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Abstract
The paper evaluates the propriety of the English doctrine of jurisdiction in personam which tends to allow a forum
court to assume jurisdiction on a matter in which it has no connection with the subject matter of conflict. The
doctrine is anchored by service of processes on the non-domiciled defendant without regard to the ends of justice.
Regrettably, the doctrine has become quite unpopular with the European Union States and thus regarded as
exorbitant. It is curious, however, to find the English courts have continued to apply same to non-European Union
defendants by depending on its internal rules of procedure against the demands of justice, hence the potential
mischief capable of being occasioned by the doctrine to unsuspecting non-European defendants. Granting that
the application of the doctrine to non-members is sanctioned without a proven reasonable cause, it is considered
rather unfair and unjust to belabour non-members of the European Union with the doctrine. Since the continued
application of the doctrine under the circumstances somewhat undermines the pursuit of justice achievable in
international commercial intercourse, narrow or cautious application of the doctrine whenever necessary may be
desirable to sustain the teaming international commercial relationships amongst subjects of different nations.
Key words: Jurisdiction in Personam, Service of Writ, European Union Member States, Exorbitant Rules.
1. Introduction
The common law doctrine of jurisdiction in personam which applies to defendants not domiciled within
jurisdiction of the forum court, based on the service of writ alone is no doubt a very contentious rule. That, the
rule is capable of doing mischief cannot be over-stressed. Judicial jurisdiction all the world over is regarded as
fundamental to the proper determination of issues brought before a court of law. The jurisdiction of a court is
usually conferred upon it by Constitution and in most cases by Statute. As a general rule, no court can assume
upon itself powers which are not constitutionally or statutorily conferred.1 Every jurisdiction conferred upon a
court has either subject matter or territorial limits to which the court can exercise the powers so conferred. And in
very rare situations especially as relating to international commercial and contractual dealings and in tortuous acts
connected thereto, parties to such transactions can by consent confer jurisdiction on a court within the locality of
the transaction or on a foreign court depending on the nature of the transaction and the circumstances which may
surround its operations.
Jurisdiction in personam on the other hand, is a self-assumed jurisdiction which a court purportedly confers upon
itself and exercises on person (s) by the issuance of a writ or claim form. Its basis is a transient presence of the
defendant within jurisdiction and a successful service of the claim form on the defendant. The rule also allows the
service of the claim form outside of the forum court’s jurisdiction on the defendant notwithstanding the fact that
the defendant is not present transiently or domiciled in the jurisdiction of the court. It does not matter that the
defendant is a foreigner or does not domicile in England and that the cause of action has no connection with
England. Yet at present, the effectiveness of this traditional rule in England and its continual application is doubted
on the face of the English’s adoption of the EU Regulations and the Brussels l Regulations which are currently
being observed by all European Member Countries. Curiously a writer pointed out that ‘this widely regarded as
exorbitant rule’ applies to cases outside the scope of the Brussels l Regulation and the Lugono Convention. 2
As exorbitant as jurisdiction in personam seems and has been so regarded- hence the coming on board of the
European Council Regulations, the Brussel l Regulations and the Lugano Convention. It is very disheartening to
discover that many courts in Nigeria still exercise jurisdiction on the basis of service of writ when the causes of
action is not related to any of the matters to which the court has been conferred jurisdiction with. This is why this
paper, while commending parliamentary and judicial activism in India and Canada in not applying the jurisdiction
in personam doctrine hook sink and line, would censure every trace or attempt of adherence to the doctrine by
Nigerian Courts without mutatis mutandis. This substance-bereft but procedural based exercise of judicial
jurisdiction at the international arena and domestically in some common law countries, especially Nigeria is an
affront to the fundamental principles associated with the exercise of judicial jurisdiction.
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Except for powers that are said to be inherent in nature, such as the power to discipline or try a lawyer who insults
the integrity of the court which are also incidental from the constitutionally and statutorily conferred powers.
2
These means cases that are connected to persons who are not nationals of any European Member Country and
which practice the common law legal system.
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It would be contended in this paper, therefore, that, there has not been any cogent rationale for its practice over
the years. Thus, since the doctrine has become exorbitant for the European Nations, its perpetual employment and
application to cases outside Europe is baseless. This application of the doctrine outside of the confines of the
European Nation cannot be justified with all its intents and purposes and therefore cannot be said to be a just
pursuit of the ends of justice which the court is set out to achieve in judicial adjudication.
2. The Concept of Jurisdiction in Personam
The concept, ‘jurisdiction’ has many faces. Its use and application is quite multifarious. It thus depends somewhat
on the context in which it is put or intended. Jurisdiction, said Professor Agbede, is a word which bears diverse
meanings, depending upon the purposes or nature of enquiry at hand. 3 Putting it more generally, Malcolm said
jurisdiction is a vital and indeed central feature of state sovereignty, for it is an exercise of authority which may
alter or create or terminate legal relationships and obligations. 4 Confining it to the ambit of Private International
Law, Morris opined that it is the rules as to jurisdiction which determines whether or not a court can hear a case. 5
More precisely, they identify the country or countries whose countries can appropriately deal with a case. 6
Therefore, for purposes of conflict of laws and most particularly for our purpose in this paper, it has been described
as the power of a state to create or affect legal interests which will be recognized as valid in other states. 7
According to Agbede this definition may only be valid for inter-state situations but inadequate for international
purposes as there is no supranational authority outside the treaty areas to compel the enforcement of rights created
by a court of one state by a court of another state through the exercise of its legitimate powers or jurisdiction. 8
Stating it most copiously, Agbade said, it is the authority of a court to hear and determine an issue upon which its
decision is sought.9 This authority may vary, depending on whether the issue is purely domestic or foreign. 10
Jurisdiction in personam is thus the court’s exercise of authority over a person’s personal right rather than property
interest.11 This kind of jurisdiction as practiced by the English courts under the jurisdiction in personam doctrine
is extra-territorial in character. It is an exercise of judicial authority which has a foreign element. It is justified on
the procedural question of whether a writ can be served on the defendant. It does not matter that the defendant is
not domiciled in England neither does it matter that the cause of action is not connected to England per se. 12
Jurisdiction, whether for the purposes of international law, conflict of laws or for inter-state judicial exercise of
authority over persons and things, as earlier pointed out in this paper, has its root in the constitution and statutory
enactments of every Sovereign States across the globe. It is vital and very fundamental to the proper determination
of a cause of action before a court of law for the primary purpose of achieving the ends of justice. This is why one
tends to wonder the extent to which exercise of the doctrine of jurisdiction in personam has rendered the ends of
justice considering the hardship capable of being inflicted on the defendant who is not domiciled within the
jurisdiction of the forum court.
3. Nature of the Common Law Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam
The Common Law Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam is otherwise referred to as the Traditional Rules of
Jurisdiction in actions in Personam under the English Legal System. These rules, according to Morris, are
imbedded in the English Civil Procedure Rules which base jurisdiction on the presence of the defendant in
England; the submission of the defendant to the jurisdiction; and the service of process abroad. 13 The doctrine of
jurisdiction in personam applies to defendants who are not domiciled in Europe. They also apply to cases outside
the scope of the Brussels l Regulation and the Lugano Convention. 14
3
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Under common law, the extra-territorial jurisdiction of the English Court is invoked when a defendant was present
in England when he was served with a claim form by the claimant and if the defendant submitted to the jurisdiction
of the English Court.15 Moreover even though the defendant may not be present in England, by virtue of the
Extended Jurisdiction Rules contained in the Civil Procedure Rules, a claimant can seek the leave of the Forum
Court to serve the claim form on the defendant outside England and secure jurisdiction on the English court with
jurisdiction in personam.16
It must be pointed out that the presence rule applies irrespective of nationality, or domicile, or usual place of
residence, or of the nature of the cause of action. 17 This doctrine was demonstrated in the case of Maharanee of
Baroda v. Wildenstein,18 where an Indian Princess, resident in France, brought an action against an American art
dealer, also resident in France, for rescission of a contract to sell her a picture. The contract was made in France
and governed by French law. The writ was served on the defendant at Ascot Races during a temporary visit to
England. It was held that the court had jurisdiction. 19 Expressing resentment on the doctrine, Agbede said thus:
Surely, to base judicial jurisdiction on transient presence within the jurisdiction may
result in trying a suit in a state in which no part of the operative facts occurred and in
which neither parties live. The defendant may [as a result] be called upon to defend
himself under a legal system with which he is unfamiliar. The forum court itself may not
be in a favourable position to deal either with facts or with the applicable rule. 20
And in the opinion of Morris, the doctrine of jurisdiction in personam has been viewed critically, especially
through the eyes of foreign lawyers as a principle which appears to rest upon a confusion of ideas. 21 He expressed
this critical view point of foreign lawyers in the following words:
Service of a claim serves a vital procedural purpose, that of putting the defendant upon
notice of the claim being brought, and every legal system makes some provision to that
end. But there is a distinct logical leap in moving from the proposition that a claim form
is a necessary procedural step to that which makes a sufficient basis for jurisdiction. As
a basis for jurisdiction, it is widely regarded as exorbitant and its use is excluded under
the Brussels l Regulation.22
This authority of the English Court to assume jurisdiction in the absence of any connecting factor whatsoever but
based on procedural grounds is highly questionable. The authority with all intent and purposes is too audacious
and has very wide extra-territorial tendencies without any conventional backup. This is where the attitude of the
Nigerian Courts in assimilating the rule without mutatis mutandis would be irksome. It is therefore not surprising
that the other common wealth countries such as Australia, Canada and India refused to imbibe the tradition. It is
contended that the doctrine is an affront to the Sovereignty of Nations and should therefore be sanctioned. The
English court has no right whatsoever to assume such authority upon itself and by its procedural rule not minding
the ends of justice as well as the diplomatic protection of nationals by sovereign states in the international
community. That, the doctrine is a glaring disregard by the English Court of the Principle of Comity and
Sovereignty of Nations cannot be successfully impeached with all sense of responsibility.
4. The Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam in some other Common Law Jurisdictions
Indian Courts do not exercise jurisdiction on a person simply by the service of a writ or a transient presence of the
person in India.23 An Indian court assumes jurisdiction over a suit if the defendant actually and voluntarily resides
or carries on business, or personally works for gain, at a place within the jurisdiction of the court, or where the
15
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cause of action, or part of it arises within the jurisdiction of the court. 24 In the case of Mohankumaran Nair v.
Vijayakumaran Nair AIR25 the court pointed out that the relevant point of time is when the suit was instituted: if
the defendant resided outside India at that time, the court had no jurisdiction, and it is immaterial that he
subsequently resided within the jurisdiction of the court.
Furthermore, in determining whether a court has jurisdiction under section 20 of the Civil Procedure Code, the
nationality of the defendant is irrelevant,26 and provided the cause of action or part of it has arisen within
jurisdiction of the court, the court can proceed against non-resident foreigners.27 This is a clear departure from the
England position which assumes jurisdiction irrespective of the fact that the matter is not connected to England
but based primarily on effective service of the writ on a person who may be out of jurisdiction or was present
within jurisdiction transiently. It is contended that the Indian position on jurisdiction in personam appears fairly
reasonable. Yet the point should be stressed that except as relating to transient presence of the defendant in India
plus the cause of action having to be connected to India either in part or whole which properly determines the
courts’ exercise of jurisdiction, where the defendant voluntarily submits to jurisdiction, the court will have
authority to entertain the suit.28
Another country which has applied the Common Law Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam a bit differently is
Canada. Here consent of the defendant to the jurisdiction of the court is sacrosanct. A person is regarded as having
consented to jurisdiction if he approaches the court as a plaintiff in a counter-claim or by choice through an earlier
agreement made voluntarily to confer jurisdiction on the court in relation to a given dispute. 29 Most importantly
however, the Canadian Courts have generally declined to exercise jurisdiction in cases where the defendant is
temporarily present within jurisdiction and the matter has no real connection with the forum. 30
5. Application of the Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam in Nigeria
The English Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam was introduced into the Nigerian Legal System by the West
African Court of Appeal in the case of Bruce v. Barrett.31 Following this introduction of the doctrine, the court in
Olayiwola v. Nwadike32 exercised jurisdiction on a matter even though it lacked the power to entertain the suit
brought before it for determination. While confirming the lack of express jurisdiction on the cause of action,
Beckley, J. stated as follows:
It is my view that in spite of the absence of specific provision in Order 6 of the High
Court Rules…the High court, under the principle of effectiveness and/or submission
has jurisdiction to take and determine a suit in torts where the cause of action arose
within its jurisdiction.33
Application of the doctrine, nevertheless, was made clearer in the case of Bazarsi v. Visinoni Ltd34 when the
learned judge adopted as the law in Nigeria the legal proposition contained in the Halsbury’s laws of England.35
Here it was stated that the English courts have jurisdiction to entertain an action relating to a contract, wherever
made, in all cases where the parties are effectively before the court. 36 It is doubted if this is the current position
with regard to exercise of jurisdiction by the Nigerian courts.
24
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Generally, courts in Nigeria do not exercise extra-territorial jurisdiction. It is contended that by the provisions of
the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, each court created or established therein has limited
jurisdiction in respect of the subject matters to which it is conferred by the constitution,37 and if created by statute,
the court can only exercise jurisdiction on the matters it is therewith empowered and not more as the English
Courts do.38
Illustrating the fundamental importance of jurisdiction in the case of Dosumu v. N.N.P.C.39, the Court of Appeal,
Lagos Division stated as follows:
The issue of jurisdiction in any given matter is very fundamental. It is so fundamental
to the extent that it is never conferred in obscurity. Jurisdiction is a veritable judicial
power that is so crystally obvious to all beholders of the Constitution vis-à-vis the
conferring law. Thus, microscopic eyes are not required to discern it. 40
In determining the issue of jurisdiction, it is the claim endorsed on the Writ or stated in the statement of Claim that
will be considered, not the facts averred in the Statement of Claim or the affidavit evidence to be relied on by the
plaintiff.41
In view of these cases, would it be correct to say that exercise of jurisdiction is still based on the service of writ?
This is very much doubted. Yet, the point must be emphasized that the courts did not make reference to cases
involving foreign elements. And it is doubted if a court of law is constitutionally or statutorily endowed with
authority to exercise jurisdiction extra-territorially. This is why the audacity of the English court to exercise
jurisdiction on a matter that is not connected to it in any form whatsoever is considered as being too overreaching.
It is not out of place, therefore, that European Union Member Countries unanimously regarded the practice rather
too exorbitant in character and ultimately excluded its practice and application to EU Members. What is
nevertheless curious and rather disheartening is its application to matters involving defendants who are not of EU
origin.
6. The Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam in Present-day England and Europe
Very surprisingly, the common law doctrine of jurisdiction in personam which is also referred to as the traditional
rules of jurisdiction does not apply to members of the European Union. The rules have been regarded as being
exorbitant.42 Thus, the doctrine can only be used in England by a plaintiff against a defendant who is not domiciled
in any of the European Union Member countries. A number of European Union Conventions to which the United
Kingdom has subscribed have significantly altered the law. 43 For instance, the United Kingdom is a party to the
Brussels and Lugano Conventions and has implemented them. As a result, jurisdiction of English Courts at present,
in England, is regulated by the terms of the Conventions. 44 These conventions, however permit the application of
the doctrine in England and to members outside of the European Union, namely because it is considered exorbitant
to other European Member Countries.45
7. Mischief of the Doctrine of Jurisdiction in Personam
The doctrine of jurisdiction in personam has been regarded as being exorbitant. Consequently, European Member
Countries have agreed that the doctrine should not be applicable to member countries. Nonetheless the doctrine has
37
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jurisdictions are accordingly prescribed.
38
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40
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184 | P a g e

NAUJILJ 8 (2) 2017
been permitted to apply to defendants who are not members of the European Union. The exercise of jurisdiction
on the basis of mere presence of the defendant in England when the cause of action is not connected to the court in
any manner cannot be a valid basis for the exercise of jurisdiction.
As was correctly pointed out in the case of Dosumu v. N.N.P.C supra, exercise of jurisdiction should not be
shouldered on obscurity or in vacuum. Jurisdiction in personam with all intent is an authority of the court exercised
in space. Even if the defendant succumbs to it, to the extent that the cause of action is not related to the forum court,
should be a good ground for the court to refuse to accept the matter for determination. Judicial adjudication of
private rights of individuals should be the convenience of the parties, the court and the ends of justice. 46 Putting it
more succinctly, Agbade said:
Rules of jurisdiction for international situations must have as one of their primary
objectives, the effort to achieve an equitable balance between the protection of the
plaintiff against an elusive defendant and the protection of the defendant against the
whims of a vindictive plaintiff.47
In view of the above, it stands to reason that jurisdiction in personam as practiced in England is not set out to
achieve such expected ends of justice. It is believed that the English court does not consider the ends of justice
and the likely inconvenience of the defendant. The English court places more premiums on the interest of the
plaintiff than that of the foreign defendant who is not domiciled in England for the purposes of the cause of action.
This is why Canada must be commended for declining to exercise jurisdiction in cases where the defendant is
temporarily present within jurisdiction and when the matter has no real connection with the forum. As for Nigeria,
it has not been made abundantly clear as to whether the English doctrine of jurisdiction in personam is applied
hook sinker and line. The cases reviewed supra seem not to suggest the contrary.
8. Conclusion
The doctrine of jurisdiction in personam with all intent appears to be an exercise of a court’s authority in obscurity
or vacuum. It would be proper, therefore, that it should be applied alongside jurisdiction in rem. This will render
the authority of the court constitutional as well as statutory as is the traditional requirement in almost all of the
countries. Jurisdiction in personam, which somewhat seems to be an exercise of an extra-territorial adjudication
lacks any form of international sanction. Consequently, to the extent that it is not convenient, unconnected to the
real cause of action and seems to betray the ends of justice, it should not be applied in any form. Its application
should, thus be discouraged except in cases where it would be just and most practicable in the given circumstances.
Because jurisdiction in personam is exorbitant in character as well as cumbersome in operation, the European
Union Members have agreed to exclude its application to member countries. It is, however, surprisingly sad that
the Convention sanctions the application of the doctrine in cases involving Non-European Union members. The
rationale behind the application of the doctrine to cases outside the European Union has not been justified and is
inherently unjustifiable by whatever standard conceivable and, therefore, largely unacceptable. What has become
exorbitant for European Union Members should in all dimensions be for non-members. This is why Nigerian
Courts must endeavour to remove every trace of application of jurisdiction in personam in our legal system and
judicial adjudication. In this regard, the court’s exercise of jurisdiction should be constitutional and statute-based.
It is time the Nigerian Legal System did away with exorbitant common law principles. The rules in England are
changing. We should thus be proactive and make laws that are peculiar and relevant to our needs and suitable to
our local circumstances.
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