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Understanding the Nigerian legal system requires a comprehensive grasp of its legal
methods, principles, and sources. The Nigerian legal method refers to the framework and
processes through which laws are interpreted, applied, and enforced within Nigeria. It is
rooted in a blend of customary laws, statutory laws, and principles derived from common
law and equity, reflecting Nigeria's diverse cultural heritage and colonial history. This
article provides an in-depth overview of the Nigerian legal method, highlighting its origins,
sources, principles, and application in the Nigerian judiciary. --- Overview of the Nigerian
Legal System Nigeria's legal system is a hybrid structure influenced by its colonial past,
indigenous customs, and modern statutory laws. It combines elements of English common
law, customary law, and Islamic law (where applicable), forming a unique legal
environment. Historical Development - Pre-Colonial Era: Nigeria consisted of various
indigenous communities with their customary laws governing personal and community
affairs. - Colonial Influence: The British colonization introduced English common law,
statutes, and judicial institutions. - Post-Independence Era: Nigeria adopted a federal
system with a written constitution, integrating customary law and Islamic law where
relevant. Legal Pluralism in Nigeria Nigeria's legal system is characterized by legal
pluralism, meaning multiple legal systems coexist: - Common Law: Derived from English
law applied in the federal and state courts. - Customary Law: Based on indigenous
customs, traditions, and practices. - Sharia Law: Implemented in some northern states for
personal law matters. --- Sources of Nigerian Law The Nigerian legal method relies on
various sources, each playing a vital role in shaping legal principles and decisions.
Constitution - The supreme law of Nigeria, establishing the framework of government,
fundamental rights, and the rule of law. - All other laws must conform to the constitution. 2
Statutes and Legislation - Laws enacted by the National Assembly (federal level) and
State Houses of Assembly. - Includes acts, ordinances, and regulations. Case Law
(Judicial Precedent) - Judicial decisions serve as binding precedents, especially decisions
from the Supreme Court and Court of Appeal. - The doctrine of stare decisis ensures
consistency and predictability in legal decisions. Customary Law - Traditional laws
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recognized within specific communities, especially in personal law matters such as
marriage, inheritance, and land tenure. Islamic Law (Sharia) - Applicable in certain
northern states for personal status laws, such as marriage, divorce, and inheritance.
Foreign Law - Occasionally used, especially in constitutional interpretation or in cases
involving international treaties. --- Principles of Nigerian Legal Method The Nigerian legal
method is guided by several foundational principles that ensure justice, fairness, and legal
consistency. Rule of Law - No one is above the law. - Laws are applied equally to all
individuals. Separation of Powers - The executive, legislature, and judiciary operate
independently. - Checks and balances prevent abuse of power. Judicial Independence -
Judges are free from external pressures and interference. - Ensures fair and impartial
adjudication. 3 Legal Certainty and Predictability - Decisions are based on established
laws and precedents. - Promotes confidence in the legal system. Respect for Human
Rights - The Nigerian constitution guarantees fundamental human rights. - Legal methods
aim to uphold individual freedoms and dignity. --- Application of Nigerian Legal Method in
Practice Understanding how the Nigerian legal method operates in real-world scenarios is
essential for legal practitioners and citizens alike. Legal Interpretation and Statutory
Construction - Courts interpret statutes based on the literal, purposive, and golden rules. -
The interpretation must align with constitutional principles and societal values. Role of
Judicial Precedent - Courts follow previous decisions unless there is a compelling reason
to overturn them. - The doctrine promotes consistency across rulings. Recognition of
Customary and Sharia Law - Courts acknowledge customary law where it does not conflict
with constitutional rights. - Sharia law applies in personal status matters in applicable
states, respecting religious doctrines. Legal Pluralism and Conflict Resolution - When
conflicts arise between different legal systems, courts determine which law takes
precedence. - Generally, constitutional supremacy guides resolving such conflicts. Legal
Reforms and Evolution - Nigerian law evolves through legislative amendments, judicial
decisions, and societal changes. - Legal practitioners must stay updated on current laws
and interpretative principles. --- Challenges and Developments in Nigerian Legal Method
The Nigerian legal system faces several challenges that influence its legal methods and 4
application. Legal Pluralism and Conflicts of Laws - Managing conflicts between customary
law, Sharia law, and statutory law. Judicial Corruption and Inefficiency - Undermines the
integrity of legal decisions and public confidence. Access to Justice - Barriers such as
cost, literacy levels, and geographic barriers limit citizens’ access. Legal Reforms and
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Modernization - Initiatives to modernize courts, improve legal education, and promote
judicial independence. International Law and Human Rights - Incorporating international
treaties and standards into Nigerian law. --- Conclusion The introduction to Nigerian legal
method reveals a complex, dynamic system rooted in a blend of colonial legacy,
indigenous traditions, and modern statutory frameworks. It emphasizes principles such as
the rule of law, judicial independence, and respect for human rights, all within a pluralistic
context that recognizes customary and Islamic laws alongside statutory law.
Understanding the sources and principles guiding Nigerian law is essential for legal
practitioners, scholars, and citizens who seek to navigate and contribute to the evolution of
Nigeria’s legal landscape. As Nigeria continues to develop, its legal method will
undoubtedly adapt to meet new societal challenges, ensuring justice, fairness, and the rule
of law remain central to its legal identity. QuestionAnswer What is the Nigerian legal
method? The Nigerian legal method refers to the systematic approach and principles used
in interpreting and applying the law within Nigeria's legal system, which blends English
common law, customary law, and statutory law. Why is understanding Nigerian legal
method important for law students? Understanding the Nigerian legal method is crucial for
law students because it enables them to interpret and apply laws accurately, consider
customary and statutory sources, and develop a comprehensive approach to legal
reasoning specific to Nigeria. 5 How does Nigerian legal method differ from other common
law systems? Nigerian legal method differs by incorporating customary law and local
traditions alongside common law principles, requiring legal practitioners to consider both
statutory provisions and indigenous customs in legal interpretation. What are the main
sources of Nigerian law in the context of legal method? The main sources include the
Constitution, statutes enacted by the National Assembly, case law (judicial decisions),
customary law, and Islamic law where applicable. How does precedent influence the
Nigerian legal method? Precedent plays a significant role, as decisions of higher courts
are binding on lower courts, guiding legal reasoning and ensuring consistency in the
application of the law. What role does statutory interpretation play in Nigerian legal
method? Statutory interpretation is vital; it involves examining the language, purpose, and
context of laws to apply them correctly, often using principles like the literal rule, purposive
approach, and mischief rule. How is customary law integrated into the Nigerian legal
method? Customary law is recognized as a primary source in areas where it is applicable,
and courts interpret it alongside statutory law, often requiring an understanding of local
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traditions and practices. What challenges are faced in applying the Nigerian legal method?
Challenges include conflicts between customary law and statutory law, inconsistent judicial
decisions, and the need for specialized knowledge of local customs and languages.
Introduction to Nigerian Legal Method The study of Nigerian legal method is an essential
foundation for understanding how law operates within Nigeria’s unique legal landscape. It
encompasses the principles, sources, and techniques that underpin legal reasoning and
decision-making in the Nigerian context. As Nigeria continues to evolve both politically and
socially, its legal system reflects a blend of indigenous customs, colonial influences, and
contemporary statutory law. This article provides a comprehensive introduction to Nigerian
legal method, exploring its sources, principles, interpretative approaches, and the key
features that distinguish it from other legal systems. --- Understanding Nigerian Legal
System Before diving into the specifics of legal method, it is crucial to grasp the structure
of Nigeria’s legal system. Nigeria operates a federal system, comprising federal and state
courts, each with its jurisdiction. The legal system is a hybrid, combining common law,
customary law, and Islamic law, which coexist and interact within the framework of the
Constitution. Introduction To Nigerian Legal Method 6 Historical Background - Nigeria’s
legal system is rooted in its colonial history, primarily influenced by British common law. -
Indigenous laws and customs predate colonial rule and continue to influence modern legal
practices. - Post-independence, Nigeria retained many colonial legal principles while
incorporating its constitutional and customary laws. Legal Pluralism - Nigeria’s legal
environment is characterized by pluralism, where multiple legal systems operate
simultaneously. - This diversity influences the approach to legal interpretation and
application, requiring a nuanced understanding of different sources of law. --- Sources of
Nigerian Law A fundamental aspect of Nigerian legal method is identifying its primary
sources of law. These sources inform legal reasoning and are pivotal in the development
of jurisprudence. Constitution - The 1999 Constitution (as amended) is the supreme law of
Nigeria. - It establishes the framework of government, fundamental rights, and the rule of
law. - All laws and legal decisions must conform to the Constitution. Legislation (Statutes)
- Enacted by the National Assembly and State Houses of Assembly. - Statutes are a
primary source of law, especially in statutory interpretation. - Nigerian legislation often
reflects a blend of customary, religious, and colonial influences. Case Law (Judicial
Precedent) - Judicial decisions, especially those from the Supreme Court, are a significant
source. - Nigeria follows the doctrine of stare decisis, where past decisions guide future
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rulings. - Case law helps clarify ambiguous statutes and develop common law principles.
Customary Law - Indigenous customs recognized by courts form a vital part of Nigerian
law. - Customary law varies across different ethnic groups and regions. - Courts apply
customary law where relevant, provided it does not conflict with statutory law or the
Constitution. Introduction To Nigerian Legal Method 7 Islamic Law - Applicable in certain
northern states where Sharia law is implemented. - Islamic law influences criminal and
personal law in these jurisdictions. Other Sources - International treaties and conventions
ratified by Nigeria. - Equity and general principles of law. --- Legal Principles and Doctrines
in Nigerian Law Understanding Nigerian legal method involves familiarity with core legal
principles that guide judicial reasoning. Rule of Law - Emphasizes that no one is above
the law, including government officials. - Ensures legality, fairness, and justice. Separation
of Powers - Divides government into legislative, executive, and judiciary. - Courts interpret
laws and ensure they conform to constitutional principles. Legal Formalism vs. Realism -
Formalism emphasizes strict adherence to legal rules. - Legal realism recognizes the
influence of social, political, and economic factors on legal decisions. Justice and Equity -
Courts aim to achieve substantive justice, sometimes applying equitable principles to fill
gaps or prevent injustice. --- Interpretation of Law in Nigerian Legal Method Interpretation
is a cornerstone of legal reasoning, enabling courts to apply statutes and constitutional
provisions effectively. Rules of Interpretation - Literal Rule: Words are given their plain,
ordinary meaning unless absurd. - Golden Rule: Words are interpreted in a way that
avoids absurdity. - Mischief Rule: Focuses on the mischief the law aims to remedy. -
Purposive Approach: Courts interpret laws to reflect Introduction To Nigerian Legal Method
8 legislative intent, considering the purpose behind statutes. Applying Interpretation
Principles - Courts often employ a combination of rules, depending on context. - In
Nigeria, the purposive approach is increasingly favored, aligning with constitutional
principles of justice. --- Legal Reasoning and Methodology Legal reasoning in Nigeria
involves analyzing facts, applying relevant laws, and reaching justified conclusions. Steps
in Nigerian Legal Method 1. Identifying the Issue: Clarifying the legal question. 2.
Researching the Law: Consulting statutes, case law, and customary practices. 3.
Analyzing the Facts: Gathering and examining relevant facts. 4. Applying the Law: Using
interpretative rules and principles. 5. Reaching a Decision: Ensuring consistency with
constitutional and legal norms. Role of Precedent - Precedent guides consistency and
stability. - Nigerian courts often follow decisions of higher courts, especially the Supreme
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Court. Balancing Sources - Courts weigh statutory law against customary and Islamic law.
- In conflicts, constitutional supremacy prevails. --- Features of Nigerian Legal Method
Understanding what makes Nigerian legal method unique is vital for practitioners and
students alike. - Legal Pluralism: Integration of statutory, customary, and Islamic law. -
Constitutional Supremacy: All laws must conform to the 1999 Constitution. - Customary
Law Recognition: Courts recognize and apply indigenous laws. - Judicial Activism:
Nigerian courts often interpret laws broadly to promote justice. - Influence of Colonial Law:
British common law principles remain foundational. --- Pros and Cons of Nigerian Legal
Method Pros: - Flexibility: Ability to incorporate customary and religious laws alongside
statutory law. - Cultural Relevance: Laws reflect Nigeria's diverse cultural realities. - Legal
Development: Court decisions contribute to evolving jurisprudence aligned with societal
Introduction To Nigerian Legal Method 9 needs. - Upholds Constitutional Values: Ensures
laws adhere to fundamental rights and principles. Cons: - Complexity: Multiple sources
and legal systems can cause confusion. - Inconsistencies: Divergent customary laws may
lead to conflicting rulings. - Limited Uniformity: Variations across regions may undermine
national legal uniformity. - Potential Conflicts: Tensions between customary, religious, and
statutory laws pose challenges. --- Conclusion The introduction to Nigerian legal method
reveals a dynamic and complex system rooted in multiple sources and influenced by
diverse legal traditions. Its core features—such as legal pluralism, constitutional
supremacy, and interpretative flexibility—highlight both its strengths and challenges. For
legal practitioners, students, and scholars, mastering Nigerian legal method requires an
appreciation of its historical context, sources, and principles. As Nigeria continues to
develop as a nation, its legal method must adapt, balancing tradition with modernity to
promote justice, fairness, and national unity. Understanding this framework is essential for
effective legal practice and for contributing to the ongoing evolution of Nigerian law.
Nigerian legal system, legal principles, Nigerian Constitution, legal reasoning, judicial
process, Nigerian law, legal research, legal analysis, Nigerian judiciary, legal education
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volume 1 on public law provides an introduction to the nigerian legal system the various
chapters deal with introduction and sources of law jurisprudence and nigerian perspectives
african customary law islamic law comparative constitutionalism and nigerian perspectives
citizenship immigration and administrative law judicial system and legal profession criminal
law evidence and civil procedure statutory marriage and divorce laws customary marriage
and divorce marriage and divorce under islamic law matters of children gender and law in
nigeria with emphasis on islamic law volume 2 has 25 chapters on private law that
includes security of the environment and environmental law land and property
administration commercial business and trade laws communication media and press laws
transportation and carrier laws law enforcement armed forces and military laws
investments and intellectual property

the author is both a practitioner within the nigerian legal system and is a lecturer in law
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from these two perspectives he provides a full introduction to the nigerian legal system
amongst topics covered are branches and institutes of the system functions classifications
sources english law doctrines of equity statutes in england and those extended to nigeria
nigerian legislation judicial precedent hierarchy of courts customary law application of state
decisions in customary and sharia law conflicts between english and customary law also
covered are applicable law between the different provenances conflicts between islamic
and customary law types of courts in nigeria and their jurisdiction and legal aid essential
documents are provided protocol to the african charter on human people s rights of
women in africa universal declaration of human rights and african charter on human and
people s rights a valuable explanation is given of words and maxims used in the nigerian
legal system and an index olong adefi is a barrister and solicitor of the supreme court of
nigeria and lecturer at the faculty of law at kogi state university where he teaches
administrative law commercial law land law legal research method human rights and the
nigerian legal system

this text is a collection of writings on assigned topics by some scholars and lecturers in the
faculty of law at benson idahosa university and those invited from outside the university
the idea to write a text for use in the study of legal methods for law students was borne
out of the desire to present a range of updated material in this area of study the focus of
this text is nigeria the book is written in simple easy to understand language and meant
essentially for law students in the first year of the five year course in law as structured by
the national universities commission nuc nevertheless persons who are in need of
information or education on different aspects of the nigerian legal process will also find
aspects of the text useful the contributors come from diverse backgrounds and
experiences which is reflected in their styles of presentation however each has
endeavoured to present the assigned topic in such a form as to enhance comprehension
by the primary beneficiaries the inclusion of chapters on advocacy and mooting skills as
well as examination skills and strategies makes this text unique and allows it to offer more
detailed analysis than existing texts in nigeria provide
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