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T ET me start bY admitting
I that for a long-rime beforc
.LJ ths Presiden['s IndePen-

dence DaY speech last week, I

had been 6xPi:riencing some con-
cern, some discomfiture that most
iommentators have been saYing
that we are now in a rccessioll that
b"na. with the official devalua-
iiofi of the naira when the truth
ir tnrt what we are going through
not only started long before the
devaluition of the national cur-
rencv but has indeed been going
on (or so Iong that it is much
closer to a dt:Pressiort than a

recession..But having made this
observation, I must ievertheless
emphasize that it was the
preiident's speech that finallY
tonvinced me-that I had to write
about the matter. This is because
both in the title that most news-
papers and newsmagazines gave
ihe soeech -Niqeria's Economic
Reces'sion Is Rea"l But Would (sic)
Not Last - and in the analysis of
the crisis and the "solutions"
proffered bv Buhari, it was obvi-
bus that the President reallY had
a shorfrecession in mind, with de-
oression absolutelv nowhere in

"ignt 
ir, his thoughls and projec-

tions.
As a matter of fact, this is

clearlv reflected in the sentence
that ( have excerpted from the
president's speecll for the epi-
iraph for this piece, a sentence
Vvfricn indisputably shows that
because he thinks we are in a

short recession that began with
the catastrophic fall in ihe value
of the naira, Buhari expects a
ouick fix for the severe shortfalls
that the national economy and
the good people of Nigeria are
going through right
now.Typically, a recession does
not last long. Compared with an
economic depression, it is like go-
ing through-a brief ailment that
lasts for a couple of weeks in com-
parison with suffering a long, life
threatening illness. No, Mr. Presi-
dent, economically we are not
suffering a bit of a cold that re-
quires no more than a cold and/
or cough mixture; we are in the
grip oFa serious pandemic that
will require procedures and
medicatibns adequate to the na-
ture of the serioris nature of the
illness - precisely because we are
in a serfal recelsion whose re-
peated occurrenceover the last
two to three decades indicates
that we are always on the brink
of an economic depression.

Now, it is an elementary prin-
ciple in the science of econolmics
that though there are similarities
and continuities between them,
a recession is very different from
a depression. As h matter of fact,
the two terms would not have
been invented and applied to de-
scribe different phinomena bv
economic theoris-tsif there wer'e
no great, perhaps profound dis-
tinctions between the terms. In a
short series of two essays that
begins in this column this week,
I wish to discuss this issue with
particular focus on its implica-
hons both for state or goverrrmen-
tal policy and the eipectations
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and speech writers talk of a short
;;;;tt'i;" that began onlY recentlY

and will not lastlong! AnY think-
ins. concerned and caring Nige-
riih who for one second believes
the President and his advisers
ousht to have his or her mental
in8 emotional state checked!

In the context of all I have been
savinq in this essay, it might be
o.',rfitXbl" to ask whY no one has
Lver said that we aie either in a

deoression or close to it. I think
th6re are two reasons that are
closelv linked for this' First, we
have riot vet seen the worst or the
most friihtening things associ-
ated with economic dePresstons'
What thines, what Phenomena are
these? We[, things'like a total col-
laose of the banking system that
inhuces a run on the-bahks as mil-
lions of people line-uP to.take as

much as they can from thelr ac-
counts beford it is too late. Things
Iike a national currency whose
value is little better than ioilet pa-
oer. Thinss like wholesalers and
ietailers Koarding foodstuffs and
other essential coinmodities while
waiting for prices to rise again'
And tKings 

-like the disaPPear-
ance of "payday" as deliverance
day beciu3e Pay Packets no
loriser serve anv-valuable Pur-
porE. Th" far moi'e dramatic 

-Phe-

homena are the mass suicides of
men and women comPletelY over-
whelmed by the hardshiPs theY
and their fainilies have to endure.
There are countries on our conti-
nent and other parts of the devel-
oping world uridergoing most of
these ohenomena that have not
(vet) declared that theY are in the
i.ip of an economic d6pression. [f
[hai is the case, why would a coun-
trv like Nieeria that still has oil
w'ealth corrffng into its coffers de-
clare that it iiin or close to a de-
pression?^ And of course, there is that oil
wealth itself. It is considerably
down because of the fall in th-e
world orice of crude petroleum
and the shortages in froduction
caused bv desrtction'of facilities
bv the Mner Delta militants. But
it'is stitt fl6wing into our national
coffers in magnitudes that make
it oossible to stave off a full-blown
slide into economic depression,
even though our recessions have
been so lohs that thev abstractlv
and formalli qualify f6r being dti
clared a defr6ssiofi. Meanw-lrile,
please not-e, compatriot, that
Buhari could have made things
easier for himself and his admin-
istration by stating, quite truth-
fully, that since the recession did
noi start with his coming to
power, it will take time to tackle
the challenees. He and his advis-
ers didn't Take this path appar-
entlv because they believe, lik-e all
adniLinistrations before them, that
with oil wealth, you can spend,
or more appropriately "buy", your
way out of any recession or de-
oression. This extremelv naive
lnd dangerous thinking has its
roots in a national economv in
which nearly everything is'im-
ported. ln next week's continua-
tion of the series, we shall start
with this simplistic assumotion
that reflation tfuoueh access'to oil
wealth is what #ill keeo our
economy afloat and ii the
President's own words, "drive
hunger from our land".
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and hopes of Nigerians in their
tens of hillions aiross the Iength
and breadth of the land. So, for
starters, let us briefly deal with
the differences between a reces-
sion and a depression, together
with the issue of why it is verY
important not to eith-er willfully
or-unknowingly confuse one
with the other.

Before getting to the issue it-
self, a note of caution. I am by pro-
fession not an economisU I am a
literary critic and cultural theo-
rist. However, for nearly half a
century now, I have beei deeply
interested in the science of eco-
nomics, especially in its more pro-
gressive and / or"philosophical"
traditions (Adam Smith; Karl
Marx; lohn Maynard Keynes;
Obafemi Awcilowo; Julius
Nyerere; Paul Krugman; Eskor
Toyo) as distinct from its more
conservative, neoclassical and
"econometric" currents (Milton
Friedman and the Chicaso
School; Ragnar Frisch; Bru"ce
Hansen; and our own Charles
Soludo). This in effect means that
while I will not avoid conven-
tional or even neoclassical eco-
nomic considerations in this
piece, my focus will be more on
the public good in relation to the
driving ideologies and effects of
economic activities, far beyond
their reflection in narrow piofes-
sional disputes amonq econo-
mists. tn other words, iu"st as it is
often said politics is doo imoor-
tant to leaie to politicians Lnd
law is too important to leave to
lawyers, I say here that the econo-
mie-s of our hation and our olan-
etary community are far to6 im-
portant to leave to economists. At
any rate, our discussion of
recession(s) and depression(s) as
economic phenomena will be
very brief, the main point being
essentially to address the centra-l
issue of this discussion which is
that we are not in a short reces-
sion as the President and his (eco-

nomic) advisers obviouslY think,
to go by his Independence DaY
spe-ech last week.- 

To give a concrete illustration
of the eisential difference between
a recession and a depression, Per-
mit me to draw an instructive
analosv from the field of medi-
cine. Thus, iust as physicians of
the homeostafic school of medicine
believe that the body, the organs
and the tissues all naturally tend
towards health and wellness
anddisease is an aberration, an
abnormality that the body always
quickly trids to "heal", so do mcist
tiaditi6nal or conventional econo-
mists believe that expansion and
growth represent the normal state
of affairs in economic activities
while most "slowdowns" or re-
cessions are brief and tend to be
more rare than frequent. Indeed,
some economists go so far as to
define recession as being charac-
terized by a period of negative eco-
nomic growth for no more than
two consecutive quarters! Unem-
ployment rises, industrial pro-
duction falls, real GDP adjusted
for inflation decreases, intomes
stagnate or fall especially with re-
earra to their purchasrns Dower rn
ilrholesale ahd retail"siles and
goverrunent borrowins increases.
These are the typical fEatures of a
recession. If th'ev all seem like
frightening things, mercifully they
tend not to last for too lonil in h
recession. If thev last for tod lons
and moreover gi:t worse, then yofi
have a depressidn, the mother o'f all
recessions. Please alwavs remem-
ber, dear reader, that rirost tradi
tional or conventional economists
believe that, as in life itseU, expan-
sion and growth constitute the
normal or even "natural" state of
economic activities and recession

more or less continuous basis for
a lons time now? When has un-
empl8yment not been high and in
aouUt6 digits? (ln a recession, un-
emplovmdnt is supposed to be in
sinlle'dieits; it is in a depression
thai it fills'into double'digits).
When has industrial outPut not
been in continuous decline in our
country h the last tfuee decades?
When has our qoverrunents, fed-
eral and state, iot been borrow-
ins from both internal and exter-
nal creditors even when the world
price of oil was relatively high?
Did the rise in unemployment in
our country begin with"the offi-
cial devaliration of the naira?
Hasn't the value of the naira in
relation to the convertible crrren-
cies of the world been falling, fall-
ing and falling for a long time
now, only to assume its present
catastrophic and spectrdl scale
with the devaluation?

To put concrete, human faces
to these questions, I cannot re-
member a time in the last two de-
cades when I have not been over-
whelmed by relatives, friends, ac-
ouaintance-s and neishbors with
the CV's of their uni?ersity-edu-
cated daughters and son-s who
have been bn the job market for
vears and vears after their eradu-
ition. In mi neiehborhood a"t Oke-
Bola, Ibadin, I"can't remember a
time when there haven't been
scores uDon scores of vouths with
absolutrily no prospects of gain-
ful employment now and in the
future. And I have lost count of
the number of years when most of
the factories at-the Oluvole Indus-
trial Estate, the main manufactur-
ing corridor in Ibadan, all closed
down and laid off their emolov-
ees. Every time that I drive ttubuitr
the area,'I shake mv head in sre"at
sadness and bewilderment. Is"this
not a profile, compatriot, that is
applicable to virtuhlly all neish-
borhoods in the coun6ry, bothiu-
ban and rural? And ve[ the Presi-
dent and his econoinic advisers
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Vy* put thefederal g*
ernmmt in charge of tlu
Salnra Dwrt, in firn
yurs there unuldbe a
shortage of *rd.
Mihon Friedman

L
AST week, I ended the dis-
cussion with the following
observation. In his Inde-
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areas that.really matter, there is
an unceasrns and relentless di-
version of th"e wealth of the na-
tion away from productive eco-
nomic aclirrities ihut go beyond
the capacity to pay for foreign im-
ports.

Despite all I have been saying
inthis piece, I will makethe fol-
lowing concession to Buhari and
his economic advisers in their di-
agnosis of a short recession and
the "cures" for it, as contained in
the President's lndeoendence
Day speech: professidnal, sala-
ried, upper middle class Nigeri-
ans, together with importers-and
exporters that dominate whole-
sale and retail trade in the coun-
try are facing "recession" of the
kind that professional econo-
mists in the true capitalist coun-
tries of the world have in mind
when thev use the conceot. This
is becausir thc groupt urid indi-
viduals that belong to these cat-
egories of privile[et1 Nigerians
h.rve been the onlrj real bcneficia-
ries of or. or...-ilepenclence on
fo.reign inrports .rs ihe lynchpin
of the national t,corromy. Db I
need to say why this is the casc?
Wcll, as cvcry.rnc knows, the btrlk
oi rvhatcvt-r is trnlooted in our
rr.rtitrrral r,r,ealth goes to p.rying
for foreign imp'r1r1i5 so as [o kee[
this form of natitln.rl economy
alive. Isn't tl-rat the case, compa-
triot?

I do not w.ish to seem cervalier
and insensitive to human suffer-
ing in making this observation: the
ability to meet obligations and ne-
cessities crucial for Iivelihoods and
life itself is under severe, traumatic
strain for hundreds of thousands
of Nigerians across the whole
country'. And because these cateso-
ries of Nigerians often bear .esp8.,-
sibilify for thousands of relahves
and dependents that are less for-
tunate, the "recession" that Buhari
has in mind extends far beyond the
circle of the fortunate ind the
"blessed". It is not unlikelv that if
for one reason or another world oil
prices were to suddenly and un-
expe.cteclly spike upwards, relief
would come to our import-depen-
dent national ecoriomy and
itsbeneficiaries. If this haooens. at
least for a short while th'e"'reces-
sion" would be over.

All the same, compatriots. let
us not forget that the vist maioritv
of Nigerians in their millions'havil
been in a serial recession, a sort of
depression, for a lonq time now.
Buhari's program for"overcoming
the "recession" as outlined in hii
speech on October l, does not even
begin to approach this overwhelm-
ing-reality bf severe hardship and
sutfering for-most Nigerians in the
hurrlcane of a serial recession or
depression that they have entlured
for a long time noiv. Short of full
employment under a vastlv re_
tormed capitalism th.rt actiallv
keeps thc'bulk of capital in both oil
revenues and non-oil, value*.addetl
surplus accuntrlation in th" coun_
try, nothing that the president ancl
h.ls economic .rcivisers do can
change the course fnrm the pi"*ni
Itrcation of the nation.rl ecbnomv
in tht'ey.c of tht hurricane.rf seriaf,
repeated reressions. Mr. presiclent,
wu.l our ctlrurtry m()vc awav from
wasteful and cannibalistic: kalo-
kalo, bar.rwo capitalisnr unJer
your administratiiln and the rule
ol your party, thc A[,[?
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pendence Day speech, President
Buhari would have been both
closer to the truth and doing him-
self and his administration a lot
of good if he had told Nigerians
and the world that since the re-
cession did not start with him, it
would take quite a while before
his efforts could be expected to
turn things around for most Ni-
gerians and the national
economy itself. Ncedless to say,
some questions arise from this
rather strange decision of the
President not take this path in
his speech to the nation oh Octo-
ber 1. Did Buhari and his advis-
ers think that if he had told Nice-
rians this truth that the so-called
recession did not start with him,
rnost Nigerians - and his enemics
in particular - would have ac-
cused lrim of passing the blame
to previous administrations?
Was the President afraid of be-
ing called a !r,eak, confused or
irresolute leader unable to rise to
the occasion to stop the massive
hemorrhaging of'the national
economy? Or did the President
and his advisers simplv and
truly believe that *e a.e're'all, ir-t
a sl{ort recession that would, iike
most recessions, not last for a
long.time, especially if the right
policies and ictions"are appliEd?

I leave. the probable an'swer(s)
to each of these questions to the
reader. However,I for one would
like to offer the view that the an-
swer to all.the questions without
exceptlon is a resounding yES.
In other words, just as Buh"ari ap-
parently does n6t want to give h'is
enemies the "ammunitioil in the
view that more than a vear in of-
fice he is still passing ihe blame
for our economic woEs to previ_
ous administrations, so als<i does
he not want to be considered a
yveak, confused and indecisive
leader. Above all else,I also think
that Buhari and his advisers do
really believe that we are in ashort recession that can be"cured" with careful use of the
vqglly reduced revenues that arestill flowing into our national
coffers even with the fall in the
yor]g, price of crude petroleum.
And this is what woriies me the
most, this sinking suspicion that
not only Buhari ind his admin_
istration but virtually the entirety
of our economic and social eliie's
believe that we are indeed-inl
short recession that can be min_
aged and curtailed by a ,,refla_
tion" made possible by the com_
bination of our oil revenues and
loans from both internal and ex_
ternal markets.

This js the very simplistic and'dangcrous belief that'l wish to
explrlre in this concludjns cssav
to the series that began lasT wec,(.
A -,un,, a woman, a government
can.betteve any-thing that he, shcor rt wants, as long'hs it does nonarm to anybody, especiallv if itgoe6 not go from mi:re bt,fief t<l

."Ships docked at Apapa Wharf: foreign imports must keep coming, compatriots,,

action and deeds in the real
world. I can find no better anal-
oqy to explain what I have in
mln dhere about beliefs and the

ibbean. As the hurricane besan
to grow from a tropical storm"off
the African coast tb a full-blown
hurricane as it approached the
Atlantic coast of'the Americas,
the warnings went out from au-
thorities foi people to evacuate
their homes because "Matthew,,

battered by a hurricane, not a
mere tropical storm: waves after
waves of high school leavers and
urniversity graduates unable to
find employment; industrial pro-
duction operating well below
30'h of installed cipacities; abso-
lute poverty rate oT six to seven
out of every ten Nigerians; the
borrowing frenzy of "our federal,
state and even local qovern_
ments, even when oil pYices on
the world market were ielativelv
l.igh;.arrd ever rising levels df
hardship, insecurity a"nd restive-
ness among large segments of the
population, especially the youths
that constitute the biggest demo-
graphic community Til our soci-
e.fy. It is a great erior, Mr. presi-
dent, to call a hurricane a mere
tropical storm that will soon end.At the level of formal dis_
course in the professional field of

the capacity to pay for imports in
an Lacononry that is overiarhelm-
ingly deperidcnt on the importa-
tion of nearly everything nbeded
to keep the 6cr-rnorirv ru"nnins or
w-orkih g.This partiiular feaiure
ot the pseudo-c.rpitalism in force
in Nigeria is whit I had in mind
w,henl chose to quote from Milton
Freidman, the arch-monetarist,
free-market founder of the Chi-
cago School of Economics for the
epigraph for this piece. In a hun-
dred years, I never would have
chosen to quote from Friedman,
except perhaps my intention was
to critique or debunk his ideasand their influence amons
economists. But in this particuYlar context, I am ciuotins
Freidman with qualified ,o?
proval: "[f you put the federal
Fovernment in charge of the Sa-
hara Desert, in five"years. there
would be a shortaeebf sand,,-
- Of course, Frie"dman JiJ not
have the Nigerian federalgovern_
ment in mind in this Iamous
quote; h9.had the federal govern_
ment of his own countlv. the
United States in mind. li(6 tne

consequences they carr have in
the real world than the traeic dev-
astation that Hurricane Matthew
recently had on some communi-
ties in the Americas and the Car-
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