TEXT OF THE LEAD PAPER PRESENTED AT THE FOREIGN POLICY RETREAT ORGANISED BY CENTRE FOR ADVANCED SOCIAL STUDIES, PORT HARCOURT, HELD AT CONFLUENCE HOTEL, LOKOJA, SETEMBER 26-28, 2003.
BY

PROFESSOR A. BOLAJI AKINYEMI
The ecology and framework of foreign policy-making in Nigeria from independence up till now can only be described by one word: pluralism. The pluralism has both ideological and structural and power components.

REGIONAL POWER 
Long before independence, the sheer size of Nigeria, the size of its population, and the multi-resource base of its economy stood her out as a regional power in West Africa and Africa. This has remained a constant, strengthened by wealth from oil and gas resources, but diminished by sheer mismanagement and corruption.

IDEOLOGICAL 

The domestic scene was dominated by political parties which were economically left of the centre but politically right of the centre. The economic left of the centre positions of the main political parties were a function of two factors. The first factor was that both the Labour and Conservative post-World War II British governments pursued economic and social policies which were characterized by public ownership of key sectors of the economy and people directed welfarerism. The second factor was the paucity of private capital which meant that the main political parties really had no choice  but to implement state capitalism. It is necessary to stress the non-voluntary nature of the leftist economic posture to distinguish it from the voluntary one pursued by communist and socialist parties. The foreign policy implication of this is that all the regional and federal governments dominated as they were by the three main parties pursued similar pro-Western, pro-World Bank and pro-IMF economic alignments. However, this did not prevent the Federal opposition party from performing the traditional role of opposition parties in positing alternatives to the pro-West economic alignments of the Federal and regional governments, even though there is no doubt in my mind that if the opposition party had formed the Federal government, its economic foreign policy would have been basically the same with perhaps marginal adjustments.

On the political scene, we can classify the issues as the Cold War, the United Nations/Global Institutions, and Pan-Africanism.  The Cold War was visited by dichotomy between ruling parties and the opposition party. The federal ruling parties were basically pro-West and the opposition party, while not advocating a pro-East policy called for an Indian/Yugoslavian posture of non-alignment. This dichotomy was genuine and not opportunistic. An Action Group led Federal Government would have adopted an Indian-posture non-alignment rather than the pro-Western alignment. On the United Nations, there were no basic ideological differences in their embrace of the world body. On Pan-Africanism, there were fundamental differences among the three political parties. The main opposition party and the junior partner in the federal government were basically for the more militant form of Pan-Africanism associated with Nkrumah, while the senior partner in the federal government was more for Fabian Pan-Africanism. Even here a caveat needs to be entered. Given the Action Group’s fundamental attachment to the basic tenets of federalism, it is doubtful whether an Action Group led Federal Government would have pursued a militant form of Pan-Africanism.

The external stimuli during this period corresponds to the issues earlier identified. The economic international environment was not as sharply divided as ideologues would have us believe. The Western private capital-dominated economies were heavily regulated, had substantial public-investor sectors and pursued welfarist programmes such as subsidies and unemployment grants, and social security programmes. The justifications for capitalist and socialist economies might differ but in actualities, there were substantial similarities. The political sphere provided several alternatives: neutralism a la Switzerland, nonalignment a la Cuba, nonalignment a la India, nonalignment a la Ivory Coast. The fact that the senior ruling party had a domestic right of centre ideology and the fact that the junior partner in the federal government represented a culture heavily influenced by American education and an individualistic bent were sufficient to secure a positive response to a form of non-alignment tilting towards the West.

There was also a radical presence  in the trade union movement, in university student movement and in minority parties. The influence was basically marginal but was capable of mobilizing public opinion on highly volatile issues such as the Anglo-Nigerian defence pact and the assassination of Patrice Lumumba.   

STRUCTURAL 

Nigeria is a plurality of cultures, peoples, religion and ideas. That plurality manifested itself in the adoption of a federal structure with regional/state governments. The structure was not neat in the sense that religions and cultures and nationality groups split across regional/state structures. To that extent, it may be challengable as to whether a factor is political or religious or cultural. Firstly, the 1960 constitution which enshrined the doctrine of federalism  gave considerable latitude to the regional governments in foreign policy. Regions were allowed to maintain diplomatic representatives in London, while foreign missions were allowed to maintain consulates in the regional capitals. One of the regions even tried to expand that constitutional provision by claiming the right to open economic missions abroad. Another region claimed the right to refuse recognition to the federally recognized ambassador of a foreign country. Secondly, the same constitution granted the regions the right to secure foreign loans without federal approval or guarantee, a right with serious consequences for foreign policy. Thirdly, one of the regions developed a much closer relationship with North Africa than either the federal government or the other two regions. The reasons were partly religious and partly cultural.

The 1966 coup d’etat and the consequent civil war that lasted from 1967 to 1970 led to some fundamental changes in the domestic environment which affected the foreign-policy environment. The imposition of a military regime led to the scrapping of the federal system  for all practical purposes . The constitutional provisions which had given foreign policy roles to the regions were abrogated. The absence of political parties left institutionalized external stimuli to pressure groups such as the media, the academic community and civil society organizations. The beneficiary was the left-wing civil groups for four main reasons. Firstly, they were the most organized and focused. Secondly, they were resourceful in using the press—articulate and blunt. Thirdly, the northern radical intellectual elite, compensated for their tolerance of the northern establishment by being over-radical and over-socialist in foreign affairs. Fourthly, the status and influence of the socialist intelligentsia were enhanced by the fact that it (its northern members) had access to the military power elite through the old school boy network. During this military interregnum, the influence on foreign policy of the radical socialist intelligentsia was considerable, far outweighing what its number and logic of their argument demanded. No issue demonstrated this more than Nigerian anti-colonial and anti-apartheid policies where the liberation movements had more flexibility than Nigeria and Nigeria was forced into positions which seemed to follow the liberation movements rather than show leadership.

From now on the tussle between the left of centre and the right of centre for control over Nigerian foreign policy became encapsulated in the coded language both used. The left adopted “Nigerian foreign policy is reactive” as a damning criticism which military regimes dreaded, while the right adopted “Nigeria’s protection of its national interest must be the first principle of its foreign policy” as its mantra. Both postures were grandstanding. After laying down general strategic doctrine, every nation’s foreign policy reacts to external stimuli. On the other hand, that the primary objective of any policy, domestic or foreign, is the advancement of its national interest is given. It does not need restating. No one starts every budget speech with stating that the objective of the budget is the protection of the national interest. That will be tantamount to the rabbit which woke up every morning to proclaim that he was a rabbit until one day, someone stopped him by asking if anyone had ever said he was anything else.

An external stimulus, unique under military regimes, especially under the Babangida regime, was direct intervention in the foreign policy making process by some foreign powers by pressurizing for personnel changes even at ministerial level over policy disagreements.

THE POST COLD WAR AND POST APARTHEID PERIOD 

In classical international relations literature, the demarcation uses the end of the cold war as a watershed. But to Nigeria, the use of apartheid as a classificatory concept is more real because firstly, Nigeria was not an ideological participant in world affairs during the cold war era. Therefore, the end of the cold war, by itself, did not call for an overhaul of its foreign policy. Secondly, anti-colonial and anti-apartheid struggle was the cornerstone of Nigerian foreign policy for three decades, such that it even affected bilateral relations with such key nations as United States and United Kingdom. It is the end of the colonial and apartheid struggle primarily that has called for the development  of new strategic doctrines of foreign policy.

The end of apartheid and colonies leave Nigeria without its foreign policy flagship, notwithstanding its continuing emphasis on regional integration and entrenchment of democracy. The end of the cold war and the absence of a new world order in situ provide an opportunity for Nigeria as a regional power to play a more imaginative role in fashioning the values and mechanism of a new world order. Even though, Nigeria was not a member of the Security Council during the Iraq crisis, the way France and the United States treated the African members as chess pawns might have proved different if Nigeria, and South Africa had sought to fashion a neutral position that is UN friendly for the African Security Council members to advance.
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