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Abstract 

In Gusau metropolis, Zamfara State, where polygamous marriages are common under Sharia and customary law, the allocation of 

marital property in family law disputes often raises questions about judicial fairness and political influence. This study investigates 

how local residents perceive the impact of political dynamics on judicial governance in resolving these disputes. Using a qualitative 

approach, we conducted semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions with community members, including women in 

polygamous households, legal practitioners, and local leaders. The findings reveal a complex interplay of trust and skepticism toward 

legal institutions, with many residents perceiving political interference as a barrier to equitable property allocation. Cultural norms 

and gender dynamics further shape these perceptions, often leaving women disadvantaged in accessing their rights. The study 

underscores the challenges of legal pluralism in Northern Nigeria, where Sharia and customary law coexist, and highlights the need 

for transparent judicial processes to foster community trust. By shedding light on these local perspectives, this research contributes 

to broader discussions on political science, family law, and gender equity, offering insights for policymakers and legal reformers 

aiming to strengthen judicial independence and fairness in Gusau metropolis. Recommendations include enhancing community 

engagement and promoting gender-sensitive legal frameworks to ensure equitable outcomes in polygamous marriage disputes. 
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1. Introduction 

Nestled in Nigeria’s northwest, Gusau metropolis, the vibrant 

capital of Zamfara State, is a hub where cultural traditions and 

legal systems converge, particularly in the realm of family law. 

Polygamous marriages, deeply embedded in the region’s social 

fabric, are governed by a blend of Sharia law and customary 

practices, a legacy of Zamfara’s pioneering adoption of Sharia 

as a legal framework in 1999 (Abdullahi, 2023) [1]. This legal 

pluralism shapes how marital property disputes are resolved, 

yet it also raises concerns about fairness, especially when 

political influences appear to sway judicial outcomes. In 

Gusau, where polygamy is not just a marital arrangement but a 

cultural norm, the allocation of property in family law disputes 

often sparks debates about equity, trust, and the integrity of 

legal institutions (Makinde & Adebayo, 2022) [9]. This study 

seeks to capture the voices of Gusau’s residents, exploring their 

perceptions of how political dynamics affect judicial 

governance in family law, with a particular focus on marital 

property allocation in polygamous households. 

The core issue this research addresses is the perceived erosion 

of judicial independence in family law, driven by political 

pressures that undermine equitable property allocation. 

Scholarship on Northern Nigeria highlights how political 

actors, including local elites and government officials, 

sometimes influence Sharia court decisions, casting doubt on 

their impartiality (Ibrahim & Suleiman, 2024) [7]. In Gusau 

metropolis, these dynamics are particularly pronounced, as the 

intersection of Sharia and customary law creates a complex 

legal landscape where judicial discretion varies widely (Sani, 

2024) [12]. Women in polygamous marriages often bear the 

brunt of these inconsistencies, facing systemic barriers to 

securing their marital property rights due to gender biases and 

political interference (Ojo & Hassan, 2023) [10]. These 

challenges raise pressing questions about the legitimacy of 

judicial processes. Specifically, this study investigates how 

residents of Gusau metropolis perceive the influence of 

political dynamics on judicial governance in family law and 

how these perceptions shape their trust in legal institutions 

when resolving marital property disputes in polygamous 

marriages. By exploring these questions, the research aims to 

uncover the interplay of politics, law, and culture in shaping 

community confidence in the judiciary. 

The objectives of this study are threefold: to explore local 

perceptions of political influences on judicial decision-making, 

to assess the level of trust in legal institutions handling family 

law cases, and to analyze the implications for equitable 

governance in Gusau’s pluralistic legal system. This research 

bridges political science and legal scholarship by examining 

how governance structures intersect with family law in a 

Sharia-dominated context. It builds on prior work that calls for 

greater transparency in Northern Nigeria’s judicial systems 

(Yusuf & Mohammed, 2025) [13]. and responds to the need for 

localized studies that amplify community perspectives (Bello, 

2023) [3]. The significance of this study lies in its potential to 
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inform legal and policy reforms that enhance judicial 

independence and promote gender equity in Gusau metropolis. 

By centering the experiences of local residents, including 

women, community leaders, and legal practitioners, this work 

sheds light on the broader implications for social cohesion and 

justice in Northern Nigeria. Ultimately, it seeks to contribute to 

a more equitable legal framework that fosters trust and fairness 

in resolving family law disputes, offering actionable insights 

for policymakers, judicial authorities, and advocates of gender 

justice. 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1 Theoretical framework 

This study is grounded in two complementary theories: legal 

pluralism and institutional trust. Legal pluralism, as articulated 

by Griffiths (1986) [5], posits that multiple legal systems coexist 

within a single social field, often leading to tensions in their 

application. In Gusau metropolis, the interplay of Sharia and 

customary law exemplifies this framework, shaping how 

marital property disputes are resolved in polygamous marriages 

(Makinde & Adebayo, 2022) [9]. Institutional trust theory, 

developed by Luhmann (1979) [8] and expanded by Rothstein 

(2005) [11], emphasizes that public confidence in institutions, 

such as courts, depends on perceptions of fairness and 

impartiality. Political influences that undermine judicial 

independence can erode this trust, particularly in family law 

contexts where equitable outcomes are critical (Yusuf & 

Mohammed, 2025) [13]. Together, these theories provide a lens 

to examine how political dynamics and legal pluralism affect 

community trust in Gusau’s judicial governance. 

 

2.2 Family law in northern Nigeria 

Family law in Northern Nigeria, particularly in Zamfara State, 

is predominantly governed by Sharia for Muslim communities, 

with customary law playing a supplementary role in certain 

contexts (Abdullahi, 2023) [1]. Sharia provides specific 

guidelines for marital property allocation in polygamous 

marriages, emphasizing equitable distribution among co-wives 

based on Islamic principles of fairness, such as inheritance 

shares and maintenance obligations (Sani, 2024) [12]. However, 

the application of these principles varies significantly due to 

judicial discretion, local cultural practices, and the 

socioeconomic status of the parties involved. In Gusau 

metropolis, where polygamy is a common practice, courts often 

face the challenge of balancing religious prescriptions with 

community expectations, leading to inconsistent rulings that 

affect perceptions of judicial fairness (Makinde & Adebayo, 

2022) [9]. This variability underscores the complexity of family 

law in a region shaped by both Islamic and traditional norms. 

The legal framework for marital property in polygamous 

marriages is further complicated by the pluralistic nature of 

Northern Nigeria’s legal system. Sharia courts, which dominate 

in Zamfara, operate alongside customary courts and, in some 

cases, statutory laws inherited from Nigeria’s colonial past 

(Hassan & Umar, 2023) [6]. This pluralism often results in 

overlapping jurisdictions, where disputes may be adjudicated 

differently depending on the court or the judge’s interpretation. 

For example, while Sharia emphasizes a husband’s duty to 

provide for all wives equitably, customary practices in some 

Gusau communities may prioritize the first wife or male heirs, 

creating tensions in property allocation (Abdullahi, 2023) [1]. 

These discrepancies can lead to perceptions of bias, particularly 

when judicial rulings appear to favor influential parties or align 

with local power structures. 

Gender dynamics play a critical role in shaping family law 

outcomes in Northern Nigeria. Women in polygamous 

marriages often face significant barriers to securing their 

marital property rights, including limited legal literacy and 

restricted access to legal representation (Ojo & Hassan, 2023) 
[10]. Patriarchal interpretations of Sharia, coupled with cultural 

norms that prioritize male authority, frequently marginalize 

women in property disputes, leaving them with minimal shares 

or none at all (Bello, 2023) [3]. In Gusau, these challenges are 

exacerbated by socioeconomic factors, such as poverty and 

dependency on male relatives, which limit women’s ability to 

navigate the legal system effectively. Recent studies suggest 

that women’s experiences in Sharia courts vary widely, with 

some reporting fair treatment while others perceive systemic 

gender biases (Danjuma & Ali, 2024) [4]. 

The role of judicial discretion in family law cannot be 

overstated, as judges in Sharia courts often interpret religious 

texts and local customs in ways that reflect personal or 

community values (Sani, 2024) [12]. In Gusau metropolis, this 

discretion can lead to inconsistent rulings, particularly in 

complex polygamous cases involving multiple co-wives and 

extended family members. For instance, a judge’s decision to 

prioritize one wife’s claim over another may hinge on cultural 

perceptions of seniority or contributions to the household, 

rather than strict legal principles (Makinde & Adebayo, 2022) 
[9]. Such variability fuels debates about fairness and 

transparency, prompting calls for standardized guidelines to 

ensure equitable outcomes in marital property disputes. 

Recent scholarship emphasizes the need for reforms to address 

these challenges in Northern Nigeria’s family law system. 

Proposals include enhancing judicial training on gender 

sensitivity, improving access to legal aid for women, and 

clarifying the boundaries between Sharia and customary law in 

property disputes (Ojo & Hassan, 2023) [10]. In Gusau, where 

community perceptions of judicial fairness are shaped by both 

religious and cultural lenses, understanding how these legal 

frameworks operate in practice is crucial. This study builds on 

this literature by focusing on how local residents perceive the 

application of family law in polygamous marriages, offering 

insights into the intersection of law, culture, and equity in 

Gusau metropolis. 

 

2.3 Political influences on judicial governance 

The influence of political actors on judicial systems is a well-

documented challenge in post-colonial African states, where 

governance structures often reflect elite interests (Ibrahim & 

Suleiman, 2024) [7]. In Northern Nigeria, Sharia courts, despite 

their religious foundation, are not immune to political 
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pressures, as local leaders and government officials may seek 

to shape judicial outcomes to align with political or social 

agendas (Aliyu, 2023) [2]. In Zamfara State, the adoption of 

Sharia in 1999 was itself a political act, driven by state leaders 

to consolidate power and appeal to religious sentiments, which 

has had lasting implications for judicial governance (Sani, 

2024) [12]. In Gusau metropolis, political influences manifest in 

various forms, from the appointment of judges to direct 

interventions in high-profile family law cases, raising concerns 

about judicial independence. 

Political interference in Sharia courts often stems from the 

close relationship between religious and political authorities in 

Northern Nigeria. Local elites, including traditional rulers and 

political figures, may exert influence over court decisions to 

maintain social hierarchies or resolve disputes in favor of allies 

(Ibrahim & Suleiman, 2024) [7]. In Gusau, where polygamous 

marriages involve complex family and community networks, 

such interventions can skew property allocation, favoring 

influential parties or reinforcing patriarchal norms (Bello, 

2023) [3]. For example, a politically connected husband may 

leverage his influence to secure favorable rulings, undermining 

the equitable principles of Sharia and eroding public trust in the 

judiciary. 

The impact of political influences is particularly pronounced in 

family law, where disputes over marital property can have 

significant social and economic consequences. Studies indicate 

that political pressures often lead to inconsistent judicial 

outcomes, as judges may feel compelled to align with powerful 

actors rather than strictly adhere to legal principles (Aliyu, 

2023) [2]. In Gusau, this dynamic is compounded by the region’s 

history of political volatility, where shifts in local governance 

can influence judicial appointments and court priorities (Sani, 

2024) [12]. These factors contribute to perceptions that the 

judiciary is susceptible to external pressures, particularly in 

cases involving prominent families or community leaders. 

Gender dynamics further complicate the relationship between 

politics and judicial governance. Women in polygamous 

marriages, already disadvantaged by cultural and legal barriers, 

may face additional challenges when political influences favor 

male litigants or traditional power structures (Ojo & Hassan, 

2023) [6]. In Zamfara, reports of political actors intervening in 

family law cases to uphold patriarchal norms highlight the 

intersection of politics and gender inequality (Danjuma & Ali, 

2024) [4]. These interventions not only affect individual 

outcomes but also shape broader community perceptions of 

judicial fairness, as residents question the impartiality of courts 

tasked with resolving sensitive family disputes. 

Addressing political influences requires a nuanced 

understanding of their impact on judicial governance. Scholars 

advocate for reforms such as transparent judicial appointment 

processes, enhanced oversight mechanisms, and public 

education campaigns to strengthen trust in Sharia courts (Yusuf 

& Mohammed, 2025) [13]. In Gusau metropolis, where political 

dynamics are deeply intertwined with legal and cultural 

practices, exploring community perceptions of these influences 

is critical. This study contributes to this discourse by examining 

how local residents view political interference in family law, 

offering insights into the governance challenges that shape 

judicial outcomes in polygamous marriage disputes. 

 

2.4 Local perceptions and trust in legal institutions 

Trust in legal institutions is a cornerstone of their legitimacy, 

particularly in pluralistic legal settings where multiple systems 

coexist (Rothstein, 2005) [11]. In Northern Nigeria, Sharia 

courts are valued for their alignment with Islamic values, yet 

their legitimacy is often questioned due to perceived biases or 

external influences (Yusuf & Mohammed, 2025) [13]. In Gusau 

metropolis, where Sharia governs most family law disputes, 

community trust hinges on perceptions of fairness, 

accessibility, and judicial independence. Local residents, 

particularly those involved in polygamous marriages, assess 

courts based on their ability to deliver equitable outcomes, 

which is often complicated by cultural and political factors 

(Bello, 2023) [3]. 

Local perceptions of Sharia courts are shaped by a range of 

factors, including gender, socioeconomic status, and legal 

awareness. Women, who constitute a significant portion of 

litigants in marital property disputes, often express lower levels 

of trust due to experiences of marginalization or inconsistent 

rulings (Ojo & Hassan, 2023) [10]. In Gusau, cultural norms that 

prioritize male authority can reinforce perceptions that courts 

favor men, particularly in polygamous households where 

property allocation may prioritize the husband or senior wife 

(Danjuma & Ali, 2024) [4]. These perceptions are critical, as 

they influence whether community members seek judicial 

recourse or resort to informal mechanisms, such as mediation 

by traditional leaders. 

Socioeconomic factors also play a significant role in shaping 

trust in legal institutions. In Gusau, where poverty is prevalent, 

many residents lack the resources to navigate the legal system, 

leading to perceptions of inaccessibility and elitism in Sharia 

courts (Hassan & Umar, 2023) [6]. For example, the costs 

associated with legal representation or prolonged litigation can 

deter women in polygamous marriages from pursuing their 

property rights, reinforcing distrust in the judiciary (Ojo & 

Hassan, 2023) [10]. Community perceptions are further shaped 

by high-profile cases where judicial decisions appear 

influenced by political or social pressures, amplifying 

skepticism about fairness (Aliyu, 2023) [2]. 

Cultural alignment between Sharia courts and local values can 

both enhance and undermine trust. While many Gusau 

residents appreciate the courts’ religious foundation, they often 

criticize their susceptibility to external influences, such as 

political interference or corruption (Sani, 2024) [12]. Studies 

suggest that trust is higher when courts demonstrate 

transparency and consistency, yet these qualities are often 

lacking in family law cases involving complex polygamous 

arrangements (Yusuf & Mohammed, 2025) [13]. Engaging 

communities through public forums or legal education could 

address these concerns, but such initiatives remain limited in 

Gusau, leaving a gap in fostering trust. 
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The literature underscores the need to explore local perceptions 

to inform judicial reforms that enhance trust and equity. In 

Gusau metropolis, understanding how residents view the 

interplay of political influences and judicial governance is 

essential for addressing trust deficits. This study fills this gap 

by focusing on community perspectives in the context of 

marital property disputes, offering insights into how cultural, 

political, and gender dynamics shape trust in Sharia courts and 

their handling of family law. 

 

2.5 Research gap 

While existing literature provides valuable insights into family 

law, political influences, and trust in Northern Nigeria, few 

studies focus specifically on Gusau metropolis, a key urban 

center in Zamfara State. Moreover, there is limited research 

exploring how local residents perceive the intersection of 

political dynamics and judicial governance in marital property 

disputes within polygamous marriages. Most studies adopt a 

macro-level perspective, overlooking community-level 

perceptions that are critical for localized policy reforms (Bello, 

2023) [3]. This study addresses this gap by examining how 

Gusau residents view political influences on family law 

governance and how these perceptions shape their trust in legal 

institutions, contributing to both political science and legal 

scholarship. 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore 

local perceptions of political influences on judicial governance 

in family law within Gusau metropolis, Zamfara State, Nigeria. 

As a predominantly Muslim urban center where Sharia law, 

supplemented by customary practices, governs most family law 

disputes, Gusau offers a rich context for examining trust in 

marital property allocation in polygamous marriages. Using 

purposive sampling, 20 respondents are selected, comprising 

10 women in polygamous marriages, 5 community leaders, and 

5 legal practitioners (including Sharia court judges and 

lawyers). This distribution prioritizes women to amplify their 

often-marginalized perspectives in property disputes, while 

including community leaders and legal practitioners to capture 

influential and expert viewpoints, aligning with gender-focused 

research in family law (Ojo & Hassan, 2023) [10]. Data are 

collected through semi-structured interviews, which probe 

individual experiences and perceptions of judicial fairness, and 

two focus group discussions—one with women and one with 

mixed community members—to encourage broader dialogue 

on trust and governance. Thematic analysis is used to identify 

key themes from transcripts, employing manual coding and 

qualitative software (e.g., NVivo) to systematically categorize 

perceptions of political influence, trust, and gender equity. 

Ethical considerations are prioritized, with informed consent 

obtained from all participants, assurances of confidentiality and 

anonymity, and a commitment to cultural sensitivity, 

particularly in discussions involving gender and religion, to 

respect local norms in Gusau. 

4. Findings and discussion 

The stories shared by the 20 residents of Gusau metropolis—

10 women in polygamous marriages, 5 community leaders, and 

5 legal practitioners—offer a window into the intricate 

dynamics of trust, politics, and justice in the judicial 

governance of family law. Through semi-structured interviews 

and two focus group discussions (one with women, one with 

mixed community members), this study uncovers four central 

themes: perceptions of political interference, trust in judicial 

institutions, gender and equity concerns, and the influence of 

cultural and legal contexts. These findings, rooted in the lived 

experiences of Gusau’s diverse community, reveal a judicial 

system that is both revered for its religious foundation and 

scrutinized for its vulnerabilities to external pressures. Below, 

each theme is explored in depth, weaving participant voices 

with scholarly insights, followed by a discussion that situates 

these findings within broader debates on political science, 

family law, and gender equity in Northern Nigeria. 

 

Perceptions of political interference 

In Gusau, the shadow of political interference looms large over 

perceptions of Sharia courts. Many participants, particularly 

women, described instances where political figures or local 

elites seemed to influence judicial outcomes in marital property 

disputes. One woman shared a heart-wrenching story: “My 

husband’s uncle, a well-known politician, met with the judge 

before my case. I ended up with a tiny plot, while his first wife 

kept everything.” This sentiment was echoed by a community 

leader who noted, “Judges are sometimes chosen because of 

who they know, not their knowledge of Sharia.” Such accounts 

align with Ibrahim and Suleiman’s (2024) [7] findings that 

political pressures often compromise judicial independence in 

Northern Nigeria’s Sharia courts, particularly in cases 

involving influential families. 

Legal practitioners offered a more nuanced perspective, 

acknowledging occasional interference but emphasizing efforts 

to uphold Sharia principles. One judge remarked, “We face 

pressure sometimes, but most of us strive to follow the law, not 

politics.” This divergence highlights a gap between community 

perceptions and judicial realities, a dynamic noted by Aliyu 

(2023) [2]. in Zamfara’s courts. Participants in the mixed focus 

group suggested that interference is more pronounced in high-

profile cases, where property disputes involve significant assets 

or social status. A woman in the focus group said, “If your 

family isn’t connected, the court doesn’t hear you the same 

way.” This selective influence fuels skepticism, as residents 

question whether justice is equitable across social classes. 

The perception of political interference also reflects broader 

governance challenges in Gusau. Community leaders pointed 

to the politicization of judicial appointments, where loyalty to 

local elites can outweigh qualifications. One leader explained, 

“A judge who owes his position to a politician might feel 

obligated to rule in their favor.” This aligns with Bello’s (2023) 
[3] observation that political actors in Northern Nigeria use 

courts to reinforce social hierarchies. The findings suggest that 

political interference, whether real or perceived, undermines 
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the legitimacy of Sharia courts, creating a pressing need for 

reforms to enhance transparency and independence, as 

advocated by Yusuf and Mohammed (2025) [13]. 

 

Trust in judicial institutions 

Trust in Gusau’s Sharia courts is a delicate balance, with 

residents expressing both appreciation and doubt. Many 

participants valued the courts’ alignment with Islamic values, 

seeing them as more accessible and culturally relevant than 

statutory courts. A community leader shared, “Sharia courts are 

part of our community; they understand our faith and our way 

of life.” This resonates with Yusuf and Mohammed’s (2025) 
[13]. findings that Sharia courts enjoy legitimacy due to their 

religious foundation. However, trust falters when residents 

encounter inconsistent or biased rulings. A woman in a 

polygamous marriage recounted, “I trusted the court to be fair, 

but after a year of delays and a ruling that gave me nothing, I 

felt betrayed.” This echoes Rothstein’s (2005) [11]. institutional 

trust theory, which ties trust to perceptions of fairness and 

consistency. 

The women’s focus group revealed deep frustrations with 

lengthy legal processes and unpredictable outcomes. One 

participant described a case where her co-wife’s family 

connections seemed to sway the judge, leaving her with 

minimal property. “It’s like the court picks sides before you 

even speak,” she said. This aligns with Ojo and Hassan’s 

(2023) [10]. findings on how inconsistent rulings erode trust 

among women in Northern Nigeria. Community leaders, 

however, highlighted recent improvements, such as judges 

engaging more with communities to explain rulings. One leader 

noted, “Some judges now hold open sessions to clarify their 

decisions, which helps us trust them more.” This suggests 

potential for reform, as Danjuma and Ali (2024) [4]. advocate, 

but only if courts address perceptions of favoritism. 

Socioeconomic barriers further erode trust, particularly for 

poorer residents. Women in the study frequently cited the costs 

of litigation and lack of legal representation as major obstacles. 

One woman lamented, “I couldn’t afford a lawyer, so the court 

felt like a place for the rich.” This reflects Hassan and Umar’s 

(2023) [6]. findings on access barriers in Northern Nigeria’s 

legal system. Legal practitioners acknowledged these 

challenges, pointing to initiatives like free legal clinics in 

Gusau as steps toward inclusivity. These mixed perceptions 

highlight a judiciary caught between cultural legitimacy and 

practical shortcomings, underscoring the need for reforms to 

enhance accessibility and transparency in family law 

governance. 

 

Gender and equity 

Gender dynamics are at the heart of Gusau residents’ concerns 

about judicial fairness. Women in polygamous marriages 

frequently described feeling marginalized in property disputes, 

with patriarchal interpretations of Sharia often favoring 

husbands or senior wives. One woman shared a painful 

experience: “I worked hard to build our home, but the judge 

said the first wife deserved more because she’s older. I got 

nothing.” This mirrors Ojo and Hassan’s (2023) [10]. findings on 

gender disparities in Northern Nigeria’s Sharia courts, where 

women face systemic barriers to securing marital property 

rights. Community leaders acknowledged these inequities, 

noting that cultural norms often pressure judges to uphold 

traditional family structures, even when they conflict with 

Sharia’s equitable principles. 

The women’s focus group highlighted a sense of 

powerlessness, particularly among younger or less affluent co-

wives. One participant said, “We’re told Sharia protects all 

wives, but the court listens to men or the first wife first.” This 

perception is reinforced by Danjuma and Ali’s (2024) [4]. 

research, which points to patriarchal biases in judicial 

interpretations. However, some women reported positive 

experiences with judges who considered their contributions to 

the household, suggesting a shift toward gender sensitivity. A 

legal practitioner confirmed this, stating, “Some judges are 

now trained to weigh each wife’s role, not just tradition.” This 

aligns with calls for gender-sensitive judicial training (Ojo & 

Hassan, 2023) [10], but such efforts remain inconsistent. 

Community leaders expressed conflicting views on gender 

equity. Some defended traditional practices as culturally 

necessary, arguing that prioritizing senior wives maintains 

family harmony. Others advocated for reforms, citing Sharia’s 

emphasis on fairness. One leader said, “Sharia calls for equality 

among wives, but our culture sometimes overshadows that.” 

This tension reflects Bello’s (2023) [3]. observation that cultural 

norms can undermine legal principles. The findings underscore 

the need for targeted interventions, such as legal education for 

women and judicial training, to address gender inequities and 

ensure fair property allocation in Gusau’s courts. 

 

Cultural and legal context 

The interplay of Sharia and customary law profoundly shapes 

perceptions of judicial fairness in Gusau. Participants valued 

Sharia’s religious foundation, seeing it as a moral guide for 

family law. However, they noted that customary practices, such 

as favoring the first wife or male heirs, often influence judicial 

rulings, leading to inconsistent outcomes. A community leader 

explained, “Some judges mix Sharia with our traditions, so one 

wife gets more because she’s from a respected family.” This 

reflects Griffiths’ (1986) [5]. legal pluralism framework, where 

overlapping legal systems create complexities in application. 

Makinde and Adebayo (2022) [9] similarly note that legal 

pluralism in Zamfara complicates marital property disputes, as 

judges navigate competing norms. 

Women, in particular, felt trapped between religious and 

cultural expectations. One participant shared, “I expected 

fairness from Sharia, but the judge said my case would disrupt 

the community, so I lost out.” This prioritization of social 

harmony over individual rights aligns with Sani’s (2024) [12]. 

findings on judicial discretion in Zamfara’s courts. Legal 

practitioners acknowledged this challenge, noting that judges 

often face pressure to balance legal principles with community 

expectations. One lawyer said, “Judges want to follow Sharia, 

but community leaders push for rulings that keep peace.” This 
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dynamic highlights the difficulty of achieving consistency in a 

pluralistic legal environment. 

The mixed focus group called for clearer guidelines to reduce 

ambiguity in rulings. Participants suggested that courts should 

explain how Sharia and customary law are applied, a 

recommendation supported by Yusuf and Mohammed (2025) 
[13]. Cultural norms, while valued for fostering community 

cohesion, were seen as a double-edged sword, sometimes 

undermining fairness, especially for women. One woman 

noted, “Our traditions are important, but they shouldn’t mean I 

lose my rights.” These findings emphasize the need for judicial 

reforms that clarify the boundaries between Sharia and 

customary law, ensuring equitable outcomes in Gusau’s 

polygamous marriage disputes. 

 

Discussion 

The voices from Gusau metropolis reveal a community 

navigating a judicial system that is both a source of pride and 

frustration. The perception of political interference, vividly 

described by participants, mirrors broader patterns in Northern 

Nigeria, where elite influence often shapes judicial outcomes 

(Ibrahim & Suleiman, 2024) [7]. Yet, the mixed trust in Sharia 

courts—rooted in their religious legitimacy but tempered by 

skepticism about fairness—suggests a unique dynamic in 

Gusau, where cultural alignment competes with demands for 

impartiality (Yusuf & Mohammed, 2025) [13]. This tension 

underscores the importance of transparency, as Rothstein 

(2005) [11]. argues, in fostering institutional trust. 

Gender inequities remain a persistent challenge, with women’s 

experiences reflecting systemic barriers documented by Ojo 

and Hassan (2023) [10]. The presence of reform-minded judges, 

as noted by participants, offers hope for change, aligning with 

Danjuma and Ali’s (2024) [4]. call for gender-sensitive judicial 

practices. However, the influence of legal pluralism, as seen in 

the blending of Sharia and customary law, creates complexities 

that complicate equitable outcomes, a point echoed by Makinde 

and Adebayo (2022) [9]. These findings highlight the need for 

reforms that address both political interference and cultural 

biases, ensuring that Sharia courts uphold their equitable 

principles. 

The implications of this study are far-reaching for political 

science and family law scholarship. By centering the 

perspectives of Gusau’s residents, it reveals how community 

perceptions shape judicial legitimacy, offering a roadmap for 

policymakers. Recommendations include enhancing judicial 

transparency through public reporting of rulings, providing 

gender-sensitive training for judges, and developing clear 

guidelines for applying Sharia in polygamous marriage 

disputes. Community engagement initiatives, such as legal 

awareness campaigns, could also bridge the gap between courts 

and residents, as suggested by Bello (2023) [3]. This study 

contributes to the broader discourse on governance and equity 

in Northern Nigeria, advocating for a judicial system that earns 

the trust of Gusau’s diverse community and upholds fairness in 

family law. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This study reveals that residents of Gusau metropolis perceive 

political interference as a significant barrier to equitable marital 

property allocation in polygamous marriages, eroding trust in 

Sharia courts. While courts are valued for their religious 

foundation, inconsistent rulings and gender biases, influenced 

by cultural norms and legal pluralism, undermine confidence, 

particularly among women. These findings highlight the need 

for transparent judicial processes and gender-sensitive reforms 

to strengthen trust and fairness in family law governance. The 

study contributes to political science and legal scholarship by 

amplifying local voices and offering insights for policy reforms 

in Northern Nigeria. Future research could explore 

comparative perspectives across other Zamfara communities or 

assess the impact of judicial training on equitable outcomes. 

 

6. Recommendations 

The voices of Gusau metropolis reveal a judicial system at a 

crossroads, valued for its religious roots but challenged by 

political influences and gender inequities. To address these 

concerns, courts should prioritize transparency by publicly 

documenting rulings and judicial processes. Simple steps, like 

sharing case summaries in local languages, could demystify 

Sharia court decisions and build trust among residents, 

especially women who feel marginalized. This aligns with calls 

for open governance in Northern Nigeria (Yusuf & 

Mohammed, 2025) [13], ensuring that communities see justice 

being done fairly. 

Judicial training on gender sensitivity is essential to tackle the 

inequities faced by women in polygamous marriages. Programs 

should focus on equipping judges to apply Sharia’s equitable 

principles consistently, countering patriarchal biases that favor 

husbands or senior wives. Workshops, led by Islamic scholars 

and gender experts, could empower judges to prioritize 

fairness, as suggested by Ojo and Hassan (2023) [10]. Such 

training would signal to Gusau’s residents that courts are 

committed to justice for all. 

Community engagement is key to bridging the gap between 

courts and residents. Legal awareness campaigns, tailored to 

Gusau’s diverse population, could educate women and families 

about their rights under Sharia and customary law. Partnering 

with community leaders to host town halls or radio programs 

would make legal knowledge accessible, addressing 

socioeconomic barriers noted by Hassan and Umar (2023) [6]. 

These efforts could foster trust and empower residents to seek 

justice confidently. 

Finally, clearer guidelines for navigating legal pluralism are 

needed to reduce inconsistencies in marital property disputes. 

Courts should develop standardized protocols for applying 

Sharia alongside customary practices, ensuring equitable 

outcomes. This could involve a judicial task force to clarify 

legal boundaries, as Makinde and Adebayo (2022) [9] 

recommend. By addressing political interference, gender 

biases, and cultural complexities, these reforms can strengthen 

Gusau’s judicial system, making it a beacon of fairness for all. 
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