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ABSTRACT 

 

THE ROLE OF THE COMMONWEALTH ORGANIZATION IN GLOBAL GOVERNANCE, 1949-

2020, WITH REFERENCE TO NIGERIA AS A CASE STUDY 

 

Isaac Toyin Giwa         Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2022.        Professor Femi J. Kolapo 

Despite the Commonwealth Organization being one of the oldest intergovernmental organizations and 

the only international organization that survived the Cold War, its role in global governance has been 

neglected by scholars in the field of International Relations. This is because many do not see it as an 

international organization but as a mere shadow of the defunct British Empire. This study examines the 

extent to which the Commonwealth of Nations (CWN), as an international organization, has successfully 

brought together countries from all levels of development (developed, developing, and undeveloped) into 

equal partnership. The study examines the organization's role in global governance, the evolut ion of its 

membership and the dynamics of its cooperation. It identified four distinct epochs of the evolution of the 

CWN and particularly on the “new” Commonwealth which came into existence in the 1940s. The 

research explored the raison d’etre of each of these stages to understand the nature of the Commonwealth 

cooperation and the organization’s roles in offering solutions to world problems and utilizing global 

opportunities. The study argues that the organization emerged as a global vanguard for democracy and 

the promotion of human rights. It employs various strategies to compel or promote change in its member 

states that were accused of gross violation of the Commonwealth principles as in the case of the military 

junta-led Nigeria between the 1980s and 1990s. These strategies included persuasive diplomacy, 

economic and political sanctions, peer pressure, and promises, including, for example, suspending 

Nigeria from the organization. The study assesses the effectiveness of the organization's use of these 

strategies on Nigeria and observed that the Commonwealth possesses the best multilateralism and 

conflict resolution approach than any other international organization. It assesses the role of the 

Commonwealth in Nigeria’s return to democracy as a case study of how the Commonwealth became a 

significant force in promoting and sustaining peace, order, stability, development and good governance 

as an Institution of global governance. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.1 Introduction 

The term Commonwealth of Nations (CWN) is officially used to identify a voluntary 

intergovernmental association of Fifty-Four (54) independent self-governing states, most of 

which were colonies of the former British Empire.1 "The organization in recent times considers 

itself as a voluntary association of independent sovereign states each responsible for its 

policies, consulting and co-operating in the interest of their people and in the promotion of 

international understanding and world peace."2 The organization, which sprang up from the 

ashes of the old British Empire, is one of the oldest intergovernmental alliance that has endured 

for more than a century.3 It is also credited for being the only transnational organization that 

lived through the Cold War, which dominated the Modern world history, after World War II. 

In recent years, the unprecedented nature of social interaction and global connections 

which the world is experiencing through "trade, production chains, communication 

consciousness, finance, travel, and provision of health care" has created a pressing demand 

for theories and platforms that will help achieve effective global governance, to help regulate 

International Affairs and give directions to global concerns.4 

Be that as it is, the modern Commonwealth has claimed to be at the forefront of 

emerging global problems and opportunities and is one of the very few organizations that unite 

poor and rich nations, islands and landlocked states, and big and small nations across all 

continents in intercontinental and global co-operation.5 The Organization claims to have been 

able to provide a form and structure in the confused state of global governance. Patricia 

Scotland (the current Commonwealth Secretary-General), who also holds this position, stated, 

                                                
1 Muhammad Muda and Nazariah Osman, “An Appraisal of Malaysia’s Continuing Membership in the Commonwealth Organisation,” 

Journal of International Studies, 2020, https://doi.org/10.32890/jis.10.2014.7952. P. 112 

2 Virginia Crowe, Wilton Park,  Great Britain. Foreign Commonwealth Office. The Commonwealth in a Changing World: New 

Relationships and New Directions? Wilton Park Papers; 129. London: Stationery Office, 1998. P.9.  

3 Timothy M. Shaw, “Comparative Commonwealths: An Overlooked Feature of Global Governance?,” pp. 504 

4 Jan Aart Scholte, “Reinventing Global Democracy,” European Journal of International Relations 20, no. 1 (2014): 3–28, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354066111436237. Pp.1-6. 

5 Timothy M Shaw and Lucian M Ashworth, “Commonwealth Perspectives on International Relations, “ P.1154, 1154-1155. 
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The Commonwealth Family is ready to prove to the world what the power of teamwork 

can achieve in a time when countries of the world are becoming more selfish and more 

internal because of the Covid 19 Pandemic… the Commonwealth family is coming 

together to pull from their expertise to see what works and what do not in tackling the 

problems that the pandemic has posed in the lives and the livelihood of its community.6 

   

This study examines the role of the Commonwealth Organization in global governance, 

examining whether it provides a useful template for achieving global governance. The study 

also assesses the nature of the cooperation among the member states of the organization in 

order to evaluate its character, dynamics and its continued relevance as an international 

organization. This study is inspired by the ongoing debate how global governance can be 

effectively achieved based on "modern ideas and practices of people's rule" in a world that is 

increasingly integrated across boards through globalization that has de-emphasized the state 

and magnified social forces.7 

This research argues that the Commonwealth has the best approach to conflict 

resolution between its members and non-member states and that the organization has the best 

form of multilateral collaboration compared to any other international organization. It will 

hopefully contribute to the body of knowledge, particularly in the field of international 

relations, regarding the effectiveness of multilateralism and conflict resolution at the 

international level. 

Through a multidisciplinary approach, the study will explore and hopefully help 

development practitioners and policymakers understand how democratic global governance 

can be implemented in an increasingly interconnected world across borders. 

The research will, in part, examine the evolution of its membership and explore the 

nature of the relationship between the Commonwealth organization and how relevant it has 

been among its member states in the different epochs of its evolution. This will give 

                                                
6 Patricia Scotland (2021). “Rwanda is ready for CHOGM- Commonwealth SG Patricia Scotland says”.  March 13, 2021: 

https://youtu.be/YQIpHICLqI4; Isaac G. Toyin, An Assessment of The Commonwealth of Nations Collaboration in the Time of Crisis: A 

Case Study of the Covid-19 Pandemic. April 2021. A Research Paper, IDEV*6200. 

7 Scholte, “Reinventing Global Democracy.” Pp.1-6. 
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development practitioners a better understanding of the perceptions of its developed and 

Underdeveloped members and their role within the organization. 

Studies on the Commonwealth as an independent organization with the ability to handle 

the affairs of its member states are few.8 This, according to Shaw and Ashworth, is because 

researchers have continued to hold the view that the organization is an offshoot of the British 

Empire, which the United Kingdom still uses to pursue its foreign policies in its former 

colonies.9 They also observe that some scholars continue to see the organization as nothing but 

a "rebirth of the former British Empire.10" 

Virginia Crowe, the organization remains a platform for various workable perspectives 

on how to tackle global challenges.11 By combining the expertise of its member states, both 

rich and poor, big and small, to determine what works and what does not, the Commonwealth 

succeeds addressing national, regional, and global issues.12 It has therefore, become the 

veritable vehicle for development not just for its members but for the entire world at large.13 

Recent years have witnessed the emergence of a Commonwealth annual round table 

seminar which highlights the importance of the organization globally, especially by 

recognizing it as one of the few organizations capable of bringing together developed, 

developing, and underdeveloped countries on the same platform.14. Scholars who advocate for 

the Commonwealth contended that the organization has succeeded in proffering solutions to 

the complicated issues that the world is facing today by providing a form in the void of the 

unclear arrangement of global governance.15 Scholars who are major contributors to the 

Commonwealth round table discussion have also lauded the organization's significant 

                                                
8 Timothy M Shaw and Lucian M Ashworth, "Commonwealth Perspectives on International Relations,’ P.7. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Virginia Crowe, Wilton Park, and Great Britain. Foreign Commonwealth Office. The Commonwealth in a Changing World: New 

Relationships and New Directions? Wilton Park Papers; 129. London: Stationery Office, 1998. Pp. 4-5. 
12 Ibid. 

13 Ibid. 

14  Timothy M Shaw and Lucian M Ashworth, "Commonwealth Perspectives on International Relations,” P.7. 

15 Ibid. 
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involvement in the World Economic Forum for Global Re-design, which was put together by 

30 underdeveloped countries, Nine (9) of which are Commonwealth members seeking a more 

favourable global economic order that shall be beneficial to their economies.16 

Nigeria got her independence from Great Britain after decades of colonial domination 

on the 1st of October 1960 and became a member state of the Commonwealth organization.17 

Been the 18th member of the 53 countries, spread across all the regions of the world.18 Nigeria 

considered the organization as a significant platform for its foreign policies and a network that 

could help achieve its national goals.19 In 1984, the Nigeria’s Minister of External Affairs 

(Ibrahim Gambari) stated that Nigeria pursues its national interest in Three (3) stages, which 

constitutes their interest among its immediate Neighbours, the Continent of Africa, and the 

world at large.20 

The organization has been an essential platform for Nigeria’s foreign policies right from 

independence and for pursuing its developmental goals. The relationship between Nigeria and 

the organization has been responsible for shaping its development and the organization's 

transformation.21 

Nigeria has been an active contributor and a significant member of the organization, 

supporting it financially, politically, physically, and otherwise.22 The relationship between 

Nigeria and the organization in the 1980s and 1990s became very sore on,23 pertaining to its 

military government’s suspension of the county's constitution and the frequent cases of the 

gross violation of human rights, all of which were contrary to the organization's principles as 

                                                
16 Ibid. 
17 Elizabeth Donnelly and Daragh Neville, “Nigeria and the Commonwealth,” The Oxford Handbook of Nigerian Politics, no. February 2022 

(2018): Pp. 1-2, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198804307.013.50. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Olukayode Bakare, “The Nigerian-Commonwealth and UN Relations: Nigeria, from Pariah State to Exporter of Democracy since 1999,” 

Cogent Social Sciences 5, no. 1 (2019): 2–5, https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2019.1658999. 
20 Donnelly and Neville, “Nigeria and the Commonwealth,” 2–3. 
21 Ibid., 1–5. 
22 Sola Akinrinade, “Nigeria and the Commonwealth: Towards an Understanding of a Foreign Policy Crisis,” Round Table 8533, no. 342 

(1997): 188, https://doi.org/10.1080/00358539708454356. 
23 Ibid., 189–90. 
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contained in the Commonwealth communique of 1971(Singapore declaration), 1979 (Lusaka 

Declaration) and 1995(Harare Declaration).24 

These developments consequently led to the suspension of the country from the 

organization on the 11th of November 1995.25 And then the country's readmission on the 29th 

of May 1999 after re-establishing a democratic system of government.26 This research will 

attempt to ascertain the nature of the organization's relationship or activities with Nigeria 

during the suspension years. To this end, the Commonwealth employed various strategies to 

compel or promote change in its member states, including persuasion, social and political 

sanction, peer pressure, and promises.27  

This study, thus, examines the organization's strategies for helping to restore democracy 

in Nigeria during the years of the suspension of its membership, as well as the extent to which 

the methods were effective. All these will help determine how significant the organization has 

been in promoting and sustaining peace, order, stability, and good governance among its 

member states. 

1.2 Background History: The Evolution of The Commonwealth: The Old and New 

Commonwealth 

At its prime (1600s - 1900s), the Old British Colonial Empire emerged as the world's 

largest political hegemony and the most diverse in terms of geography, race, culture, and 

religion, with over one-quarter of the world's population residing within its boundaries.28 These 

include peoples from Europe, Asia, Africa, Australia, and the United States, many of whom 

were controlled from London.29 The British Empire, which existed alongside the French, 

                                                
24 Ibid., 189. 
25 Ibid., 189; Bakare, “The Nigerian-Commonwealth and UN Relations: Nigeria, from Pariah State to Exporter of Democracy since 1999,” 

2. 
26 Bakare, “The Nigerian-Commonwealth and UN Relations: Nigeria, from Pariah State to Exporter of Democracy since 1999,” 4–5. 
27 Anyaoku, “The Modern Commonwealth,” Pp. 502-503. 

28 Muhammad Muda and Nazariah Osman, “An Appraisal of Malaysia’s Continuing Membership in the Commonwealth Organisation,” Jou

rnal of International Studies, 2020, https://doi.org/10.32890/jis.10.2014.7952. Pp. 112 113.; Key Stage Three, “The British Empire Thr

ough Time.” https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zf7fr82/revision/5 

29 Ibid. 
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Portuguese, and Belgian Empires, is arguably considered the most prosperous colonial outfit 

in the history of humanity, occupying over one-third of the earth's surface with its Royal Navy 

in control of the oceans.30 The decolonization process that swept through the world in the 20th 

century led to the British Empire's collapse, leading to its colonies' independence.31 As a result 

of this development, the dependent relationship between Great Britain and its colonies ended, 

resulting in the construction of a new sort of relationship between them, which eventually led 

to the establishment of the Commonwealth as an Organization that was intentionally created to 

replace the old British Empire.32 

Founded in 1949, the New Commonwealth brought together 53 newly independent 

countries with Great Britain in a voluntary and "equal partnership" for a multilateral 

collaboration to collectively address social, political, and economic challenges that faced them 

commonly.33 Politically, upon its member states affirmed and agreed to combat all forms of 

colonialism, the organization emerged as the leading vehicle against colonial domination and 

further concentrated on the liberation of colonized territories.34 The organization was also a 

major driving force for development in the 1950s, promoting economic and social development 

programs. 35 Some of these programs include; the Commonwealth Assistance Program for the 

Caribbean, the Special Commonwealth Assistance Program for Africa; the Benvin Boys 

Program in India; and the Colombo Plan of Action for Southeast Asia.36 Commenting on the 

significant accomplishments made by the organization in this period, A. J. Cross noted that: "if 

the Commonwealth ever had a golden age, it was surely in the 1950s.37" Essentially, this 

                                                
30 Michael Kirby Book et al., “Chapter Title: Institutional Renewal and Reform: The Challenge of the Commonwealth of Nations Title: 

Delivering Policy Reform Book Subtitle: Anchoring Significant Reforms in Turbulent Times,” n.d., 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt24h91v.14. P.3. 

31 Margaret Doxey, “Evolution and Adaptation in the Modern Commonwealth,” International Journal 45, no. 4 (1990): 889, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/40202710. Pp. 4-5. 

32 Krishnan Srinivasan, “What Are Commonwealth Values? Traditional Ones: Against Aggression and Authoritarianism.”... Pp. 622-623. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid., p.623. 

35 Ibid., 622-623. 

36 Ibid. 

37 J. A Cross, Appraising the Commonwealth, Political Studies, (1984) vol. xxxii, p. 107. 
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assertion implies that the organization has evolved from a colonial outfit to an equal trans-

governmental association for equal development. 

Margareth Doxey asserted that the Commonwealth Organization had undergone a 

fascinating evolution, with 1961 and 1965 being turning points in its development.38 This is 

because this period was characterized by the leaders of its member states being able to reach a 

common consensus on charting a new course for solidarity and progress for the organization.39 

In 1949, when it was formed, the Commonwealth had only eight members.40 But by 1965, its 

numeric strength grew to 23, with underdeveloped countries constituting the majority of its 

membership.41 During this time, the organization developed policies that paid close attention 

to the political and economic needs of its developing and underdeveloped member-states.42 

Such policies included the formation of the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Co-operation 

to assist its developing members in education, industrial development, and rural development.43 

In 1961, the Commonwealth led the fight against the apartheid regime in South Africa, that had 

established an "authoritarian Political Culture based on white minority rule that ensured the 

socio-political and economic domination of the white minority in South Africa.44 The 

Commonwealth stood against apartheid injustices and forced South Africa to leave the 

organization, and continued to organize boycotts in international games and businesses against 

the country.45 

The Commonwealth organization's punitive measures against the South African 

government contributed a great deal to end of the apartheid regime in 1992. As a result of this 

trend, the Commonwealth began to attract more members as countries; consequently, many 

                                                
38 Margaret Doxey, “Evolution and Adaptation in the Modern Commonwealth,” International Journal 45, no. 4 (1990): 889, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/40202710. Pp. 892-893. 

39 Ibid., p. 892 
40 Ibid., Pp. 892-893 

41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid., Pp. 894-895. 

43 Ibid. 

44 Ibid., 893-894. 

45 Ibid. 
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third-world countries that had previously considered it to be a neocolonial pact became 

convinced of its benefits, applied for membership and were admitted into the organization.46 A 

notable example is the case of Burma, which had intentionally refused to join the 

Commonwealth immediately after gaining its independence but later sought to be part of the 

association and was admitted into it.47 Also, Mozambique, previously a Portuguese colony, 

joined the Commonwealth immediately after gaining its independence.48 However, the increase 

in members also brought about difficulties in reaching a consensus on some political and 

economic issues.49 

The year 1965 marked a significant watershed in the history of the Commonwealth 

organization with the establishment of the Commonwealth Secretariat. 50 This organ which was 

established by the Heads of States and Government of the organization, replaced the British 

Commonwealth Relations Office, which had controlled vital governmental functions of the 

organization.51 Controversy surrounds the establishment of the Commonwealth Secretariat, 

which marked the end of the British Government Commonwealth Relations Office that the 

United Kingdom has been using to slow down the pace of the expansion of the Commonwealth 

so that the traditional influence and position of the mother country was not compromised as 

even non -Anglophone nations joined the organization.52  

The Commonwealth Heads of State and Government appointed a secretary-general to 

oversee the newly established Secretariat.53 The Secretariat was composed of diplomats, 

ministers, and individuals from all the member states, who worked with the heads of state and 

government of the Commonwealth to address issues facing the organization.54 The first 

                                                
46Ibid.  

47 Ibid. 

48 Ibid. 

49 Krishnan Srinivasan, "What Are Commonwealth Values?,” P. 623. 

50 Margaret Doxey, “Evolution and Adaptation in the Modern Commonwealth,” Pp. 893-894. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid. 
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Secretary-General of the organization, Arnold Smith, came into office at a time when some of 

its members were experiencing serious political problems.55 These problems strained relations 

within the organization as mistrust grew among its member states.56 Among these 

circumstances were the Rhodesian independence struggle, the Nigerian civil war in (1967-

1970), the Pakistan-India crisis (1965), and the British government's support for the apartheid 

regime in South Africa.57  The Commonwealth eventually successfully proffered solutions to 

these problems, thereby (re)gaining the trust, especially of its third-world member states.58 

Shridath Ramphal, who took over the Commonwealth secretary-general post in 1975, 

focused on building upon the foundation that Smith had laid, particularly in the call for a new 

global economic order.59 He believed that just as the organization bridged the divide between 

countries, the division between countries in the United Nations and other international 

organizations should also be bridged.60 Until the organization’s Secretariat was created, the 

organization was administered solely by the British Foreign Relations Office and was managed 

by British civil servants.61 The establishment of the Institution of the Commonwealth 

Secretariat at Marlborough House, London, marked the end of the control of this organization 

by the British civil servants at Whitehall in London.62  

This development led to the institution of several other organs and sub-governmental 

specialized agencies of the Commonwealth organization, as well as the appointment of 

diplomats from the organization member states into position of trust. Thus, transforming the 

organization from a mere inter-governmental association to a democratic transnational 

organization with a well-structured organogram with all its member states equally represented. 

The Commonwealth organization's developed states also threw their support behind the less 

                                                
55 Ibid pp., 894-896. 

56 Ibid. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid., pp. 895-896. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Ibid. 

62Ibid. 
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developed members' call for a reshuffling of the global economic system, which was 

considered to be tilted in favour of some countries at the expense of others.63  

By the 1980s, the agitation for a new global economic order had begun to experience a 

decline for two reasons: which includes, (i) the resistance it was receiving from some developed 

capitalist nations64  (ii) and the emergence of new global challenges; which both the 

Commonwealth and United Nations considered to be more critical and which diverted their 

attention to solving them.65 Some of these new challenges include environmental degradation, 

economic crises, human rights abuses, and political crises in many parts of the world. 

1.3 The Commonwealth as an International Organization 

The Commonwealth organization is the oldest international organization that has 

remained relevant in addressing socio-political and economic challenges among its member 

states and the global community. Paul Taylor and J.R Groom, who tagged the organization as 

Sui Generis (a system that is difficult to define), consider it to be a complicated system to 

categorize.66 According to them, Commonwealth has evolved over time from a post-colonial 

club to an "odd international association."67 Bruce Miller also did not see the organization as 

an international organization, arguing that it does not possess the criteria required to 

acknowledge or be classified as an international organization.68 Pointing to other international 

organizations like the United Nations Organization European Union, he argues that the 

Commonwealth is entirely different because the organization is void of a written constitution;69 

                                                
63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid. 

65 Ibid. 
66 Groom A.J.R, “The Commonwealth as an International Organisation”, (1984) In: Groom A.J.R., Taylor P. (eds) The 

Commonwealth in the 1980s. Palgrave Macmillan, London. https://doi.org/10.1007/978 -1-349-05691-0_17; Timothy M. Shaw, 

“Comparative Commonwealths: An Overlooked Feature of Global Governance,” P. 334, 295. 

67 Ibid. 

68 Quoted in William, D. (1983). Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation? Commonwealth, Law Buletin, 9(2). pp.635-55; J. D. 

B. Miller. (1958). The Commonwealth in the World. London: Duckworth. P. 56; Muhammad Muda and Nazariah Osman, “An 

Appraisal of Malaysia’s Continuing Membership in the Commonwealth Organisation,” 2020.. P. 113. 

69Ibid.  
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and that the Commonwealth lacks a formal treaty that binds the relationship and interactions 

between its member states.70  

How are we to classify it (the Commonwealth) as an international entity? It has no 

written constitution like the United Nations and its specialized agencies; it can hardly 

be called an international organization … A joint treaty of understanding does not even 

unite its members. It is not a Zollverein. It is not a community. In fact, it does not fit 

into any of the recognized international categories. Yet, I have insisted that it is a going 

concern. Which name would suit it best? My own choice is to call it a concert of 

convenience.71 

 

The above viewpoint that the Commonwealth is not a formal arrangement, but an informal 

relationship seems to best describe the organization before 1965 before the emergence of the 

Commonwealth Secretariat and the organization's transformation from a mere post-colonial 

club to an international organization.72 Doxey, on the other hand, argued that the 

Commonwealth organization does not need a constitution to qualify or assume the status of an 

international organization.73 She pointed out that the Commonwealth, as a trans-governmental 

organization, occupies a very significant position in global governance and has continued to 

play essential roles in promoting development among its member states and the world at 

large.74 Dale agrees with Doxey's argument, noting that even if the organization lacks a formal 

constitution, it has successfully established formal and informal institutions and specialized 

agencies that have helped the Commonwealth organization run its affairs effectively.75 

It takes to be seen as an effective and credible international organization, including, as already 

mentioned, the establishment of the Commonwealth Secretariat, an essential instrument for 

coordinating its affairs and accomplishing its set goals and objectives.76  

 

                                                
70Ibid. 

71Ibid. 

72 Ibid., Pp.113-114. 

73 Margaret, Doxey, “The Commonwealth Secretary-General: Limits of Leadership”, International 

Affairs, 55(1) (1979). P. 10 

74 Ibid. 

75 William Dale, “Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?" The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 31, no. 3 

(1982): 451-73. Accessed August 05, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/759001. P.2. 

76 Muhammad Muda, “An Appraisal of Malaysia’s Continuing” Pp.113-114. 
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 1.4 The Organogram of the Commonwealth Organization 

The Commonwealth of Nations has several principal organs that enable the 

organization to function efficiently and achieve its goals and aspirations as an international 

organization. 

1.4.1 The Head of the Commonwealth: 

Queen Elizabeth II serves as the Head of the Commonwealth organization. The 

organization’s member states regard the Queen, who holds office for a fixed term, as the 

symbol of their unity.77 This position which the Queen occupies is not based on hereditary; the 

Heads of States and Government in the future will decide who should be the Head of the 

Commonwealth organization.78 The Queen, who is considered as a leader of the organization, 

does not have any political power over the organization but plays some crucial matriarchal 

roles, which include: 

 Ceremonial Functions, some of which include attending the organization’s-related 

ceremonies and conferences 

 Attending the Commonwealth games 

 Provide advice and recommendations to the organization’s leaders 

1.4.2 Heads of States and Government:  

This organ, which comprises the leaders of the Fifty-Four (54) Commonwealth member 

states of the organization, is the highest authority within the organization. They usually meet 

every two years to discuss their shared interests and concerns.79 The Commonwealth Heads of 

States and Government are charged with some special responsibilities, which include: 

                                                
77 Dale, William. "Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?" The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 31, no. 3 

(1982): 451-73. Accessed August 26, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/759001. P.458; The Commonwealth. “The Role of The Queen” 

https://www.royal.uk/Commonwealth 

78Nigerian Scholars, “Structure of the Commonwealth” , https://nigerianscholars.com/tutorials/international-organizations/structure-of-the-

Commonwealth/  

79 Dale, William. "Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?" The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 31, no. 3 

(1982): 451-73. Accessed August 26, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/759001. P.458; Pp. 465-466; School Portal. “Organs Function 

Achievements and Problems of the Commonwealth Organization” https://schoolportalng.com/organs-functions-achievements-and-

problems-of-common-wealth-of-nations/ 
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 The appointment of a Secretary-general 

 The examination and approval of budgets 

 Receiving, reviewing, and approving the organization's reports 

 Heads of States and Governments are also responsible for discussing the problems 

faced by the member nations and formulating strategies to deal with them. 

 The Commonwealth Head of States and Government is vested with a veto power, which 

is then used to sanction any erring member state that violates the principles and values 

of the organization. 

1.4.3 The Commonwealth Secretariat:  

The Commonwealth secretariat is the second principal organ of the Commonwealth 

organization; its primary purpose is to support and administer other Commonwealth bodies as 

a whole.80 This organ is headed by the Secretary-general, who is the chief executive of the 

organization and the public figure of the Commonwealth of Nations.81 The Secretary-General 

plays crucial roles in the organization, one of which is addressing the media on behalf of the 

organization.82 The Commonwealth Secretariat is located in Marlborough, London.83 This 

institution which was established in 1965, is saddled with some administrative functions, which 

include, but are not limited to the:  

 Facilitating the organization's activities and operations through the distribution of 

documents.  

 The seamless organization of the organization’s activities as well as those of its 

specialized agencies 

 The preparation of the annual report of the organization 

                                                
80 William Dale, "Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?,"  P. 465-468; School Portal. “Organs Function Achievements and 

Problems of the Commonwealth Organization” … 

81 Ibid. 

82 Ibid. 

83 Ibid. 
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 They are also responsible for organizing the conferences for Heads of State and 

Government and preparing the schedule for their meetings.  

 The responsible of the budget plan of the organization. 
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Organogram of the Commonwealth Secretariat 

 

Source: Commonwealth Secretariat.84 

1.4.4 The Commonwealth Chair: 

The Commonwealth Chair serves a two-year term in office and is s/he is normally the 

head of government of whichever country that play host to the CHOGM.85 Boris Johnson (as 

of June 2022) is the current Commonwealth Chair, and this is because the last CHOGM took 

place in the UK.86 The next Commonwealth Chair will be President Paul Kagame of Rwanda. 

The next CHOGM meeting is slated to hold in Kigali, Rwanda. The Commonwealth Chair is 

one of the principal offices of the organization that is saddled with the responsibilities of 

                                                
84 Commonwealth Secretariat. Organogramhttps://theCommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/inline/Senior%20Team%20Organogram%20-

%2019%20Mar%202021.pdf;  

85 The Commonwealth, “How we are run” https://theCommonwealth.org/about-us/how-we-are-run; Dale, William. "Is the Commonwealth 

an International Organisation?," P. 465. 

86 Ibid. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

16 

assuming the role of the organization's "Good Office." This office is charged with resolving 

disputes among its member states and taking proactive measures to prevent future crises and 

ensure peace among them.87 

1.5 The Commonwealth Specialized Agencies 

The Commonwealth organization, in addition to its principal organs, also includes 

about 59 specialized intergovernmental organizations and 14 Commonwealth Partners created 

to address specific objectives within the organization. These specialized agencies are 

strategically staffed in such a way that all their member states receive equal representation. 

1.6 The Significance of the Research 

Extensive debate among researchers, diplomats, and academics is ongoing on the 

strategy or platform that should be put in place to ensure global democratic governance as 

people and countries continue to connect, interact, and depend on one another across various 

regions and continents in the world. With the ever-increasing interactions and relations on a 

political, economic, and social levels, international organizations like the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank (WB), European Union (EU), and United Nations (UN) 

have stepped in to regulate and give direction to global concerns. Despite the role of these 

intergovernmental organizations in global governance, there are still many gaps that need to be 

filled, primarily because globalization on the economic front has outrun globalization on the 

political front.88 Most influential structures of global economic governance like the OECD, G7, 

IMF, and IBRD that have played significant roles in regulating and directing the world's 

financial and economic activities have been accused of paying little or no attention to fairness, 

equality, human rights, and the environmental degradation problem.89 Institutions like 

the UN, which pays attention to these problems to some appreciable level, on the other hand, 

                                                
87 Ibid. 

88 Udochukwu AO Ogbaji, Globalization and the Third World, Interactive Knowledge (IK): 2018/3: 60: 

https://www.academia.edu/resource/work/27399382. Pp 3-5. 

89 Maniruzzaman, A. F. M., Managing Globalization: Challenges Facing International Law in the 21st Century (May 2, 2007). Available at 

SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1985154 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1985154. Pp 28-32. 
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are not democratic as its members do not have equal power, and many countries in it are not 

adequately served.90 

1.7 The Scope of the Study 

The period between 1949 and 2020 is the focus of the study. The period from 1949 is 

considered a significant turning point in the history of the British Commonwealth because this 

period saw the demise of the old British Commonwealth, which terminated the colonial 

relationship between Great Britain and its colonies. Furthermore, it saw the emergence of the 

New-Commonwealth organization, which was now more of a partnership between Great Britain 

and its former colonies for peace and development. The 1940s also coincided with a 

proliferation of international organizations because of the need to proffer solutions to global 

problems due to the absence of world government and the new changes brought by globalization 

after the Second World War. 

My choice of 2020 as a terminal point is inspired by the severe socio-political and 

economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on countries making them, as noted by the current 

Commonwealth Secretary General, to be more individualistic and selfish. As she noted, no time 

in the history of humankind is the world more in need of a multilateral approach toward global 

problems like this time, and according to her, the Commonwealth organization is ready to take 

the lead to show the world what strength of partnership can achieve.91 

1.8 The Research Methodology 
 

The study adopts the historical method of inquiry in gathering data and analyzing the 

role of the Commonwealth in global governance from 1949-2020. As noted by Yamaguchi this 

                                                
90 United Nations Committee for Development Policy (CDP), “Global governance and global rules for development in the post-2015 era”. 

The CDP is a subsidiary advisory body of the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), providing independent advice on 

emerging issues that are critical for the implementation of the United Nations development agenda. The CDP is also responsible for 

recommending which countries should be placed on the United Nations list of least developed countries (LDCs).  http: 

file:///C:/Users/User/OneDrive%20-%20University%20of%20Guelph/Desktop/literature%20review/Role%20of%20the%20Un%20in%20G

lobal%20governanace.pdf.  

 

91 Patricia Scotland,. “Rwanda is ready for CHOGM- Commonwealth SG Patricia Scotland says”.  March 13, 2021: 

https://youtu.be/YQIpHICLqI4 
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is a method of systematic and chronological study and organization of historical antecedents 

with respect to their sequential development over time.92 Much argument surrounds what the 

Commonwealth organization is and stands to promote. While scholars like Eagleton and Miller 

do not perceive the Commonwealth as an international organization but as a mere post-colonial 

pact between Great British and its former colonies, others like Doxey, Dale, and Virginia see 

the Commonwealth as a reliable international organization that has benefited not only its 

member state but the world.93 They also argued that the Commonwealth, over time, has gone 

through a significant transformation process, which had made it relevant in all periods of 

existence right from 1949 when the “new” Commonwealth was established.94 The historical 

method of research in the study of the Commonwealth organization will help unravel historical 

antecedents that have transpired over time by tracking and examining the events on which these 

competing schools of thought based their arguments. 

The study also used key terms and concepts like global governance, international 

organizations, the role of international organizations in global government, globalization, and 

Commonwealth organizations, to organize primary, secondary, and archival sources. It also 

used first-hand information collected through interviews, discussions, and questionnaires from 

diplomats, academics, and ministers who are critical players in the field of International 

Relations and the 'studies of global governance.' Analysis of the study is based also on surveys 

and interviews with experts at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies, United Kingdom, and 

officials at the Commonwealth Headquarters in the United Kingdom, Nigerian Defence 

Academy, Zaria. 

Questionnaires were utilized as a vital instrument for sourcing first-hand information. 

To develop a good questionnaire suitable for the study, a draft questionnaire was submitted to 

                                                
92 Kuzuo Yamaguchi, Event History Analysis Applied. Social Research Methods. California, Sage Publication, (1991). 

93 William Dale, "Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?" The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 31, no. 3 

(1982): 451-73. Accessed August 27, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/759001. P.463. 

94 Ibid., P. 451. 
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a group of 3 experts in the field of International Relations for review and was then adjusted as 

suggested by the experts.  

1.9 The Organization of the Chapters 

The project is delineated into five chapters to ensure proper presentation of the work.  

Chapter one: discusses the background of the study, the statement of the problem; the study's 

objectives; the scope of the study; the significance of the research; and the research 

methodology. Chapter two: focuses on clarifying concepts, conducting a literature review, and 

presenting a conceptual framework for the study. Concepts such as globalization, global 

governance, international organization, multilateralism, and Commonwealth, which are 

selected as relevant concepts, were analyzed. Chapter three: analysis focuses on the 

Commonwealth as an international organization and examines the nature of the organization's 

evolution, its membership, and the socio-political and economic cooperation among the 

Commonwealth nation-states. The operation in chapter three demonstrates the relevance of the 

commonwealth to its member states and its role as an international organization in global 

governance. Chapter four: focuses on Nigeria's involvement in the Commonwealth's 

organization and how it has shaped its democracy, politics, and governance. It explores the 

development, activities, and nature of the interaction between the Commonwealth and the 

Nigerian government during the suspension years. The chapter examines the methods used by 

the Commonwealth to compel political change in Nigeria. Chapter five: discusses the study 

results and provides a summary and conclusion. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2.0 Literature Review 

 

2. 1 Introduction 

The remarkable rise in globalization has been prompted by several factors, including 

education, science and technology, and modern means of communication technologies, among 

others.95 These factors, which have led to greater integration and interdependence of people 

and countries worldwide, have also driven people and nations to work together to achieve their 

shared goals and minimize conflicting interests and emerging world challenges on a global 

scale.96 Several studies have identified the United Nations as the best example and principal 

facilitator of global governance. 97 These studies have also drawn attention to the significant 

role played by international organizations, like the : EU, the G7 group, the IMF, and the World 

Bank in multilateralism.98  

As opposed to traditional perspectives in the existing scholarship, this study argued, in 

line with William Dale and Margareth Doxey, that the Commonwealth of Nations is an 

International Organization that serves better than the UN, IMF, and IBRD as models for global 

governance99. This is because it has been observed that the UN, IMF, and IBRD's usual ways 

of doing things and their organizational structures are not well suited to help them effectively 

play their role as an institution of global governance. 100 And until the reform is completed, 

these organizations shall continually face the danger of being obsolete.101 

As previous mentioned, despite its prominence in International Studies, the 

Commonwealth organization has experienced neglect, primarily because it has not been 

                                                
95 Michael Moller, “The Global Governance Crisis and the Role of the UN”. Paper Presentation. PR 28, 2016.  Director-General, United 

Nations Office Geneva. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o4MFHUDGPiA&t=531s 
96 Moller, “The Global Governance Crisis and the Role of the UN”. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
99 William Dale. “Is the Commonwealth an International Organisation?" The International and Comparative Law Quarterly 31, no. 3 

(1982): 451 73. Accessed August 05, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/759001. P.2.; Margaret, Doxey, “The Commonwealth Secretary-

General: Limits of Leadership”, International Affairs, 55(1) (1979). P. 10. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 
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regarded as an international organization but rather as an association of former British 

colonies.102 In examining the role of the Commonwealth organization in global governance 

between 1949 and 2020, this study asserted that the Commonwealth is an international 

organization and has actively contributed to addressing emerging global problems and 

opportunities.  This research, which considers the Commonwealth as a template for global 

governance, will also demonstrate how its structures and operations have made it an effective 

institution for global governance with the potential to remain relevant due to its democratic 

structure that puts all its member states (both big and small) on equal footing and participation.  

2.2 Primary Source Document(s) 

Archival records, oral sources, and questionnaires were used for the research. The researcher 

worked with staff at Commonwealth Secretariat Marlborough House in London and had access 

to hundreds of primary source materials and manuscripts regarding the role of the 

Commonwealth in global governance, the evolution of its membership, and the dynamics of its 

cooperation. These are Commonwealth official and unofficial reports, the Commonwealth 

declarations, reports from its sub-governmental agencies, the Commonwealth Human Rights 

Initiative reports, and the Commonwealth Ministerial action group reports. Commonwealth 

press releases, declarations (London Declaration of 1944 and 1949, Lusaka declaration of 

1979, Vancouver declaration of 1987, Abuja declaration 2003, Kampala declaration 2007), 

and Commonwealth technical reports. The research also had access to the Commonwealth 

Consultative Committee meeting at Sydney, May 1950: Continuing Organisation, The 

Commonwealth and Britain's First Application to Join the EEC, 1961-63, 2017, 

Experiences of Commonwealth and Colonial Troops, 2019., The State of the Commonwealth, 

2018, from the British Library and Institute of Commonwealth Studies, located in the British 

                                                
102 Ibid. 
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Senate House in London, all of which were essential to answering the central questions of the 

research.  

I also used Qualtrics e-surveys, questionnaires, and online interviews to collect data 

from experts in the field of international relations, particularly from the Institute of 

Commonwealth Studies, the Nigerian Defence Academy, and the University of Lagos.  

Archival Sources:  

Archival sources, some of which were maintained in manuscripts, audiovisual 

materials, Minutes, pamphlets, and memoirs, were sourced. Annual Reports, Committee 

Minutes and Records Convention Proceedings, Agreements Publicity Files were accessed from 

the Commonwealth library and used as an essential source of information to examine the nature 

of the relationship and interaction among the commonwealth nation-states and to evaluate its 

role in global governance.  

Secondary sources:  

Secondary sources used include books, journals, articles, encyclopedias, peer reviews, 

periodicals, and internet materials; both published and unpublished historical information from 

different sources of history were used to corroborate each other, and ideas from interviews 

were cross-examined with the available literature results to produce this research. 

Critics may question my use of the Commonwealth biennial declarations, particularly 

if they believe the declarations are not intended to be critical of the organization. However, 

upon examining these documents, I discovered that they had strengths. The declarations 

contain disagreements between member states. They also include instances in which the CW 

member states believed they had done little to address certain global issues and would need to 

change their strategies. In addition, the strength of the Commonwealth's biennial declarations 

lies in the fact that they are the result of years of deliberation by the organization's leaders. 
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I also used the Commonwealth Unofficial Study Conference Report as a primary source 

document for my research. This report, which is also in series, is a piece of classified 

information gathered from Commonwealth leaders' closed-door meetings, where the 

participants' identities are kept anonymous to allow for sincere and impartial deliberation. This 

document, which is characterized by contention among its member states, effectively address 

the possible charge that my research utilized a document that was not critical of the 

organization.  

2.3 The Review and Critique of Existing Relevant Literature: 

The concepts of globalization, global governance, international organization, and 

development are comparably related terms in Arts and Social Science, most especially in the 

field of International Relations.103 Scholars have continued to use these fashionable terms to 

generally explain the increase in cross-border networks of multinational interactions and 

mutual exchange in the global environment104. these interactions are facilitated by transnational 

organizations such as the United Nations and OECD, which work closely with Multinational 

Corporations and Non-Governmental Establishments to coordinate global affairs.105 Moreover, 

these terminologies are considered some of the most debated concepts because there are 

significant differences among scholars concerning the best approach to describe and interpret 

them.106  

Scholars from various fields of study have produced a diversity of definition and 

operationalization of the concept of globalization. Despite this diversity of opinions, there is a 

consensus that globalization manifests itself in three distinct ways: political globalization, 

economic globalization, and social globalization.107 There is also a general agreement that 

                                                
103 Andrew Heywood, Global Politics, London: Palgrave Macmillan. 2015,  Pp 5-10. Aseem Prakash & Jeffrey A. Hart 

(Eds.), Globalization and Governance. London, Routledge, 1999.P1. 
104 Andrew Heywood, Global politics, Pp.5-10. 
105 Susan Robertson, Mario Novelli, Roger Dale, Leon Tikly, Hillary Dachi, Ndibelema Alphonce “Globalisation, Education and 

Development: Ideas, Actors and Dynamics. DFID Researching the Issues, 68, Department for International Development, London (2007).  

Pp 2-6. https://susanleerobertson.files.wordpress.com/2012/07/2007-dfid-final-report.pdf 
106 Susan Robertson  et al., Globalisation, Education and Development, 2-6. 
107 Heywood, “Global politics”, 5-10. 
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international organizations have a unique role in global governance because of the absence of 

a global government.108 

2.4 The chasm Between Global Governance and Globalization 

In "Runaway Globalization Without Governance," Chanda Nayan argued that while the 

world continues to experience intense integration and connectivity among its various regions, 

it remains devoid of any institutional structure capable of governing global affairs.109 Taking a 

longue duree approach in studying globalization, global governance, and the development of 

international organizations, Chanda argued that, 

Globalization has been growing ever since Homo sapiens settled into the sedentary 

culture in River Valley … and that the connection began as a short foray, or trading, 

exploration, evangelism, and imperial expansion have accelerated over the 

millennia110... Traders, preachers, adventurers, and warriors have continually connected 

dispersed human communities and civilizations, gradually creating an interconnected 

society we now label globalized… And … the rules and regulations guiding and 

regulating these communities and their interaction have evolved over time.111  

 

 Here, he stressed that globalization had been a part of human history since the dawn of time 

and that while globalization and global governance are inextricably linked, the gap between 

the two remains enormous in practice.112 He stressed that as the world continues to integrate 

socio-politically and economically through trade, communication, and other means, major 

actors in global governance, such as the United States of America, which held and continues 

to hold strategic and prominent position at the global level, are refusing to pool their 

sovereignty with other nations at the global corporate-level to address global challenges 

collaboratively, and as a result, globalization is heading towards a catastrophe.113 

Lewis, on the other hand, sees the United States as the prominent player in global 

governance and the lack of commitment among most other nation-states as the problem with 

                                                
108 Ibid. 
109 Nayan Chanda, “Runaway Globalization Without Governance,” Global Governance: A Review of Multilateralism and International 

Organizations 14, no. 2 (August 12, 2008): 119–25, https://doi.org/10.1163/19426720-01402001. 
110 Chanda, “Runaway Globalization Without Governance,” 119-125. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ibid. 
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global governance and the cause of the adverse effects of globalization.114 Lewis considers the 

United States of America as the state most committed to multilateralism, pointing out that the 

problem of global governance can be attributed to the nonchalant attitude many countries have 

toward multilateralism.115 While Lewis stressed the attitude of indifference toward 

international collaboration, Chanda argued that the formation of the US as a nation resulted 

from globalization.116 He thinks the US has played a significant role since the early 20th century 

in unifying the world and advancing international cooperation, especially by founding the 

United Nations organization.117 He, however, conceded that the United States, as a global 

superpower, has refused to cooperate with other nations in recent years, fearing that as the most 

powerful economy in the world, doing so would negatively impact its prestige.118   

This recent reluctance is instanced by the example of Henry Cabot, a former Republican 

congressman of the US, claimed that cooperation between the United States and other nations 

would harm US sovereignty.119 Stressing that the role of any world power has always been 

critical in the development of global governance, Chanda considered the United States to no 

longer be enthusiastic about accepting or handling its international obligations and 

responsibilities as a world power, even though it possesses a position that allows it to command 

what it wants and needs.120 Lewis uses as an example President Donald Trump's 2017 statement 

that NATO, which was created to combat global terrorism, has failed and that only five of its 

28 member states are committed to its operations, resulting in NATO becoming a liability for 

the United States.121 

                                                
114 T'Vaughn Lewis, “Global Governance and Multilateralism in an Era of Globalization,” Academia.edu, December 

12,2018, https://www.academia.edu/es/32815633/Global_Governance_and_Multilateralism_in_an_Era_of_Globalization. Pp. 1–3. 
115 Lewis, “Global Governance and Multilateralism in an Era of Globalization,” 1-3. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Chanda, “Runaway Globalization Without Governance,” 119-125. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Congressional record, 66th Cong., 1st sess. 1919. 3779-84. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Lewis, “Global Governance and Multilateralism in an Era of Globalization,” 1–3 
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In his work focusing on conceptual understanding and practical implementation of 

global governance and multilateralism, Lewis argued that global governance is not a new 

concept in human history and that both ideas date back to the period of the Western conquest 

of America.122 He argued that global governance and multilateralism had continued to 

experience significant transformation; and that the cold war period culminated in a watershed 

in the practice and transformation of multilateralism and global governance.123 Lewis 

considered the decades of the Cold War and the immediate post-Cold War period as marking 

a significant watershed in the emergence and development of global governance and 

multilateralism.124 He posited that the Cold War tension between the United States of America 

and the Soviet Union was based on international collaborations.125   

Magdalene Baxel etal, in Democracy in Global Governance: The Promises and Pitfalls 

of Transnational Actors, while focusing on the democratization of global governance, labelled 

the 20th century as the era of global multilateralism due to the proliferation and emergence of 

important institutions of global governance, particularly after World War II.126 They asserted 

that the world is in the era of multilateralism127 and that the institutions of global governance 

had gained acceptance and credibility due to their consistent efforts to manage and address the 

challenges facing nation-states.128 Similar to Lewis, they consider globalization to be the 

process required to manage challenges of modern nation-states. 

Baxel et al. were very concerned about the undemocratic nature of the institutions of 

global governance, stressing that institutions of global governance are not perfect and need to 

be democratized and reorganized to become “democratic decision-making” structures.129 The 

                                                
122 Ibid. 
123 T Vaughn Lewis, “Aid and Multilateralism in an Era of Popul,” no. December (2017): 1–3. 
124 Ibid. 
125Arthur Schlesinger, “Origins of the Cold War.” Foreign Affairs 46, no. 1 (1967): 22–52. https://doi.org/10.2307/20039280. Pp. 22-25.  
126 Bexell, Magdalena, Jonas Tallberg, and Anders Uhlin, “Democracy in Global Governance: The Promises and Pitfalls of Transnational 

Actors.” Global Governance 16, no. 1 (2010): 81–101. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27800790.  81. 
127 Ibid., 81-97. 
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current study, however, argues that the Commonwealth is the organization that meets the 

requirement of democracy and the “principle of equal participation.” We argue in this study 

that the Commonwealth organization is a good model for global governance because its highest 

authority, the Commonwealth Heads of Government, has equal representation from all its 

member states. 

Thus, while Chanda seems to consider globalization and global governance to have 

started from ancient times, it is a much more recent Cold War era phenomenon, according to 

Lewis and Baxel etal.130 While they disagree in this area, they both agreed that the period 

following World War II characterized a surge in the proliferation of the institutions of global 

governance.131 Evidence in this research concurs with the position that the Cold War era 

witnessed the emergence of multilateralism. We argue that the Commonwealth played a crucial 

role in facilitating the emergence of many of the international organizations, including most 

notably the United Nations organizations. 

Magayu K Magayu and Michael Moller believed that science and technology played a 

crucial role in the unprecedented rise of globalization over the past several decades.132 Like 

Chanda, Magayu emphasized the continuous increase in communication between various 

regions of the world and how it enhanced globalization.133 Magayu argued, "The economic and 

communication sectors show the most evident manifestations of globalization." He noted that 

science and technology had altered people's sociopolitical and economic relationships.134 In 

contrast to Magaye,  Hart et al. argued that the rapid process of globalization the world is 

undergoing could not be explained solely by advances in science and technology and that the 

                                                
130 Lewis, “Global Governance and Multilateralism in an Era of Globalization.” 
131 Ibid. 
132 Magayu K. Magayu, Biotechnology in Sub-Saharan Africa: Towards a Policy Research Agenda, African Technology Policy Studies 

Network (ATPS) Special Series No.3, Formatted by Magayu K.Magayu School of Journalism University of Nairobi P. O. Box 30197 

Nairobi Kenya, 2002. P.1-3  https://atpsnet.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/special_paper_series_4.pdf 
133 Ibid.; Chanda, “Runaway Globalization Without Governance,” 119-125. 
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significance of science and technology to the rise of globalization has been overstated.135 They 

stressed four major factors responsible for the rapid globalization that the world has 

experienced in recent years: science and technology, domestic politics, interstate rivalries, and 

the spread of market-based systems.136 They posited that adopting the structural adjustment 

neoliberal policies (SAP) by developing countries, which the IMF and IBRD proposed, played 

a significant role in developing a single capitalist economic system.137 This has resulted in an 

open and unobstructed trade that has limited government intervention in their country's 

economic activities, and the expansion of this system has allowed for the easy movement of 

commodities between nations138 they demonstrated how the neoliberal structural adjustment 

policies of the Bretton Woods Institution transformed the global economic system into a unified 

global capitalist order.139 

Hickel, just like Lewis argued that SAP had widened the gap between wealthy and 

impoverished nations.140 He attributed this to the IMF and World Bank's neoliberal global 

capitalist system, which brought about SAP for microeconomics for the promise of 

development that did not work.141 Hickel alleges that global governance institutions such as 

the IMF, World Bank, and others are agents of neocolonialism due to their undemocratic nature 

and unfair economic and financial policies that favour developed nations.142 He argued that 

many countries continue to feel excluded and marginalized in the current practice of global 

governance and threaten to withdraw from various global governance institutions.143 This 

research argues that although the Commonwealth has faced instances of member states 

threatening to withdraw from the organization, it was not due to allegations of its undemocratic 
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practices but instead to the pressure they face in refusing to comply with the organization's 

principles. In addition, the research indicates that its developed and underdeveloped member 

states refusing to work by the organization's principles were, at some point, coerced to adhere 

to their values. 

2.5 Multilateralism 

We cannot talk about globalization without multilateralism, and we can not talk about 

multilateralism without talking about globalization. While multilateralism and globalization 

have been difficult to establish, they are used by scholars in the field of Art and Humanities to 

explain the sweeping change the world is experiencing.144 

To explain multilateralism, Baxel et al. stressed that this has to do with the activities of 

transnational actors or a collection of institutions that operate outside and beyond state borders, 

including non-governmental international cooperation, advocacy campaigns, formal 

international organizations, and international social groups.145 The definition by Baxel and her 

colleagues does not offer a clarity as it appeared generalized and may include companies with 

branches in multiple countries or continents. Lewis described global governance "as a formal 

and informal system and network that provides some measures of international order in the 

absence of a world government.146 Central to his definition is the existence of institutions, 

official or unofficial, occupying a key position at the global level and giving direction in the 

absence of a global government in the different sectors at the international level that concern 

humanity. 

Referencing Keohane, Lewis defined multilateralism as the collaboration or 

participation of states and non-state actors like international organizations bound by a set of 

agreements that guide their conduct and operations to achieve their common goals.147 Central 
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to his definition of multilateralism is his concept of legally binding agreements, which may be 

formal or informal and could serve as a basis for transnational collaboration regardless of 

region, continent, or race. This could speak to some criticisms of the Commonwealth by 

scholars from the realist school of thought who view it as a non-formal body that cannot be 

called an international organization because it lacks an official chatter. This research argues 

that the Commonwealth developed an official charter in 2012, and this binding contract has 

better positioned it as an international organization to proffer solutions to global problems. 

2.6 The Commonwealth, Globalization and Multilateralism. 

The Commonwealth continues to suffer from the stigma of British imperialism, with 

many scholars still reading colonialism into the organization. Mohan Kaul thinks the 

Commonwealth has transitioned from colonialism and transformed into an effective global 

governance system, with the recognition for the principle of democratic fairness that have 

helped its member states to effectively cope with the challenges of globalization.148 Kaul's 

analysis, which focused on the Commonwealth's political and economic activities in recent 

years, argued that the organization's policies and activities have aided its member states in 

coping with global governance challenges.149 Mohan argued that its member states have 

effectively responded to the impact of globalization, a development he attributed to the 

Commonwealth nations' commitment to the organization's principles and values enshrined in 

their declarations.150 He attributed the organization's strength to the strategic nature of its goals, 

which include job creation, democracy promotion, and fostering relationships between states, 

civil society organizations, and private sector organizations to achieve the United Nations' 

development goals for its member states and the world at large.151 This synthesizes with the 

argument of Emeka Anyaoku sees the Commonwealth as a significant force for improving 
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human rights and democracy and credits this achievement to its member's commitment to the 

organization's democracy and civil rights principles as enshrined in the 1971 Singapore 

Declaration and the 1991 Harare declaration.152  

Interestingly, Anyaoku views peer pressure, promises, and cajoling as critical tools for 

convincing its nation-states to adopt or work in accordance with the Commonwealth principles. 

This research, which broadly categorizes the organization's techniques for conflict resolution 

into formal and informal approaches, argues that these techniques have better positioned the 

Commonwealth in conflict resolution than any other international organization, thereby 

making it an important institution for global governance. 

Although Kahul's research aids in understanding the Commonwealth's significant 

political and economic achievements in the 1990s and 2000s, he did not mention any of the 

organization's difficulties during these times. This gives the impression that the 

Commonwealth organization ran smoothly and without hiccups.153 In contrary, Emeka 

Anyaoku did not overlook the Commonwealth's crisis years. He pointed out that the 1970s and 

1980s were a period of severe challenge to the organization, which became divided and nearly 

imploded due to disagreements over minority rule issues in South Africa and Rhodesia.154 Were 

some of its developed member states (like Britain and New Zealand) faced accusations of 

betraying the organization's principles by failing to oppose the apartheid regime.155 This, 

however, is in agreement with the argument of Paul Taylor, who posited that the 1970s in the 

Commonwealth was a period of hypocrisy; despite the agreement to boycott South Africa, New 

Zealand and UK governments still maintained their relationship with them.156 The UK kept 

supplying arms to the apartheid government because of its interest in curbing the spread of 
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communism in its former territories.157 It is clear that the Commonwealth organization faced 

significant challenges that threatened its continuation; however, these challenges led it to 

establishing formal and official committees, agreements, and mechanisms for engaging a 

defaulting member state, using Nigeria under General Sani Abacha as an example. 

Anyaoku, who described the new Commonwealth as the "Global Commonwealth," 

argued that the organization holds a significant position in global governance and has been 

carrying out activities for the development of humanity.158 He thus challenges Miller, who 

views the Commonwealth as an organization dedicated to advancing the interests of the United 

Kingdom.159 However, proper or complete research has not been done in understanding the 

transformations of the new Commonwealth. This research seeks to establish that only the first 

phase of the new Commonwealth was designed to foster UK’s foreign policies and that Britain 

lost control of the organization in the 1960s. The subsequent stages of the development of the 

“new” Commonwealth were a joint product of all its members' states. 

Doxey sees Mozambique and Rwanda joining of the organization as a breakthrough 

and a testament to the emergence of a new Commonwealth.160 Anyaoku, on the other hand, 

does not consider an increase in size the most important change but rather the ability to leverage 

on the unique position it has achieved in recent years to advance its goals and objectives. But 

I will argue that increase in the organization's membership was crucial for expanding its global 

operations and that the joining of the Commonwealth by countries not formerly colonized by 

Britain changed the organization's historical narrative, as it can no longer be described as an 
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association of Britain and its former colonies. Additionally, this development, to some 

appreciable level, shields the Commonwealth significantly from its colonial past. 

The 1990s mark a watershed moment for the organization, most especially in the area 

of their attitude towards adhering to their principle and values. Anyaoku referred to this period 

as the "Time when the organization began to walk its talk"161 he stresses that it time when they 

collaborated to uphold the principles of equality, justice, and human rights.162 Although, his 

work became problematic as he characterized these changes to the era when he served actively 

as the organization's secretary-general.163 He discussed how his first summit, held in 1991, 

resulted in significant political changes in approximately 20% of Commonwealth members 

who were either under military rule or operated under a one-party system adjusted 

by adopting a decent democratic system.164 This is contrary to the argument of scholars like 

Timothy Shaw, who always consider the Heads of States and Government meeting as the 

organization's initiator or pioneer for change.165 However, Terry Barringer, in Nigeria a 

Commonwealth Paradox, noted clearly that Chief Emeka Anyaoku is the organization's most 

popular and most achieved secretary-general.166 While he mentions the problem of the 

organization in the 1970s and 1980s and then the organization's achievements in the subsequent 

decades, he did not include how the suspension of Nigeria from the organization in that decade, 

precisely 1995, threatened his position as the Commonwealth secretary-general.167 The 

Commonwealth was crucial in forcing political change in Nigeria. The research discovered that 
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the Commonwealth Heads of Government and the CMAG was more instrumental than the 

office of the Secretary-General in the country's return to democracy. 

In an attempt to explain what the Commonwealth stands for and whose interest it serves, 

Derek McDougall noted that, while the organization is relevant at the global and regional 

levels, it primarily serves the interests of its developing member states than its developed 

members.168 This synthesizes with the statement of Helen Clark, the former prime minister of 

New Zealand,169 who stressed that the organization recently had become a significant vehicle 

for championing and achieving the aspirations of its underdeveloped nation-states at the 

international level.170 While McDougal used primary source documents in his work, 

particularly the Commonwealth Communiques, his interpretation of these documents appeared 

to be entirely different from what one would expect.171 And this is because, looking at the 

content of the Commonwealth Communique, one would agree that the organization is an 

association of equal partnership. However, having considered the Commonwealth as an 

association between the United Kingdom and its former colonies,172 he classified the United 

Kingdom, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia as the organization's major powers, Nigeria 

and India as emerging powers, and the rest as weaker members.173 Thus, McDougal's analysis 

was hierarchy sensitive, pointing to the fact that some of its members are more influential or 

have more say than others. This study, however, sees the activities of the Commonwealth's 

rising powers, including Canada, Nigeria, and India, as presenting vigorous opposition to 

Britain, thereby challenging and causing it to lose its position as the central figure of the 

Commonwealth. 
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When it comes to reaching a consensus in the Commonwealth, its members take pride 

in the informal nature of their interaction which makes it easy for them to agree on matters 

being discussed. McDougal stressed that even when an agreement is established, the 

developing countries will still need the consent and support of the developed nations for 

implementation.174 This agrees with the work of Mitchell O'Neil, who also claimed that even 

when the Majority-weak (Underdeveloped member states) reach a consensus, they still need 

the help of the Strong-minority (Developed member states) to pursue or execute their 

policies.175 McDougal provides an example of small Commonwealth nations such as Barbados 

and Trinidad and Tobago that had to work extremely hard in recent years to convince 

their developed member states, such as Australia, to support them at the Paris climate 

conference.176 However, this may be the claim that the Commonwealth is an international 

organization that exists primarily to benefit its developing member countries and is irrelevant 

to its developed countries does not hold water as the crisis that threatened the continuation of 

the organization in 1961 shows and the role that the weaker members played in holding up the 

organization. The Commonwealth developed member states, despite being its major donors, 

leveraged on the large population of its undeveloped member states to influence the UN's 

annual summit and thus consider the organization as a powerful platform for their foreign 

policies. 

Srinivasan, analysis is vital in understanding the debates, dynamics issues, and 

historical antecedents that surround the organization as first; an empire and then an 

international organization and its role at the global level.177 However, while recognizing that 

the Commonwealth organization had changed, he did not see it as result of an intentional plan 
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by the UK, which was the architect of the old Commonwealth.178 He contended that Britain 

purposefully designed the New Commonwealth in response to the early-twentieth-century 

decolonization process that swept through its empire to advance its foreign policies and 

compensate its citizens and politicians for losing their colonies.179 His argument synthesis with 

Yusuf Bangura who puts in response to the sweeping change of the 20th-century call for self-

determination, great Britain, who were forced to relinquish their colonies, was not ready to bear 

the economic implication of this development and reform of the Commonwealth, making a 

sterling domain to maintain financial control of its colonies.180  

Like Doxey, he argued that another watershed moment in the organization's evolution 

began in 1961 when many developing countries joined the organization and eventually became 

more than its developed member states and then began to use it to gain space at the global 

level.181 Furthermore, he asserted that the organization's current state is the outcome of the 

interplay between Britain and its colonies.182 Thus, this research argued that the British-

centered Commonwealth could not withstand the test of time. It attributes this development to 

the fact that the new leaders who had just used the Commonwealth to gain space at the global 

level had a say about the Commonwealth economy and how Britain, which has the largest 

economy, was expected to position itself for the benefit of all its member states, especially in 

UK's relation to the European Common Market. 

Srinivasan, who divided his work into several epochs, titled his second chapter "Nehru's 

Commonwealth." This chapter focused on the period between 1945 and 1960, which he 

considered transformative and significant, during which the organization became an agent of 

decolonization.183 He argued that independence was what its developing countries desired of 
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the organization at the time, and as a result, Britain lost its empire.184 He contended that the 

British prime minister, to provide psychological comfort to his people and politicians back 

home, stated that: like the old Roman Empire, the British Empire was not declining.185 

However, it is simply adjusting its position because its Children (colonies) have now become 

adults and can care for themselves.186  

Just like McDougal, Srinivasan also contended that, despite the organization's transformation, 

it remains an outfit of British foreign interest and that the organization requires British 

leadership to function well and exist.187 He contended that even when the United Kingdom 

violated the organization's rules, they were never threatened with sanction or expulsion.188 

Using South Africa's apartheid regime as an example, Srinivasan argued that the UK 

government maintained a soft spot for the white minority rule in South Africa and Rhodesia 

and that the organization did not take any punitive or drastic measures against them.189 

Srinivasan's claim is consistent with Doxey's analysis who posited that, despite Herold 

Macmillan's (the UK Prime Minister's) speech of "the wind of change" about the decolonization 

process sweeping through the British Empire, he questioned John Diefenbaker (the Prime 

Minister of Canada) about his harsh stance for the regime.190  

His analysis agreed with Lyon, who explained that establishing the Commonwealth 

Secretariat disintegrated Great Britain's self-centred Commonwealth.191 He stated that due to 

this development, the United Kingdom began to regard its underdeveloped members as 

ingrates.192 O'Neil argued that to manage this situation, the British government, led by the 

Conservative party, stated that it would take a "minimal approach" toward the Commonwealth 
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because it had chosen to prioritize its national interests.193 Additionally, he argued that this 

development jeopardized the organization's continuation due to the UK government's gross 

violation of the Commonwealth principle and the removal or reduction of privileges previously 

enjoyed by Commonwealth member states from Britain, including financial aid, loans, 

subsidies, and others.194 

2.6.1 The Commonwealth an Effective International Organization 

The Commonwealth has often been credited with its unique approach to conflict 

management among countries involving members and non-members and well at the internal 

crisis in its member state.195 C. R. Mitchell, in his work "Conflict Management in the 

Commonwealth," attempts to answer questions, including why the Commonwealth has the 

ability for conflict management and what they stand to achieve by settling disputes.196 He 

concluded that right from the 1950s, the organization had recorded some significant track 

records in conflict resolution.197 Using the organization's success in Kashmir, Zimbabwe and 

Uganda, he argued that one unique advantage that makes the Commonwealth an effective 

international organization in conflict management is its heterogeneous makeup.198 

Furthermore, the Commonwealth has always afforded the organization a member state that 

could act as middlemen between the organization and any state they have raised a red flag on 

or considered a pariah.199  

Mitchell in his work, helps unravel the various levels of the organization's conflict 

management mechanism, including the CHOGM summit, the office of the Secretariate General 

and Eminent Pesrons group made of respected personalities in the Organization and ad-hoc 
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committee.200 Mitchell argued that the Commonwealth approach based on the principle of 

"Consensus and Legitimacy" is worthy of emulation because it provided the best and needed 

condition in managing conflict between factions."201 Using the case of India and Pakistan, he 

argued that the Commonwealth, in an attempt to settle disputes, would first employ the 

principle of consensus and legitimacy by creating a system that would help the disputing group 

to discuss their differences to a compromise.202  Thula, on the other hand, criticized the 

Commonwealth's approach to conflict resolution and accused the organization of a nonchalant 

attitude toward managing strategic issues.203 Simpson Thula did not attribute the end of the 

apartheid government in South Africa to the Commonwealth organization204 and argued that 

there is no healthy cooperation among its member states.205 Furthermore, he posited that the 

lack of cooperation had made it impossible for them to develop a joint agreement to address 

issues.206 Furthermore, he used South Africa apartheid regime to argue that Britain always 

sided with South Africa, which was against the wish of its underdeveloped member states.207   

Reacting to scholars criticizing the Commonwealth for using punitive measures not 

contained in their agreements against their pariah member states, Chi Carmody lauded the 

Commonwealth's approach in engaging pariah states.208 He justifies the suspension of Nigeria 

even when a suspension clause was not contained in their declaration.209 Also, he criticized the 

call for the country's expulsion.210 He believed that suspending a defaulting member places 

them under review, and forced and persuaded them to act accordingly, while expulsion would 

end of the connection between the organization and a defaulting state, ending the opportunity 
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to enforce change.211212 This study, which evaluates the crisis years between the 

Commonwealth and the Nigerian military government, argues that the Commonwealth is more 

effective than any other international organization at enforcing political change in a defaulting 

state. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

3.0 The Evolution of the Commonwealth's Membership and the Dynamics of its 

Cooperation 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the evolution and expansion of the organization's membership 

and the sociopolitical and economic cooperation amongst them. It discusses the organization’s 

relevance to its member states over the decades and examines its raison d’eter in the different 

epochs of its existence. 

With the emergence of the recurrent Commonwealth round table discussions seminar 

series started in the first quarter of the 20th century,213 the organization has been used by some 

scholars featured in the discussions to explain the success of international cooperation and to 

highlight the benefits of multilateral fellowship in the absence of a global government.214  

The development of the organization has been shaped by several joint agreements in 

the form of declarations amongst them in other to outline and highlight a common position to 

solving global challenges.215 We explored these documents to understand the transformation 

the organization underwent. Studies on the evolution of the Commonwealth organization are 

primarily concerned with the period between 1940 and 1960.  

One of the very many unanswered questions surrounding the organization's evolution 

that remain is that very little has been written about some key transformation of the new 

Commonwealth and how the impact of the Commonwealth charter affected the evolution of 

the organization's membership, its operations as an international organization and how it  

positioned the organization as an institution of global governance.216 
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3.2 International Binding Contracts of the Commonwealth organization. 

Extant documents of the organization, such as Commonwealth Declarations, the 

Commonwealth Charter, and the Commonwealth's official and unofficial reports, some of 

which serve as binding agreements among its member states and represent their aspirations and 

goals, are important to this chapter.217 These have helped in no small measure in the 

virtualization of how member states collaborated to achieve their goals and objectives and the 

impact of their activities on the world. 

The Commonwealth Organization’s expansive mandate encompasses the sociopolitical 

and economic spheres of its member nations. Because this mandate seeks to address global 

issues concerning climate, gender inequality, good governance, and human capacity building, 

among others. The organization has proactively created specialized agencies, both international 

as well as non-governmental organizations, to help tackle them.218  

Like the United Nations, the Commonwealth has undergone significant evolution in 

terms of its membership, structure, and raison d'être.219 Much writing has been devoted to 

describing the various phases of the organization's transition from its various evolutionary 

stages.220 Scholars have coined various names to describe the nature of the various stages of its 

transition. In general, they agreed that some of these transitions occurred naturally in response 

to the circumstances of the time. 221 They also believed that some transitions were unplanned 

and occurred in response to threats to the organization's existence.222 Some of this unplanned 
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transition changed the organization from a colonial outfit to a voluntary club and from a club 

of white leaders to multiracial leaders, with third-world nations now predominating.223  

In his analysis of the Commonwealth's evolution, Ali Mazrui, argued that the 

Commonwealth was a system predominated by non-whites. 224 And that the highest authority 

comprised only of whites, and overtime, the organ began to change in the 1940s.225 He analyzed 

the racial evolution of the organization’s highest organ, the Commonwealth Head of 

Government (CHOGM). 226 He opined that the evolution of this organ (CHOG) led to the 

metamorphosis of the Commonwealth in three major stages.227  

The first stage, which he termed the British Commonwealth, was when the organization 

consisted of only white leaders; the second stage was when non-white leaders such as India, 

Pakistan, Ghana, and Malaya joined the organization, a time when there was a racial balance 

between white and non-leaders.228 He argued that the third British Commonwealth emerged in 

1960 with the joining of Nigeria, which marked the beginning of the non-white domination of 

the Commonwealth leadership.229 

Srinivasan also analyzed the Commonwealth's evolution by focusing on the policies 

that dominated the organization during the different epochs of its history.230 Srinivasan divided 

the evolution of this organization into three periods: The Nehru Commonwealth (from 1945 to 

1960), the African Commonwealth (from 1960 to 1900), and Nobody's Commonwealth (from 

1900 to the present). In Nehru's Commonwealth, the first epoch, he argued that India dominated 

the organization, noting that Nehru's influence in the organization was so prominent that India 

was referred to as the "Jewel of the Commonwealth;" and that even Britain avoided political 
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confrontation with India during this period.231 The second epoch, the African Commonwealth, 

was characterized by the predominance of African-related issues in the organization's affairs.232 

He defined the third epoch, Nobody's Commonwealth, as a time when the organization had 

developed into a system influenced by the actions of all its member states.233 

On the other hand, Yusuf Bangura approached the evolution of the Commonwealth 

from an economic standpoint, contending that Britain deliberately carried out the first 

transition in the Commonwealth in response to the call pressure of the call for self-

determination and independence. 234 This consciously established the Commonwealth of 

Nations to compel its colonies to maintain their Sterling currency and not develop their own 

central banks.235 

3.3 The British-Commonwealth 

The British Empire was the largest in human history, and it consisted of overseas 

colonies, protectorates, and dominions in territories spanning all continents and races directly 

governed by the United Kingdom.236 The transition of the British Empire to an association of 

voluntary partnership between Great Britain and its former colonies did not occur by design 

but rather as a result of the sweeping political change and, more importantly, the agitation for 

self-determination, which they were unable to quell.237 While many scholars, such as Ali 

Mazrui, Krishnan Shrinivasan and Timothy M. Shaw, in an attempt to explain the transition of 

the British Commonwealth, focus primarily on the period from 1945 to the 1960s, Stephen 

Luscombe, who studied the British Commonwealth using a longue duree approach, argued that 
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the British Empire, which lasted approximately three centuries, was never static and underwent 

a series of transformations.238 

The British Empire of the 1950s looked very different from that of the 1850s and 

certainly that of the 1750s and 1650s! It could often operate differently in a colony on 

one side of the world from a colony on the other side.239 

 

Most works on the evolution of the British Empire that concentrated on the second quarter of 

the 20th century. Luscombe argued that the empire has changed over time in response to 

challenges and opportunities from an empire to an association based on equal partnership.240 

We analyze the phased changes that produced the organization in its modern form. 

3.4 The First Phase: British Centered-Commonwealth of the Sterling Domain, 1945-1960 

The Second World War ended on May 8, 1945.241 The end of the war period was 

marked by the call for decolonization, which threatened the continuation of colonial empires.242 

In order to preserve its political influence and global relevance, Britain took the initiative to 

transform its empire into a new platform for partnership. This section refers to the first phase 

of the modern Commonwealth as the British-centered Commonwealth, although during this 

epoch, the Commonwealth appeared to be a voluntary organization.243 However, to be a part 

of the organization, the new Anglophone countries were strategically forced to look like Britain 

in terms of political structure and arrangement.244 The newly independent countries complied 

due to the promise of independence and financial benefits such as loans and aid from the United 

Kingdom.245 According to an interviewee's explanation, economically, it was in Britain's best 

interest to establish the new Commonwealth to maintain the dominance of the sterling currency 

and protect the long-standing economic ties between Britain and its colonies.246 
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During the 1940s and 1960s, the Commonwealth attempted to serve as a vanguard for 

peace and development.247 The organization, which had viewed itself as a promoter of world 

peace since the 1940s, held its first meeting amid the Second World War, from May 1 to May 

16, 1944, and jointly identified Germany, Japan and China as the problem of world peace.248 It 

is fascinating to observe that the Commonwealth consistently speaks with one voice on global 

issues.249 They all agreed that there would be no peace in the world unless the Entente powers 

were crushed.250 This was highlighted in a Commonwealth communique: 

We have examined the part which the British Empire and Commonwealth of Nations 

should bear against Germany and Japan, in harmony with our Allies. We are in cordial 

agreement with the general plans which have been laid before us. As in the days when 

we stood all alone against Germany, we affirm our inflexible and unwearying resolve 

to continue in the general War with the utmost of our strength until the defeat and 

downfall of our cruel, barbarous foes has been accomplished. We shall hold back 

nothing to reach the goal and bring to the speediest end the agony of mankind. We have 

also examined together the principles which determine our foreign policies, and their 

application to current problems. Here too we are in complete agreement.251 

It is important to note that during the 1940s, when the war was at its height, the Commonwealth 

leadership spoke in unison about the conflict.252 However, there were underlying problems with 

South Africa's apartheid regime because Great Britain, the hub of the Commonwealth, and the 

old Commonwealth members, who dominated the organization's decision-making, considered 

the problems in South Africa a domestic issue rather than a global threat.253 

The Commonwealth played a crucial role in creating the United Nations during the first 

phase of the modern Commonwealth, which was another significant political contribution to 
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global governance.254 The Commonwealth leaders met before the 1945 United Nations General 

Assembly to discuss how they would speak with one voice and shape the meeting's policies:255  

We have examined, generally and in detail, the tentative proposals resulting from the 

Dumbarton Oaks conversations, and we have had a valuable exchange of views. We 

are agreed that the proposals provide the basis for a charter of such an organization, 

fully recognizing that in certain respects they call for from the Dumbarton Oaks 

conversations and we have had a valuable exchange of views. We are agreed that the 

proposals provide the basis for a charter of such an organization, fully recognizing that 

in certain respects they call for clarification, improvement, and expansion.256 

In order to plan for lasting global peace, the Commonwealth reviewed the proposed principles 

meant to form the new organization (UN) Charter.257 The Commonwealth enlarged on it and 

discussed the areas where the principles would need to be modified to make it suitable for all 

nations.258 They agreed to abide by the principle, which eventually formed the foundation of 

the UN charter.259 Elizabeth Baxel argued that the emergence of international organizations 

such as the Commonwealth and the United Nations in the 20th century marked the beginning 

of the era of multilateralism.260 Clearly, it can be argued that the Commonwealth's role at the 

global level during this period was crucial in establishing the UN. The Commonwealth leaders 

jointly agreed that they would all be present at the subsequent summit of the UN meeting to 

implement their desired outcome.261  

The Commonwealth prime ministers meeting in 1948 was primarily concerned with 

developing and establishing strategies to increase their economic capacity, promote 

development and improve the standard of living of Commonwealth citizens, particularly those 

in developing countries.262 During their deliberations, the Commonwealth leaders also 
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discussed the United Kingdom's economic standing and its expressed desire to engage with 

the European Economic Cooperation (EEC).263 During this time, the organization made 

notable accomplishments in various parts of the world. In their 1953 Prime Ministers' Meeting, 

they created policies and strategies that would bring about world peace.264  

Reviewing their efforts to promote global peace and stability, they came to a conclusion 

that their policies had helped resolve the dispute between the United Kingdom, Iran, and Egypt 

in the Middle East.265 They consider themselves successful in ending the Indo-China war in 

Southeast Asia. In order to ensure peace and harmony in the Southeast Asian region, they also 

recommended that the warring parties adhere to the Geneva Peace Agreement.266 Both Mao 

Tsen Tong of China and Joseph Stalin, the leader of the Soviet Union to be problematic leaders 

and threats to world peace,267 they also decided to explore ways to maintain communication 

with these leaders and create a common ground between them and their factions, especially the 

UK.268 The Commonwealth also directed their attention to the situation in Europe,269 opposing 

the arms race, particularly the proliferation of nuclear power armament.270 The organization 

drew the international community's attention to the necessity of avoiding another major war at 

all costs.271 Its propose that atomic energy should be utilized solely for the benefit of 

humanity.272  

3.5 The Second Phase: Commonwealth of the Rising Powers, 1960-1995 

The Commonwealth organization underwent significant change between 1960 and 

1995. In the 1960s, the organization began to be viewed less as a British-centric institution and 

                                                
263 Ibid. 
264 Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1953 London Declaration Signed By The Nine Prime Ministers , Commonwealth Library, 

Marlborough House, London. 1953 (London, 3-9 June). 
265 Ibid; Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1955 London Declaration Signed By The Nine Prime Ministers , Commonwealth 

Library, Marlborough House, London. 1955 (London, 26th of January to 9th of February). 
266 Ibid. 
267 Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1951 London Declaration Signed By The Nine Prime Ministers , Commonwealth Library, 

Marlborough House, London. 1944 (London, 4-13 January). 
268 Ibid. 
269 Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1955 London Declaration. 
270 Ibid. 
271 Ibid. 
272 Ibid. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

49 

more as one shaped by the experiences of all its member states, particularly those of the rising 

powers, viz., India, Canada, and Nigeria.273 These countries began to pursue policies that 

altered the organization's purpose and changed its essence as a British-centered entity, some of 

which policies threatened the organization's survival. 

The 1960s is significant in the evolution of the organization's membership as well as its 

sociopolitical and economic cooperation. Nigeria joined the organization after its independence 

in 1960.274 This changed the organization's leadership composition so that there were more 

non-white leaders in the Commonwealth.275 As noted by Ali Mazrui, the significance of this 

development was that it strengthened the organization's "multiracialism principle," which they 

preached.276 South Africa, an old Commonwealth member, was unhappy with this development 

because it increased the pressure on its apartheid regime.277  We can say this period marked the 

beginning of the decline of the old Commonwealth's influence.278 This justifies Melanie 

Torrent’s view that the Commonwealth was no longer a relic of the old British empire at this 

point.279 It had transitioned from an empire to a new form of cooperative alliance.280 The racial 

change to the composition of the Commonwealth's leadership was significant because it 

determine issues tabled, discussed and prioritized.281 

In the early 1960s, the new Commonwealth members who were against the South 

African apartheid regime could not take a strong stand against the apartheid regime a significant 

concern for them,282 and they lacked the opportunity because agenda issues were dominated by 
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what old Commonwealth members desired.283 The old Commonwealth was criticized for 

turning a blind eye to the apartheid, but the Commonwealth leaders, led by Britain, that South 

Africa’s sovereignty needed to be respected.284 An archival document titled, the 

Commonwealth’s support for the AAM, (from South African History Online) shows that: 

…until the sixties, the mores of the old Commonwealth of white Dominions prevailed. 

One of its main tenets was non-interference in internal affairs, which allowed the South 

African government to deflect early attempts by India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka to 

discuss what was happening in South Africa. In the 1960s, however, things changed 

dramatically in the Commonwealth. From a rich white club of six members, the 

Commonwealth had grown, by the end of the decade, to 31 members.285 

The irony was that the UK government in its application of this principle which is enshrined in 

the organization’s declaration and mission statement failed to consider the fact that the South 

African government's constant raids and attacks in neighbouring states against the ANC and 

other groups they deemed to be terrorists extended beyond the borders of South Africa.286 

Being one of the oldest international organizations, the organization was crucial in 

helping to establish and strengthen the United Nations both during and after the Second World 

War by offering suggestions for achieving world peace.287 We can say even if Britain remained 

the central figure of the Commonwealth during this period and the organization British-

centered, as claimed by Derek McDougal, aforementioned evidence and our analysis indicate 

dramatic decline of Britain's influence in the Commonwealth during this time.288 Canada and 

the new Commonwealth member states, particularly Nigeria and India, had gained significant 

influence in the organization and began to successfully pioneer policies that the old 

Commonwealth never thought of. 
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3.5.1 The Remodification of Purpose and Essence of Cooperation 

The first Commonwealth was founded by the British, whose primary purpose was to 

maintain its former colonies as a domain of the Sterling currency.289 While other 

Commonwealth members, except for Nigeria, India, and Canada, began to pay more attention 

to their regional organization at the expense of the Commonwealth. The challenge posed by 

this development threatened the organization's continuation but also eventually resulted in the 

renaissance, reawakening and re-invigoration of a new purpose that kept the organization 

going.290 

During the 1958 European Economic Community (ECC) summit in Rome, colonial 

powers drafted an economic arrangement classifying overseas territories that they had and 

some newly independent countries as "Associated Overseas Territories" (AOT).291 The ECC 

justified the designation of AOT by its promise of close economic relationship with and support 

for these countries and economic development by providing funding for project financing.292 

However, the newly independent nations who were not consulted before this arrangement was 

made believed it was not in their best interests and protested it.293 A report captured that: 

Development projects in various AOTs are to be coordinated by the European 

Commission and submitted to the council of ministers of the ECC for approval.294 

 

The conditions for the development project, as seen in this report, indicate that any economic 

infrastructure that is to be established in AOTs states would be designed and approved by the 

ECC alone.295 As a result, African countries in the Commonwealth began perceiving the EEC 

AOTs scheme and the Common Market, which Britain joined in 1961 without consulting the 
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Commonwealth members, as having neocolonial tendencies; to make matters worse, the ECC 

AOT agreement calls for a drop in the ranking of African tropical goods in the international 

market.296 The suspicion of neocolonialism sparked a spirit of pan-Africanism in African 

Commonwealth member states, who saw themselves as having the responsibility to prevent the 

spread of this new form of colonialism.297 In addition, during the Commonwealth Finance 

Ministers Conference in Ghana,298 African Commonwealth representatives made it clear that 

developing countries' AOT status was a strategy for a new form of colonialism.  299  This 

divergence of goals prompted both Britain and especially the newly independent African states 

to begin contemplating their future outside the organization. 300 

Britain's embrace of the Apartheid regime of South Africa, which negated the raison d’etre of 

the Commonwealth, worsened this crisis, stimulating African members opposition which 

nearly led to its demise.  

3.5.2 The Principle of Consultation and The Decline of British Status 

The Commonwealth often held confidential meetings distinct from its CHOGM 

meeting to address problems deemed strategic or threatening to its existence. One of such was 

the Lagos conference held in January 1962.301 This meeting is considered the most sincere 

Commonwealth gathering. Negotiations entered into at this are classified information, and one 

of the special rules of the meeting is that the identities of the presenters are kept secret.302 This 

mechanism ensures that contributions are made sincerely and without fear or favour.303 Thus, 

the report of the 1962 Lagos conference only indicated the identity of the Governor-General of 

Nigeria, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, who hosted and addressed other delegates.304 The conference 
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was held to discuss the problem of member states becoming more loyal to their regional 

organization than to the Commonwealth and how to prevent a loss of the 'principle of 

consultation,'305 an advantage of deliberating in advance to influence the outcome of 

international summits, especially of the UN general assembly.306 

This meeting redefined the Commonwealth organization's raison d'être, as the British 

intention to maintain a sterling Commonwealth system was replaced with an association of 

equal partners upholding the principle of diplomatic consultation for their common interest.307 

The meeting discredited the idea of Britain's indispensable status in the organization.308 The 

African member states and Canada at this meeting made clear that the organization had reached 

a point where it could exist without the United Kingdom. Charles Carrington (an academic 

expert in the studies of the British Empire and the Commonwealth) noted appositely that, 

Commonwealth might even survive without its hub if Britain sank her sovereignty in a 

European Union and drew attention to the ties that have, in fact, been formed around 

the perimeter of the wheel, between Malaya and Australia, between New Zealand and 

Cylon, between Canada and Pakistan.309 

 

These changes weakened Britain's previous unchallenged influence as the Commonwealth’s 

underdeveloped member states no longer had to rely solely on her for financial aid and support 

because they now had other options, which was encapsulated in what became known as the 

Colombo Plan for Africa.310 This was an economic development plan that became very 

important in promoting development for even non-member states around the world.311 

An observation by an Australian committee that, in preparation for the unofficial 

meeting in Lagos, discussed the relevance of the Commonwealth to their country gives an 

insight to the new, more equitable interconnections and interdependence among all the 
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membership.312 For instance, the committee realized that approximately 20 of their country's 

top civil servants from over 12 ministries are involved in Commonwealth activities.313  They 

also noted that their ministry of external affairs and trade has always consulted and sought 

advice from other Commonwealth nations, which has enabled them to carry out their duties 

effectively.314  The Carrington report emphasized the daily constant flow of ideas among 

member states to have made the Commonwealth a unique international organization of great 

relevance to its member.315 This was noted in a SAHO archival document titled, The Essence 

of the Commonwealth, 

The frankness with which these differences are discussed in the family atmosphere of 

Ministers conferences and the comprehensive system of day-by-day communication 

and consultation that has developed between the individual Governments is one of the 

main sources of the strength of the Commonwealth association.316 

 

Similarly,  Canada also stated that the Commonwealth at this point had served as an essential 

platform for its international cooperation and that it had not only helped them to overcome their 

isolation problem but also provided them with the opportunity to learn a great deal from the 

Eastern member states and its African members.317 By this time, it was clear that, 

The Commonwealth had witnessed a rebirth into an organization and a system that was 

both "Afro-Asian and European."188 It had undergone an ideological shift and no longer 

reflected Durham and Balfour's principles but rather Gandhi's values of equality, 

irrespective of race, tribe, or religion.189 The era had passed of British influence 

dominating in the organization.190  

 

3.5.3 The Establishment of the Commonwealth Secretariate:  

The establishment of the Commonwealth secretariate in 1965 was a significant 

development in the transformation of the organization and the decline in the position of Britain 

in the organization. The Commonwealth Secretariate, staffed with delegates from all its 

member states. This organ took over control of the organization from the British government. 
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It was headed by a secretary-general supported by assistant secretaries elected from any of its 

member states. This new organ, which became responsible for the day-to-day running of the 

organization and for its agenda, was a product of the new Commonwealth members and 

Canada.318 The Lagos conference of 1966 marked the first Commonwealth leaders' meeting 

outside London and the first Commonwealth leadership meeting in which its first Secretary-

general participated after the establishment of the newly independent Commonwealth 

Headquarters of the organization.319 

This phase of the organization's development saw its middle powers and new member 

states shaping its evolution, as can be seen in the decision and crisis over apartheid South 

Africa.320 Before the Commonwealth secretariat was created in 1965, South Africa's apartheid 

government faced severe disapprobation from the new members of the Commonwealth, a 

challenge it found so difficult to handle that it left the group.321 However, Britain vehemently 

opposed the organization's stance to isolate South Africa in socio-political and economic realm 

and took every possible action to stop it.322 Britain not only suffered criticism for its decision 

to support South Africa but also faced some economic sanctions when Nigeria seized and 

nationalized some of its foreign assets.323 If the primary goal of the early Commonwealth was 

for Britain to preserve a sterling domain, the rise of the influence of the new members subverted 

it.324 With the diminution of Britain's influence, Britain began to pursue policies that the 

literature considered detrimental to the organization.325  For examples Britain enacted policies 

to reduce their financial commitments and aid, and it produced new immigration laws that were 
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unfavourable to the Commonwealth nations, among others.326Michael O'Neil, discussing the 

abrasive attitudes of British politicians toward the organization during this period, notes that: 

The New Conditional attitude in Whitehall presented a considerable threat to the 

Commonwealth's long-term viability, given the extent of Britain's contribution.327 

 

The government of Edward Heath adopted a more concentric policy that gave more 

consideration to his country's interests and relationship with the European society than to the 

Commonwealth community.328 

After the establishment of the Commonwealth secretariat in 1965, the next 

Commonwealth leadership meeting was held in Lagos in 1966, dominated most notably by 

Africans.329 This ensured that issues about the continent would be the primary focus of that 

meeting, particularly the political unrest in the southern part of the continent.330 This was a 

significant development because it occurred on the continent with the largest membership in 

the organization, thereby highlighting the claim that the Commonwealth's new distinctive 

characteristic had become that of an association of equal participants.331 The New 

Commonwealth dominated the meeting's deliberations and proposed that going forward, the 

Commonwealth Heads of Government meetings should be hosted on a rotational basis among 

the member states to make it an organization of equal partnership.332 Britain would no longer 

be the sole entity responsible for drafting the Commonwealth agenda and would only 

have opportunities to influence the organization when it hosts the Commonwealth leaders.333 

                                                
326 Ibid. 
327 Ibid. 
328 Michael O’Neil Continuity without consensus” Pp. 188-191. 
329 Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1966 Lagos Declaration Signed By The Nineteen Commonwealth Leaders, Commonwealth 

Library, Marlborough House, London. 1966 (Lagos, 10-12 January). 
330 Ibid. 
331 Ibid. 
332 Meeting Of Commonwealth Prime Ministers, 1966 Lagos Declaration Signed By The Nineteen Commonwealth Leaders, Commonwealth 

Library, Marlborough House, London. 1966 (Lagos, 10-12 January) 
333 Paul Taylor, “Chapter 18 The Commonwealth in the 1980s: Challenges and Opportunities” in A. J. R. Groom, Paul Taylor., eds., The 

Commonwealth in the 1980s. Challenges and Opportunities (1984). Pp. 307-308. Chan, Stephen. 2004. “Abuja and after: The Case for 

Change in the Commonwealth Secretariat.” Round Table, no. 374. Carfax Publishing Company: 239–45. 

doi:10.1080/00358530410001679585. Pp. 239 and 241. Note: Host country plays a crucial role in formulating the CHOGM agenda. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

57 

Another significant manifestation of the British loss of control over the Commonwealth 

organization occurred in 1971. At this time, the Queen of England was still viewed as the 

organization's leader and a figurehead of their free and voluntary association and had been 

actively advising the Commonwealth leaders.334 However, Edward Heath, the Prime Minister 

of Britain, advised the Queen to miss the 1971 CHOGM (in Singapore) because Britain had 

lost a great deal of respect from its member over its solidarity with South Africa.335 This was 

probably an attempt to avoid exposing the Queen to any form of disrespect from member states 

who were opposed to Britain and her support for Apartheid SA.336 Indeed, during the CHOGM 

summit held in London on August 3, 1986, Kenneth Kaunda, the president of Zambia, 

attempted to persuade the Commonwealth leaders to exclude Margaret Thatcher, the British 

prime minister, from the discussion regarding the punitive measures that should be taken 

against the apartheid regime unwavering support.337 In a stunning remark, Kenneth Kaunda 

openly criticized the British Foreign Minister telling her she was unwelcome because of 

Britain's pro-apartheid stand, saying. 

As a fellow human being, Sir Geoffrey, I must welcome you. But as a messenger of 

what you have come to do in South Africa, you are not welcome at all.338 

 

British officials always attempted to defend themselves whenever Britain was criticized.339 Sir 

Geoffrey replied that he was working to find a peaceful solution.340 Paul Taylor identifies this 

period as one in which the organization faced strategic challenges that led to the collapse of the 

previously lopsided hierarchy, in which the United Kingdom lost its unique position as the 
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organization's leader.341 The Singapore CHOGM, the first to be held on the continent of Asia, 

is regarded as one of the Commonwealth's most significant because the meeting communique 

and declaration contained significant agreements to address racial injustice.342 Among other 

principles, it laid down the following: 

We believe in the liberty of the individual, in equal rights for all citizens regardless of 

race, colour, creed or political belief, and in their inalienable right to participate by 

means of free and democratic political processes in framing the society in which they 

live.  

We, therefore, strive to promote in each of our countries those representative 

institutions and guarantees for personal freedom under the law that are our common 

heritage.  

We recognize racial prejudice as a dangerous sickness threatening the healthy 

development of the human race and racial discrimination as an unmitigated evil of 

society.  

Each of us will vigorously combat this evil within our own nation. No country will 

afford to regimes which practise   racial discrimination   assistance, which in its own 

judgement directly contributes to the pursuit or consolidation of this evil policy.343 

 

These principles favoured the rise of its underdeveloped member states, mainly Africans, with 

which its Asian members had always identified.344 The principles ran counter to the policies of 

the Old Commonwealth members, notably the United Kingdom and New Zealand, which had 

a soft spot for the apartheid regime.345 

Canada was another significant rising power that played an important role in shaping 

the emergence of the Commonwealth's second phase.346 As a major advocate of the 

establishment of a secretariat, Canada which was able to produce the organization's first 

secretary-general (Arnold Smith).347 
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Though the Commonwealth used to be perceived as an organization whose members 

depended on Britain and the old Commonwealth for financial support, evidence indicates that 

the second phase of the modern Commonwealth witnessed a decline in Britain's financial 

commitment to the organization.348 The year 1973 witnessed UK’s accession to the EEC in and 

a decline in Britain's financial commitment to the Commonwealth organization.349 The United 

Kingdom's contribution to ODA decreased in 1973 compared to the previous year.350 While 

member states were the largest beneficiaries of UK ODA contributions in both years, their 

proportion of British aid dropped from over 80 percent in 1972 to 77 percent of UK's aid in 

1973, after the United Kingdom joined the European Economic Community.351  

While the report identified several causes for the decline of the United Kingdom's 

commitment, it can be argued that this development represents the United Kingdom's reaction 

to the decline of its dominant role in the organization.352 This probably justifies Srinivasan's 

claim that Britain's developed a nonchalant attitude towards the organization during the period 

because they came to misperceive Commonwealth's developing members states, as an 

ungrateful group that dared to challenge their dominating position in the organization.353 

Britain’s reaction was therefore to become more nationalistic.354 While the United Kingdom's 

financial commitment to the Commonwealth member states decreased in 1973, rising and 

ambitious Canada, which hosted the CHOGM meeting in the same year, increased its financial 

commitment to the Commonwealth member states.355 Canada's ODA increased from 178.4 

million in 1972 to 184.2 million dollars in 1973;356 over 53 percent of Canada’s aid going to 
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Asian countries and357  approximately 25% of their loans went to a Francophone African 

nation.358 Canada's financial sacrifices during this period was used for establishing itself as a 

significant power in the Commonwealth and the world as it gained the support of countries 

who benefited from her grants and aids.359 

During this period, Australia's financial commitment to the organization increased from 

262.8 million to 257.7 million dollars,360 about 74 percent of Australia's aid went to the Pacific 

and Asia during this time, specifically New Guinea and Indonesia.361 Africa received only 6% 

of Australia's aid, although the country promised to consider African countries for more aid in 

the future.362 New Zealand's financial commitment to the Commonwealth member states also 

increased during this period, from 20.6 million dollars in 1972 to 26.5 million dollars in 

1973.363 While she prioritized the Commonwealth's Oceania countries, its bilateral economic 

projects concentrated on countries they deemed to be the most in need, such as Samoa, 

Tanzania, Malawi, and Bangladesh.364The period also witnessed India's emergence as a 

significant donor to the Commonwealth. In 1972, India disbursed approximately 90 million 

dollars, of which over 80 percent went to Bangladesh, 7 percent to Sri Lanka, 6 percent to 

Tanzania, and 4 percent to Mauritius.365 The following year, allocated approximately $232.1 

million for scholarships and technical project training in some Commonwealth member 

states.366 From 1973 to 1975, Nigeria was the second-largest financial contributor to the 

Commonwealth Secretariat.  

The “new” Commonwealth, it positioned itself as a dismantler of colonialism, 

expressed dissatisfaction with Portugal's refusal to grant independence to its colonies of 
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Mozambique, Angola, and Guinea,367 and addition, vowed to assist these nations in achieving 

their independence, a promise they ultimately kept.368 Due to these developments, these non-

Anglophone nations applied to join the organization, and their request was approved because 

they met the criteria for Commonwealth membership.369 

3.6 The Third Phase: The Universal Commonwealth, 1995-2012 

Even though the Commonwealth business encompasses its member states' socio-

political and economic activities, the organization was seen as a club between Britain and its 

former colonies because of its makeup.370 The period from 1995 witnessed significant 

development, including the formation of the Commonwealth Ministerial Action group 

(CMAG) and the joining of the organization by countries that were previously not colonized 

by Great Britain.371 The joining of countries that Britain did not formerly colonize has helped 

to justify that the organization is not a new-colonial outfit but a platform for advantageous 

collaboration. Britain initially did not buy the idea of allowing countries that were not part of 

its empire to be a member in order to maintain the organization's unique identity.372 However, 

they eventually accepted this development and facilitated the accession of Rwanda, which was 

not its former colony.373  

Bolaji Akinyemi though alleged that bringing in of Rwanda into the Commonwealth in 

2009 was an effort of the UK to expand its influence in Eastern Africa, thus this development 

was UK’s reaction to other colonial powers, such as France, that sought economic penetration 
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of the new Anglophone countries.374 The Commonwealth has not admitted any new members, 

however, countries such as Palestine and Algeria had applied to join but had not been granted 

membership.375 With its new diverse membership, the Commonwealth played a crucial role in 

promoting the global agenda of the United Nations. 

The organization attempted to demonstrate through various means its capacity to 

respond to global strategic issues in the socio-political and economic spheres.376 The 

Commonwealth was the first organization that raised a red flag against the Nigerian military 

government as a result of their violation of human rights.377 The decisions to take against the 

country was truncated with absence of an official Commonwealth document with a suspension 

or expulsion clause. This led to differing viewpoints, notably following the execution of Ken 

Siro-Wiwa (a human rights and environmental activist) by the Nigerian government,378. While 

Britain was calling for the expulsion of Nigeria, the organization in August 1996 placed some 

economic sanctions on the country.379 The CMAG successfully enforced political change in 

member states such as Nigeria, Sierra Leone, and The Gambia.380  A subsequent chapter will 

examine how the CMAG engaged the Nigerian government during her suspension years to 

restore democracy and establish a decent government for development. 
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3.7 The Fourth Phase: The Commonwealth as a Formal Institution of Global Governance 

Since 2012 

The period from 2009 to 2011 was marked by a consciousness for rapid reform among 

the Commonwealth leaders, which was prompted by an unprecedented need on the part of the 

Commonwealth leaders to reposition the organization in light of their increasing 

responsibilities as an international organization.381 This sentiment influenced the title of their 

2011 biennial meeting, which was held in Australia and named "Building national resilience, 

building global resilience."382 This meeting resulted in the Commonwealth leaders agreeing on 

several common approaches they must adopt to make the organization more proactive in its 

response to global challenges to keep it relevant and at the forefront of global issues.383 

The Commonwealth leaders reviewed and discussed the reports of the Eminent Persons 

Group it had set up on how to reform the organization.384 The report, titled "A Commonwealth 

of the People: Time for Urgent Reform," provided the Commonwealth leader with 

recommendations on areas to be improved and new tasks to undertake.385 The CMAG was 

highly active during this time, it also produced a special report to ensure member states' 

compliance with the organization's policies.386 The report recommended strengthening the 

CMAG and how to go about it.387 Notably, the report called for the development of a 

Commonwealth charter, which will be compiled from all its previous declarations by and will 

serve as the official record of their activities.388 As noted in the Commonwealth Charter, 

The government sees the Commonwealth Charter as an important outcome of the 

modernization process and a milestone for the Commonwealth. For the first time in its 

64 years of history, the Commonwealth has a single document setting out the core 

values of the organization and the aspirations of its members.389 
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The preceding excerpt demonstrates the significance of the Commonwealth charter by it shows 

that after more than six decades of operation without a formal document or treaty, the years 

2012 and 2013 saw the development of the Commonwealth charter, which Commonwealth 

leaders believed marked a milestone in the organization's "modernization process."390 

The signing of the Commonwealth's official charter clearly stated the essence of their 

collaboration and their role and aspirations in global governance.391 The charter, contained the 

Commonwealth's member states' 16 clear goals, which were not limited to the needs of only 

the Commonwealth citizens but of the entire global population.392 On December 14, 2012, the 

Commonwealth charter, a roughly six-page document containing the goals, objectives, 

purposes, and aspirations of the Commonwealth member states, was approved by the leaders 

of the Commonwealth member states.393 Now the organization's official document, it was 

adopted in March 2013 after it had undergone numerous reviews and trials and was signed by 

the Queen, the head of the Commonwealth,394 justifies the global relevance of the organization, 

the Commonwealth Charter noted that, 

Recognising that in an era of changing economic circumstances and uncertainty, new 

trade and economic patterns, unprecedented threats to peace and security, and a surge 

in popular demands for democracy, human rights and broadened economic 

opportunities, the potential of and need for the Commonwealth – as a compelling force 

for good and as an effective network for cooperation and for promoting development – 

has never been greater.395 

Thus the development of the Commonwealth Charter that its membership recognized an 

increase in demand for their services.396 It became essential to develop a charter to effectively 

address humanity's current and future sociopolitical and economic problems.397 They 

                                                
390 Ibid, Pp 1-2. 
391 Ibid, Pp. 3-6. 
392 Ibid. 
393 Ibid, Pp. 1-6. 
394 Ibid. 
395 Ibid, 2. 
396 Ibid. 
397 Ibid. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

65 

recognized the need to produce a document that, in their opinion, would provide direction and 

offer solutions to these emerging issues and increase the Commonwealth’s cooperation with 

other transnational organizations to promote humanity.398 The charter is broadly divided into 

two sections, the first of which describes the activities and responsibilities of the 

Commonwealth as an international organization.399  

The fourth paragraph of the first section of the Commonwealth Charter, titled "We the 

People of the Commonwealth," demonstrates that the organization claimed for itself a unique 

position on the international stage, allowing it to serve as a model for multilateralism and 

international collaboration based on the United Nations Charter.400 Its leaders based their claim 

on their unique cooperation model, which involves reaching a compromise by consulting one 

another and sharing their experiences in overcoming challenges.401 

The Commonwealth leaders justified their mode of cooperation and claimed that it was 

worthy of emulation.402 How then has the Commonwealth influenced other international 

organizations as a model for modern and future multilateralism? 403 This we lay out in the next 

couple of paragraphs. Studies of Commonwealth communiqués from 1944 to the 1990s 

revealed that the organization was actively engaged in UN business since its establishment in 

1945. In addition to the strategic roles the Commonwealth played in midwifing the UN and 

ensuring nations complied with the UN charter immediately after World War II,404 the 

Commonwealth communiqués over time revealed an unwavering history of their support of the 

United Nations.405 
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The Commonwealth has always considered itself to be at the forefront of strategic 

global challenges and opportunities. On the eve of the 21st century, the Commonwealth heads 

of government gathered to discuss globalization and its opportunities and challenges.406 They 

believed that no nation was untouched by the sweeping changes of globalization, shrunken 

distance between nations worldwide.407 

They concluded that globalization's radical transformation implies that the futures of 

all nations are inextricably intertwined.408 As a result, it is their responsibility to investigate 

how they can take advantage of globalization's opportunities while minimizing the threats it 

poses.409 In order to achieve this objective, the Commonwealth leaders met in the newly 

democratic South African government from November 12-15, 1999.410 The summit was titled 

"Globalisation and People-Centred Development," and the leaders established a committee to 

investigate the sweeping change caused by globalization and determine how they could be 

proactive as an international organization in managing its positive and negative effects.411 

The committee comprised ten leaders of the organization, including the president of 

South Africa and the leaders of the United Kingdom, Fiji Island, Tanzania, Australia, 

Zimbabwe, Trinidad and Tobago, Singapore, India, and Malta.412 The committee was to report 

to the leader of the Commonwealth in the following years.413 The leaders of the Commonwealth 

noted that despite globalization's benefits in facilitating the free flow of communication, ideas, 

and goods, among others, science and technology had improved.414 They argue that this benefit 

is not equally distributed throughout the world, resulting in over fifty percent of the global 

population living on less than two dollars per day.415 An observation they made was that, 
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The persistence of poverty and human deprivation diminishes us all. It also makes 

global peace and security fragile, limits the growth of markets, and forces millions to 

migrate in search of a better life. It constitutes a deep and fundamental structural flaw 

in the world economy.416  

The leaders of the Commonwealth viewed poverty as a significant threat to humanity and 

concluded that globalization had provided them with advantages that they must use 

strategically to address it.417 

3.7.1 The Commonwealth and the Formation of the United Nations Millennium 

Development Goals 

The United Nations Millennium Development Goals announced at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century are sets of global issues that countries worldwide hoped to jointly address 

by 2015.418 The Commonwealth leaders had a significant impact on the development of the 

millennium development goals and ensured that their members committed to achieving these 

goals.419 In one of their communiques, the leaders posited that,  

The Fancourt Declaration and the UN Millennium Declaration have laid a firm base for 

us to push back the frontiers of poverty and under-development. In pursuit of the 

Millennium Development Goals, we call on governments to seize the opportunities 

presented by the Financing for Development Conference… and the World Summit on 

Sustainable Development (Johannesburg, August/September 2002) to chart a more 

sustainable and equitable growth path for the world.420  

 

The Commonwealth leaders, who see poverty and its consequences as a global strategic issue, 

believe that the Fancourt Summit and the United Nations Millennium Development Goals will 

guide how to combat poverty.421 The eight United Nations Millennium Development Goals 

include eradicating poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education, ensuring 

environmental sustainability, promoting gender equality, combating HIV/AIDS, Aids, malaria, 

and other diseases, maternal health, reducing child mortality, and the developing of a global 
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partnership for development.422 Before the declaration of the UN MDGs the Commonwealth, 

through their communiques had for a long considered those issues as a threat to humanity which 

required attention, especially the problem of poverty. In one of their declarations, 

Commonwealth leaders asserted that, 

In pursuit of the Millennium Development Goals, we call on governments to seize the 

opportunities presented by the Financing for Development Conference (Monterrey, 

Mexico, 18-22 March 2002) and the World Summit on Sustainable Development 

(Johannesburg, August/September 2002) to chart a more sustainable and equitable 

growth path for the world423 

The Commonwealth established a committee known as the Commonwealth Functional 

Cooperation (CFC) to review its operations and provide recommendations on better 

cooperation among other nations to achieve the Millennium development goals.424 The CFC 

committee report commended the efforts of the Commonwealth member states towards 

achieving the MDGs and proposed that the Heads of Government meet with the UN Secretary-

General to examine the situation of the MDGs to remove obstacles to the set goals and to 

encourage other nations to work towards achieving the MDGs by promoting development.425 

3.7.2 The Commonwealth and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

The Commonwealth charter, which was created in 2012 and adopted the following year, 

was instrumental in forming sustainable development goals.426 The United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals, implemented in 2015, included 17 global goals introduced after the MDGs 

expired. This section examines this claim by evaluating the development and nature of the 

Commonwealth's cooperation and how they engaged the UN general assembly meeting to 
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determine whether they played a significant role in creating the 17 goals that comprise the UN 

development goals. 

To explain the remarkable role of the Commonwealth in global governance, Patricia 

Baroness Scotland (the current Commonwealth secretary general), in an interview stressed that 

the 16 goals of the Commonwealth Charter is identical to the United Nations' 17 global goals 

and that the 17th goal of the UN means "partnership," and that this is what the Commonwealth 

is doing.427  

During the 2013 Colombo summit, the Commonwealth leaders celebrated the adoption of the 

Commonwealth charter in March 2013 and pledged to adhere to its sixteen goals,428 the second 

item on their agenda at this summit centred on 'development.429 The leaders discussed the 

proposed 21 UN sustainable development goals raised in the UN meeting held in Rio de Janeiro 

(Brazil).430 While impressed with these goals, the Commonwealth leaders felt that there would 

be a need to continue the fight against poverty and pledged to champion the course for 

achieving the global sustainable development goals.431 

The Commonwealth leaders discussed the need to design the proposed global goals to 

address global issues and advance humanity.432 They reviewed the declaration of the RIO+20 

summit (on MDGs) and the UN 2013 report on the MDGs. 433 They discovered that some goals 

had not been met, particularly goal number eight, which emphasized global cooperation.434 The 

Commonwealth leaders were unhappy with this outcome they committed to promoting 

effective collaboration among UN members.435 Furthermore, they pledged to support UN 

sustainable development and the UN Doha declaration and to sponsor major UN summits in 

                                                
427 Ibid. 
428 The 22nd Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, “Growth with Equity: Inclusive Development” Commonwealth Library, 

Marlborough House, London. Colombo, Sri Lanka, 2013. 
429 Ibid 
430 Ibid. 
431 Ibid. 
432 Ibid. 
433 Ibid. 
434 Ibid. 
435 Ibid. 



 
 
 

 

 

 

70 

the socio-economic and environmental spheres.436 They agreed to employ the "principle of 

common but differentiated responsibilities," a pivotal point in article 7 of the newly proposed 

RIO+20 document, to strengthen international collaboration for the SDGs.437 

While other UN members celebrated their success in reducing poverty through the 

MDGs scheme, Commonwealth leaders were dissatisfied with the outcome, viewing poverty 

as a severe challenge to humanity, and prosed that the fight against poverty should be 

prioritized in the proposed SDGs agenda.438 The CFC report commended the efforts of the 

heads of government and recommended that they intervene to promote international 

collaboration by encouraging the UN secretary-general to educate UN member states on 

effective multilateralism.439 Assuming the responsibility to promote effective collaboration, the 

Commonwealth leaders planned for the 69th UN General Assembly meeting to be held the 

following year and agreed to ensure that the UN's proposed post-2015 global goals resemble 

the Commonwealth charter.440  

The Commonwealth leaders also mentioned climate change as an issue they must 

address.441 The leaders had intentionally planned to shape the outcome of the 69th session of 

the United Nations General Assembly and to shape the emergence of the post-2015 sustainable 

development goals and they succeeded 442 the SDGs, which were adopted as the UN's global 

goal, reflect the desires of the Commonwealth community.443 The 21 goals of the UN were 

reduced to 17 goals to resemble the 16 goals outlined in the Commonwealth charter.444 The 17 
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goals denote global partnership, which is what the Commonwealth does.445 Thus, the 

Commonwealth played a significant role in the formation of the 17 global goals of the UN. 

During the 2015 Commonwealth summit in Valetta, Malta, the leaders were pleased 

with the appearance of the SDGs because they believed it, touched on almost every aspect of 

humanity and global affairs.446 They also believed that it has the potential to solve not only the 

issue of poverty but also create a better world.447 They believed that the UN 17 global goals 

were designed strategically to reach every person on the planet.448 The research argued that the 

transformation of the old British Empire in the 1940s resulted in the birth of a modern 

Commonwealth, which transformed the empire into an international organization of equals. 

The research also revealed that this Modern Commonwealth went through four stages of 

transition, a transformation caused by the nature of the relationship between its member states. 

Britain designed the first stage of the modern Commonwealth to maintain a sterling domain.449 

The second stage of the Commonwealth saw the significance of countries like Canada, India, 

and Nigeria, the decline of Britain's influence, and the end of the Commonwealth as a domain 

of the UK's pound sterling.  

The third phase of the modern Commonwealth, which the research refers to as a 

Universal Commonwealth, saw the transformation of the organization and structure of Britain 

and its former domain into a more diverse system with francophone members as well as 

member states formerly colonized by Portugal.450 The fourth phase of the Commonwealth saw 

the transformation of the organization into a significant institution of global governance, with 
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a charter containing all 16 of its agenda and as well as the organization’s defining role in the 

formation of the United Nations development agenda at the global level.451  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

4.0 The Commonwealth Impact on Nigeria’s Struggle for Democracy, 1990-2000. 

4.1 Introduction 

Between the 1980s and the 1990s, the Commonwealth organization established itself 

as a global force for promoting and propagating democracy and human rights among its 

member and non-member states.452 This is consistent with the organization's values and 

mission statement, which are enshrined in the 1971, 1991, and 1997 Commonwealth 

declarations.  

Nigeria attained independence under the watch of the Commonwealth and joined the 

organization that year after meeting the required criteria.453 These criteria include adhering to 

the organization's principles of democracy, equality, and respect for human dignity. However, 

the series of military coups that ended the country's democratic government and its military 

government’s flagrant violation of human rights exacerbated tensions between Nigeria and the 

international community and especially the United Nations and the Commonwealth.454 

Consequently, in 1995, the Commonwealth suspended Nigeria’s membership of the 

organization due to the violation of these principles until it adhered to the organization’s 

enshrined principles.455  

The Commonwealth has been lauded for its unique conflict management and conflict 

resolution approach.456 The organization's method of conflict resolution is classified as either 

formal or informal in this study.457  
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This chapter examined the development, activities, and nature of the interaction 

between the Commonwealth and the Nigerian government during the years of the country’s 

suspension from the organization. The organization's use of its method of formal and informal 

conflict resolution approaches during the suspension years and their effectiveness in enforcing 

change in Nigeria will be examined. The organization’s informal strategies involved 

maintaining contact with a suspended member state while using diplomatic persuasion, peer 

group influence, and promises to entice them to return to the organization's principles. The 

formal approaches and strategies, on the other hand, includes but are not limited to the 

Commonwealth's member states cooperating with international organizations, most notably the 

United Nations, the European Union, and others, to compel sociopolitical change in the deviant 

member state.458 Stringent economic sanctions and trade embargoes are the primary 

characteristics of its formal approach. 

Studies of Nigeria's return to democracy credit external factors, most notably the impact 

of the Commonwealth, for championing this cause. The chapter will assess the role of the 

Commonwealth as an external factor versus internal factors and their significance in this 

struggle to promote democracy in Nigeria. 

4.2 Nigeria's ascension to "major power" status in the Commonwealth: Sacrifice for 

Influence 

A few historical events were considered to have tarnished the Commonwealth's 

reputation, raising questions among citizens and the international community about the 

organization's ability to uphold its claims as a significant force for democracy and human 

rights, as enshrined in its mission statement. Among these developments is the military 

dictatorship that lasted for more than a decade in Uganda, a Commonwealth country;459 The 
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United Kingdom's (UK) soft spot for the South Africa's apartheid regime;460 and the Nigerian 

military government's gross violations of human rights, most notably the execution of Ken 

Saro-Wiwa a former Noble Peace Prize nominee and environmental activist during the 

Commonwealth CHOGM in 1995, despite the international community's call for his release.461 

Nigeria has been a principal member of the Commonwealth and was seen as one of its 

principal players since independence due to its diplomatic and financial commitment to the 

organization.462 Bakare asserted that Nigeria has been well-known for its Afrocentric policies 

(during the 1970s and the 1980s) aimed at promoting the continent's interests.463 It is therefore, 

not surprising that not few scholars have mentioned that the country has played a significant 

role in strengthening the continent's relationship with the Commonwealth. It is in this 

connection that, Don McKinnon, the previous secretary-general of the Commonwealth, has 

drawn attention to Nigeria's critical role in establishing connections between the organization's 

developed and poor member nations.464 According to him, 

Nigeria's chairmanship of the Commonwealth for the next two years provides a special 

opportunity to strengthen the relationship between the Commonwealth and Africa. 

During his recent visit to Marlborough House, the headquarters of the Commonwealth 

Secretariat, President Obasanjo strongly restated his intention to help generate closer 

ties among all members of the Commonwealth family.465 

 

Nigeria between 1960s-1980s, the country played significant roles in the development and the 

survival of the organization, just as the organization served it as ladder in exerting influence 

both on the African continent and globally. Elizabeth Donnelly and Darragh Neville argued 

that the Commonwealth granted the country an undeserved opportunity to assert itself as a 

rising power.466 Recent statements by Commonwealth officials and non-official reports have 
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demonstrated the country's immense contributions to the organization and this justifies the 

influence it has gained over time.467 One of these reports by Charles Carrington, titled The 

Commonwealth in Africa, recalled how Nigeria was instrumental in explaining why the 

Commonwealth should continue to exist at a time when Britain was deliberately pursuing 

policies aimed at destroying the new Commonwealth.468   Consequently, African countries 

responded by their preference for their own regional organizations over the Commonwealth.469 

The report demonstrated that Nigeria provided critical points upon which Canada built to 

establish that the United Kingdom no longer possesses the authority to dissolve the 

organization.470 He notes, 

…I want to say that the wisest advice, in my view, came from Nigeria, who said that 

we ought not to look too far ahead. We should plan for a useful role in the season which 

we are entering, confident that as the world changes, we will find new formula to adapt 

ourselves to the new situation.471 

 

Similarly, Nigeria played significant role in providing a venue for the Commonwealth's leaders 

to convene for critical discussion about the organization's prospects, an act of leadership that 

should be commended. Thus, contrary to Elizabeth Donnelly and Daragh Neville's assertion, 

the country deserved an undeserved opportunity as a rising power, and the country's influence 

within the rganization was not accidental. 

Derek McDougal, Ade Adefuye, and Helen Clark, the former prime minister of New 

Zealand, viewed the organization's African, Asian, and Caribbean member countries as the 

primary, if not the only, beneficiaries of the various economic and financial reforms and 

programmes, such as the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Co-operation (CFTC).472 That 
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was their argument for why the Commonwealth remains relevant to its underdeveloped 

member states, but also,473 according to them, the primary reason the organization continues to 

be a burden on its developed member states.474 However, Sola Akinrinade demonstrated that 

Nigeria's case is unique. He noted that since the 1970s, the country has emerged as a significant 

contributor to the CFTC.475 Consistently ranking sixth in terms of contributions.476 Olajide 

Aluko was of the opinion that Nigeria became the third-largest financial contributor to the 

Commonwealth Secretariat during the period between 1973-195. 477  

Be that as it is, the Commonwealth membership has benefited Nigeria as a strategic 

platform for its foreign policies and a place for good associations to partner for cooperation 

and development. This has been demonstrated by Nigeria’s hosting several of the 

organization’s meetings of the Head of Government such as CHOGM. He affirmed that:478 

The country has considered committing and maintaining a strong connection with the 

Commonwealth because they have found it to be a reliable platform whose policies are 

in line with the country's national and international interests.479 

 

In this regard, the country used the organization as a platform to clarify its stance on apartheid 

white minority rule in Zimbabwe and Britain's support for the apartheid regime.480 Akinrinade, 

noted that Nigeria has always adhered to the Commonwealth strategy in the fight against white 

minority rule in Rhodesia and South Africa, contrary to how other African Commonwealth 

members and the OAU believe the situation should be addressed.481  

Don McKinnon stressed the instrumental roles the Nigerian government played in the 

resolution of the South African crisis. Most notably, the roles of Chief Olusegun Obasanjo ( 
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the former Nigerian Military Head of State) as a critical figure in the Eminent People Group 

(EPG), established to look into the matter in South Africa. He stressed how Obasanjo “was 

instrumental in formulating Commonwealth policy on Apartheid in 1986.”482 Don McKinnon 

praises the critical roles of the Nigerian leader in formulating policies for peace and conflict 

resolution for South Africa's and Rhodesia's decades-long social-political and economic crises. 

In addition, Nigeria played a leading role in pressuring the UK government to abide by 

Commonwealth values through diplomatic and punitive measures.483 One of which was the 

nationalization of Britain's Petroleum industries,484 an act that the Nigerian government called 

a warning sign.485 The Nigerian punitive measures on the UK had a serious negative impact on 

their economy. However, this was used to demonstrate that Nigeria was serious about their 

position in South Africa.486 Nigeria wielded considerable influence, enabling them to convince 

32 of the 59 Commonwealth member states to boycott the 1986 Commonwealth Games, (in 

Edinburgh, Scotland) in protest of Britain's support for the Apartheid regime.487 Thus, similar 

to Canada, it attempted to compel what others perceived to be the mother country to conform 

to the organization's principles. 

4.3 The Pariah State: Nigeria and the Question of Human Rights Prior to November 12, 

1995. 

At the time of independence, Nigeria, just like India and Ghana, was seen as a promising 

country with a lot of growth potential,488 due to its rich natural and human resources and its 

commitment to commonwealth initiatives.489 The country's power and influence increased 

sharply. Less than seven years after independence, the country was deemed worthy of hosting 
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the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting.490 However, the military coup that deposed 

Tafawabalewa Balewa (the first prime minister of Nigeria) on the eve of the Commonwealth 

Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Nigeria on January 15, 1966, and several other 

coups that had snuffed out the country's once-promising future.491 

1993 to 1998 is critical to this study because it is was period from when Nigeria was 

under the military dictatorship of General Sani Abacha. The military Junta took control of the 

government after forcing Alex Shonekan, Nigeria's caretaker President, to relinquish power 

and resign based on the excuse of incompetence in managing the country's socio-political and 

economic challenges.492 Abacha in his broadcast after taking over government demonstrated 

awareness that the international community had concerns, and that his actions would be 

critiqued.493 As the only military officer to achieve the rank of general without jumping any 

ranks, the new military Head of Government actively participated in almost every regime 

change since the first counter-coup,494 a sufficient evidence for the international community to 

conclude that Abacha cannot be trusted to carry out his acclaimed mandate of restoring 

democracy and good governance.  

4.4 Abacha, the Preservation of Peace, Order, and Good Governance and Human Rights. 

The language of “peace, order, and good governance" in Nigeria dates back to before 

the country's amalgamation in 1914.495 Britain used this term as a significant justification for 

conquering and retaining control of the country.496 The Abacha regime, like other military 

governments before it used this language (preservation of peace, order and good governance) 
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to take over control of the country. We concur with this assertion, as the country inherited a 

colonial military structure following independence. Any military takeover of power to establish 

“peace, order, and good governance” (POGG) was always preceded by the suspension of the 

country's constitution and the promulgation of military decrees that vested powers on the 

military government of the day with significant authority over the state's management and 

governance.497 Hakeem noted that the first military decree in Nigeria enacted in 1966 by Gen. 

Aguyi Ironsi abolished the civilian government and empowered his military government with 

absolute authority to pursue POGG.498  

General Sani Abacha's takeover of the government, like the previous military regimes 

before that, ruled the country, also suspended the constitution, and established a provisional 

ruling council. 499 The council served as the state's supreme power, comprising the Head of 

State and several subordinates (including the Chief of Defence, and the Chief of General Staff, 

among others).500 With the suspension of the constitution, the newly established authority 

emphasized the importance of instilling socio-physical and psychological discipline on the 

citizens in order to address the country's socio-political problems and was accused of gross 

human rights violations.501 

However, the government and its officials never admitted to the gross violation of 

human rights; interestingly, while the international community viewed the country as a system 

in which the government and its officials were against the masses; evidence revealed that some 

people in Nigeria who were not in power also stood by the government. However, an 

interviewee argued that this could be because they were attempting to build a platform that 
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would help them gain favour with the regime; an attempt will also be made to understand why 

some people speak in favour of the government even when they are not at the helm of affairs.  

Brought to a lower case, scholars have opined that, during the period the Abacha’s 

regime committed grave human rights violations.502 They opined that Abacha took two primary 

approaches to establishing total control of Nigerians. The first approach was dismantling the 

already existing democratic structure following the end of Shonekan's government,503 and the 

second approach eradicated political activities and resulted in the proclamation of two military 

laws: decree no. 17 of 1993, that weakened the judiciary, and decree no. 11 of 1994, that was 

aimed at curbing political activities.504 The decree no.11 of 1994 authorized the arrest and 

detention of anyone perceived to pose a threat to national security.505 Donnelly, like Ogbonna, 

pointed out that the resultant effects were: the arrest of those that were perceived as real or even 

imagined enemies who opposed the government and thus demanded the immediate transfer of 

power to civilian authorities and the end of military rule.506 Ogbonna argued that Abacha's 

government's decree No. 17 was the most heinous, authorizing the detention of people for 

approximately three months without trial.507 

The Commonwealth Human Rights Report (1995) on Nigeria pointed out that General 

Sani Abacha’s decrees 14 and 12 were the most terrifying and harshest: As they established a 

system wherein which detained prisoners were not required to appear in court but faced 

whatever punishment the military government chose.508 The report showed that decrees nos. 

14 and 12 had negative implications on the judiciary.509 The decrees led to the total erosion of 

human and people’s rights. The report further indicated that: it sparked outrage among legal 

professionals of the federation among who was Dr. Olu Onogoruwa, the country's then-serving 
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minister of justice and attorney general. He was vehemently opposed to the government's 

decision,510 and threatened to resign if the law was not revoked.511  

According to the United Nations Human Rights Report, Onogoruwa made the first 

public attempt to discuss this issue, saying to the press that decree 12 deprived citizens of their 

liberty and were enacted without his consent.512 This, consequently, resulted in his immediate 

dismissal.513  The United Nations Human Rights Amnesty Report (UNHR) noted that decree 12 

was a most horrific law as it empowered the government to detain citizens without charge or 

trial.514 A notorious example was Ken Saro-Wiwa’s detention without a court appearance for 

several months.515  

Following its establishment, Abacha reportedly expanded the Provisional Ruling 

Council by adding senior military personnel to maintain his firm grip on power.516  While this 

was to effectively crush rebellion against the regime, the government claimed it was to 

“preserve peace and order” and to lay the foundation for a sound and sustainable governance. 

Furthermore, the military government established a constitutional conference committee to 

draft a new constitution that would be reviewed and endorsed by the PRC.517 Many Nigerians 

who were unsure and confused with the Abacha program and had lost interest in the 

constitutional conference as a result of their experiences under the Babangida regime.518 They 

believed that the only way to manage the situation was for Abiola, who had won the June 12, 

1993, election, to take over.519 This resulted in their formation of the pro-democracy movement 
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known as the National Democratic Coalition (NADECO) in 1994. Following their meeting in 

Lagos, the movement itself developed Four (4) key demands. 

 that the military abstains from all forms of political interference. 

 that Abiola be installed as the President before the end of that month. 

 that Abiola lead the way in establishing the country's government. 

 that Abiola should convene a committee to produce a sovereign national conference520 

This Movement garnered widespread support from various groups across the country, 

including those who had previously served in government, the civil service, most notably those 

in the oil sector, the Nigerian Labour Congress, and the Academic Staff Union, among 

others.521 These pressure groups, which were formerly exerting pressure on the government for 

their interests, chose to support the NADECO idea because they believed that if Abiola took 

over Nigeria, he would listen to their demands.522 

The CHRI Report, documented two significant waves of political arrests in the 

country.523 The first batch of the arrests began less than two months after establishing the 

NADECO movement, specifically in June, to coincide with the one-year commemoration of 

the annulled election.524 Concerned about the widespread dissemination of the NADECO 

concept; the government made arrests of its leaders and other political dignitaries suspected of 

fueling the crisis, including Chief Antony Enahoro, Dr. Ransome-Kuti, Chief Gani Fawehinmi, 

and Ken Saro-Wiwa.525 While Ransome Kuti and Fawehinmi were accused of organizing the 

oil workers against the government. 526 Ken Saro-Wiwa was accused of engineering unrest in 

the Southern part of the country.527  

Ken Saro-Wiwa an environmental activist, was arrested and jailed without being 

charged. Saro-Wiwa became the leader of the group known as the Movement for the Survival 
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of the Ogoni People (MOSOP),528 a group in the country's oil-rich Niger Delta region that was 

clamouring for better treatment and consideration of the Ogoni people.529 The people were 

suffering from the effects of oil spillage from refineries, inadequate infrastructure, and basic 

amenities, all of which were affecting their lives and livelihoods, most notably the 

destruction of the Ogoni people's farms and water bodies.530 

Saro-Wiwa, drew the international community's attention to the damage done in the 

Niger Delta region due to the oil spillage.531 He started to call for a larger share of the county's 

revenue for the Ogoni people.532 His actions became a source of concern for the government 

which was unwilling to listen to their concerns.533 Violence between factions of Ogoni people 

resulted in the death of several Ogoni elders.534  

Furthermore, this was used as a justification to crack down on MOSOP, which 

eventually resulted in the arrest of Ken Saro-Wiwa.535 The government charged the Ogoni 

people with terrorism and carried out series of military operations against them.536 The report 

considers this campaign a crime against humanity because over 30 Ogoni settlements were 

attacked. The military operation resulted in the severe destruction of lives and properties, 

including burning houses, killing, rapping, maiming, and stealing their belongings.537 

According to UN Human Rights Report, Saro-Wiwa was convicted without a trial.538 It also 

showed that the government accused him of orchestrating the assassination of the Ogoni leaders 

because the regime were looking for an opportunity to have him indicted.539 
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A CHRI report confirmed that the deceased leaders did not get along with Saro-Wiwa, 

but proved there was no evidence linking Ken to their deaths.540 The report denounced how the 

government handled the case.541 Like the UNHR Report, they also concluded that following 

several months of detention without trial, Saro-Wiwa was charged with terrorism and murder 

and executed despite the international community's pleas, particularly the Commonwealth.542  

According to the Business and Human Rights Resource Center's records, Saro-Wiwa's 

execution was planned and orchestrated by both the oil companies and the government.543 

Whilst the former viewed him as a whistleblower and a hindrance to their operations and the 

latter as a threat to national security.544  

The report revealed that the senior military officer (Lt-Col Okuntimo) who carried out 

the operation was seen driving around in a Shell official vehicle and was also placed on their 

payroll.545 The Independent News (TIN) reported on December 5, 2010, that after 

approximately one and a half decades since Ken Saro-Wiwa's execution, they have been able 

to obtain evidence and interview eyewitnesses who also participated in the raid of the Ogoni 

community. According to the testifier named Boniface Ejiogu in The Independence News 

article, he explained that he was with his commander when they went to collect money the day 

before the Ogoni elders were murdered: 

I was there when other soldiers were carrying the Ghana Must Go bags," he testified. 

The bags were so heavy the soldiers had difficulty carrying them, and one fell open. 

"The thing opened," Mr Ejiogu said. "I saw it was money in bundles. He said, wow, 

this is money. I say, yes man, it is money.546 

 

Ejiogu testified that he counted seven bags of money collected from Shell by his commander, 

Lt-Col Okuntimo.547 Additionally, TIN interviewed a police officer named Raphael Kponee, 
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who worked at Shell during this period, and noted that he witnessed Lt-Col Okuntimo come to 

Shell several times to collect money piled in three bags.548  

Shell denied any involvement in the Ogoni execution and asserted that they had never 

entered into any financial deal with the Joint Task Force that attacked the Ogoni community.549 

However, after years of denial, Shell agreed to compensate the family of Ken Saro-Wiwa with 

a Fifteen (15) million dollar settlement in order to dismiss the lawsuit filed against them in a 

New York courtroom.550 

4.5 The Weakening of Nigeria's Relationship with The Commonwealth 

Despite its role in shaping the organization's development and ensuring its survival, 

Nigeria's relationship with the Commonwealth suffered a severe setback during those of 

military rule. Nigeria became among the few member states the Commonwealth Heads of 

Government considered to have dented the organization’s reputation. Moreover, the 

organization’s leaders regard Nigeria's offence as the most grievous against the organization.551 

Thus, posing serious questions about what course of action to take against the country.552 The 

execution of the Ogoni Nine political activists during the period of the organization’s summit 

and after a series of the organization's concerted diplomatic engagements and entreaties with 

the country for their release was not only an indictment on the organization's image, but a proof 

of the country’s military government recalcitrance.553 

Nelson Mandela the President of South Africa, who himself, had been instrumental in 

mediating between the Nigerian government and the Commonwealth, called for Nigeria's 

expulsion after the execution.554 This development was significant because, despite the 
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country's role and influence in the struggle against South Africa's apartheid regime, not even 

South Africa had any soft spot for the country. Mandela in an interview following the Heads 

of Government meeting in New Zealand: he asserted that the actions of the Nigerian 

government were unacceptable and must come to an end.555 

Following the execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa, Nelson Mandala was deeply worried about 

the arrest of Chief Olusegun Obasanjo and feared that he would face the same fate if  

intervention were delayed.556 Like Mandela, many people started pressurizing the 

Commonwealth leaders for Nigeria's expulsion and for the imposition of severe sanctions.557 

A position that gained popularity and traction in the international community and served as a 

catalyst for political and civil protests among activists in various parts of the world.558 

Additionally, we can argue that the development had a detrimental effect on the country's 

reputation, image and influence in ways that were never before anticipated. 

Nigeria was the first country to be a member of the organization while under military 

rule.559 This development began after the country's first republic's termination occurred on the 

last day of the CHOGM 1966 meeting in Lagos and lasted approximately two decades.560 

Nigeria began to view itself as a significant power with a unique and irreplaceable position that 

had exerted influence across the organization’s member states. This is evidenced by the 

statement of Tom Ikimi, who said any attempt to sack Nigeria would spell the end of the 

commonwealth organization.561 In his word: “Selective, discriminatory, and grossly unfair' 

could actually end up spelling the demise of the Commonwealth.”562 
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The United Kingdom and the developed Commonwealth member states are considered 

the backbone of the association due to the financial assistance they provide to the majority of 

the association, as well as the underdeveloped members. But as Akinrinade argued, Nigeria is 

a significant member of the organization and was consistently one of the organization's top six 

financial donors.563 Aluko also affirmed that during Gowon's regime in the 1970s, Nigeria was 

the third largest financial contributor to the organization’s secretariat.564 Given McDougal and 

Adefuye’s use of huge financial commitment by member states as a justification to argue the 

importance of the Commonwealth-developed member states to the organization, we can use 

this yardstick to assert that one of the reasons why Nigeria view itself as an indispensable 

member was due to financial support. 

According to Bourne, the early 1990s saw widespread human rights violations in 

Commonwealth countries.565 Further, the period saw the Commonwealth transitioned from an 

organization focused on promoting democracy to one that also promotes human rights, with 

the establishment of the Commonwealth Human Rights Unit (CWHRU) focusing exclusively 

on strengthening the machinery of its member states to address the problem of human rights 

violations.566  

He observed that for the Commonwealth to operate in a manner consistent with the 

principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of member states,567 The CWHRU did not 

attempt to investigate gross human rights violations in its member states.568 
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4.6 The Struggle for Democracy an Assessment of the Internal and External Dynamics 

The subsection of the chapter argued that the Commonwealth was instrumental in 

bringing about diplomatic pressures and political change in Nigeria. The Commonwealth as an 

organization blazed the trail in the immediate actions against Nigeria by suspending its 

membership after the killing of the Ogoni Nine (9). The Ogoni Nine (9) were prominent 

environmental activists whose protest against the environmental and ecological damage caused 

by oil exploration in the South-South Region of Nigeria was perceived as a rebellion by the 

Abacha regime.569 Several studies like this author attribute Nigeria's transition to democracy to 

the pressures asserted by the Commonwealth. Bourne argued that the organization, following 

the murder of the Ogoni Nine (9), recommended and enforced the various steps that moved the 

country toward democracy and democratic governance in 1999.570  But what about the role of 

internal factors in the transition to democracy? Apart from the external dynamics in the struggle 

for democracy and democratization in the 1990s, it is important that the internal dynamics also 

be examined. Thus, several scholars are of the opinion that aside from the pro-democracy 

movements, others have attributed the change to the military government itself. An interviewee 

an International Relations expert from the University of Lagos, argued that Abacha's 

government was pivotal in restoring democracy following the regime’s tireless efforts to 

manage the country's sociopolitical issues571. According to the interviewee, 

At that time, the country needed strong leadership that could melt down the tension and 

unite the country in onefold; this is because the country was on the brink of 

disintegration owing to regional crisis engulfing the whole country. He absolutely 

deserves much credit. He was able to stabilize the country and engaged in a transition 

program before his death.572 
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The CWHRI report (1995) agreed that the country's situation was in very bad shape when 

Abacha seized power.573 However, his elimination of the pre-existing democratic structure and 

establishment of a full-fledged military administration, this study argues, that was a 

retrogression from democracy.574 As a key member of the caretaker government, the 

international community and Nigerians expected him to contribute to strengthening the already 

weakened institution rather than overthrow it. 

4.6.1 Pro-democracy Movements in the Country 

The Commonwealth is the world's second-largest international organization after the 

United Nations and is generally acknowledged as the first to sanction Nigeria following Abacha 

government’s execution of the Ogoni 9, which sparked widespread international outrage.575 

However, the organization suspended the country at a time when it lacked a law or set of rules 

for suspending a member state in its charter or declarations.576 Thus, as noted by K. C. Wheare, 

and James Fawcett argued that the organization lacked the authority to enforce punitive 

measures.577 In fact, some scholars have that the Commonwealth never intended to suspend 

Nigerian and was only instead looking for a way to manage this situation more effectively.578 

However, prior to the suspension of Nigeria and sanctioning of the government, families 

directly affected and their local and international allies had called for Nigeria to be 

expelled and the government to be economically isolated to punish the country for arresting 

their loved ones without trial.579 The arrests of Abiola and Saro-Wiwa made their families and 

supporters a source of pressure on the Commonwealth. According to the CHRI report, the 
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Commonwealth sent delegates to Nigeria in several times to see the situation of the convicts 

and pleaded for their release and access to medication and their families.580 

After the sentencing of Ken Saro-Wiwa and Eight (8) of his colleagues, his first son, 

along with his local and international allies, led protests at the venue of the CHOGM in 1995 

in New Zealand, calling for the organization to take a serious decision against the Nigerian 

government, which had maintained its stand in sentencing his father and others to death.581 

During an interview in New Zealand, Ken Saro-Wiwa Junior implored that, 

What needs to be done is they need to have strong words with the Nigerian authorities 

and regime and to leave them in no doubt as to what the outcome will be for them in 

the international community if they carry out these sentences…It's merely what we 

confirmed yesterday. This is the last chance because if the Commonwealth doesn't do 

anything, then surely my father and the others will be executed. We've said it for over 

a year now, and we're now at a crunch point - this is now the time where politicians 

have to act.582 

 

Following this, the Commonwealth leaders, who had previously expressed their solidarity with 

detainees' families, chose to employ what they refer to as persuasive diplomacy.583 

4.6.1.1 Nigeria and the Commonwealth: Persuasive diplomacy: 

This is a conflict resolution approach of the organization where Commonwealth leaders 

with a high reputation and on good terms with the conflicting governments or factions is used 

to serve as a mediator between to reach common ground. The organization pursued this strategy 

with the Nigerian government, with Mandela as the mediator between the Nigerian government 

and the Commonwealth at the time.584 On behalf of the Commonwealth, Mandela engaged the 

Nigerian government and made sure Desmond Tutu, a close friend of his and a key player in 

South Africa's Peace and Reconciliation Program, went on his behalf when he could not make 

it to some meetings.585 Desmond Tutu's report following his mission provided the CHRI and 
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Commonwealth leaders with a better understanding of the nature of the abuse suffered by the 

political prisoners.586 According to the CHRI, Desmond Tutu strongly condemned the 

conditions in which he met Moshood Abiola.587 

Despite his pleas for the release of political prisoners, Saro-Wiwa and his colleagues 

were executed. In a brief interview following the execution of the Ogoni Nine (9), Mandela 

admitted that the approach used to engage Nigeria failed and that what the government had 

done was completely unacceptable.588 And when asked if the outcome was because he didn't 

give it his all. He answered: 

No, that's a certain misconception. My conscience is now clear because I did everything 

to resolve this matter through persuasive diplomacy, and now that method failed, and 

it is absolutely necessary to take firm action.589 

 

Mandela was the first Commonwealth leader to call for the country's expulsion, even if, as 

noted by James Myburgh, he had refused to criticize the Nigerian government's activities 

throughout his interactions with them in line with the policy of persuasive diplomacy.590 Their 

not criticizing the government could be due to the need to maintain a soft stance with the 

government to influence them. Though it did not work in the case of Nigeria, it has had success 

in other countries such as Malaysia, Fiji, and Pakistan.591 

While the organization dallied on which decision to take against the Nigeria, the 

families of the Ogoni 9 and their allies demanded the country's immediate expulsion from the 

Commonwealth.592 Ken Saro Wiwa Junior stated on a press conference during the period when 

the CHOGM summit was still ongoing that.  

I heard the General Secretary of the Commonwealth say that expulsion is not an option 

in clear contravention of their own terms and conditions for Nigeria's redamittance after 

the execution of the Ogoni nine, including my father. If these rumours are true, it seems 

that Nigeria has once again dealt a very serious blow to the Commonwealth's reputation 
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and all the efforts of the Secretary General to appease a dictator. If the association is to 

restore its credibility and prove that no one country is bigger then the association of 

nations, then the heads of government must begin to regain the initiative on Nigeria and 

apply the strongest sanctions at the end of this conference. This is the only way of 

removing this pariah regime and restoring a viable and cooperative government in 

Nigeria that will benefit not just the Ogonis but the Nigerian people and those who seek 

to do business in Nigeria as well as the Commonwealth as a whole.593 

 

Saro-Wiwa Jnr was responding to the Commonwealth summit's discussion on Nigeria. He 

proposed what he believed would result in a permanent solution to Nigeria's problem. He 

suggested that if the Commonwealth were genuinely committed to restoring democracy in the 

country, they should agree to impose severe sanctions on the government to coerce it into 

returning to a democratic system that benefits its citizens.594 

With regard to the study of presidential elections in Nigerian history, scholars and even 

the CHRI report have always argued that the June 12, 1993, election was the most decent in 

the country's history.595 Abiola received support from all corners of the country. In an interview 

with National Geographic, Nobel Laureate Prof. Wole Soyinka stated that, "MKO Abiola beats 

his opponents hands down everywhere."596 In an interview, Hafsat Abiola stated that "even the 

people living on the street of the opposition party voted for my Dad."597 Abiola received 

widespread support from Nigerians who were tired of the military dictatorship and desired a 

return to civilian rule.598 There were clear indications that Moshood Abiola would win the June 

12 presidential election.599 General Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida annulled the election after 

initially refusing to release the results and then canceling the election. His reasoning was based 

on some electoral irregularities and unrest that could not be justified.600 Although there was 
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unrest in some parts of the country where some people were killed during the election, it was 

not enough reason to make the election invalid.601  

As a result of this development, Abiola declared himself the Head of State under 

Abacha's regime and was arrested.602 In response, his wife, Kudirat Abiola, born in Zaria and 

who only had a high school diploma, assumed leadership of the country's pro-democracy 

movement.603 Kudirat gained widespread support both within the country and internationally. 

Professional groups like the Nigerian Union of Petrol and Natural Gas Workers (NUPENG), 

Nigerian Labour Congress (NLC), and Academic Staff Union of Universities ASUU, among 

others, gave her their full support.604 She proposed several actions against the country's 

government, including strikes and demonstrations. Her activities impacted Abacha's regime, as 

she was able to persuade civil servants and oil workers to go on strike until the government 

agreed to restore democracy and reinstate Abiola as President. Due to the civil servants and oil 

workers' devotion to her, Kudirat was regarded as a national threat.  

On several occasions, her actions caused a halt in oil production, which affected the 

country's revenue. The government clamped down on the protesters and forced them to return 

to work through threats and arrests.605 In an interview, Kudirat was asked what she wanted 

from the international community, especially Britain and the US, to do, and she stated that: 

We have been suggesting it, first and foremost, they should embargo the oil. They 

should stop buying this oil … The military doesn't care about what is happening to 

ordinary people. They are so insensitive to their demand for democracy... Because I 

don't expect them to be treating us like this. They should also freeze their accounts and 

the account of their collaborators... When this is done, they will be forced to reason and 

respect the wishes of the citizens… The election had been won in 1993, and the winner 

of the election had been arrested for treason.606 
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At the international level, Kudirat convinced several governments to maintain a tough stance 

against the country. The United States of America was dissatisfied with military rule in the 

country but refused to comply with her demand for an oil embargo on the country and a harsh 

punitive measure against the government.607 And because Nigeria was a major supply 

source;608 Akinrinde argued that the US refused an oil embargo on Nigeria because the crises 

in Libya and the Middle East had a detrimental effect on the supply of oil on the international 

market, and they were unwilling to take such action that would worsen the supply situation.609  

However, they were able to place a flight ban on Nigeria due to the protest against the 

regime, even though they informed the government that it was due to poor airport facilities. In 

an interview, Hafsat Abiola, Kudirat's daughter, explained that the United States was ready to 

provide her family with asylum.610 An offer she did not accept until Al-Mustapha (The Chief 

Security Officer) assassinated her mother upon the instruction of Muhammed Abacha, the son 

of then military Head of State.611  

With Kudirat Abiola's execution on June 4, 1996, her first daughter, Hafsat Abiola, took 

over the mantle of the struggle for the actualization of democratic values and democracy in 

Nigeria; despite repeated warnings from the United States and others to avoid the country,612 

Hafsat fled from the US where she was schooling to the country and led a large anti-government 

protest.613 

The day that my mother died, I turned to my siblings and said to them, come let us 

continue the work that Mummy has started… We started that work, and we continued 

to speak. I was on CNN within hours of my mother's assassination. We were organizing 

matches across the US and Canada, and everywhere. The US had given me an asylum 

status, which meant I couldn't enter Nigeria … I knew that I had to be on the ground… 

what I would do … I would fly to Ghana and take a car to Nigeria … and will be 
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organizing protests in Nigeria. I continued until 1999… when the Nigerian military 

went back to the barracks.614 

 

The recent years have seen the emergence of various documentaries on the critical role the 

Abiola family played in the struggles for re-establishing democracy in Nigeria. According to 

Hafsat:  

They kept postponing the case of the man who had killed my mother, hoping that with 

time, people would forget the details of the crime that was committed. At that point, I 

lost hope in all the judicial processes… It became clear to me that people were not only 

forgetting the struggle of my mother but were also forgetting all the people who had 

played key roles in bringing about freedom and an end to military rule.615 

 

Here, Hafsat lamented that the sacrifices of the major players in the struggle for democracy 

had been overlooked. This oversight could be said to be because scholars failed to recognize 

the contributions of these families and their local allies. Even when they discussed internal 

factors, they concentrated on NADECO, NUPENG, and others involved in pro-democracy 

movements led by the Abiola family and funded with their resources. Hafsat also explained 

that her mother organized the largest oil strike in history by paying oil workers and convincing 

them not to work until the government released Abiola.616  

4.6.2 The Pro-Democracy Movement Outside Nigeria 

The Commonwealth, an external factor for change, has received far more credit than 

internal forces. The restoration of democracy in Nigeria cannot be considered complete without 

examining the efforts of Nigerians living outside the country and the pressure they brought to 

bare on the military government; following their escape from persecution in the country.617 In 

response to the pro-democracy movement's activities in the diaspora, he noted that the 

government dispatched diplomats to various parts of the world for image laundering.618 CHRI 
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report on Nigeria described the intimidation and molestation of pro-democracy activists in the 

country for opposing the government.619  

Several NADECO supporters, including Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka and former 

External Affairs Minister Bolaji Akinyemi, were so harassed that they went into exile. 

Security services are known to monitor the activities of dissidents living abroad and 

some Nigerians traveling to business or professional meetings in other countries. On 

their return to Nigeria, those considered activists have had their passports seized.620  

 

The government's continued persecutions, intimidations and even out right deaths of internal 

pro-democracy activists resulted in a spillover of this movement abroad. People who were 

declared wanted and felt threatened fled to other countries to continue fighting the government. 

According to an interviewee, several people who became government critics fled the country 

to avoid assassination, including Bolaji Akinyemi and Shehu Sani.621 The respondent explained 

that when the government perceived an elite or academia as a fault finder, they would try to 

co-opt them with a political appointment to work in favour of the government.622 If the offer 

was rejected, they may consider assassinating the individual.623   

University lecturers who were only suspected for being sympathetic with the pro-

democracy movement were forced to resign even if there was no proof.624 Using Gabriel 

Olusoga Onogoruwa, he explained how his attempt to resignation from service as Nigeria's 

Minster of Justice after criticizing the government of the day resulted in his first son's 

assassination.625 The continued persecution of democracy activists and the asylum support they 

received from foreign nations resulted in the growth of robust democracy forces in the 

diaspora.626 The pro-democracy movements maintained close ties with their comrades in the 

country and played a critical role in sensitizing the masses via various media outlets about the 
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government's atrocities and the importance of maintaining an unbending resilience to the 

regime.627 According to the interviewee, 

Nobody ever knew where the NADECO radio station was or where they were 

broadcasting from… I can remember when I was at the Naval Base, the radio still 

reached people there, and their transmission was sharper than any other, even more than 

the FRCN (Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria). The federal government never knew 

how to block this radio transmetre, which people listened to day and night.628 

 

He noted that Ken's execution precipitated a mass exodus of key figures of the pro-democracy 

movements to other parts of the world, including Shehu Sani, Ayo Obe, Wole Soyinka, Bola 

Ahmed Tinubu, among others. They became a significant voice for the NADECO Radio 

Station, then operating from an unknown destination.629 He contended that the restoration of 

democracy was essentially the result of external factors, most of which were Nigerians who 

fled the country and continued to exert pressure on the regime.630  Thus, some of the member 

states of the organization provided safe havens for these pro-democracy activists, who also 

funded their projects to ensure the success of their fights for democracy and democratic 

governance.631 

4.7 The Commonwealth Ministerial Action Program and the Politics of Suspension and 

Sanctions 

While the Commonwealth is widely acknowledged as the first international 

organization to sanction Nigeria for its atrocities against humanity, the realist school of 

International Relations scholars criticized the Commonwealth, arguing that it took ages for the 

organization to take action against the country and was therefore responsible for much damage 

that could have been prevented. James Watkins who dubbed the Commonwealth a "toothless 

bulldog," implying that it lacks the bite necessary to compel effective change consistent with 
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its values effectively.632 Some argue that, even though the organization established the 

intergovernmental Commonwealth Human Rights Unit set up to investigate issues of human 

rights violations among its member states, it failed to criticize its member states' poor human 

rights records.633 This of course, concluded upon to the Commonwealth's policy of not 

interfering in the internal affairs of its member nations;634 focusing on organizing workshops 

among public and civil servants on how to improve the situation of human rights.635 Even 

though the Commonwealth is referred to as a "Toothless Bulldog," the term "Bulldog" does 

not imply friendship and thus has the potential to compel certain changes.636 Prior to 1995, the 

organization lacked a standing force (an official coercive apparatus ), but this did not mean it 

was doing nothing. But instead that it was trying to utilize all the diplomatic means available, 

all of which were exhausted without the country complying.637 

The Commonwealth and the international communities had continued to raise a red flag 

against the country after the annulment of the June 12 election that truncated the 

country's journey to democracy… The international community had intended to take 

action against the government… But with the government installation and expansion 

of democratic structures, the international community was made to believe the 

government was true to the world.638 

 

The interviewee argued that the government gave the international community and the 

Commonwealth every reason to believe that the country was moving toward democracy during 

this period, as the period saw the proliferation of civil society organizations.639 Furthermore, 

the government launched several programs to convince the international community that they 

were serious about democracy building.640 
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Another interviewee contended that the governing regime at the time, particularly the 

Babangida regime before Abacha, had a soft spot with the developed capitalist nations due to 

its adherence to the IMF structural adjustment program.641  

Before Babangida acceded to power, previous governments had opposed IMF and 

World Bank structural adjustment policies due to their terms and conditions, which were 

viewed as a new form of colonialism. Babangida adopted the proposed structural adjustment 

programs and their some of the conditionalities after succeeding General Muhammadu Buhari 

in 1985. While Participant A used Banbangida’s acceptance of SAP to justify the international 

community's refusal to act against his regime, another interviewee stressed that while some 

countries like the USA and South Africa did not want Nigeria to be sanctioned for economic 

reasons, they could not protect them from the penalties placed on them following the execution 

of the Ogoni 9.642 

Consequent to the Nigeria government’s execution of the Ogoni 9, the Commonwealth 

reviewed its ministerial action program, which was established to deal with any member 

violation of Harare principles.643 Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group (CMAG), 

consisting of eight ministers, was established and used as machinery to coerce any defaulting 

member state to conform with the organization’s Harare principle.644 Thus, in view of the 

prevailing situation in Nigeria at that time it became the first country where the new 

organization’s instrument (CMAG) became applied.645 The Commonwealth suspended and 

monitored the country’s membership, requiring compliance with the Harare principle on their 

terms and conditions before it could be restored.646 Nigeria, which did not wish to become a 

pariah state and wanted to avoid losing its membership, challenged the CMAG's actions against 
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the country.647 Nigeria claimed the organization had dealt with them unfairly compared to other 

member states with worse track records of human rights violations.648 

Onoja and Akinrinde argued that because the country could not get away with this 

offence due to pressure from the Commonwealth and international communities, it was 

confronted with a severe foreign policy crises which forced her to look for a way to reform its 

foreign policy.649 An interviewee, however, argued that the country was able to withstand this 

pressure by reorienting its foreign policies in such a way that it was able to retain old friends 

while also securing new allies from the Middle East and the Arab world.650 He asserted, 

The government was able to withstand the pressure and also developed such shock 

absorbers to absolve the country from any sanctions by Europe and the western world. 

Many domestic policies were initiated by the regime, more, especially in agriculture 

and other services. Even the " the Abacha loot" were believed to be part of the 

mechanism to withstand most of the international pressure. 

 

According to the interviewee, the so-called "Abacha Loot" (stolen funds deposited in foreign 

banks in countries like Switzerland USA, among others) was a strategy used by the regime to 

maintain its friendship with the West while expanding its influence and relationship with the 

Arab world. This was a time when Muammar Gadhafi of Libya, whom the United States also 

considered an international threat, developed a close relationship with the country to the point 

of making a diplomatic visit.651 Interviewee A and interviewee D agreed that the government 

never regretted the execution of the Ogoni 9, explaining that they believed the action was 

necessary to ensure the country's survival in the face of such political unrest.652 

Abacha, as a person, would not have killed these men. He only acted on the security 

intelligence report and recommendation and that the only way to restore peace and 

secure a continuous production of oil was to kill the men… It only came as a 

recommendation to him, and I don't think Abacha would do it.653 
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The activities of these activists indeed affected oil production in the Niger Delta region of the 

country, which impacted the country's revenue, leading the government to arresting without 

trial incarcerating them for many months and charging the activities for terrorism without 

allowing them to defend themselves properly. This was a clear sign that the regime wanted to 

get rid of them to maintain the flow of petrol-dollar.654  

After suspending the country, the Commonwealth imposed five demands with which 

the country had to comply, only three of which had been met in 1996.655 Thus, the CMAG 

attempted to initiate dialogue with the country on these issues, but Nigeria argued that the 

matter should be resolved exclusively at the Head of Government Meeting and that it had 

nothing to do with CMAG.656 To the Nigerian Foreign Minister, the CMAG was made up of 

ministers from member states that were hostile to the country. During this period, the CMAG 

proposed that the country not only remain suspended from all Commonwealth activities but 

also not receive support from other international organizations to which she was member states 

were in.657 The CMAG proposed that the country be excluded from the Commonwealth Games 

and that all technical assistance be suspended immediately, except for that intended to facilitate 

the restoration of democracy and democratic governance.658 

They proposed that if the country did not comply within a specified time, the 

organization should take additional stringent measures.659 Including the freezing of its foreign 

assets and bank accounts, the prohibition on the purchase of oil industry equipment, and a ban 

on foreign investment.660 And with the Commonwealth member states' immediate unanimity 
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with the CMAG's recommendations against the country, Nigeria recognized that the 

organization was serious about business and needed to cooperate.661 To this end, therefore, 

Nigerian government protested against the Commonwealth's actions and treatment of the 

country.  

Beside the military junta, even scholars, clerics, and civil societies kicked against the 

organization's action against the country. Rev. Father Hassan Kukah noted that by 1995 the 

country had been able to address some of the issue that had previously taken developed nations 

ages to address.662 He asserted that the regime (Abacha's government) successfully resolved 

issues of regionalism, tribalism, and religious bigotry, among others, which he claimed 

Yugoslavia was still struggling with.663 And that without this, the country would not have been 

able to survive the tensions sparked by the June 12 1993 incident. 

Dr. Ibrahim Tahir, a Senior Lecturer at the Ahmadu Bello University affirmed that the 

country was on the right track and should resist external manipulation.664 He argued that the 

regime understood what they were doing and should continue the excellent work.665 Col. D. 

Komo, a senior military officer, stated that those who violated the country’s (Nigeria) law 

continue to use "human rights violations" as an excuse to criticize the government for taking 

appropriate action against them.666 

Komo contended that the international community exaggerated Nigeria's efforts to 

punish offenders and that no country, including the United Kingdom, can claim to have a better 

human rights record than Nigeria.667 Additionally, he claimed that they possessed evidence 

demonstrating the British government's callous treatment of the people of Northern Ireland and 

an approach that Nigeria does not employ against its citizens. He maintained that the action 
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taken against the country was unjust and was carried out by individuals who had no regard for 

truth.668  

Dr. Sule Bello ( a lecturer at Ahmadu Bello University) claimed that developed 

countries acted contrary to whatever they asked Nigeria to do and that the country should stop 

listening to them.669 In defence of Nigeria's image, Alhaji Abubakar Rimi, who served the 

regime as the federal minister of communication, argued that Americans were not only the 

highest drug traffickers and consumers, but they also know for where these illicit substances 

were produced in the Americas and have refused to do anything about it, making them the 

worst offenders in this area.670 He claimed that other Commonwealth countries had similar 

laws like Nigeria and that punishing Nigeria for human rights violations was unjust because 

the country was attempting to punish offenders.671 

It has been argued that the reason why some Nigerians supported their government was 

that under Abacha's government, suspicion became the order of the day.672 Thus any individual 

could lose their job or freedom or be assassinated on the basis of suspicion for working against 

the regime.673 Therefore, many people started speaking favourably of the government in order 

to secure their jobs, their lives, and those of their relatives, and also gain the government's 

favour.674 

However, Interviewee A contended that the regime took over Nigeria when severe 

internal crises during the Shonekan’s government threatened it cooperate 

existence, instituted significant reforms.675 In 1995 the regime divided the country into Six 

Geopolitical Zones which aided in addressing the issue of the fear of domination among the 
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country’s ethnic groups.676 The fear of domination is a major issue in the country because of 

its language and ethnic diversity. The geopolitical zones established by Abacha's government 

remain the basis for considering power-sharing in Nigeria. While this appears to be a good 

development, some have challenged it as proof that it was a significant move toward 

democracy.  

By April 1996, after noticing that the Commonwealth was unbending in its decisions 

against Nigeria, the country agreed to meet with the CMAG, at a meeting held in London on 

July 23–24, 1996.677 The Nigerian government took the meeting seriously and requested that 

the organization lift the country's suspension and other sanctions.678 The minister also informed 

the organization that the country had a plan to revert to democracy and would require assistance 

from the Commonwealth.679 He informed the committee that the UN's Human Rights Report 

had been released and that the country's records had demonstrated a significant 

improvement.680  

Following the London meeting, which was a significant success and demonstrated that 

the country was attempting to find common ground with the CMAG, there was a plan for a 

follow-up meeting in Lagos.681 Nigeria demonstrated compliance at the London meeting and 

had released some political prisoners prior to the London meeting to appease the CMAG and 

the international community.682 Due to information leaks, the Nigerian government discovered 

that the CMAG team, had planned by Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy, wanted to 

meet with the pro-democracy movements and pay a visit to political prisoners.683 And to ensure 

that this did not happen, the government allowed the CMAG team have only two days in the 
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country and to meet with only the government representative.684 This led to the cancellation of 

the meeting scheduled for August in Lagos and its subsequent postponement. 685 

The meeting was later held on November 11, mainly under the regime's conditions.686 

To impress the visitors, some prominent pro-democracy activists, such as Gani Fawehinmi and 

Femi Falana, who had been arrested, were released.687 The Chairman of the committee, who 

was also on the country's side, used this development to justify and announce that there was no 

need to take further action against the government.688 

After the sudden death of Abacha in 1998, the Commonwealth continued to work with 

General Abubakar Abdul Salam Abubakar to restore democracy to the country.689 They were 

impressed by the speed with which the new military Head of State responded to their demands, 

particularly in release of political prisoners and involving pro-democracy activists both inside 

and outside the country in the transition program.690 Upon the conduction of the presidential 

and national assembly elections, which CMAG demanded and examined through the report of 

the organization's electoral observers, they were satisfied with what they saw. They requested 

that the ban on the country be lifted.691 Although other reports like the United Nations Special 

Rapporteur, Transition Monitoring Group Report argued that Nigeria’s 1999 election was not 

decent,692 The Commonwealth acknowledged that there were some irregularities in the 

elections but that the outcome of the election reflected the people's desire. 
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4.8 Conclusions 

The Commonwealth has been regarded as a significant force for democracy, 

governance and human rights. The organization has played critical roles in entrenching, 

strengthening and establishing democracy and democratic governance in its member and non-

member states. The Commonwealth's approach to conflict resolution and restoring democratic 

governance has been deemed unique, owing to its successes in countries such as South Africa, 

Rhodesia, Pakistan, Fiji, and Nigeria.693 The organization was the first to suspend Nigeria for 

its slow transition to democracy and human rights violations. This research found that despite 

the suspension, the organization placed the country under review and used formal and informal 

means to compel the country to adhere to its principles. Both internal and external factors 

played a role in Nigeria's return to democracy, exiled pro-democracy activists played a crucial 

role in the restoration of democracy from the outside of Nigeria. The NADECO movement did 

this in part by using media platforms that the government could not ban, such as radio and 

articles.  

The studies that shed light on the role of domestic democracy activists and the pro-

democracy movement in the diaspora conclude that, like the Commonwealth, they all fought 

until the military left office. But it is not surprising, given the role of that the organization 

played, that many scholars credit the Commonwealth with restoring Nigeria’s democracy. The 

Commonwealth featured in their struggle, and the organization championed the course of the 

restoration of democracy. It provided sanctuary and funding for the pro-democracy movement 

both at home and abroad. This suggests that the Commonwealth played a more prominent role 

in Nigeria's political transformation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

5.0 Conclusion 

The Commonwealth has continually held very significant place in global 

governance.694 The organization promotes the principle of consultation on both an informal 

and formal basis and plays a crucial role in proferring solutions to global governance more 

strategically.  

In this study (Chapter Three 3), by examining the socio-political and economic 

cooperation of the Commonwealth member states and the evolution of the organization as well 

as the basis and essence of its existence at various stages, we effectively dismantle debatable 

claims about what the organization is and what it aims to promote. The most important of this 

claim include the untenable belief that the Commonwealth is still a body established to serve 

Britain's interests and that Britain remains indispensable and dominates over it.  

The study revealed that the period after the Second World War, which is considered the 

age of multilateralism, saw the proliferation of international organizations that became strategic 

in providing solutions to global problems.695 The period witnessed the reinvention of the British 

Commonwealth from an empire to an international organization, which played a crucial role in 

managing the global situation in the absence of a global government.696 The subsequent 

dismantling of European colonial empires helped and strengthened the emergence of the United 

Nations Organization, both financially and otherwise, to unite all the countries.697 The research 

also argued that the organization was able to create special agencies to investigate issues 
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confronting humanity in the areas of climate change, gender equality, political instability and 

poor governance, and education problem, etc.698 

Our analysis shows that the organization was able to transform from a British-

centred institution whose raison d'être was to be a domain for the British sterling zone699  into 

a period in which the essence of its existence was an equal partnership among its member 

states. Some countries benefited greatly from its principle of consultation, and others benefited 

primarily in terms of aid and technical advice.700  Paul Taylor identified the change of the 

organization as collapse of hierarchy where Britain lost its position as the association's central 

figure in its earliest iteration.701 The era (1960s) witnessed the emergence of multi-racial 

Commonwealth leaders and the transition from a white-dominated club to an association-

dominated third-world member state playing its role at the internal level.702  

The research highlighted the emergence of another significant version of the New 

Commonwealth, which the study dubbed the Universal Commonwealth. The organization 

remains attractive and significant in addressing new and emerging issues confronting 

humanity. During this period, its leadership comprised old Commonwealth leaders, new 

Commonwealth leaders, francophones, and even leaders of countries that Belgium and 

Portugal formerly colonized.703 While the United Nations remains or is perceived as a formal 

platform for international relations, the research indicates that the Commonwealth's invention 

of the CMAG, a formal coercive apparatus for enforcing obedience alongside its informal 
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methods such as persuasion, lobbying, and promises,704 positioned the Commonwealth better 

for conflict resolution than any other international organization.705 

The study has demonstrated that in the early period of the third incarnation of the 

Commonwealth (the Universal Commonwealth), the organization emerged as a global agent 

for promoting human rights and good governance.706 This development was marked by the 

creation of Commonwealth Human Rights Units(CHRU), which established structures to 

promote human rights in the member states.707 The CHRU embarked on the training of civil 

servants, public servants, and paramilitary in the area of human rights, the development of non-

governmental organizations, the monitoring of an undemocratic system of government, and the 

forcing of a return to democracy, in a bid to promote accountable government for the promotion 

of human rights and human dignity and the establishment of the Commonwealth Ministerial 

Action Group (CMAG).708 

The study found that the Commonwealth used both formal and informal approaches in 

engaging the Nigeria’s military dictatorship from 1995 to 1999.709 While other internal forces, 

including the activism of the Abiola family and the Ken Saro-Wiwa families, contributed to 

political change in the country. 710  These elements, this study shows the significance of the 

Commonwealth contribution 

The role of NADECO's, as a pro-democracy element both inside and outside Nigeria, especially 

in educating Nigerians about the need to continue to fight for a legitimate and decent 

government, was also brought to the limelight.711 These elements indeed (NADECO) received 
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substantial support from the Commonwealth. The research concludes that the Commonwealth's 

effective formal and informal approaches to conflict-resolution continue to set it apart from 

any other international organization in crisis management and world peace maintenance. 
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APPENDIXES 

 

Appendix A 

Interview Recruitment Letter 

Dear Invitee,   

My name is Isaac Toyin. I am a masters student at the University of Guelph, Ontario, Canada 

(studying History and International Development Studies). I am kindly requesting your 

participation in a research study that I am conducting titled: The Role of the Commonwealth 

Organization in Global Governance.  

The interview takes around 30-40 minutes. I am simply trying to capture your thoughts and 

perspectives on questions that relate to the Commonwealth as an Organization. Your responses 

to the questions will be kept confidential. Each interview will be assigned a number code to 

help ensure that personal identifiers are not revealed during the analysis and write-up of 

findings.  

You can choose to participate vie a video call (Zoom or Microsoft-teams) or by completing the 

online survey (Qualtrics e-survey). Participation is completely voluntary, and you may 

withdraw from the study at any time. If you would like to participate in the study, please read 

the Informed Consent letter attached to this email. Also, note that some of the statements on 

the consent form only applied to those participating virtually.  

If you are willing to participate virtually (zoom/teams call), please suggest a day and time that 

suits you, and I'll do my best to be available. Or, to begin the online survey, click the survey 

link at the end.   

Your participation in the research will be a valuable addition to our research and findings and 

could lead to a greater understanding of the Commonwealth as an international organization 

and its role in global governance. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask. Thank 

you for your time and participation.  
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Sincerely,   

Isaac Toyin,  

Survey link for chapter three: https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8uo3FiGeUeb0

kse 

Survey link for chapter Four: https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eypwhGoUhGy

csZw 

 

 

  

https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8uo3FiGeUeb0kse
https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8uo3FiGeUeb0kse
https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eypwhGoUhGycsZw
https://uoguelph.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eypwhGoUhGycsZw
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Appendix B 

Commonwealth Specialized Agencies 

Commonwealth Council for Education 

Administration and Management 

Commonwealth Countries League 

Commonwealth Dental Association 

Commonwealth Equality Network 

Commonwealth Engineers Council 

Commonwealth Enterprise and Investment 

Council 
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Commonwealth Association of Legislative 

Counsel 

Commonwealth Association of Architects 

Commonwealth Association of Law Reform 

Agencies 

Commonwealth Association of Museums 

Commonwealth Association of Paediatrics 

Gastroenterology and Nutrition 

Commonwealth Association of Planners 

Commonwealth Association of Science, 

Technology and Mathematics Educators 

Muslim Aid 

International Social Service 

International Planned Parenthood Federation 

 

Chartered Insurance Institute 

Commonwealth Businesswomen's Network 

Commonwealth Boxing Council 

Commonwealth Association of Surveying and Land 

Economy 

Commonwealth Consortium for Education 

Commonwealth Countries League 

Commonwealth Dental Association 

Commonwealth Equality Network 

Commonwealth Judicial Education Institute 

Commonwealth Lawyers Association 

The Institution of Occupational Safety and Health 

Institute of Commonwealth Studies 

Institute of Certified Management Accountants 

Commonwealth Legal Education Association 

Commonwealth Magistrates' and Judges' Association 

Commonwealth Medical Association 

Commonwealth Medical Trust 

Commonwealth Nurses and Midwives Federation 

Commonwealth Organisation for Social Work 

Commonwealth Organisation for Social Work 

Commonwealth Pharmacists Association 

The Queen's Commonwealth Trust 

The Round Table 

The Royal Commonwealth Society 

Towards Zero Foundation 

Transparency International 

World Alliance for Citizen Participation (CIVICUS) 

 

Sight Savers International 

Royal Overseas League 

Royal Agricultural Society of the Commonwealth 

International Federation for Human Rights 

International Council of Social Welfare 

 

           

 Source:712 

 

 

                                                
712 The Commonwealth, “The Commonwealth Specialized Agencies” The Commonwealth Innovation, C.W Secretariat 2021: 

https://www.thecommonwealth.io/organisations/ 



 
 
 

 

 

 

123 

Appendix C 

Commonwealth Partners 

African Development Bank Group 

Global Partnership for Sustainable Development 

Data 

United Nations 

United Nations Institute for Training and 

Research (UNITAR) 

UN Technology Bank 

United Nations Office for South-South 

Cooperation (UNOSSC) 

 

Global Innovation and Technology Alliance 

Global Innovation Fund 

Global Center on Cooperative Security 

United Nations System Staff College (UNSSC) 

Bloomberg Philanthropies 

Central Bank of Bahamas 

CARICOM Development Fund 

Caribbean Community Secretariat 

 

Source:713 

                                                
713 The Commonwealth Innovation, “The Commonwealth Partners”, The Commonwealth Innovation, C.W Secretariat 2021: 

https://www.thecommonwealth.io/partners/ 
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