
Introduction to the Nigerian Legal System
Nigeria, a vibrant and diverse nation in West Africa, boasts a complex and
dynamic legal system that has evolved over centuries, reflecting the
country's rich history and multifaceted society.
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Historical Evolution

The Nigerian legal system has its roots in the customary laws and traditions
of its diverse ethnic groups. During the colonial era, British common law
was introduced, shaping the legal landscape significantly. After Nigeria
gained independence in 1960, it adopted a constitution that incorporates
both common law and customary law principles.

Legal Framework

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999) serves as the
supreme law of the land and outlines the fundamental rights and
obligations of citizens. It establishes the three branches of government: the
executive, legislative, and judicial branches. The Nigerian legal system is
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primarily based on common law principles, supplemented by customary law
and Sharia law in certain areas.

Common Law

Common law, derived from English law, forms the bedrock of the Nigerian
legal system. It relies on precedents established by previous court
decisions and provides a consistent and predictable framework for
resolving legal disputes.

Customary Law

Customary law refers to the unwritten laws, traditions, and practices that
have been handed down through generations within Nigeria's diverse
ethnic communities. It governs matters such as marriage, inheritance, land
tenure, and family relations in areas where there is no applicable common
law or statute.

Sharia Law

Sharia law, based on Islamic principles, applies to Muslims in personal
matters such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and criminal offenses. It is
administered by Sharia courts in accordance with the provisions of the
Nigerian constitution.

Key Institutions

The Nigerian legal system comprises various institutions responsible for
administering and enforcing the law.

Supreme Court



The Supreme Court is the highest court in Nigeria and has final appellate
jurisdiction over all cases. It interprets the Constitution, resolves conflicts
between the federal and state governments, and ensures the uniform
application of the law throughout the country.

Court of Appeal

The Court of Appeal is the second highest court in Nigeria and hears
appeals from the High Courts and other lower courts. It plays a crucial role
in ensuring that justice is dispensed fairly and promptly.

High Court

The High Court is the highest court at the state level and has original
jurisdiction over a wide range of civil and criminal matters. It also hears
appeals from lower courts.

Federal High Court

The Federal High Court has exclusive jurisdiction over federal matters,
including admiralty, bankruptcy, copyright, and revenue cases. It also has
jurisdiction over cases involving the interpretation of federal statutes.

State High Court

The State High Court has jurisdiction over all matters not assigned
exclusively to the Federal High Court or other federal courts. It handles a
wide range of cases, including civil, criminal, family, and land disputes.

Customary Court

Customary Courts are established by state governments to administer
customary law in matters such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and land



tenure within their respective jurisdictions.

Sharia Court

Sharia Courts have jurisdiction over personal matters involving Muslims,
such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and criminal offenses. They apply
Sharia law in accordance with the provisions of the Nigerian constitution.

Legal Practitioners

The Nigerian legal system is served by a diverse group of legal
practitioners, including lawyers, judges, and attorneys general.

Lawyers

Lawyers, also known as attorneys or barristers, provide legal advice,
represent clients in court, and draft legal documents. They are regulated by
the Nigerian Bar Association.

Judges

Judges preside over court proceedings, interpret the law, and issue rulings.
They are appointed by the Judicial Service Commission and must meet
certain qualifications, including a law degree and experience in legal
practice.

Attorneys General

The Attorney General of the Federation is the chief legal adviser to the
federal government, while the Attorneys General of the states serve as the
chief legal advisers to their respective state governments. They represent
the government in legal matters and ensure the proper administration of
justice.



Law Students

Aspiring legal professionals in Nigeria pursue a Bachelor of Laws (LL.B.)
degree at accredited universities. The program typically lasts for five years
and covers a comprehensive range of legal subjects, including
constitutional law, criminal law, civil procedure, and international law.

The Nigerian legal system is a complex and multifaceted system that has
evolved over centuries, incorporating elements from common law,
customary law, and Sharia law. It provides a framework for resolving
disputes, protecting rights, and ensuring justice for all citizens. The system
is administered by a range of institutions, including courts, lawyers, judges,
and law enforcement agencies, who work together to maintain the rule of
law and uphold the principles of democracy and justice.
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