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WHITHER NIGERIA: UNITARIASM,
FEDERALISM, CONFEDERALISM OR
SEPARATISM?

Historical Background of Nigeria.

Nigeria’s current population of between 140 . .d
150 million is multi - ethnic. Among the princi al
ethnic groups are the Hausa, Igbo, Yoruba, Ful i,
Edo, Efik, Ijaw, Nupe, Kanuri, Igala, Urhobo, :
There are over 300 other linguistic gro
Following the major West African popula
movements of the first millennium of the Chris
era, the ethnographic pattern of Nigeria starte:
stabilize with the rise of the medieval empire
Ghana, Mali, Songh~1 and Kanem - Borno. '
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries saw the ris
the Hausa city states of Katsina, Kano, Gobir, etc.
the North as well as the appearance of Nupe a d
Kwararrafa kingdoms in the central parts .f
Nigeria.
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In the South - Western part, the associal |
kingdoms of Oyo and Benin were also w .
established by the Fifteenth Century, develop: ;
from common origins in Ife, the sacred capital *
the Yoruba people. A bit obscure is the ea
history of the Igbo people in the Eastern part of 1
forest belt, whose purely village society was bass¢ 1
on a system o "' nd holding. Somehc



a complex social and political pattern had
developed among the people of what is now
Nigeria by the time the earliest European
expeditions reached the coast in search cf gold.
Slaves were initially West Africa’s principal export
commodity, and the trade was to continue for over
400 years, with British ships handling most of the
traffic by the early Eighteenth Century. A
conseguence of the slave trade was the creation of
Deltaic states: a number of large ports which
became dependent on the European slave traders
for their economic survival.

In the hinterland, civil war ravaged the Yoruba
states, culminating in the disintegration of the Oyo
Empire. In the North, a Jihad (Muslim holy war)
was launched under the leadership of the Sheikh
Usman Danfodiyo. Meanwhile, European
influences were gaining foothold in the Southern
parts as the value of “legitimate” trade increased.

In 1861, Britain annexed Lagos, declaring it a
colony. After the Nigerian area was declared a
British “sphere of influence” at the Berlin
conference in 1885, Britain established
protectorates in various regions of this area.

The 1914 Amalgamation of Nigaria.

The political entity known as Migeria came into
existence in 1914 with the amalgamation of the
Northern and Southern protectorates as weli as
the Colony of Lagos. With the amaigamation of the
administrations of Northern and Southern
protectorates on fanuary 1, 1914, the colony and
protectorate of Nigeria came under a unitary
administration presided over by Lord Fredrick
Lugard as Governor General. The aims of the
amalgamation were to extend to the South the
Native Authority system established by Lugard as
High Commissioner in the North from 1900 to
1906 and to provide technical services on ap all
Nigeria basis.

Lieutenant Governors were appointed for
Southern and Northern Nigeria and these two
entities remained largely separate units. A wholly
advisory Nigerian council was created to cover all
Nigeria but this arrangement was not considered a
success. In 1922, it was replaced by a legislative
council for the Colony and Southern part of the
Protectorate.

The legislative powers of the new council were
restricted to the Colony and Southern Nigeria (the
Governor legislating directly for the North), but
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Executive p wer remained in the hands of British
officials at the centre as well as in the Regions.

One of the principal complaints against the

Richard’s Constitution was that it was not the

outcome o consultations with the Nigerian
opinion leaders. Special arrangements for
ascertaining the views of all sections of the
population were, therefore, accordingly proposed
and these to >k place in 1949 and 1950.

The new constitution, Macpherson constitution
(named after Governor Sir John MacPherson)
enacted in 1951, established legislatures in each of
the three regions which were empowered to
legislate on specified subjects such as agricuiture,
social service, local government, etc.

Members of the Central Legislature were elected
from (their own members by the regional
legislature (68 from the north and 34 by each of
the Southern regions). At the Centre, each Region
was represented by an equal number of three
ministers and one for Southern Cameroon.

The Southern political parties continued to press
for more effective power for African ministers and
supported, in opposition to the Northern stance,
the call for grant of self government in 1956. This
resulted in a constitutional conference at London












spezch in parliament, during which he stated inter
alia,

‘It was in 1952 that Nigerizns were
appointed ministers and so for the first
time in its history, Nigerian politicians
became directly associated -vith the
formulation of the government policy.

Then in 1954, as a result of the
constitutional discussion o 1953,
Nigerian ministers were charged with
both  collective and individual
responsibilities over departments and
other government bodies. Bu: to me,
the most important result of the
constitutional changes in 1954 was the
introduction of a federal fsrm of
government for Nigeria, a system
which I had advocated as far back as
1948 in the old legislative council. I am
pleased to see that we have now all
agreed that the federal system is,
under present conditions, the only
sure basis on which Nigeria can
remain united. We must recogrize our
diversity and the peculiar conditions
under which the different commr unities
live in the country. To us in Hligeria,
therefore, unity in diversity is a source
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of great strength, and we must do all in
our power to see that this federal
system of government is strengthened
and maintained”.

The 1954 Federal Constitution which was
fashioned after series of consultations and
conferences formed the basis of the constitutional
settlement agreed upon by the Nigerian leaders

and people.

The Independence and Republican
Constitutions

Constitutional conferences were Jater held in
London in 1957 and 1958 between Nigerian
leaders and the representatives of the British
imperial government headed by the Secretary of
States for the Colonies, Oliver Lyttleton (Lord
Chandos). The resulting document became the
Independence Constitution of 1960 which was
later amended to become the Republican
Constitution when Nigeria became a republic in
1963. The Federal Constitution was a
Parliamentary Westminster - type with Head of
State and Head of Government at federal level
(Prime Minister, President) as well as Governors
and Premiers at regional levels - North, West and
Eastern regions, the constituent federating units.
Nigeria continued to operate the 1963 Constitution
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