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Abstract 

Citizens’ centred diplomacy is one of the means of achieving and protecting 

the interest of citizens at the international level, it is the peaceful and skillful 

method of negotiation by which the government of a nation safeguards the 

interests and welfare of her citizens in their external relations within the 

system. Nigerian citizen’s centred diplomacy is Nigeria’s international 

behaviour and action towards the protection of citizen’s interests and 

wellbeing anywhere around the world.  Nigeria and South Africa are two 

important African countries and they have related in very many epochal 

ways over the years. The former had interacted with the latter in the regions 

of decolonization, economic diplomacy, bilateral trade relations, and 

international organizations, among others, to better the lots of their 

citizenry. However, it is until recently that these regional co-operations tend 

to be truncated especially with the problems of Xenophobic attacks in South 

Africa and the way her citizens are being treated as regards their socio-

economic welfare. As a result of this, it was realized the need to put citizens 

at the center of the foreign policy in order to put in place a policy initiatives 

that ensure socio-economic welfares and better the lots of Nigerians in 

diasporas within the confines of Nigeria-South Africa relations. The purpose 

of the study is to identify the main thrusts of citizens centred diplomacy of 

the Nigerian government towards protecting Nigerians in South Africa and 

to evaluate how the socio-economic welfare of Nigerian diasporans in South 

Africa was catered for at the wake of Xenophobic attacks using Citizens' 

Centered Diplomacy. The traditional historical method was adopted in 

writing the paper, these consist of the use of primary and secondary 

materials gotten from the archives, journals, textbooks, official documents 

and oral interviews of the key informants . The findings of the study show 

that enunciation of Citizens’ Centered Diplomacy by Nigerian government 

led to adoption of foreign policy tools like Reciprocal Principles, Shuttle 
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Political Diplomacy, Diaspora Protection, and Democratization of foreign 

policy. The study reveals that these tools were used to  protect citizens’ socio-

economic welfares and personal security and safeguard them against 

arbitrary treatments in South Africa most especially during the xenophobic 

era. The study therefore concludes that, through Citizens’ centred 

Diplomacy, actions and policy initiatives were put in place towards socio-

economic welfare and protection of Nigerians in South Africa. 

 

Keywords: Citizens, Diplomacy, Xenophobia, Nigeria, South Africa. 

 

Introduction 

 The hallmark of foreign policy is to pursue objectives within an 

external environment, and the action of a country towards external arena is 

determined by the policy goals a country tends to achieve within the system. 

The primary goals of foreign policy of any nation within the international 

system are to achieve what could not be achieved within the domestic 

environment1. These goals are usually pursued within the context of an 

established foreign policy objectives of a nation with a view to satisfying 

both domestic and international aspirations. Therefore, Nigeria’s foreign 

policy since independence has been in total support for Africa countries most 

especially in fighting against Apartheid regime and decolonization struggle 

in African states in general and South Africa specifically. Nigerian foreign 

policy has distinguished itself by the amount of energies; resources and 

commitment shown to the total liberation of Africa, as both Apartheid and 

colonization were engaged, confronted and liquidated on the Africa 

continent. Diplomatic, moral and financial resources were consistently 

placed at the disposal of the liberation movements across Africa with 

Namibia being the last country to be saved from the scourge of colonialism 

in 1990. And the Apartheid regime in South Africa was liquidated in 1994 

with the inauguration of the multi-racial government under Nelson Mandela. 

The Afro-centric policy from independence has been of a huge cost and in 

spite of this cost, Nigeria’s external image and respect for Nigeria’s Diaspora 

has been on decline2. For instance, Nigerians in several countries languishing 

in prison, death row, deportation, marginalized, tortured and attacks by the 

citizens of the foreign countries especially in South Africa where incessant 

attacks have been launched against Nigerian citizens in the region. Also,the 

recent diplomatic face-off between Nigeria and South Africa is an indication 

that Socio-Economic relations between the countries is deteriorating and 

therefore needs to be improved3. Reasons accounted for these have been the 

bad economic conditions of Nigeria characterized by unemployment, 
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corruption and conditions of living in Nigeria which have caused Nigerians 

to engage in irregular migration. For South Africans, it was alleged that, 

Nigerians have taken over their country, have the best houses, ride the best 

cars and generally live ostentatiously in their country4.  

These Nigerians in South Africa were subjected to all kinds of 

dehumanization, harassment and denial in their enjoyment of rights of 

asylum. they were denied entrance at the airport on the basis of Yellow Fever 

Valid Card in 2014, and faced with xenophobic attack in 2019. It is against 

this background that this paper examines the impact and application of 

citizen centered diplomacy in curbing the menace and how the policy 

initiatives have been used to protect Nigerians in diaspora, especially within 

the context of Nigeria-South Africa relations. 

 

An Overview of Citizens’ Centred Diplomacy 

The term “citizen” qualifies a legal member of a country and 

“citizenship” is a concept used to describe the processes and methods of 

becoming a citizen of a country or society.5 Drawn from the above, a nation 

irrespective of its level of interaction with another nation include into agenda 

its national interest, which should be reflected on its citizenry. Thus, 

diplomacy is the peaceful process and skillful method of negotiation by 

which the government of a country manage their external relations with other 

actors in international politics. It is the strategic and peaceful instrument used 

by a nation to achieve its national interests6. 

Citizen Diplomacy which originated from the United States describes 

the protection of interest and welfare of the citizen which is sacrosanct and 

constitutes the essence of any country’s domestic or foreign policy.  Citizens’ 

centred diplomacy is an approach to re-emphase nation’s external relations 

which will manifestly benefit the interest of Nigerians and enhance their 

noticeable involvement of the citizen in the diplomatic environment, 

irrespective of where they live across the globe, therefore necessitating the 

formal introduction of the concept as a foreign policy thrust.  Citizens’ 

Centered Diplomacy denotes a reorientation of Nigeria’s external policy 

pursuits for the purpose of benefiting the politico-security and socio-

economic engagement, and enhancing Citizen welfare and image building7. 

It is the policy that requires the government of Nigeria to resort to the 

consideration of the basic needs, human rights and socio-economic welfare 

of the citizens in conducting bilateral and multilateral engagements with 

other nations8. 
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Citizens’ centred diplomacy is an organized action taken by the 

government to achieve the objectives that have been set by policy makers9. 

The concept denotes reorientation of Nigeria’s foreign policy pursuit towards 

beneficial economic and political engagement so as to meet up with the 

United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for Africa. This 

arose from the realization that the progress, prosperity and survival of the 

nationals must be the concern of every Nigerian at home and in the Diaspora. 

It is therefore, geared towards protecting the image and integrity of Nigeria 

and retaliates against countries who are hostile and brand Nigeria as corrupt. 

It also means that from the time of its enunciation, Nigerian citizens abroad 

is the centre of Nigeria’s national interest and therefore the country’s 

diplomatic machinery should be geared towards protecting his/her interests 

such as welfare and personal security10. 

Therefore, when any government comes into power in Nigeria, with 

respect to its interaction with international arena, it tends to articulate a 

particular vision of thrust of its foreign policy. Nigeria’s Foreign Affairs 

Ministers have given distinctive nomenclature to their own foreign policy 

style. The appointment of Ojo Maduekwe as the Foreign Affairs Minister in 

2007 saw the adoption of Citizens’ centered Diplomacy as a thrust of 

Nigerian foreign policy and put the policy thrust as a rebranding of the 

country’s raison d‟etre of interstate behaviour in Nigeria’s conduct of 

relations with others11. 

. This new direction in Nigeria’s foreign policy may seem like policy 

that lacks potential, but its normative implications and transformative 

potentials are enormous because it is a major development on concentric 

foreign policy which operates base on the key policy formula, revolving 

around the major pillars of citizens’ centred diplomacy which include12: 

i. Nigeria and Nigerians should be at the centre of Nigeria’s foreign 

policy; 

ii. Nigeria’s foreign policy must meet her development aspirations and 

objectives in a manner that impacts more directly on the lives of the 

citizenry; 

iii. Nigeria’s foreign policy must seek a synergy with domestic policy to 

ensure that the former benefits ordinary Nigerians. Indeed, the 

boundary between domestic policies and foreign policy has collapsed 

into national security for collective well-being of Nigerians; 

iv. In line with the servant-leadership philosophy of Mr. President, 

Nigerian Missions abroad must actively engage the Nigerian 

community and Nigerian Diaspora and render quality consular and 

other services as a matter of rights, duties and obligations; 



Edo Journal of History and International Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1, April 2025 
 

 

122                                                                                                                          Omotosho, ISHOLA 

 

v. Foreign policy making and implementation must be democratized to 

involve Nigerians from all walks of life, and not left for a small circle 

of experts and practitioners alone; 

vi. Every foreign policy endeavour must meet the litmus test of 

determining the extent to which it protects and advocates what is best 

for Nigeria and what will best benefit the Nigerian people; 

vii. Nigeria should be guided by the principle of reciprocity or diplomacy 

of consequence in its interactions with the rest of the world. 

viii. Nigeria and Nigerians will not accept being criminalized by the 

international community simply based on the despicable conduct of a 

few of their nationals. Due recognition must be given to the 

remarkable feats and tremendous contributions of Nigeria and 

Nigerians to world civilization, socio-economic and scientific 

development, as well as international peace and security13. 

 

Therefore, going by the above, major pillars of citizen’s centred 

diplomacy has multifaceted outlook to the state. This includes the country‘s 

renewed determination to reposition itself in the global democratic arena; to 

rebuild its battered image; to address the clutches of economic  crisis; poverty 

and the protection of diaspora  and scourge of diseases among other internal 

vices coupled with the external pressures like the new face of international 

terrorism, and the deepening implication of globalization14. The immediate 

implication of all these is the need for re-articulation of Nigeria’s image 

building within an acceptable framework that takes into account the survival 

and protection of Nigerians as a people. Therefore, the citizen’s centred 

diplomacy is an instrument that can change the negative perception of 

Nigeria and instrument of diaspora protection.  

 

Xenophobia in South Africa: Nigerians as Victims 

South Africa has been faced with rapid influx of foreign immigrants 

and has been on record that, more than 2.2 million immigrants were residing 

in South Africa from the 53 African States7. South Africa is one of the 

countries in Africa where foreigners or immigrants love to visit and perhaps 

stay due to its industrialized setup and conducive atmosphere15. The country 

is one of the most industrialized countries, if not the first of its kind in Africa. 

In fact, the buoyant nature of the South African economy has attracted people 

from all walks of life to migrate into the country. 

Historically, since the nineteenth century, especially when gold was 

discovered in Witwatersrand in South Africa, the country has started 

employing foreign nationals16. This has made the country to have 
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experienced an influx of foreign immigrants from different parts of the world 

and mostly from African countries. The black immigrants were employed in 

the mining industries even during the Apartheid Era. Hence, the 

industrialized nature and comfortable environment in South Africa attract the 

influx of migrants to the country17. These particular attributes made 

foreigners from all walks of life to troop in for the purpose of seeking refuge 

from economic crises, poverty, unfavorable government policies and wars in 

their various native lands10. Since then, the natives of South Africa, 

particularly, the black South Africans mostly referred to the foreign 

immigrants as a threat in their land18. The perception of the South Africans 

toward xenophobia was that, the legal immigrants were depriving them of 

employment, the illegal immigrants constituted to high level of corruption 

among the security agents. It is because of this that South Africans developed 

hatred, hostility and intolerance toward foreigners. Hence, the actions of 

South Africans toward immigrants can be linked to Crush and McDonald 

submissions on South Africans, where they stated that “their experiences of 

Apartheid which culminated in their suffering, discrimination, and denial and 

any attempt by foreigners to compete with them on benefits accrual to local 

nationals after apartheid would be resisted”19 

Historically, segregation in South Africa could be traced back to its 

apartheid experience which had inculcated some of racism in South Africa. 

Evidence had shown that illegal discrimination meted on foreigners in South 

Africa had not just started but dated back to 199420. The South Africans 

reportedly threw some foreigners out from moving trains, simply because 

they believed that foreigners were those taking their jobs and bringing 

diseases to South Africa. Nonetheless, the 1994 transition from apartheid 

rule into a democratic system of government betrayed all expectations as the 

xenophobic attacks increased21. 

 In the years 2012, 2013 and 2014, there were weekly frequent attacks 

on foreign nationals in South Africa which included significant numbers of 

Nigerian population resident in the country22.  In 2012, Nigerians was visibly 

shocked that South African authorities, deported Nigerian travelers, on 

March 1st, 2012, from Oliver Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg 

on the reasons perceived by South Africa as relating to health and fake 

yellow fever card certificates, Nigerians were massively embarrassed and 

subsequently deported23.  

In fact, between January and March, 2014 estimated 300 incidents of 

violence meted on foreign nationals recorded, over 200 shops owned by 

foreigners were either looted or destroyed and 900 persons were displaced. 

Similarly, in 2015, another attack was launched by the South Africans on 
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foreigners24.The violence started in April 2015 in EThekwini and 

Johannesburg cities. Many casualties were recorded on both human and 

properties. There was also the case of xenophobic attack launched on 

Nigerians after Zulu King Goodwill Zwelithini was quoted to have said that 

“foreigners should go back to their countries”.25 The Pronouncement 

aggravated the attacks on immigrants and their properties. Thus, these 

energized government of some countries such as Nigeria to start repatriating 

its citizens back home. Similarly in October 2019, three Nigerians were 

injured in fresh xenophobic attacks in Mpumalanga, Province of South 

Africa and this action opines that the xenophobic attacks on Nigerians in 

South Africa seem to have punctured the good diplomatic relationship 

between the two countries.Unlike other xenophobic attacks experienced in 

other part of African, the South Africa’s xenophobia therefore, is always 

accompanied by violence. The evidence to this could be seen from the 2015, 

2017 and 2019 xenophobic attacks . The experience of some victims of the 

xenophobia in South Africa revealed that, Nigeria government needs to 

guarantee the safety of all individuals in diaspora in order to ensure the 

protection and improve socio-economic welfare of her citizens using 

citizens’ centred diplomatic policy and initiatives. 

The resultant effects of such attacks on the immigrants can jeopardize 

the relationship between the South Africa and Nigeria. In other words, the 

benefits that the two countries (Nigeria and South Africa), jointly enjoy may 

be stopped or paralyzed which may have negative on the nationals of the two 

countries. Mostly, the resultant effects of the xenophobia in South Africa 

may affect the South Africa’s investments in Nigeria. In fact, that was the 

point made by Senator Olusola Adeyeye who alluded to the fact that South 

Africa’s companies and investments in Nigeria such the MTN, DSTV, 

Nandos, Shoprite, Pep Game and many more are doing well and making 

exorbitant profits from Nigerians, and Nigeria’s government is protecting 

them26.  Hence, the resultant effect of the South Africa’s xenophobia which 

resulted in a series of frustrations to Nigeria’s citizens in the country can 

cause or raise the tension of aggression on Nigerians over both South 

Africans and their properties in Nigeria. 

 

The Impact of Citizens’ Centred Diplomacy on Nigeria’s Diasporan’s 

Protection in South Africa 

 One of the reasons behind Nigeria’s efforts to engage the Nigerian 

Diasporan’s was borne out of the recognition of the need to protect Diaspora 

against dehumanization. One of the ways by which Nigerian government’s 

engage with its Diaspora is in the form of a Diaspora engagement policies 
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and provides a primary channel through which migrant home states interact 

with their Diasporan’s. 

 Over the years, there was emancipation of policy initiatives as the 

main thrust and new policy instruments device to protect the migrant 

communities in South Africa Diaspora most especially during xenophobic 

attacks of Nigerians in the host communities. These include the reciprocal 

policy instrument and political shuttle diplomacy, diaspora protection, 

involvement and diasporal agencies like Nigeria Diaspora commission 

(NIDCOM) and Nigeria Diaspora organization (NIDO)27. 

 Significant attention was also given to reciprocal gain as against 

former unrewarded Afrocentrism and this provides way in which Nigerians 

in South Africa were treated in their host communities most especially during 

xenophobic attacks. It was remarked that in accordance with the policy of 

protecting the interest of, Nigerians wherever they are found, the Nigerian 

government had to take appropriate reciprocal measures, primarily to protest 

this inhuman treatment of Nigerians by overzealous South African 

Immigration Officials. Thus, while Nigerian government sent its complaint 

to South African Flight Commissioner to Nigeria, Kingsley Mambolo, it 

directed also its Flight Commissioner in South Africa to lodge formal protest 

to the South African authorities28. To justify the reciprocal action of the 

Nigerian government, Ashiru reiterated as follows: “this is a government that 

cares for its citizens and will be not overlooked to maltreat any Nigerians 

anywhere they reside29. This is a message to all the governments globally. 

We will not stand by where Nigerians are maltreated unjustly‘. Based on the 

unjustified embarrassment to Nigeria by the two South Africa institutions 

that aimed to drag Nigeria‘s image to the mud, Nigeria took calculated 

reciprocal measures, marshaled out five conditions to end the diplomatic 

row30. The conditions include: unconditional apology to Nigeria by South 

Africa over the deportation; compensation for all the victims of the cruel 

deportation; disciplinary action against all the officials involved in the 

incident; a review of the Yellow Fever Card Vaccination Card policy; and a 

commitment that such a diplomatic faux pas will not reoccur31. The 

conditions were aimed to re-establish understanding, trust, confidence and 

respect for the mutual interest of the two countries in their Socioeconomic 

and diplomatic relations as Africa‘s leading giants. 

 There was also the presence of typical democratization of foreign 

policy that allows citizens participation in expressing their views about 

matters that affect them in their host country, this is made possible due to 

agent of globalization for instant, internet media. Consequently, due to 

diasporan involvement of citizens’ centered diplomacy, Citizens were 
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provided with the opportunity to express their grievances over the hostility 

in the host country. And were able to connect with home government through 

an enabling environment provided by citizens’ diplomacy aided by 

information and communication technology32. Therefore, it allows defensive 

measure taken by home government and welfares provided by government 

and private stakeholders during xenophobic attack in South Africa. 

The citizens predicament was attended to by the presence of Missions 

and Head of State in South Africa. In October 2019, President Muhammadu 

Buhari embarked on diplomatic visit to South Africa and had a discussion 

with the President Ramaphosa and warned himagainst attacks on Nigerians 

in South Africa33. He laid emphasis on the principle of reciprocity as such 

can lead to retaliation on the South Africans and their businesses in Nigeria. 

Therefore, Ramaphosa of South Africa apologized to Nigeria through 

Minister of Foreign Affairs34. Their visitations during the attacks provided 

the platform to address the issue as concern citizens’ welfares and to 

safeguard them in order to stop the humiliation by their host country.Nigeria 

citizens in South Africa were engaged by the Missions through diaspora 

engagement policy and rendering of consular services through facilitation of 

quick evacuation of xenophobic victims back home35. For instance, Consular 

General organized Town Hall Meeting with Nigerians and sensitized them 

on home government concern about their welfares and planning that later led 

to their peaceful return to Nigeria36. 

Therefore, security measure was taken using Bi-national Commission 

Protocol established by Nigeria and South Africa. And this led to series of 

Agreements and Memorandum of Understanding that re-affirmed to cement 

the relationship between the two countries and ensure the end of hostilities 

may likely to affect co-habitation of two citizens37. 

 

Conclusion  

 The study evaluated the impact of the Nigeria’s citizens’ centred 

diplomacy on the protection of Nigerians in South Africa. It delved in to the 

roles played by the home government to protect diasporan communities in 

South Africa during the years of xenophobic attacks. it was discovered that 

the Nigeria‘s quest to rise to socia welfares of her citizens at the time of 

diaspora crisis informed new emphasis on the doctrine of Citizens' Centered 

Diplomacy in its diplomatic relation in a bit to better the lots of Diasporan 

communities in South Africa. It is also discovered that the introduction of 

citizens' centred diplomacy as foreign policy tools played a significant role 

in the defense of the Nigeria diasporan in South Africa. The study shows that 

through policy of Citizens’ Centred Diplomacy, actions and policy initiatives 
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were put in place towards protecting Nigerians in South Africa in line with 

citizens’ centred diplomacy ideology of Nigerian government. The policy 

was to protect the citizens against any incessant attacks, dehumanization, 

arbitrary imprisonment and deportation. Therefore, the principle of 

reciprocity, shuttle political diplomacy, Diaspora involvement were 

discovered as foreign policy tools birthed by citizens’ centred diplomacy and 

used by government and its Missions to defend diaspora communities in 

South Africa. 
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