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Abstract 

The basic minimal structures required for a country to lay claims to the practice 

of federalism, include a political system in which there is power sharing under a 
written constitution with a government consisting of at least two orders, a 

central government or federal and the government of the constituent units. Each 

order of government receives an allocation of financial resources tailored to 
their specific requirements. Nigeria has been a federal state since 1954. Today, 

she is the most populous country in African continent, with about 180 million 

people and blessed with over 250 different ethnic groups. These ethnic 
nationalities were living independently before the intrusion of the British 

Colonial Administration, who assembled them into a single country through the 
Lord Lugard 1914 amalgamation exercise and eventually got her independence 

in 1960. All along the people are faced with various crisis that seem to threaten 

the peace, security and unity of the country (Nigeria) as a single entity. This 
paper evaluates, Nigeria practice of federal system. In this direction, focus is on 

the clarification of the concept of federalism, brief historical background, types 
and reasons for the introduction of federalism in Nigeria; discussion on the 

subject matter, weather Nigeria as a country practice true federal system? 

Problems associated with Nigeria federal system, then conclusion and some 
useful recommendations.  
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Introduction 

Nigeria is a country of extra ordinary diversity and as such, one of extra ordinary 

complexities. These complexities are a reflection of the avalanche of ethno-cultural and 

religious group, co-habiting the territory and the intricacies of interactions among them.  

The concept of federalism has over the year turned out to be one of the most 

controversial concepts in the field of political science. The reason for this according to 

Obikeze (2004) is that there have been several varieties of political arrangements to 

which the term has properly been applied. Obi (2005) posits that an initial difficulty in 

any discussion of federalism is that the meaning of the word has been thoroughly 

confused by dramatic changes in the institutions to which it refers. Hence, a word that 
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originally referred to an institution which emphasis on local self-government has come to 

mean also domination by a gigantic impersonal concentration of the force”. The end 

result of this is that today, there are as many definitions of the concepts as there are 

scholars interested in defining it.  

Nevertheless, Oddih and Obi (2006) argues that “each approach is a narrow 

perspective of the subject matter, and none by itself explains the totality of the federal or 

its dynamics”. However, Nigeria is the only country in Africa that has established and 

maintained a federal system of government.  

This paper tends to evaluates, the practice of federalism as a system of 

government, with focus on the clarification of the subject matter (federalism), brief 

historical evolution, types and reasons for the practice of federalism as a system of 

government; clear assessment of the subject matter. Conclusion and recommendations.  

 

The Concept of Federalism  

Federalism as a system of governance is pragmatic, dynamic, utilitarian and 

evolving; it can only strive on consultation, negotiation, compromise bargaining and 

agreement between the national government and federating units. A federal system 

represents a unique form of government or arrangement. This is because, it involves 

organization of state promoting unity while at the same time, preserving existing 

diversities within an overarching national unity. Federalism is a system of shared powers 

among units of government. It is a way of organizing a nation so that two or more levels 

of government have formal authority over the same area or people. Federalism rest on 

divided sovereignty where state and central government exercise power independent of 

others and still co-ordinate (Okoli, 2004). 

Federalism can also be referred to as the mixed or compound mode of 

government combining a general government (the central, national or federal) with 

regional governments (provincial, state or other sub-unit’s governments) in a single 

political system (Odion; 2012).  

Federalism represents that form of government where the component units of a 

political organization participate in sharing powers and functions in a cooperative manner. 

(Ajagun; 2004). In the nutshell, federalism is a political system where there are at least 

two levels of authority a central, national government otherwise known as the federal 

government and other state, regions or federating units (Ojo; 1989).  

According Wheare (1964), “federalism is the method of dividing powers so that 

the general and the regional governments are each within a sphere co-ordinate and 

independent” he further sees federalism as an appropriate form of government that offer 

to communities or states or district differing nationalities that wish to form a common 

government and to behave as one people for some purposes, but wish to remain 

independent and in particular to retain their nationality in all other aspects. This portrays 

federalism as an effective political and constitutional design useful for managing 

complex governmental problems associated with ethnic and cultural diversities 

(Agbodike, 1998).  
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Historical Background of Nigerian Federal System  

The country presently known as Nigeria was delineated by the British colonial 

masters. Earlier to this the ethnic groups that metamorphosed into what is today known as 

the federal republic of Nigeria were not only independent of one another but were also at 

different stages of political, economic and social cultural independent. The resultant 

effect of colonialism led to the amalgamation of the Southern and Northern protectorates 

by Lord Lugard in 1914.  It all began with the introduction of the elective principle by the 

then Governor General Sir, Hugh Clifford Constitution of 1922 thereafter, the first 

political party, was Nigeria National Democratic Party (NNDP) which was formed in 

1923 under the leadership of Herbert Macauly who is popularly referred to as the father 

of Nigerian Nationalism. 

 After the reign of Sir Clifford, came Bernard Bodillion in 1939, thereafter Arthur 

Richard’s Constitution came on board which introduced regionalism in 1946. It was there 

after that the Southern and the Northern protectorates were effectively brought together 

under the same national government. Macpherson Constitution came into being in 1951.  

Thereafter, was the adoption of federalism with the Lyttleton Constitution of 1954.  

which was made up of the national government, and three regional governments, Eastern, 

Northern and Western. The Eastern and Western regions became self-governing in 1957 

followed by the Northern region in 1959. National independence was won in 1960; from 

then, a federal system was maintained, this however, replaced the 1954 constitution, as 

well as subsequent ones. The Republican Constitution of 1963, the Presidential 

Constitution of 1979, and the revised presidential constitution of 1989. 

 

Types of Federalism  

There are numerous typologies of federalism; such as the Dual federalism, creative 

federalism, co-operative federalism, competitive federalism etc.  

 

Dual Federalism was the 19th century concept that is where the constitution created a 

governmental system with collateral political shares. (Ainabor, 2012). The national and 

the state government form two separate centres of power, each government in its own 

sphere and sovereignty and there is an essential equality between them. Each level of 

government is partly dependent on the other.  

 

Creative Federalism was a form of federal system that was made popular during the 

Johnson’s administration from 1963 to 1969 in the United States of America. (Ainabor, 

2012). It emphasized that the federal government determined the needs of the states. Its 

concern with the development and cooperations not only between the national and states 

governments but between them and the local government and the private organizations as 

well (Uhumwangho & Epelle 2007). 

 

Cooperative Federalism is another type where the nation, that is the national, state and 

local governments are co-operative as interacting agents, working jointly to solve 

common problems rather than conflicting among themselves.  
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Competitive federalism is an alternative way in which the executives within a federation 

may be brought into relation with each other through competition, rather than cooperation. 

In other words, under this arrangement the states and local governments compete for 

different laws and powers and the people choose which and which to be loyal to.  

 

Reasons for Federalism  

 States decides to go federal for so many reasons, some of which are as follows:  

1. Political reason: Some states may decide to go into federation because they have 

intimate and common diplomatic and international reasons for example, the United 

States of America.  

2. Economic reason: Some states feels that coming together will be for better mutual 

benefit, if their economic resources are put together and use for common purpose.  

3. Military reason: Some states come together to form a federation for effective 

defence of their territorial sovereignty as a nation state, that is, several weak states 

may decide to come together against external aggression.  

4. Socio-cultural reasons: States may decide to form a federation in order to benefit 

from their social and cultural ties. (Watts; 2000). 

5. Geographical proximity: This could be another reason advanced for a country to 

adopt a federal system of government. That is, due to the nearness of these states, 

they can decide such.  

6. Historical factor: This is another reason why most country decide to form a federal 

system of government. In other words, nations that went through the same historical 

antecedence can opt for federalism.   

 

Is Nigeria a True Federal System?  

There is a wide range of debate among scholars as to whether Nigeria is a 

federation or not. To many the practice of federalism in Nigeria deviates from the 

cardinal principles, and attitude of the federal idea hence the quest for “true federalism”.  

To the protagonist of the concept; true federalism is referred to as a political 

constitutional device for power sharing in plural societies. As a framework for political 

management, it is suited for dealing with the twin problem of unity and diversity 

(Tamuno, 1998). To the proponents of the true federalism. Federalism must guarantee the 

freedom, rights and socio-economic welfare of the people as federalism is inextricably 

tied up with goals of democracy, good governance and development. (Onwide & Suberu 

1991). For some others Nigerian federalism is termed as quasi-federalism, they tend to 

blame the military administration for this.   In essence, “the military has played a 

key role in the collapse of the federal system through the imposition and strengthening of 

quasi-federalism as a machinery of government that has been politically and 

economically repressive”.  

 It will be important at this point that different scholars have designated the 

Nigeria state as one time or the other as either quasi-federalism or still searching for true 

federalism.  
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The underlying features of every federation is that it must be shared between the 

centre and the unit and in practice federalism as a system of governance is pragmatic, 

dynamic utilitarian and evolving. (Tonwe, 2005).  

Based on these features it would be very correct to say emphatically that the 

Nigeria state is a federation as we cannot use the federal arrangement of other states as a 

criterion for judgement, for no two federations are the same. The Nigeria federation is 

unique on its own. For example, one of the imperatives of federalism is that no unit has 

the right to secede. Also, the division of power varies from country to country. In some 

federation exclusive/concurrent legislative powers are rested in the central government, 

while, the unit exercise residual powers, for example, United States of America and 

Nigeria. It is interesting to note that in Canada, it is the other way round, just like, India 

where there are four lists different from what we have in Nigeria.  

Nigeria is the first of its kinds to operate a federal structure where provision is 

made in the constitution for local government as the third tier of government. (see section 

7 sub-section 1 of the 1999 constitution) in the federation. The logical conclusion from 

the foregoing is that in the world today, there is no pure or “ideal federal model, therefore 

the notion of true federalism or quasi federalism” depends on the style of practice. On a 

final note, since there is no ideal federalism, we can therefore establish that the Nigeria 

federal system is characterized by features which are found in other federations and 

associated with Wheare’s formulation of federalism.   

Nigeria has a written and rigid constitution. a supreme court and a bicameral 

legislature. There is constitutional interpretation and judicial review, no unit is larger and 

more powerful enough to control the central government alone or dominate the other 

units put together. Each constituent government operates directly on the people rather 

than indirectly through the other tier. No unit or state has the right to secede from the 

federation. It is based on this in mind that we can say that Nigeria state is a federation.  

 

The Problems of Nigeria Federalism  

Amongst which are inter-ethnic rivalry, power sharing formula revenue 

allocation, minority issue and the creation of states and the issue of secession bids.  

 

(a) Inter-Ethnic Rivalry: Nigeria is made up of diverse group of people with different 

ethnic groups and the rivalry among Hausa/Fulani, Yoruba and Igbo has become a 

serious issue overtime. In Nigeria, we see different geo-political regions agitating for 

power which sometimes lead to disagreement and ethnic conflicts among parties 

involved.  

 

(b) Power Sharing Formula: Power sharing has been a source of worry and one of the 

major issue militating against federalism in Nigeria. This basically ensure that certain 

elective offices such as the president, state governors and some other are rotated 

among several geo-political divisions in the country. 
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(c) Revenue Allocation: This issue of revenue allocation refers to the sharing formula of 

the country’s financial resources among the different tiers of government in Nigeria. 

Fifty-nine years after independence Nigeria still battles with one of the major fall out 

of federalism, the politics of trying to appease all sections of the polity. This has 

become necessary because success to national positions and resources are limited at 

the individual level. This is as a result of the multi-ethnic nature of the society 

(Nwankwo, 2002).  

 

(d) Minority Issue and The Creation of States: As a result of the nature of the multi-

ethnicity of Nigeria, it has brought about the issue of minorities which constitutes one 

of the major problems militating against the development of the country.  

 

(e) Secession Bid: The inter-ethnic rivalry in Nigeria has constantly disrupt development 

in the country. This issue of secession is a major factor disrupting Nigeria federalism 

and it also have a way of affecting the growth and development of the country. A 

good example is the agitation by the Niger-Delta Avengers (NDA) who are 

clamouring to secede from Nigeria and form their own Republic, so also are the 

Biafran of the Eastern group.  

 

Finally, the leadership problem that have be devilled the co-existence of the 

Nigeria federation are quite numerical amongst which are as follows: 

(a) Absence of Development Oriented Leadership: Most of the Nigeria leaders are not 

committed to development of the country right from independence.  

(b) Absence of Accountability and Transparency: In Nigeria there is complete 

absence of transparency and accountable leadership.  

(c) Corruption: Although corruption is a global scourge, Nigeria seems to suffer 

tremendously from this malaise. Everyone appears to believe that the nation has a 

culture of corruption.  

(d) Emphasis on Ethnic Origin: Emphasis on ethnic origin is yet another leadership 

challenge in Nigeria.  

(e) Lack of Political Will: This means the ability to implement policies that have a 

nationalistic important and relevant within allowing pockets of interest detraction.  

 

Conclusion  

This paper focused on Nigeria federalism; whether Nigeria actually practice true 

federalism or not. From the analysis it become clear that Nigeria as a country possess 

most of the features of federalism such as, a written and rigid constitution, a bicameral 

legislature, constitutional interpretation/judicial review and a supreme court. And that it 

only need some modifications. This came up as a result of the country being under the 

leadership of the military tutelage for several years, and as such most structures and 

patterns of federalism were neglected.  
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On a final note it is equally obvious that Nigeria federal structure has witnessed 

several fiscal and structural reforms, there is no perfect polity. finally, the very best form 

of government for Nigeria is federal system, with its basic principles properly and 

carefully administered.  

 

Recommendations  

We have clearly seen that the future of Nigeria lies only in one direction, true-

federalism with fiscal federalism and resource control by the owners of the mineral 

resources.  Efforts, should be made to have a national political leader that would be able 

to inspire citizens to think and act federal not a leader that is solely driven by self.  

1. Government at all levels should promote good governance and values of transparency 

and accountability.  

2. Political education and enlightenment of the citizens should be carried out from time 

to time on the need to propagate the positive principles and tenets of federalism.  

3. There should be a clear division of powers between the central government and the 

state. That is, where, the central government, should exercise exclusive powers in 

certain basic matters of general relevance, leaving the bulk to the state.  

4. Fiscal autonomy should be given to state, by allowing them to harness and generate 

revenue from such natural, resources, oil and other solid mineral resources.  

5. Nigeria should go back to the former old regions because it is discovered that the 

states that were created are not viable. Inspite of the fact that there are still agitations 

for even more states.  

6. Lastly, as earlier mentioned. The practice of fiscal federalism is the panacea to the 

problems plaguing Nigeria. If government should accept fiscal federalism most of her 

problems would have been solved. Hence states should control what they have and 

pay certain percentage to the centre. 
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