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There was a time before neoliberalism;

will there be a time after neoliberal

Note: The texts of this week’s and
next week’s columns come from
a keynote lecture that I dehverec!
at the 2016 National Delegates
Conference of the Academic Staff
Union of Universities (ASUU) at
the University of Uyo on May 16,
2016. These texts are bein mafie
public in this forum for the his-
torical records.

OMRADE President, members
‘ of the National Executive of our

eat Union, delegates, invited
guests, ladies and gentlemen, it gives
me great pleasure to be among you
today, not only to give this keynote
lecture but also to be a participant in
the open sessions of the Conference.
Two years ago, I was also a partici-
pantin the National Educational Sqm-
mit in Abuja. I mention that occasion
now because it marked the first occa-
sion of what I hope will be my return
to an active, elder’s participation in
the affairs and struggles of our Un-
ion. For the youngest of those present
at this Conference, I would like to
draw attention to the fact that it was
about thit?f—ﬁve ears ago that I be-
came the National President of ASUU.
Thirty-five years may be - and is in-
deed - a long time, but I assure you
that to me, it is as if it was only yester-
day! This is because becoming ASUU
National President was a big, life-
changing experience for me and I dare
say for all those who succeeded me as
the Union’s National President. For
this and many other reasons, any oc-
casion that brings me back to our
Union is laden with memories of how
and where this extraordinaril{]forma-
tive experience with ASUU came
about.

By a rather interesting coinci-
dence, the coming of neoliberalism
to our country and our continent was
a crucial world-historical background
or context for that period of my presi-
dency of ASUU. In other words,
neoliberalism, the theme of this Con-
ference, had a lot to do with what has
been described as the emergence of a
clearly ideological ASUU under the lead-
ership of the first five or six National
Presidents of ASUU starting from
1980. Of course we did not initially
know that neoliberalism was the driv-
ing ideological force underpinnin
our struggles and the struggles of AE
rican peoples and other peoples
throughout the developing world-
and even the struggles of workers and
poor people in the rich countries of
the global North. However, by the
middle of that decade of the 80s that
awareness, that knowledge had pen-
etrated the deepest and innermost re-
cesses of our individual and collec-
tive consciousness and we had ab-
sorbed the lessons of this knowledge.

Comrade President, permit me to
make what I am stating here obvious
and it is this: the theme of this Con-
ference has a rich resonance for me
and I dare say for all of us who were
in leadership positions in ASUU dur-
ing that decade of the 1980s. It is this
resonance that influenced the choice
of both the title and the contents of
my talk this lecture. This title is:
“There was a time before neoliberalism;
will there be "a time after
neoliberalism? - Nigerian and A&ri-
can Perspectives”.

My unambiguous answer to the
two parts of this question is of course,
yes, there was a time before
neohb_eralism and there surely will
be a time afler neoliberalism. At the
risk of oversimplifying things but as
a sort of opening move in my talk,
permit me to succinctly summarize
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the vast majority of our peoples. Moreo-
ver, these alternatives to the combined
forces of local and foreign oppressors
could be found not only in the usual
location at the far Left margins of the
public sphere but right at the center
of mainstream politics in Nigeria and
the developing world. However, with
the emergence of neoliberalism and
its rise to global hegemony, alterna-
tives to foreign domination and local
oppression were all forced intoa re-
treat from which they have never re-
covered, aretreat to apoint where they
almost completely disappeared in our
national affairs, especially with regard
to ruling class party politics. As this
will be a crucial point in this lecture,
ermit to repeat this observation, this
1deological and theoretical claim: be-
fore neoliberalism, both capitalist and
non-capitalist alternatives to domina-
tion and control of our national
economy by local and foreign oli-
garchs were very visibly and actively
promoted; with the rise of
neoliberalism to dominance in virtu-
ally all the nations of the planet, a
world within which there seemed to
be no viable alternatives to global,
regional and national free market
capitalism became a norm, a sort of
end-of-history port of arrival for our
planet and its nations and ples.
Comrades, let me repeat: the
world, our world was very different
in 1980 when I became ZSUU Na-
tional President and this is why I have
chosen to speak in terms of
generational experiences in my reflec-
tions on the world before and after
neoliberalism in this talk. At the most
easily perceptible levels, both capi-
talist and non-capitalist models of
development could be easily found
In our country’s ruling class pa
politics in the period. Perhaps the
most telling examIEIles are cases like

the mid to late 1970s before ASUU be-
came ideological, trade unions, stu-
dents’ organizations and independent
movements of radicals in the profes-
sions were militantly proactive in
their opposition to the control of the
national economy by local and for-
eign oligarchs. Ife;ABU, Zaria; BUK;
Nsukka; Benin and many other cam-
puses were vibrant with an activism
that defined patriotism in terms of
national unity, social justice and the
pursuit of the common good.
Beyond these overt and dynamic
socio-political processes, I am actually
more interested in an ethos, a culture
in which neoliberal ideas and poli-
cies were so strange, and ran so coun-
ter to the general tendencies of the
period that people who spoke for
them and acted on their presupposi-
tions were not only in the minori
but were extremely defensive in their
pronouncements and activities. For
instance, the brazen and militant gos-
pel of prosperity of the megachurches
of the Ci)resent period would have
shocked nearly everyone in the coun-
try’s political and ‘ethical’mainstream
in the late 70s and early 1980s.
Similarly,quintessentially neoliberal
articles of faith of the present period
like the privatization of every single
one of our public enterprises and §e—
regulation of controls meant to pro-
tect public and national
Interestswould have been totally out
of place in the period under review
here, the period before neoliberalism
became he;gernonic. As a matter of
fact, one of the then newl ideologi-
cal ASUU’s most popular mono-
graphs of the time before the he-
gemony of neoliberalism was a stud
with the revealing title, “Nigeria
Not for Sale”. And perhaps most por-
tentous of all, when the regime of
Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida con-

loans and the specter of debt peonage
which it presented to our country. No,
Nigeria Sxen was not for sale. Except
that in the eventuality, against the ver-
dict of the referendum, Babangida
took the IMF loan, massively deval-
ued the naira and placed the coun
more firmly under the control of for-
eign domination with the invaluable
co%{lusion of the country’s nascent oli-
garchs with their base in the looting
of the state.

It would of course be convenient
to blame it all on either the Babangida
regime alone or in combination with
the military dictatorships that came
after him. But in reality, the factors
that made neoliberalism triumphin
Nigeria were more complex than that.
In other words, neoliberalism would
not have recorded its far-ranginﬁ ideo-
lo§ical successes if all that it had to
fall upon to become ideologically
dominant and “ethically”
persuasivewas military autocracy and
our thieving, barawo political elites. I
suggest that it would be more pro-
ductive for us to look carefully into
the reasons why having once been
very popular and attractive to millions
of people in our country, elite and
non-elite, ideas and policies like pub-
lic ownership of key and sensitive
enterprises and utilities
andregulatory instruments to protect
public and national interests in trade,
commerce and industryall eventually
fell to the dominance of neoliberalism.
In making this suggestion, I have in
mind the subtitle of the theme of this
conference: “Neoliberalism: Ending
the Conspiracy”. So was there a ‘con-
spiracy’ that worked in Nigeria and
many other countries in Africa and
the developing world to make
neoliberalism hegemonic?

I think the answer to this ques-

ism? (1)

tiveness and the pursuit of the soaal
good over op g\g ideas like public
or state-owned enterprises; strict regu-
lation of trade and commerce in the
national interest; and invteieIS_ténent 13

ublic sector services, utilities an
E\stitutions. This locus is the financial
services industry of contemporary
capitalism which is also known by the
technocratic lingo of
“financialization”. In other words, be-

ond military autocracy and the ideo-
K)gical opportunism of thieving po-
litical elites, it was “financialization
that more or less effectively brought
neoliberalism to Nigerian capitalism.
For this reason, it provides our most
objective and useful tool for critically
deconstructing the truth claims of
neoliberalism and exposing the tis-
sue of lies and half-truths on which it
is actually based. To do this, permit
me to draw specifically from collec-
tive experiences of academics inthe
Nigeria that we knew and in which
we struggled before neoliberalism be-
came dominant as ideology and
above all else, asan ethos.

It was one of the most unpleasant,
if not the most harrowing encounters
that we, academics,used to have with
Nigerian bureaucracy, this being the
business of obtaining foreign ex-
change for professional CFurposes of
diverse kimg)s. These included travel
abroad to attend vital conferences;
buying books and equipment from
the convertible currency countries of
Europe and North America and hav-
ing them shipped to Nigeria;gettin
approval for payment of stipends an
aﬁowances uring extended stints of
study abroad. In each single instance,
after getting the support and approval
of your own institution’s Registry and
Bursary, you had to make day-long
or two-day trips to Lagos where you
had to go for approval in each of the
following arms of the federal bu-
reaucracy: the office of the Secretary
to the Federal Government; the Min-
istry of Finance; and the Central Bank.
I remember distinctly that apart from

the thsical exertions, it was also a
soul-wearying experience that de-
manded of one supreme patience with
civil servants who anarently took
perverse delight in lording it over
academics, no matter how fleeting this
exercise of power and authority was.

Stories and anecdotes from this

period of severe protectionist regula-
tion of transactions between our na-
tional currency, the naira, and the con-
vertible currencies of the world now
seem like tales from another epoch,
another lifetime. In place of those har-
rowin tn;fs to Lagos, anytime that I
am in Ibadan these days I don’t even
have to travel out of my own
neighborhood in the city, Oke-Bola,
to remit and receive funds to and from
abroad. More crucially, far beyond the
issue of the personal or individual
convenience of neoliberalism-in-
spired banking services in Nigeria,

e benefits extend to all ents of
the economy, including small and
medium scale enterprises (SMEs), nu-
men'call?l the largest and most vibrant
sector of our national economy. Thus,
strictly in terms of technocratic effi-
clency and the benefits that derive
from the connection of our national
economy to global circuits for the
movement of capital across the whole
world to make gusmesses and enter-
prises grow and prosper, the protec-
tionist re%l.lahgns and practices of the
pre-neoliberalism period in Nigeria
are uncontestably inferior to the fa-

cilities and services offered by the
“free trade” financial services oyf the

the = ; ; , tion is yes - if by that Il  present period. This, i
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There was a time before neolibere}lism;
will there be a time after neoliberalism? (2)

HE technocratic efficiency of
“financialization” in our
megabanks does not exist in
isolation; it must be compared to
other sectors of the economy and in-
deed, the national economy as a
whole. Perhaps it does something to
our sense of collective national pride
when we come across television ad-
vertisements around the world that
feature Nigerian megabanks like
Guaranty Trust and Zenith, right
there among the foremost banks in
the world. But what has this done to
make a real difference in the lives of
the vast majority of Nigerians in their
tens of millions? These Nigerian
megabanks declare huge annual prof-
its Eut this fact does not in the least
translate to extension of credit and
loan portfolios on a significant scale
to the most vital and needy sectors
of the national economy like farm-
ing and small scale enterprises. As a
matter of fact, as in the rich countries
of the world where the financial serv-
ices industries consistently declare
huge profits that are of inverse rela-
tionship to the economgr as a whole,
the very period that has seen the
growth and the expansion of
megabanks in Nigeria has seen a
sharp widening of the gap between
the haves and the have-nots, a phe-
nomenon that is known to develop-
ment sociologists as growth without
development. %}u’s is in fact the ulti-
mate indictment of neoliberalism
nearly everywhere in the world: con-
sistently huge profits that widen the
ap between the few super rich and
Eundreds of millions of the poor
around the planet, a gap of social in-
equality that exists as much between
nations as within nations. Permit me
to dwell a little on this particular fac-
tor of the impact of neoliberalism
nearly everywhere in the world, rich
and poor nations alike.

e know enough now about
neoliberalism to know that the cause
of its tendency to widen the gap of
inequality between the rich and the
poor everywhere in the world and
to foster growth without develop-
ment derives from the fact that the
“economy” in which for the most
part it operates is a shadow economy
almost completely with Veg little
meaningful connections to the real
economy. In the real economy, the
goods and services that sustain life
and make human existence pleasur-
able and dignified are produced and
traded: food, clothing, medicines,
houses, transportation, sanitation,
entertainment and leisure and the
instruction of the young. In the
shadow economy, no goods, prod-
ucts or services that anyone can eat
or use in the course of living are pro-
duced and traded. The bulk of what
is produced and traded are services
based on speculation on securities
and derivatives on huge debt and
loan portfolios. This unregulated or
indeed unregulatable degree of specu-
lation in neoliberalism’s shadow
economy around vast securities and
derivatives attracts far greater finance
capital than the quantum of invest-
ment capital that goes into the real
economy. This, in essence, is what
“financialization” means in

neoliberalism: we are in a phase of
global capitalism in which money
creates more money without contrib-
uting much to the production of
goods and services in the real
economy. At previous historic stages
of capitalism, finance capital was tied
to something other than and beyond
itself. In the mercantilist phase, money
or finance was tied mostly to trading
and commerce. In theindustrial phase
of large scale factory production, it
was tied to making mgustrial oods
and heavy machinery, the mag'\mes
that make other machines. In the third
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industrial revolution thatproduced ad-
vanced micro-processes that probe
deep into the oceans, the heavens, the
seas and the deep interiority of hu-
man genes, finance capital was de-
voted to making and doing things
that both human beings and the
heavy machines we have made can-
not do. In the present phase of
millennial, neoliberal
“financialization”, finance capital is
overwhelmingly devoted to mak-
ing more money by and for the
megabanks, the hedge funds, the
oligopolistic billionaires. I should
perhaps add here that money de-
voted to making more money as
an end in itself is not new and has
always been around in all the pre-
vious historical stages of capital-
ism. However, with the full matu-
ration of neoliberalism, it becomes
more than peripheral and second-
ary; it becomes the dominant mode
of %lobal capitalism.

should perhaps add here that
it is a little incorrect to say that
“financialization” in neoliberalism
primarily or even substantially
constitutes money diverted away
from the goods and services of the
real economy in order to make
more money as an end itself.
Strictly speaking, money does not
make more money as an end in it-
self; money makes more money for
the rich and the powerful of this
world who have been the benefici-
aries of the colossal wealth created
under neoliberalism, a wealth that
has immensely widened the gap of
inequality between the rich andpthe
poor everywhere in our world. In
this respect, perhaps the ultimate
question that we can and must pose
to neoliberalism is this: whatever
the unprecedented levels of tech-
nocratic efficiency in the generation

of wealth, whatever the highly im-
pressive rates of growth under
neoliberalism, who benefits, who
suffers; whose bellies are full to
bursting and whose bellies are
bloated, not with nourishment or
satiation but with the unreal and
artificial kwashiorkor of destitu-
tion? Fortunately, this is not the end
of the story for there are things hap-
pening below the surface of con-
temporary global olitical
economy to trouble the belief of the
apologists and defenders of
neoliberalism that nearly all the
capitalist and non-capitalist alter-
natives that can reduce or even
wipe out terrible gaps in justice and
equality have been substantially
weakened if not erased from con-
temporary debates and struggles.
In other words,in the last decade
and half, there has appeared a to-
tally unprecedented development
in global affairs that that gives clear
indications that we may be much
closer than we realize to a time, a
period beyond and after
neoliberalism. To that develop-
ment [ now turn in my closing re-
flections in this talk.

Not too long ago, at the height
of the global ideological hegemony
of neoliberalism, the world was for
the most part divided into two
halves: one half comprised creditor
nations that ‘restructured’ debtor
nations; the second half comprised
debtor nations that were ‘adjusted’
by the creditor nations. Here is an-
other formulation of that decisive
division of the world into two
halves: nations that were
“SAPPED” and those that did the
“SAPPING”. If we are looking for
the signal moment for the rise to
world hetiemony of neoliberalism,
that was the moment. This moment

coincided exactly with the emer-
ﬁlence of an ideological ASUU.

ow as we all know, until a coun-
try takes the IMF or World Bank
loan thereby placing the lives of its
citizens directly under IMF or
World Bank control, the ideas and
policies of neoliberalism are mere
recommendations only which Af-
rican and other countries of the de-
veloping world are free either to
take or reject. As I have previously
indicated in this talk, in the case of
Nigeria, when Babangida put the
matter before the nation in a refer-
endum in 1986, Nigerians by an
overwhelming majority rejected
IMF and World Bank debt peonage.
But Babangida went ahead and took
the loan from the IMF. The rest is
history and we have never recov-
ered from the suffering, the hard-
ship and the insecurities if life, lib-
erty and possessions for the great
majority of Nigerians that came
with that fateful decision. I remem-
ber distinctly the humiliations that
we felt when, in the face of massive
shortages of essential commodities
that came with the advent of
neoliberalism in our country, we
used to line up in queues in univer-
sity campuses to receive our own
“essential commodities” or
“essenco” as it was popularly and
jocularly known.

Our Union’s struégles for ad-
equate funding for education, for
better conditions with regard to the
work we doand the students we teach,
and for autonomy and academic free-
dom from external control and ma-
nipulation by successive govern-
ments that had sold their souls to
neoliberalism date from that period.
For me personally, it is profoundly
discomfiting that the very things that
we were struggling for thirty-five

ears ago when I became ASUU’s
Klational President are the same
things the Union is still strug%lling
for today, except that things have
one far worse now than then. The
damental cause of this, Comrade
President, is the fact that neoliberal
ideas and policies have become more
entrenched, more militant and un-
yielding in the space of the three dec-
ades and half that have passed.
However, as I have earlier indi-
cated, that is not the end of the story
and we are beginning to see a world
that will gradually put neoliberalism
behind it. This is because the map of
the global political economy that
once divided the world into creditor
nations that restructured debtor na-
tions on one side and on the other
side debtor nations that adjusted has
changed radically. Now, nearly all
the nations of the world are debtor
nations, with only a few countries
like China and Germany still being
creditor nations. The most important
aspects of this change in the global
olitical economy of neoliberalism
1s that most of the nations of the
world are being SAPPED now. For
me personally, it has been quite an
experience to have seen and lived
through the effects and consequences
of being SAPPED in both the poor
nations and the rich nations. Con-
cretely, it has been a revelation to
see and hear protests of anguish and
desperation that we have been mak-
ing in our part of the world since the
80s now being made by tens of mil-
lions of peop?e in the global North.
And here I am talking not only of the
most obvious cases like Greece,
Spain, Portugal and Finland but even
Britain, France and the Scandinavian
countries, not excepting the United
States itself, the heartland of global
capitalism and the center of gravity
of the global ideological hegemony
of neoliberalism.

No countries, no peoples like
being SAPPED, Comrade President!
Peoples, unions, professional asso-
ciations and mass movements are
fighting back, not only physically as
in the so-called Occupy movements
but also at the level of ideas and ide-
ology. I would go so far as to state
that, at certain fundamental levels,
neoliberalism is now in a sort of re-
treat or self-reappraisal as advocates
and defenders of the welfare state,
social democracy and protection of
the public sector from complete pri-
vatization and deregulation are fight-
ing mightily against the parties of
the Right and the Center who are still
sold on neoliberalism. As a matter
of fact, Nigeria is one of the few coun-
tries in which all the ruling class par-
ties and virtually all members of the
political class still believe that
neoliberal ideas and policies are here
to stay forever and are therefore
completely immovable from their
confidence, their temerity in defense
of neoliberalism. The very worst of
these champions of neoliberalism in
the Ni%erian political class actually
still believe and loudly declare that
the problem with neoliberalism in
our country is the fact that we have
not gone far enough in embracing
and applying its ideas and policies!

Comrade President, I leave this
Conference and other conferences
that will surely follow in the years
and decades aKead of us to deliber-
ate carefully on what will come after
neoliberalism, specifically in our
country but also in our region and in
the world at large. The road will be
long and hard but victory is certain.
The first step in that long journey?
Wealth that generates growth and
development. A luta!

Biodun
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