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Abstract

his study was on the Nigerian Civil War and the enhancement of foreign

policy. The work aimed to examine how domestic factors, and external

actors that impacted the Nigerian civil war enhanced Nigeria's foreign
policy. The Constructivist theory as propounded by Alexander Wendt was
adopted in the study to analyse how identities, norms, and values of Nigeria and
its leaders were influenced by both internal dynamics and external perceptions,
during and following the Nigerian Civil War to shape Nigeria's diplomacy. The
study discovered that the Civil War significantly influenced Nigeria's foreign
policy, fostering a heightened focus on national security, humanitarian
interventions, and regional stability. These internal dynamics propelled and still
impel Nigeria to prioritise humanitarian engagements and peacekeeping
operations in the West African region, reinforcing her image as a stabilising
force, steering her leadership strides in the African continent, and defining her
diplomatic posture in the international system. It is based on these findings that
the work recommends a solidification of Nigeria's leadership role in Africa,
strengthening of humanitarian diplomacy, promotion of educational initiatives
focused on conflict resolution in her foreign policy disposition that will equip her
to build on historical experiences to navigate the complexities of international
relations.
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Background to the Study

The importance of relationships in life cannot be uncredited, as no man can live as an Island.
International relations, as a field dedicated to understanding interactions among States, and
other Actors, have enhanced peace and development in the world. As Major actors in
international relations, States navigate complex relationships shaped by power dynamics,
economic, social, and diverse forces. Scholars like Kenneth Waltz contend that the
international system is fundamentally anarchic, that States must prioritize their security and
power. Joseph Nye expands this understanding by proposing the concept of soft power, which
highlights the importance of cultural and ideological influence in global affairs. The
instrument used by States to steer this torrent is foreign policy. According to Snyder 2022,
foreign policy is a set of goals that governments formulate to guide their actions in the
international system. Foreign policy encompasses a State's broad range of interactions and
relationships with other States, International Organisations, and other Actors in the
international arena. The complexity of foreign policy, necessitates understanding the
interplay of internal political conditions, historical legacies, and external pressures, all of
which are crucial in shaping the State's actions. In the context of Nigeria's civil war, the nation
faced immense internal and external challenges that called for a re-evaluation of its foreign
policy objectives. The restorative strategies deployed during and after the conflict aimed at
garnering international support and addressing the humanitarian crisis, show how domestic
conflict can significantly alter a State's diplomatic engagements and policy decisions.

The Nigerian Civil War of 1967-1970 serves as a critical case study to explore how internal
conflicts can enhance a State's foreign policy. The war was marked by ethnic strife and
humanitarian crises that prompted Nigeria to redefine its role in the international arena.
Scholars like Osaghe, 2015, have highlighted the significance of external Actors and their
varied responses to the Nigerian crisis, in accentuating the necessity to analyse how these
interactions shaped Nigeria's foreign policy direction. Understanding these dynamics is
critical, as scholars like Falola and Heaton 2008 have argued that historical contexts
significantly shape a State's foreign policy.

This study aims to examine how the Nigerian Civil War served as a pivotal moment for the
enhancement of Nigeria's foreign policy, shedding light on the resulting implications for
contemporary international relations.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is Constructivist theory. Constructivists emphasise
the impact of ideas, language, social discourse, and culture as factors that determine how
States and key individuals and elites define their interests and identities of States, as a highly
malleable product of specific historical processes. Constructivism posits that the identities and
interests of States are constructed through social interactions and historical contexts, rather
than being predetermined by material factors alone. One of the leading proponents of
constructivist theory, Alexander Wendt, contends that “anarchy is what States make of it”,
suggesting that State behaviour and the international system are shaped by social structures,
shared beliefs, and collective norms (Wendt, 1992). According to the Constructivists, ideas
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and norms, not only constrain, but also construct how states define their interests, because
people's understanding of their interests, depends on the ideas they hold. For the
Constructivists, shared understanding of interests, identities, and images of the world, from
how people think of themselves, who they are, and what others in the world think of them, can
alter the world. Constructivist theory reminds us that shared images influence the ways actors
in the international system see themselves and behave.

According to Chukwu, (2024) the collective norms and cultures of people and State Actors,
define their perception and influence their relations on the world stage. Constructivism
emphasises the significance of non-material factors; such as ideas, culture, and identities in
shaping the State's foreign policy. In the context of the Nigerian civil war, constructivism
provides a lens to analyse how the identities, norms, and values of Nigeria and its leaders were
influenced by both internal dynamics and external perceptions during and following the
conflict. It also allows for an explanation of how the Civil War redefined Nigeria's national
identity and her subsequent approaches in her international relations.

Conceptual Clarification

The Concept of War

War is simply a physical, open, and direct violence. War is hostility directed by, or issued by
governments. War is a widespread form of conflict. According to Wright 1955, war is a
conflict among political groups especially sovereign States, carried on by armed forces of
considerable magnitude. Walzer confirms war as a sustained, organised conflict between
political communities involving the armed forces. Clause Writze defines war as a political
instrument used by States to achieve objectives, when diplomacy fails.

‘War has been a persistent feature of human history, shaping the political and social landscapes
of nations. War is a central issue in international relations because the stability of the
international system is usually defined in terms of its proximity to, or remoteness from the
occurrence, or likelihood of large-scale war. War has been defining international relations
throughout history, shaping borders, governments, and global power dynamics. In the 21st
century, the concept of war has evolved dramatically, transiting from traditional State against
State conflicts in complex and hybrid forms. War in the modern era was understood as armed
conflict between sovereign States often for territorial gain or political domination. However,
there has been a shift in recent decades, with how issues like intra-state conflict have
developed, as most of the intra-state conflict driven by ethnic tensions, failed governance,
resource competition, etc., now dominate the global arena. Examples include our study;
Nigeria's civil war, through old, Syria, Sudan, Yemen, Congo, etc. The evolving trend in the
international system has led to a classification of war including: interstate war, intra-state war,
proxy war, asymmetric war, total war, limited war, cold war, guerrilla war, cyber war, hybrid
warfare, war of attrition, pre-emptive and preventive war, etc. These categorisation of war are
not mutually exclusive as many conflicts can exhibit characteristics of multiple types. The
understanding of these distinctions is just crucial in analysing the dimensions of international
relations, military strategy, and conflict resolution (Doughety and Pfaltzgraff, 2001).
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Bull 2007, sees war as organised violence carried on by political units against each other.
‘While the idea of war is fraught with preconceptions and violence, it must be noted that war is
not interpersonal violence, which is linked to crime and aggression. War is strictly organised
violence involving organised political units fighting each other. The Republic of Biafra had to
be declared before the violence commenced in full, bringing the force of political units in the
Nigerian civil war.

‘War has been a principal mechanism through which States assert power and settle disputes.
War is a widespread form of conflict, a hostility directed, or issued by a government. War is a
recurring phenomenon in international relations driven by the urge of competition for power.
Waltz 1954 confirms that war is part of human nature and behaviour. According to Donald
Kagan in Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff 2001, “in a world of sovereign States, competition is a
normal condition that sometimes leads to war”. He contends that States seek power, not only
for greater security or economic gain, but also for greater prestige, respect, deference, and
honour. Eagleton 1948 concedes that war is a means for achieving an end, a weapon which can
be used for good, or for bad purposes. He insists that war performs functions that are essential
in any human society. (Chukwu, 2024).

Foreign Policy

Foreign policy is an interplay between the outside and the inside. It is what happens within that
determines what happens outside, in conformity with the saying that you cannot give what
you don't have. The force that facilitates these interactions between the outside and the inside
is policy (decisions on what to do). Foreign policy is the policies that affect a state's relations
with other States. Frankel, 1975 defines foreign policy as a dynamic process of interaction
between the changing domestic demands and supports, and the changing external
circumstances. It is a process involving interactions between the domestic and external
environment, actualised through policy.

The main policy instrument in the conduct of foreign policy is the pursuit and promotion of
national interest. According to Ogwu 1986, national interests are the totality or the aggregate
of interests of individuals and groups within a given nation-state. The foreign policy of any
state is in reality, the extension and pursuit of its national interests in the international arena,
based on its domestic situation and realities. The national interests of a State are influenced by
historical, political, and economic factors. A vibrant and successful foreign policy is obviously
contingent on a vibrant and stable domestic policy. National interest is a guide to the
formulation of foreign policy. National interest is a method of reaching State goals. In
formulating the goals, the core values and national ethos must be considered.

Foreign policy are strategies and decisions that States employ to pursue their objectives in the
international arena. Foreign policy encompasses the State's broad range of interactions and
relationships with other States, international organisations, and non-state Actors. It is a set of
goals that a government formulates to guide its actions in the international system. The
complexity of foreign policy necessitates understanding the interplay of internal political
conditions, historical legacies, and external pressures, all of which are crucial in shaping a
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state's action. In the context of Nigeria's civil war, Nigeria faced immense internal and
external challenges that necessitated a re-evaluation of its foreign policy objectives. The
restorative strategies deployed during and after the conflict, aimed at both garnering
international support and addressing the humanitarian crises that arose. This scenario
highlights how domestic conflict can significantly alter a State's diplomatic engagement and
policy directions.

Foreign policy is the formulation of a State's grand strategy or worldview. Ogonor 2000, sees
foreign policy as legally formalised principles on ways and means States respond to the
external environment based on certain goals and objectives. Holsti 1992 sees foreign policy as
the actions of sovereign States outside their territory, and the circumstances under which such
actions are formulated. The focus of foreign policy is the external environment. Akali 1996,
contend that the foreign policy of a State are designed to promote, protect and defend the
State's vital interests, such as preservation of territorial integrity, promotion of economic,
military, strategic and diplomatic interests, the increase and maintenance of power and
prestige, to influence international events, to communicate one's capabilities to both potential
and actual allies and adversaries, and the defence of whatever a State might define as her vital
interest. Foreign policy involves the formulation and implementation of a set of principles that
govern the pattern of behaviour of a State, when collaborating with other states, to protect or
enhance its Core Interests. All these attributes of foreign policy were displayed by Nigeria
during the civil war.

Sovereignty

Sovereignty is a foundational principle in international relations. Virtually all of the earth's
land is parcelled by lines visible and invisible. Within these lines are some forms of political
organisations with authority, seen as sovereignty. In International Law, Sovereignty is a
concept that is closely tied to States. It is the concept of the absolute and unlimited authority in
a State to which all persons and things are subject. Sovereignty is the authority of a State to
govern itself and make decisions free from external interference.

The beginning of the theory of sovereignty can be traced to Aristotle's 'Politics' and the
classical body of Roman Law. According to Aristotle in his Politics, there is recognition of the
fact that there must be a supreme power existing, in the State and that power may be in the
hands of one, or a few, or of many. Among the Romans, the idea of sovereignty is seen in a
popular expression “the will of the people has the force of law, since the people have the force
of law, since the people have transferred to him all their rights and power”. The first systematic
discussion of the nature of sovereignty was made in France by Jean Bodin when France was
evolving from feudalism through civil war into a Centralised State, when the interest of the
State, was propagated to be above personal interest. Sovereignty is the main thrust in Bodin's
political theory. According to Bodin, it is on sovereignty that the definition of citizenship, the
classification of forms of State, the identity of the State, and the essential element of the
commonwealth depends (Merriam 1968).
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According to the Westphalian doctrine on sovereignty, rulers or legitimate authorities would
not recognise any internal equals within the territory's sovereign borders. This means the State
has supreme authority to make and enforce laws and there should be no intervention by other
States in its internal affairs. The State has total control over resources, events, outcomes,
national activities, external impacts, etc., without interference from other States. The State
thus exercises comprehensive, supreme, autonomous, absolute, inalienable, and exclusive
jurisdiction in its designated territorial domain. The existence of sovereign authority within
the separate geographical community is universally recognised as the essential qualification of
its membership of the international community (Chukwu, 2018). While change is taking place
in the international community, the sovereign State according to Krasner as noted in Hinsley
1986, remains the key political institution in global politics, and boundaries between nation-
states remain the critical dividing lines in world affairs. According to Krasner, even where
domestic structures have been influenced by outside actors, leaders have very little control over
trans-border movements and even activities within their own country, and sovereignty remains
attractive.

Sovereignty constitutes the power of a State to control its own affairs in a manner that reflects
its preferences. It is intricately linked to a state's identity and its interaction with the
international system. The Nigerian Civil War raised critical questions about sovereignty,
particularly concerning the State's ability to maintain control, in the face of international
dissent and humanitarian crises. The conflict tested the limits of Nigeria's sovereignty, as
foreign actors became involved, which in turn compelled the government to navigate complex
diplomatic terrains to both assert its authority and gain legitimacy on the international stage.

The Nigerian Civil War

The Nigerian Civil War of 6th July 1967 — 15th January 1970 referred to as the Nigerian-
Biafran war, was a significant conflict driven by deep-rooted ethnic tensions, socio-economic
disparities, and historical grievances. Although, the main protagonists in the war were
Northerners and the Federal Government on the one hand, and Igbos-Easterners on the other,
and actual fighting was restricted more or less to the Eastern region, all groups in the country
were involved. This war between the Federal Government and the Secessionist State of Biafra
led by Lieutenant Colonel Odumegwu Ojukwu brought enormous devastation in economic
terms, in death tolls, infrastructure and utilities destruction, humanitarian crisis, etc.

The background to the war is rooted in Nigeria's independence from British colonial rule.
Initially, Abubaka Tafawa Balewa served as the Prime Minister, while Nnamdi Azikiwe held
the ceremonial position of the President. The political landscape shifted, following the 1961
incorporation of the Northern part of the Trust Territory of Cameroun and the establishment
of Nigeria as a Republic in 1963. Long-standing regional conflicts fuelled by ethnic
competition and economic imbalances intensified with the controversial census of 1962-1963,
highlighting the grievances of the Southern regions against Northern dominance. Political
instability escalated after a coup in January 1966, which resulted in the murder of key leaders,
and saw Major General Johnson Aguiyi—Ironsi takes over power. His attempt to centralise
governance exacerbated ethnic tensions, leading to a counter coup in July 1966 that brought
Lieutenant Colonel Yakubu Gowon to Power.
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The declaration of the Republic of Biafra on May 30, 1967, signified a pivotal moment, as
Ojukwu was poised to establish the State of Biafra, because of the perceived marginalisation
and violent pogroms of the Igbos in Northern Nigeria. The conflict erupted on July 6, 1967,
with Biafran troops initially gaining ground before Fierce resistance came from the federal
military. The war witnessed involvement from foreign powers; France supported Biafra, while
the United Kingdom (reluctantly) and the Soviet Union armed the Nigerian government.
Several African States recognised Biafra and international humanitarian efforts were
mobilised to address the famine crisis in the Eastern region. Despite various ceasefire attempts
by the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), and other diplomats, the war raged on, till late
1969, when Biafra faced critical distress. The war ended on 12 January 1970 with the
announcement of the surrender of Biafra by Lt. Col Philip Effiong, to whom Ojukwu handed
over a virtually vanquished “Republic” before his flight to the Ivory Coast the day before.
Biafran soldiers surrendered by 13 January, marking the end of the secessionist struggle and
re-establishment of Nigeria's territorial integrity.

The war left a profound impact on Nigeria's socio-political landscape, influencing its foreign
policy. Under Gowon's leadership, a policy of Reconciliation, Reconstruction and
Rehabilitation (the 3Rs) was enacted to reintegrate Biafran States without assigning blame
with the, “No Victor, No Vanquished” slogan. The post-war oil boom enabled the Nigerian
government to finance extensive developmental programmes, aiding the consolidation of
power and stability. According to Kirk-Greene, A.R.M. 1971 reflecting on the Nigerian civil
war illustrates how intertwining domestic issues and international interests have shaped
Nigeria's historical trajectory. This backdrop continues to resonate in Nigeria's international
relations to date, as the legacy of the war has continued to influence Nigeria's interactions with
regional and global partners. (References on the Nigerian Civil War are mainly from Kirk-
Greene 1971).

According to Osaghae 2015, the international context within the war, produced forces that led
to fundamental changes in Nigeria's foreign policy. While it led to improved relations with the
Soviet Union, it brought a review of relations with Britain and the rest of the Western bloc, and
also African States. To this extent, it is obvious that the civil war marked a watershed in the
development of Nigeria's foreign policy.

Nigeria's International Relations in the Civil War

The Nigerian Civil War had significant implications for Nigeria's international relations, as
various domestic and international actors played crucial roles in the conflict. The Republic of
Biafra declared in May 1967, sought recognition from the International Community. Biafra
received diplomatic acknowledgment from several African States, including Cote d'Ivoire,
Tanzania, and Gabon which supported the Biafran cause. This recognition was pivotal in
providing Biafra with a semblance of legitimacy on the international stage. France notably
provided military aid to Biafra, supplying arms and other forms of assistance. Frances'
involvement was partly motivated by a desire to counter British influence in Nigeria, reflecting
complex geopolitical interests that have continued to play out in the West African sub-region.
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The United Kingdom, a key ally of the Nigerian government, because of historical ties and
economic interests (particularly oil) had restraint in supplying arms and military equipment to
the Nigerian government. This brought a slight hitch in her relations with Nigeria which the
government felt should have given full support as a commitment to preserving Nigeria's
territorial integrity. It was this hap that allowed the Soviet Union to provide significant military
assistance to Nigeria, which contributed to the Federal government's efforts to suppress the
Biafran secession. This relationship reflected the Cold War dynamics, with the USSR seeking
to expand its influence in Africa. The humanitarian crisis from the widespread famine in the
Biafra region, prompted international humanitarian organisation to intervene. Agencies such
as the International Red Cross (IRC) and other Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)
mobilised to provide food and medical assistance to the starving population.

On international publicity, the extensive media coverage of the humanitarian crisis attracted
global attention and led to calls for intervention, which generated pressure on both the
Nigerian government and International Organisations (IOs) to address the humanitarian
situation.

The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) endeavoured to mediate the conflict and
encouraged a peaceful resolution. The OAU struggled to achieve significant progress in
negotiations, partly due to differing interests among member States in the face of Nigeria's
insistence on maintaining its territorial integrity. Neighbouring States as Ghana, and Cote
d'Ivoire expressed support for Biafra, while others like Cameroun provided logistical support
to the Nigerian federal government. This regional involvement highlighted the multifaceted
nature of African politics during the Cold War and the impact of the conflict on neighbouring
States.

After the war ended in January 1970, Nigeria sought to repair its international relationships.
Under the policy of the 3Rs, Reconciliation, Reconstruction, and Rehabilitation, the
government aimed to reintegrate the Biafran regions while restoring credibility in the eyes of
the international community. The aftermath of the war marked a shift in Nigeria's foreign
policy, as it began to assert a more active role in African affairs, seeking leadership in
promoting peace and stability across the continent. The Civil War not only reshaped Nigeria's
internal landscape, but also had lasting implications on its international relations. The
dynamics of support, recognition, and intervention during the conflict illustrated the
complexities of international politics, and the effects of these relationships continue to
influence Nigeria's approach to foreign policy to date.

Nigeria's Foreign Policy Fallout from the Civil War

The immediate post-war period focused on reconciliation and restoring Nigeria's
international image. The government sought to reforge ties with neighbouring States to
prevent another conflict. Nigeria embraced a non-aligned posture, participating actively in the
Non-aligned Movement, which allowed her to navigate complex Cold War frails, while
avoiding being overly dependent on the Great Powers. The discovery and exploitation of oil,
significantly influenced Nigeria's economic diplomacy, as oil became a central force in
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Nigeria's foreign relations, allowing it to project power regionally and globally. In the 1970s
and 80s, Nigeria actively sought foreign investments, particularly from Western nations, and
later from emerging economies of China, showcasing the importance of economic
partnerships. Nigeria was crucial in creating and strengthening the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS). The deployment of Nigerian troops in peacekeeping
missions highlighted her leadership strides in the sub-region. Nigeria's proactive engagement
in peacekeeping missions in Liberia and Sierra Leone established it as a regional powerhouse.

On global partnerships, Nigeria strengthened bilateral relations globally, particularly with
countries in the Global South, to address development challenges and security concerns. The
rise of Boko Haram and the ongoing struggle against terror have considerably influenced
Nigeria's international relations as regional co-operation has become crucial for security.
Nigeria's foreign policy resumed to incorporate security collaboration with neighouring States
to address the transnational nature of terrorism. Nigeria's efforts at economic diversification
and trade relations have led it to seek new trade partnerships beyond oil, focusing on
agriculture, technology, and education. Thus, Nigeria's Post-Civil War international relations
have evolved significantly, shaped by the desire for national reconstruction, economic growth
and regional leadership. While the country has faced numerous challenges, including security
threats and economic pressures, it has continued to adapt her foreign policy to address both
national interest and the evolving international system. As Nigeria seeks to navigate the
complexities of contemporary geopolitics, her relationships are defined by a balance of
diplomatic engagements and strategic partnerships, both regionally and globally.

Conclusion

The Nigerian Civil War 1967-1970, was indeed a critical juncture in Nigeria's history and
generated profound implications, not only for her internal dynamics, but also for her
diplomatic posture in the global arena. The Civil War prompted a re-evaluation of Nigeria's
international strategies, forcing the nation to engage more deeply with external actors and
redefine its role within the international community. The war significantly influenced the
country's foreign policy by reshaping domestic priorities and enhancing its regional and
international engagements. The conflict invoked a focus on national unity and security,
prompting Nigeria to adopt humanitarian interventions and a proactive diplomatic stance
aimed at stabilising the West African sub-region. The responses of external powers during the
war highlighted the complexities of Nigeria's international stature and its foreign policy
evolution.

The conflict not only exposed vulnerabilities, but also catalysed significant diplomatic
initiatives aimed at rehabilitating her image and asserting her position in the African
continent. The critical roles of external actors during and after the war, allowed Nigeria to
leverage relationships for greater diplomatic influence. The war indeed, boosted Nigeria's
aspiration for leadership in Africa, reinforcing its commitment to conflict resolution and co-
operation within the continent, while providing valuable insights into the broader dynamics
between internal environments and foreign policy enhancement.
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Recommendations
From the fallouts from the Nigerian Civil War 1967-1970 and for the enhancement of
Nigeria's foreign policy, we make the following recommendations;

1. Strengthening Humanitarian Diplomacy; as a cornerstone of Nigeria's foreign policy.
By investing in humanitarian initiatives both domestically and regionally, Nigeria can
further enhance its image as a peace-builder and support stability in neighbouring
States. Establishing partnerships with international humanitarian organisations can
facilitate this process.

ii. Enhancing Regional co-operation frameworks to address shared security challenges.
This can be in fostering collaborative mechanisms for conflict resolution. Peace
studies and diplomacy in Nigerian academic institutions should also be incorporated.
Ordering a generation of scholars and practitioners equipped with the knowledge and
skills necessary for effective diplomacy, will help Nigeria's capacity to navigate
complex international relationships and conflicts.

iii. Promoting Research and Policy Development, especially on the impacts of historical
conflicts on contemporary foreign policy. Establishing dedicated Think Tanks and
encouraging academic collaborations can help generate insights to guide Nigeria's
diplomatic strategies and adapt to changing geopolitical circumstances.

iv. Increased engagement with Global Actors through effective multilateral diplomacy.
By actively participating in international dialogues and forums, Nigeria can influence
global norms and policies that reflect its interests and enhance its leadership position
on the African continent

v. Continuous Assessment and Adaptation of the foreign policy framework to steadily
respond strategically to emerging regional and global challenges. Establishing
mechanisms for regular review of policy effectiveness, will allow Nigeria to align its
foreign policy with contemporary realities and strategic opportunities.

By focusing on humanitarian, collaborative, research-oriented, and educational strategies,
Nigeria can build upon the lessons from the civil war and work towards a more stable and
prosperous future for the country.
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