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Revisiting “zoning and rotation”

By Edwin Madunagu

T the end of the Nigerian Civil War ({;ﬂy 1967 - Janua
970),and in pz‘e;]nration for a possible return 1o civi
ian rule, the ruling class established - or rather, creatively
adapted - the duafprmci ple of “2oning” and “rotation” of

key political arg/ offices and [govemment positions
among geopolitical segments of their class. Some leading

ideologues of the newly re-united class claimed that the
principle emerged from one of the lessons of that bitter
conflict: the need to protectand promote “national unity”

at all time. The theory was thatwith this principle and com
plementary ones, the Nigen‘an ruling class, following the
United Nations at the end of the Second World War, could

vow, “Never Again{”, These idecogues were young, brilliant
and idealisnﬁut since their h%grlilzon did}x,fxot ggé ond
capitalism and the capitalist ruling class, their brilliant
idea could not even survive the first substan tive test.

It should be conceded, however, that it was not all the
main factions and tendencies in this re-united bur
nonetheless non-homogeneous class that adopted the
pﬁnecgﬂe of“zoning and rotation”™- or, more correctly, pro-
moted it to a lead ideological principle. It was the domi
nantrulingclass coalition which later apgeared as Second

Republic National Party of Nigeria (NPN) that was in the
forefront of the campaign which it saw as furthering and

strengthening the aims of “federal character” principle en-
shrined in the new(1979) Constitution. The latter was a doc-
ument whose final shape the party, atits formative stages,

had dominantly influenced.
A number of the other ruling class parties of the Second
Republic (1979-1983) acknowledged the principle of “zon-

ing and rotation” in their basic documents. Those thatdid
not explicitly endorse or acknowledge the principle un-
derlined the need for the protection and promotion of “na-
tional unity” which they all understood as the unity of
Nigeria'sruling class. But the Nigerian Left simply allowed
its revolutionary p mme of Workers' Power, Popular
Democracy and § to subsume and transcend the
| gnndtgatie of “zoning and rotation”. We may aswell remark

ere that in those days, the Nigerian Left had the habit of
summarily rejecting any idea that came from the ruling
class. Though this was a legitimate protective mechanism,
itwas undialectical as::go

cal ractic.
From recm (;t;vbaé Ree Ng@k’fe& to the natilggfa‘t‘z the be-
ginning o on e pringci onin
andrm‘atiou,"as1t.'1pplled;£,;l d}eirpan’;ratﬂg federallwef
can be sketched like this: First, party offices and govern-

Mment positions are aggregated into a single list of post

tons. Then the states of the federation and the federal cap-
ouped into a number of zones setup for the pur-
pose of “sharing” the aggregated positions. The aggregared
positions are then grouped into the number of zones. Fi-
nally, the groups of positions are shared between the zones
in a “fair and balanced” manner - previously agreed upon.

italare

ulism. Failing, predictably, to get his party’s renomination

for the 2018 %f
nomination from the Peoples Redemption Party (PRP), a

radical social-democratic part?( led by the veteran Leftist
politician, Balarabe Musa. He
again predictably. .

neral elections, he sought and obtained a

ost the senatorial contest,

erience narrated above merely re-confirmsthe his-

Attheend of a 4-year presidential tenure, the groups o e
b e s toric?a)l‘gr-tested thesis that a true Leftistwho scrgxs intoa
g - , thatis,

sitions rotate among the zones - again, in a previously

agreed order. :
This agreement was scheduled to be first tested in late 1981

or early 1982 (that is, half way into President Shehu Sha-
gari’s first tenure) when party congresses and rhg,process
of nominating candidates for the 1983 general elections
were scheduled to begin. The test collapsed disastrously.
The natonal caucus of NPN was not able toconfirm in prac-
tice whathad been agreed on paper. Neither the grouping
of offices nor the rotation of the groups of offices could be
confirmed. A “gfem us” even suggested that the position of
the President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria should be
above rotation!

The principle of “zoning and rotation” of positions was re-
placed by “allocations” dicrated by the dominant coalition
of factions and tendencies in party. Since then, al-
though neither the ruling class nor any of its leading po-
litical formations has disavowed the principle, no atten:hpt
to revive and put it into effect has ed beyond the
stage it reached in 1982 or risen to the 1982 brilliance.

Why did the test of “zoning and rotation” so beautifully
setdownon paci)erby the NPN collapse so disastrously? The
late Professor Claude Ake appeared to answer this question
ina lecture he delivered a decade later at a Guardian event
in Lagos. Speaking in 1992 on the prospects of Nigeria re-
turning tocivilian democratic rule, the globally-respected
social scientist sounded pessimistic. He said something
which may be paraphrased like this: “Members of Nigeria's
ruling class, the capitalist class, cannot practise democracy,
stand as equals or operate in partnership. If any two of
them are together one must be on top of the other, never
side by side. That is the logic of their political economy,
their hlsugrand their culture.”

The immediate inspiration for this particular article came
from a media statement made recendy by Senator Shehu
Sani on the movement of Nigeria's presidency in 2023.
shehu Sani is recognized as a consistent human rights ac-

tvist and a progressive Nigerian politician. In 2015 he con-
tested and won the Kaduna Central Senatorial seat on the

platform of the rising All Progressives Congress (APC). For
the Nigerian Senate ézmszmg),

Leftist pop-

the four years he was in
Sanilabored to remain trueto his credentials o

bourgeois formation as a “revolutionary-atlarg

without the background supportof a revolutionary move-
ment to which she or he is loyal, will either be completely
absorbedandneutralized, umned intoa traitor or be lucky

tocrash outalive.
Senator Sani was reported Z{xthe Sunday Punch of August
ists at a press conference in

25, 2019 to have told journ
Ab‘tga the previous day that the 2023 presidency “may
eludethe South if the South-East and South-West clamour-
ing for it are not united”. For the avoidance of doubt, Sani
said that “rotation of power is what I prescribe and stand
for. Whether that power goes to the South-East or South-
West is dependent on the people of the South”. He, how
ever, warned that if any of the dominant politicalﬂfames
refuses to accept “power shift”, presidency may still elude
the South. The major parties should therefore be per-
suaded to accept the principle.
“}:ﬂr limited comment on Comrade Shehu Sani's proposal
ill be the conclusion to this article. Itis clear that the )Pro-
posalis addressed neitherto thees;qeigerian Left nor to Nige-
ria's popular masses. It is addr to Nigeria’s capitalist
ruling class. It is the ruling class that talks of “North”,
“South”, “South-East”, “south-West”, etc. as if these entities

are classless or class-homogenous. While some fractions of
the ruling class actually do not believe in the existence of
classes othersassume that reasonable person should
know that when rulership is gscussed the reference isal-
waysto the ruling class. They are “Nigeria™ and the various

geopolitical zones are the segments of the rul-
ing classi .
let there be a more demo-

Against Shehu Sani’s proposal,
craggc proposal which,pgl addition to being a real ideologi-

calchallenge to the rulingclass, will also be seen as issuing
logically from thisa nt difficulty in locating the pres-
iden%!eln place of the present officé of the President, let
there be a Collective Presidency or Presidential Council of
Six I members, each member representing a geopo-
litical zone. The tenure of the Council should be ryears
and the headship within that tenure should rotate be-

tween the members every eight months.




