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PEOPLE frequently advise me on politi-
cal realism. I take every piece of advice
in good faith, replying to those admoni-
tions that require responses. Some of these,
like the present one, I use as pegs for arti-
cles in this column. The latest “advice”

- came from a man who claimed he had been

a “long-standing comrade” of mine. He
said that though he believed I was a “good
man,” “a man committed to the welfare of

_ the masses,” a “consistent socialist,” etc,

he thought that I was unfortunately “behind
the times,” a mental state that would render
me irreievant in the task of “recreating”
Nigeria. He went on advise me on what I
could be doing for the country, my family
and myself, assuring me that nothing I get
from these efforts can be regarded as “too
much,” judging by what I had “suffered”
for the country.

What did I say to provoke my. “advis-

er”? Nothing much, I would say. We had
both bemoaned the level of corruption in
the country. We had also lamented the
deepening mass poverty and unemploy-
ment, although he was more concerned
with the state of infrastructure, especially
public electricity supply. We both
expressed support for the striking workers
of Oyo State. We tried to figure out how a
sole “bread-winner” who -eurns about
N10.,000 a month could sustain a family of
even four. “Itis a miracle,” we both agreed.
Perhaps 1 should have stopped there, and
not overstretched what later turned out to
be an accidental consensus. But then I had
proceeded to criticise the policy of privati-
sation. i

My luck dried up when I pleaded with
my friend to forget the fact that privatisa-
tion is a “global trend” and consider pri-
vatisation in Nigeria of 2007. Since he is a
public intellectual I had invited him to con-
sider, even for academic purposes, the
question of privatisation in Nigeria from
our concrete history and prevailing circum-
stances, and from first principles. My
proposition was that public assets like
NEPA, Nigeria Airways, refineries, unity
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schools, former federal government-owned
buildings in Lagos and Abuja, etc, ought not
to have been sold. Why?, he queried. I
replied that with a more patriotic, less cor-
rupt and more independent ruling bloc these
assets could be utilised to lay the foundation
of a system that could substantially improve
the human condition in Nigeria - while still
remaining loyal to global capitalism. It was
at this point that my comrade broke ranks
with me and launched his homily. The casu-
al meeting ended unceremoniously - as most
of my meetings with middle-class person-
ages tend to end these days.

Just as my adviser was suggesting that I
was “behind the times” in the movement of
history, a United Nations (UN) agency
announced, quite suddenly, that no country
in sub-Sahara Africa, including Nigeria, was
likely to achieve any of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). I suddenly
recalled that a couple of years ago, an Amer-
ican intelligence agency “predicted” that
Nigeria would cease to exist, as a country, in
about 15 years from the date of “‘prediction,”
and that if, by any miracle it still existed, it
would be as a “failed state”. We had all
denounced the American prediction - even if
for different -reasons. Our government’s
implicit response to the agency’s prediction
seems to be that Nigeria is aspiring to be, by
the year 2020, one of the top 20 most devel-
oped countries on earth. Do I laugh, cry or
pray?

Before the United Nations’ sudden
announcement several international agencies
and foundations had painted a depressing
picture of Nigeria: At least 70 per cent of the
population of about 140 million people live
on less than an American dollar (N125) a
day, that is, less than N3,750 a month; Nige-

- ria is near the bottom of human development

index; it is one of the most insecure countries
to do business; etc. these agencies and foun-
dations are “with the times,” and are deemed
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to be in the position to know the facts, and
to be preeminently qualified to make pro-
nouncements on such facts. Beyond that,
they are the forces directing our economy.
The announcement on the millennium
goals was followed by a conclave at the
UN. It was reported at the time that no
African government leader was invited to
that conclave which was meant to discuss
the catastrophy in Africa. Rather, Africans
were invited to several noisy jamborees that
took place in the continent of America in
the month of September 2007. Nigerian
government leaders and their advisers went
to New York and Washington with suppli-
cations, but did not look critically at what is
happening in the southern half of the Amer-
ican continent. The renewed nationalistic
stirring in Venezuela and Bolivia mean

nothing beyond what the international com-

munity says of them Why should we bother
about “rascals”™ in Latin America when a
Nigerian has just been appointed a Manag-
ing Director of the World Bank - not long
after another Nigerian was appointed a Vice
President of the same institution that con-
trols the world economy!

The Millennium development Goals
(MDGs) to be achieved by member-states
of the United Nations by the year 2015 have
been publicised by the media and should be
well known. But for the sake of complete-
ness, as we used to say in mathematics, they
may be summarised for the purpose of this
article: Eradicate extreme hunger and
poverty; achieve universal primary educa-
tion; promote gender equality and empower
women; reduce child mortality; improve
maternal health; combat HIV/AIDS, malar-
ia and other diseases; ensure environmental
sustainability; develop a global partnership
for development; and develop and imple-
ment strategies for decent and productive

work for the youth”.The UN says that none
of these goals which are not more ambitious
than President Yar’Adua’s seven-point
agenda, was likely to be met in the next
eight years unless, perhaps, drastic measure
are taken now. :

““Tn 1999, at the turn of the millennium,
Pluto Press, London, released a book, the

Lugano Report: On preserving capitalism in ~

the 215 century. The author, Susan George
(an American, but living in France), had,
before then, and for a period spanning about
a quarter of a century, written several books,
based on painstaking research, on the caus-
es of world poverty, hunger, famine, debt,
structural adjustment and neoliberal globali-
sation. The books which are simultaneously
academic and popular, liberarily accessible
as well as well-documented, include How
the other half dies (1979 and Fate worse
than death (1987). Then, in 1999, Susan
George put out her masterpiece, The Lugano
Report.

The comrade who gave me a copy of the
book when it was newly published warned
that it would “frighten” or at least “unsettle”
me. The Lugano Report had both effects on
me. Before presenting (or, representing) the
central message of the book, let us hear from
the author’s own mouth why she decided to
frighten her readers: “I was convinced that

" another book of analysis and criticism was

pointless. I have spent 25 years of my life
describing hunger, famine, debt and struc-
tural adjustment and what they are doing to
the people, and virtually nothing has
changed. So, I thought, why not make things
really clear by taking the logic of the global
system to its logical conclusion? I wanted to
put the case clinically to show the horrific
consequences of continuing down the eco-
nomic road we are on”. And she did precise-
ly that.

The Lugano Report is, in form, a fiction;
but the content is factual. The message is

issued through a fictional group of intellectu-
als commissioned by the owners of the lead-
ing transnational (or multinational) corpora-
tions that now dominate the global capitalist
economy. The intellectuals assembled at the
Swiss seaside resort of Lugano were to
answer just one question: “How can global
capitalism be preserved in the 215t century?”
Well paid, well endowed, with all needs and
facilities provided in abundance, the group
went to work. The “egg-heads” who claimed
to be “ideology-free” produced a report with-
in 12 months. They asked to be taken serious-
ly and apologised for their terrifying lan-
guage. But they pleased that their report
could never be as terrifying as what they had
seen.

The Lugano Report can be sepa-
rated into three parts: premise, warning and
recommendation. Their premise can be sum-
marised: “The market, at its broadest and
most inclusive, is the closest we are likely to

- come to the wisdom of the Almighty”. It is

therefore desirable to preserve global capital-
ism, or rather free-market economy, they
said. Then the warning: But the way the
transnational corporations (TNCs) are cur-
rently pursuing production, it is not only cap-
italism that is endangered, but the planet
Earth itself. The TNCs must therefore fashion
mechanisms to discipline themselves in two
directions: saving the environment and com-
ing to terms with the inevitability of the “sys-
tem” not being able fo accommodate every-
one. There should be no room for morality.
The Lugano Report’s core recommenda-

.tion was that population reduction strategics

must be evolved to check population growth,
and then reverse it, most particularly in the
countries of the global South. The world had
exceeded its optimum population by a least
40 per cent, and most of the “excess” popula-
tion comes from the South. Drastic measures
must therefore be initiated to bring back the
population to the optimum. Population reduc-
tion measures must become conditionalities 7
for economic assistance, the Lugano Report
recommended. Has my comrade ever heard
of this? :
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4 LTHOUGH 1 had, in this column,
jected the charge of being “behind the
time” in my views on privatisation (October
25, 2007), I agree, without hesitation, that
even the most alert public advocate could
easily fall “behind the time™ in this epoch of
very rapid developments and changes. The
world has changed so much in just under 20
years that a comparison would be unbeliev-
able to someone from another planet. And
anyone from our own pianet who is old
enough would be genuinely shocked each
time he or she takes a break to consider and
reflect on the maiter. I is therefore a bitter
irony that it is precisely at this moment that
History is vanishing as an academic subject.
it struck me recently that anyone
presenting a quiz on current affairs which
requires short answers to questions would
be massively deceived because monumental
ignorance can hide under this type of exer-
cise. One of the guickest and most effective
means of discovering those “behind the
time” is through their perspectives, analyses
and prescriptions - in politics, culture, econ-
omy, information and communication tech-
nology, international relations, alignments
of forces and balance of power. And, by-the
way: If being ignorant of recent changes and
developments is described as being “bebind
the time” what do we call the ignorance of
what preceded the current state? If you are
not averse to comparing two bad situations,
which ‘ype of ignorance is worse?

The transformation the world
has passed through irt he last 20 years is so
massive that it can be said, quite seriously,
that 1987 and 2607 are points in two differ-
ent worlds - at least from the perspectives of
those of us in Africa. The world in which

2007 is located has developed its own lexi-

co2, 1t - language, of social science: inter-
paticnad commuty, stakeholders, zero-tol-

1ance, focus, template. human develop-
ment index, ete. In the new world, informa-

tion is obtained so quickly, and travcis so fast
and so wide, that yesterday’s nc ws is, a sense,
stale. One can therefore easiiy iali “behind the
time”. T am acutely conscious of this just as [
am conscious of the fact that many of our
compatriots are “living in the air” by not
knowing what preceded the present. Each
type of ignorance is a serious impediment to
the type of engagement that Ieads to transfor-
mation.

The friend who broke ranks with
me when our dislogue came fo the guestion of
privatisation - on the grounds that I was
“behind the time” - had, as I later confirmed,
gone through a double ideological conver-
sion: in politics and in religion. But, for a
strange reasen, he was hiding the fact. It was
however unnecessary to hide one’s transfor-
mation. He did riot owe me, or anyone else for
that matter, any obligation of fidelity to an
ideology. Is it not a matter for pride and cele-
bration that one has seen the light after so
many years in the dack? 1o retrospect, howev-
er, I think I shouid thank sy uanamed friend
for raising the question - guite nnconsciously
- of the movement of history, and drawing
attention to the global changes that have taken
place. How we interpret this movement, and
the changes that constitute it, and how we act
on it, are different matters entirely.

I refiected on how to present the
recent changes, and came upon the idea that
they can actually be captured in a number of
short phrases, seniences and slogans: “The
fall of Communism”; “the death of Ideology”;
“The world is now a global village.” “Terror-
ism is the leading enemy of all humanity”;
“There are no alternatives to free market”;
“There is no hiding place; anywhere you are
the Big Brother sees you, hears you, and can
get you”; “Many are calied, but few are cho-
sen”; “Military coups and revolutions are out
of fashion and, in any case, no longer possi-
ble”. I am conscious of the developments that
are indicated by these statements and that I am

ways,
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always informed by them. Anyore who is
not, for whatever reasons, conscious of them,
or inclined to be informed by them, may still
remain on the planet Earth, but should retire
from public discourse.

Many of us have been affected
profoundly by the changes and develop-
ments under discussion: our relationships
with individuals and groups; our expecta-
tions from people and pecple’s expectations
from us; the exponential growth of cynicism
and opportunism, even in non-political rela-
tionships; de-radicalisation of politics and
ideology; mass poverty, despair and despera-
tion to which we must continualiy respond;
atomisation of the movement which had
defined and shaped our activities and in
whose context our political consciousness
had developed.

With p'mlcular reference to the
impact of the ongoing information and com-
munication revolution on the struggle for
mass emancipation, I would paraphrase what
Friedrich Hegel once said about historical
progress: No historical advance is achieved
free of charge, without a price. Sometimes
the price 15 so high that one begins to wonder
whether progress has, in fact, been made.
Computers, mobile phenes, text messages,
email, internet, cable television; etc. Hegel
may be paraphrased:” All forward movement
in history has been doubled-edged, since the
creaiion of the new inescapably entailed the
destruction and transcendence of the old. its
particular virtues included.”

‘What Hegel saw was the contra-
diction between expa rvdmo productive forces
and stagnant rejations of production. We
may, however, return to the slogans by which
rec it and current changes and develop-

wents are cgptured. The starting-point is, as
this) “Communism is death™ tri-
umphaiism. The most dramatic events sig-

naling this were, of course, the collapse of the
Berlin Wall in 1989 and the disintegration of
the Soviet Union in 1991. By the end of 1592
the segment of the “socialist world” in East-

ern Europe and Africa had disappeared - leav-

,ing only China, Vietnam, Cuba, North Korea,

te continue with the flag. As the “socialist
world” was contracting, neoliberal capitalist
globalisation was advancing.

Today, the first phase of that par-
ticular dimension of the movement of history

- has ended with neoliberalism and the market

penetrating every corner of the globe. And the
movement is characterised by wars and con-
quests. Today, with the possible exception of
Cuba, no state calls itself socialist without
qualification, and no “socialist” state objects
to being described as building capitalism.
But, then, there is hardly a country in the
world without an anti-imperialist, and explic-
itly anti-capitalist, political movement. And
most of these were formed after 1992, that is.
after that claim to be building one form of
anti-capitalist system or another. There are
several international coalitions that are both
anti-globalist and anti-capitalist. That is the
current situation.
Thc -world has indeed become a
“global village”: You lie in your bed mLagm
and, with an almost weightless object place
between your ear and your mouth, you talk to
someone in a bathroom in Los Angeles at any
time of the day or night. You put somecne on
the road to Sokoto and he or she briefs you as
the journey progresses. Depending on your
material status you could watch from your
bedroom in Calabar the Nobel Prize being
awarded in Oslo, or American troops entering
Baghdad, or Osama bin Laden issuing a
threat from a jungle between Pakistan and
Afghanistan. A meeting takes place between
10 people each of them comfortably sitting in
an office in a different Nigerian State capiiat
An emissary runs into trouble in a distant

location and you ate able, instantly, to avert a

tragedy. ; ;
The list of the technological won-

-ders of the present epoch can be continued

indefinitely. They were unthinkable, at least in
this part of the world, 15 years age. Many
things that were impossible then are now pos-
sible; and many things that were possible them
have become easier now. -But, alas, from the
point of view of popular struggles, these are
double-edged swords because precisely on
account of these same wonders many things
that were possible 15 years ago are either no
longer possible or are now very difficult. Pop-
ular-democratic forces appear paralysed. Then,
suddenly, out of mass frustration and despera-
tion, a new movement emerges and artempis to
short-circuit history that appears to be running
away. That movement is called terrorism. It is
a leap in the dark. But as Omar Khayam would
have said, no amount of weeping can wish it
away... untii the masses again re-posses their
history scientifically. ¥ -

Last line: It is in the interest of the

new imperialism, the global dictatorship and -

the “international community” that we forget
our concrete hisiory and behave as if our real
history started with their introduction of

“democracy”,
process” to our land. These values and con-

. cepts are, no doubt, very important; but the

most important point is that they do not owe
their origins to the “international community”.
Long before the Cold War ended and the
“international community” emerged, we had
been waging battles against exploitation,
oppression, class and ethnic domination and
exclusion, poverty and hunger, corruption and
state robbery, and for democracy, human rights
and the rule of law. Although there are conti-
nuities and discontinuities in our national his-
tory that is no reason to allow the international
community to impose its self-serving historical
periodisation on us.

¢ Concluded.

“human rights” and “due




