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA). 
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In 1975, without elaborate consultation with his colleagues in the Organisation of African 

Unity (OAU) (who initially favoured government of national unity) nor every member of 

the SMC, except a few leading officers in his government like General Obasanjo (Chief of 

Army Staff) and Lt Gen T.Y.Danjuma (Chief Army Staff); and in utter consternation to the 

Western states, General Muhammed swiftly and unilaterally recognized the MPLA as the 

foremost and legitimate nationalist movement in Angola (following the country’s 

independence crisis) when he got credible intelligence that the major contending group, 

Union for Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) was receiving backing from apartheid 

South Africa, to gain control of the country (Osotumbi, 1990:370). And when General 

Muhammed was overthrown in an abortive bloody coup in February 1976, General 

Obasanjo who succeeded him followed in the footsteps of his predecessor’s administrative 

tradition. A major highlight of his foreign policy was the surprise decision to nationalize 

the assets of British Petroleum (BP) on August, 1979; despite stiff opposition from informed 

quarters, particularly the Ministry of External Affairs which he reportedly rebuffed; 

because of the company’s complicity in exporting North Sea and non-embargoed oil to 

Conoco – an American Group- in return for oil from non OPEC sources, to South Africa in 

disguised plot to sell Nigeria’s oil to the apartheid regime (Aluko, 1990b :390-391). 

 

The next regime was the General Muhammadu Buhari’s government. The strong will and 

high handedness of the leader in domestic affairs was also extended to foreign policy 

process of Nigeria during his era. He was, for instance, accused of Xenophobia-like policy 

to Nigeria’s neighbours in 1985, when he dramatically declared their citizens as illegal 

aliens and expelled them from Nigeria; in addition to the prolonged closure of the 

country’s border at the outset of his regime; in defiance of 1979 Protocols of Economic 

Community of West Africa States(ECOWAS) (Aluko, 1990c:427-428); thereby 

subordinating national interest to his personal conviction and the adverse implication it 

had on Nigeria’s external image. Another case of interest is that of Umaru Dikko, the 

former Minister of Transport under the ousted President Shagari’s administration (1979-

1983). 

 

Buhari’s penchant for stern decision-making and action, which portrayed him as someone 

that could scarcely be consultative, let alone elaborately consult appropriate stakeholders 

in the formal foreign policy decision-making process, was brought to the fore in the Umaru 

Dikko affair. The fugitive politician had fled to London in early 1984, on the heels of 

Buhari’s military coup on 31st December 1983, but was forcefully abducted on July 5, 1984, 

after fruitless efforts were made by the federal government to formally extradite him to 

Nigeria to face corruption charges leveled against him by the Nigeria state. He was 

kidnapped from his home in Porchester Terrace, London, drugged and crated as 
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‘diplomatic luggage’ en route  Stansted airport to Lagos (curiously to be ferried) by the 

Nigerian Airways Boeing 707 cargo plane. The British Police rescued him at the airport 

and arrested the two Nigerian officials and two Israeli citizens that accompanied the 

‘luggage’.Even though the Nigerian government denied involvement in the ill-fated 

adventure, the aftermath of the incident was a tit-for-tat deterioration in Anglo-Nigerian 

relations, for the British authorities firmly detained the culpable airbus, while in retaliation, 

the federal government seized a British Caledonian Jumbo jet, with 221 passengers and 22-

man crew (reminiscent of hostage-taking) and dared the consequences of its 

decision/action. Further acrimonious action involved the expulsion of diplomats on both 

sides. It took the ingenuity and pragmatism of Nigeria’s External Affairs Minister, Ibrahim 

Gambari and his British counterpart, to engage in quiet diplomacy, to dialogue and explore 

common ground; to seek pacific solution to the diplomatic impasse, before normalcy was 

restored to their inter-state relation (Fawole, 2003:142-144). Although the stance of 

the Nigerian government in the crisis was popularly applauded at home, it is also arguable 

if the Buhari’s regime sought and/or aggregated inputs from Nigerians, nor consult 

broadly among the appropriate and competent stakeholders in the foreign policy process 

before the decision was taken. Rather his tough posturing on public policy issues suggest 

that he might not have; and perhaps acted unilaterally or at best in concert with a coterie 

of the caucus of his regime.  

 

For General Ibrahim Babangida, who overthrew the Buhari’s regime in a typical case of 

palace coup, Fawole (2003:16) described his regime (1985-1993) as “only a shade different 

from others”, because of his style of mixing populism and discretionary conduct in the 

foreign policy process. His attempt to cultivate public opinion on such important state 

matter like Nigeria’s acceptance of International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan in 1985 (which 

we shall interrogate later in this paper as to whether it was a mere legitimacy-seeking 

strategy or not), and organizing the All Nigeria Conference on Foreign Policy at Kuru, 

Plateau State in 1986, are examples of the former. In both instances, however, there was 

lingering doubt. For instance, the regime pandered to the will of the people in its rejection 

of the IMF loan to Nigeria, but its capitulation and secret implementation of the conditions 

and terms attached to the loan, was bereft of the imprimatur of the populace. Similarly, 

beyond the talk show in Kuru, the implementation of the resolutions had been abysmal 

and ostensibly overridden by Babangida’s personal idiosyncrasies (Ofoegbu, 1990:101-

102). 

 

On some other matters, Babangida’s interest was overtly dominant in the foreign policy 

process. One of such issues was Nigeria’s controversial ascension to full membership of 

the Organization of Islamic Conference (O.I.C) despite its constitutional secularity status. 
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Nigeria had since the inception of OIC in 1971, maintained an observer status in the body 

but all that changed in 1986, when General Babangida sent a delegation laid by the Minister 

of Mines, Power and Steel, Rilwana Lukeman, rather than the Minister of External Affairs, 

Bolaji Akinyemi or officials of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), to Fez (in Morocco) 

to represent Nigeria at the ministerial meeting of OIC, with a secret plan to seek full 

membership on the card. The plot was executed on January 9, 1986, in a policy process in 

which the MEA was completely sidelined and in a conference in which the Nigeria 

Ambassador to Morocco had already occupied the observer seat. The official reason given 

for the decision was economic but the foreign policy process and the furore the action 

generated domestically reflected the elevation of Gen. Babangida’s personal preference 

over national sensitivity (Olukoshi, 1990:495-498). 

 

In Gen. Sani Abacha’s regime, the paranoid disposition of the Head of State toward the 

domestic environment that was largely skeptical about his political acumen and hostile 

toward his ambition to continue with military rule, rather than conclude the transition to 

civil rule programme that was infamously aborted at the twilight of Babangida’s regime, 

also extended to foreign policy issues and the international community generally. He did 

not leave anyone in doubt about who was in charge of Nigeria’s foreign policy decision-

making. He committed several blunders at home, namely: detention without trial of 

Moshood Abiola, the presumed winner of the June 12, 1993 election that was brazenly 

annulled by the former regime; arrest, detention and phantom trial of former military 

leaders who criticized him; human rights and pro- democracy activists, and journalists by 

military tribunals; and sentencing some of them to death by firing squad; the hanging on 

November 10, 1995 of the minority rights campaigner and globally-reputable 

environmentalist of Ogoni extraction in Rivers State, Ken Saro-Wiwa despite widespread 

international entreaties and plead for clemency, etc; which caused him and Nigeria an 

unprecedented international odium and opprobrium from sundry external stakeholders. 

 

For a reticent and inscrutable personality, who was averse to arguments, rarely granted 

press interviews nor travelled abroad and was a vintage sanguinary despot (Fawole, 

2003:213), in the absence of regular meeting of both Federal Executive Council and 

Provisional Ruling Council ( bodies which he could dissolve, shuffle or reshuffle the 

members at will) to give a façade of consultation, or that met sparingly, but to merely 

endorse the wishes of the maximum ruler; and simply reduced his ministers and advisers 

to ordinary stooges that merely pledged their individual loyalty to Gen. Abacha or do his 

biddings in foreign policy-making; the latter perceived the world from his own unique 

conceptual prism and responded to international issues from his own perspective. He 

virtually took on every notable entity (albeit acrimoniously) in the international system: 
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international organizations like Commonwealth of Nations, United Nations, and the 

European Union; international civil society groups, world powers and leaders, and 

violated or undermined cherished values of Nigeria’s diplomacy like multilateralism, to 

the extent that the country became a pariah nation in international political, economic and 

cultural relations (on account of which she was subjected to such humiliating treatment as 

the withdrawal of the hosting rights of the 1995 World Youth Football Championship  by 

FIFA and the exclusion of Nigeria’s sole participant at the Miss World Beauty Pageant in 

South Africa in the same year) (p 204); and was subjected to a barrage of economic, 

diplomatic and military sanctions from the global community, in what can rightly be 

described as the darkest days of Nigeria’s diplomacy.  

 

Following the sudden death of Gen. Abacha, Gen. Abdulsalami Abubakar took over the 

reign of power and set for himself the primary task of clearing the diplomatic mess created 

by his predecessor. Perhaps, his apolitical disposition and history of not holding any 

political appointment before then, caused him to be circumspect, receptive and amenable 

to advice and to seek conciliatory relationship with both the domestic and international 

actors, despite his authoritarian background and the controversial death of Abiola at the 

eve of his anticipated release from detention, as part of the regime’s national healing 

process and military disengagement from politics. With the additional benefit of having a 

veteran, suave, resourceful and credible diplomat as foreign minister, the regime 

dramatically warmed Nigeria back into the respectability of Nigerians both at home and 

in the Diaspora, and into acceptability in the committee of nations. Within his one year in 

office, unlike Gen. Abacha’s five year tenure, Nigeria was granted audience in prominent 

world capitals like Washington, London, Paris and Durban by the US, British, French and 

South African authorities respectively, for different trajectories of consultation (Fawole, 

2003:225-227). 

 

From the civilian angle, during the First Republic, despite the principles of parliamentary 

democracy which made the executive an integral part of the legislature, Prime Minister, 

Balewa still found a way to act discretionally in foreign relations between Nigeria and the 

external environment. Apart from being his own de jure and de facto Foreign Affairs 

Minister at Nigeria’s independence in 1960 to 1961, when Jaja Wachukwu was appointed 

to that portfolio; he again functioned in that role from 1964 to January 15 1966 when his 

government was ousted through a military coup. By Wachukwu’s confession to 

parliament in 1962, critical decisions on international matters were handled by the Prime 

Minister personally, instead of the entire cabinet (Aluko, 1981). Balewa’s dominance of the 

foreign policy process was aptly captured by a member of the House of Representatives, 

who described the House as “an instrument to stamp government decisions on foreign 
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policy issues” (Obi, 2015:111). Also, his relationship with other members of the House (in 

which he was merely the primus inter pares) laid credence to his bourgeoning image. 

Fawole (2003) cited in Obi (2015:111) has recorded Balewa’s dismissive reaction to Hon. 

Anthony Enaroho’s suggestion on the floor of the House of Representatives for an all-party 

committee to examine the issues of Nigerian foreign policy as follows:  

 

It was a good suggestion, but I do not think that it is practicable, because 

after all this is the House of Representatives where we have the 

government and opposition and the policy of government is for the 

government of the day. 

 

 At the sub-regional level, the needless rivalry between Ghana and Nigeria in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s over continental leadership was accentuated by the difference in 

personality traits between Nkrumah and Balewa respectively. Being a conservative, 

Balewa found Nkrumah’s radical approach to African unity nauseating, causing Nnoli 

(1976) to retort that Balewa wasted more energy fighting Nkurmah rather than the real 

enemies of Africa.   

 

Similarly, Balewa’s personal hatred for communism as an ideology coloured Nigeria’s 

relations with the extant global power blocs during the cold war era. He pushed the 

Nigeria government to maintain warm diplomatic relationship with western countries by 

allowing them to firmly establish their embassies in Nigeria while USSR and her allies 

were subjected to unprovoked hostility by the Nigerian government. The latter was only 

permitted to operate her embassy in Nigeria in 1967. Even at that, the Balewa’s government 

restricted the number of embassy staff the Soviet Mission could keep in the country to ten 

(Obi, 2015:115), the extent of interaction with the local populace and travels by Nigerians 

to USSR, and  barred literature and rejected scholarship award, emanating from the 

communists enclave to Nigerians. It has also been argued that one major reason 

underpinning the Anglo-Nigerian Defence Pact of 1960, which would have guaranteed a 

military base for Britain in the Nigerian territory, despite the latter’s flag independence; 

was because of Balewa’s fear for, and/or his desire to forestall communist infiltration into 

the country. This much was disclosed by Mr. Duncan Sandy, a major participant in the 

process of signing and abrogating the agreement (in 1962) in his capacity as British Defence 

Secretary (1957-1959) and later Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations (1960-1964) 

(Ojo, 1990). Furthermore, the decision to terminate Nigeria’s diplomatic relations with 

France following the latter’s atomic bomb test in the Sahara in 1960 has been attributed 

squarely to Balewa, as a result of personal and exigent reasons: that he was both Prime 

Minister and External Affairs Minister, that there was no parliamentary committee on 
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foreign affairs before 1966 to interface with, that he loathed parliamentary involvement in 

foreign affairs and stage-managed the motion on the subject on the floor of parliament to 

achieve his purpose; that the culture of civil society activism in foreign affairs was inchoate, 

and that there was no proper coordination among the ministries that were involved in the 

management of Nigeria’s diplomacy (Akinteriwa, 1990:286).  

 

In a similar vein, in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, there is substantial personification of 

foreign policy by the major political actors. Under the President Obasanjo’s administration 

(1999-2003), the conduct of Nigeria’s foreign policy virtually took the garb and coloration 

of his personality. He was more or less the de facto Foreign Affairs Minister of his 

government and habitually led the line in most diplomatic foray of the administration. 

Characteristically, most of the decisions were taken by him. He embarked on more 

diplomatic shuttles than any other head of government in Nigeria’s political history, 

ostensibly in search of the elusive foreign investment; too many foreign trips which Saliu 

(2005:155) adjudged as not being commensurate with the outcomes. 

 

His successor, President Yar’Adua in several respects was the opposite of President 

Obasanjo: taciturn rather than loquacious, moderate rather than radical, withdrawn rather 

than assertive, and scarcely made foreign trips. But what Nigeria gained against unilateral 

foreign policy decision-making from Yar’Adua’s recluse mien and personality, she 

simultaneously lost in his Foreign Affairs Minister, Ojo Maduekwe, who like Obasanjo, 

appeared to have personalized Nigeria’s foreign policy with his overbearing and eccentric 

disposition and all concomitant implications (Saliu, 2010:336) arising from his personal 

weaknesses.  A similar tendency is being demonstrated by the incumbent head of state, 

President Buhari. Incidentally he shares the same career background with President 

Obasanjo (for both had previously served as military head of state in the 1970s and 1980s 

respectively). Between 2019 and 2020 the President impulsively proclaimed two 

contradictory foreign policy stances, that stood Nigeria in a stead of ideological vacuity 

and which personalized and regimented the foreign policy process. His border closure 

directive in defiance of the interest of both local and external businesses and extant 

international obligations, overtly contradict his internationally-proclaimed visa-on-arrival 

policy for Africans in Nigeria, slated to commence in January 2020; which he announced 

on December 12,2019; during the ASWAN Forum for Sustainable Peace and Development 

in Africa held in Egypt (Premium Times, retrieved on 01-02-2020; from 

http://www.premiumtimes.com/news/morenews/371946-key-events-that-shape-nigerias-

foreign-affairs-in-2019.html); with neither the prior approval of the National Assembly nor 

consultation with a plurality of Nigerians through popular national conversation.                                                                                                                      

http://www.premiumtimes.com/news/
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It is therefore, apposite to deduce from the foregoing analysis that the predominantly 

dictatorial proclivity of the political leadership (whether military or civilian) in the foreign 

policy process, portend immensely obvious implications of compromising the stability of 

a routine policy process; and hampering the institutionalization of a culture and procedure 

for systematic generation and integration of inputs emanating from the environment, and 

the utilization of relevant and statutory agencies (from initiation through inter-agency 

collaboration) to produce the kind of foreign policy decisions that reflect the general and 

national interest – owned and supported by the people- as against the prevailing 

supremacy of interest of the tiny elite.  

         

Summary and Conclusion  

In the foregoing analogy we identified the decision-making theory as typifying the 

behavioral paradigm in social science research. The paper reviewed the paradigmatic 

foundation in the study of Nigerian foreign policy and highlighted the central themes in 

the decision-making theory. The comprehensive (internal-external settings) model is 

presented as one of the major contending approaches of the decision-making theory. The 

significance, relevance and implications of the model to the formulation and 

implementation of Nigerian foreign policy are shown in the several cases that were 

carefully selected (even though not exhaustive and exclusive to the model) to demonstrate 

the prevalence, intensity and extensity of the model in the foreign policy proess, across 

different political regimes in Nigeria. 

 

As in most developing countries where the institutions, processes and instruments of  

foreign policy are weak, Brecher’s (1972) “elite images” dominates the psychological prism 

of foreign policy makers, in selecting or even generating and ordering the inputs for 

deciding the options(that constitute) and action to consummate the country’s foreign 

policy. Thus, the domineering and discretionary attitude of the leaders of government in 

the foreign policy process, also accounted for the popularity and pervasive use of the 

comprehensive model in the formulation and execution of Nigerian foreign policy, with 

glaring adverse implications for the stability and routinization of the foreign policy process 

and the uncanny equation of the personal perception and interest of the elite, with the 

national interests of Nigeria. It is therefore expedient to democratize the foreign policy 

process to enable the aggregate opinion of the citizens to determine the course of Nigeria’s 

external behaviour and to build the critical mass of support for the country foreign policy.  
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