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Realistic postneoliberalism 

– A view from South Africa

Patrick Bond1

Those who declare that the Great Crash of late 2008 heralds the end 

of neoliberalism are not paying close enough attention, including 

even the Swedish Bank’s ‘Economic Nobel Prize’ laureate for 2008, 

Paul Krugman (2008):

Everyone’s talking about a new New Deal, for obvious reasons. In 

2008, as in 1932, a long era of Republican political dominance came 

to an end in the face of an economic and fi nancial crisis that, in vot-

ers’ minds, both discredited the [Republican] free-market ideology 

and undermined its claims of competence. And for those on the 

progressive side of the political spectrum, these are hopeful times.

I disagree. It is not time to go ‘postneoliberal’ in policy argumentation 

within the existing institutional framework, given the adverse balance of 

forces in the world today, even accounting for the November 2008 US 

election. Instead, a more realistic – and also radical – approach requires 

us fi rst to humbly acknowledge that a more dangerous and painful pe-

riod lies immediately ahead, because of at least three factors:

• public policy will suff er from the fi nancial sector crisis via intense 

austerity, pressures associated with extreme economic volatility (such 

as privatisation), and a renewed lobby for micro-neoliberal strategies;

• there remains unjustifi ed faith in the multilateral system (from Kyo-

to to Bretton Woods revivalism), which distracts us from the na-

tional-scale solutions that are both feasible and radical; and

• a new threat arises, in the form of relegitimised neoliberalism and im-

perialism, via the election of Barack Obama as US president.

South Africa and Africa off er myriad illustrations of these problems. 

The view I have from Durban leads me to conclude that until we 

change the power balance, a new era of global-scale postneoliberal-

ism imposed from the top down is a fantasy, whether envisaged from 

1 Some of these ideas were debated at the Gyeongsang University Institute for Social 
Studies (supported by the Korea Research Foundation’s grant KRF-2005-005-J00201). 
Thanks are also due to numerous collaborators in other institutions and justice 
movements, especially Dennis Brutus at CCS.
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Pretoria, Beijing, Caracas, Washington, New York or European capi-

tals. Moving forward requires hard work, not just a capitalist crisis.

What kind of work will be needed to achieve a postneoliberal politi-

cal economy, or at least the conditions that would make such possi-

ble? In two articles for the Dag Hammarskjold Foundation – ‘Perils 

of elite pacting’ in Critical Currents no. 1 Bond 2007a) and in ‘Linking 

below, across and against’ in the Development Dialogue Global Civil 

Society special issue (Bond 2007b) – I raised two dilemmas, respec-

tively: fi rst, uncoordinated, dysfunctional global intra-capitalist co-

hesion on major policy problems; and second, the potentials but also 

serious weaknesses in the countervailing World Social Forum and 

global justice movements. But if many would share my skepticism 

about global-scale solutions to problems, then what now requires elab-

oration (in this article) is the variety of national-scale opportunities and 

accomplishments on the left. This is a particularly acute time to refo-

cus our attention on sites of genuine power, given the misleading hype 

about a new Bretton Woods conference under G20 (or even United 

Nations Financing for Development) mandates, or a 2009 Copenha-

gen solution to the Kyoto Protocol’s malaise. 

In addressing the core problems identifi ed above, the view from South Af-

rica is revealing, if combined with other examples from around the world:

• to counteract the austerity, volatility and micro-neoliberalism, we 

need to immediately recall and reorganise campaigning associated 

with defence against fi nancial degradation (cf. Altvater, this volume);

• to transcend fruitless calls for United Nations solutions to environmen-

tal, economic and geopolitical problems, we need to reconsider national 

state powers such as exchange controls, defaults on unrepayble debts, fi -

nancial nationalisation and environmental reregulation, and the deglobali-

sation/decommodifi cation strategy for basic needs goods; and

• to assist the re-delegitimisation of US power, we need to insist on a 

world not addicted to the US dollar and all that it represents eco-

nomically, and also to provide critical (not dogmatic) support to ris-

ing anti-imperialist potentials.

These are some of the crucial strategic orientations that are required 

to move from an illusory postneoliberal hubris, claimed by progres-

sives in many sites around the world, to a more durable terrain upon 

which fi rm foundations are laid for human and environmental rights 

as political determinants, instead of markets and profi ts. The rest of 

the article lays out the problem and pilots for the solutions (due to 

constraints of space, focusing on fi nancial degradation and the rel-
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egitimation of neoliberalism and imperialism), drawing especially 

upon national (South African) political processes that are realistic in 

coming months/years.

Our not-yet-postneoliberal reality: fi nancial degradation

As this issue of Development Dialogue went to press, the G20 had just 

met to discuss the way forward for global fi nancial regulation. In their 

15 November 2008 statement, the G20 (2008:1) clumsily conjoined 

disparate ideologies:

We must lay the foundation for reform to help to ensure that a glo-

bal crisis, such as this one, does not happen again. Our work will be 

guided by a shared belief that market principles, open trade and in-

vestment regimes, and eff ectively regulated fi nancial markets foster 

the dynamism, innovation, and entrepreneurship that are essential 

for economic growth, employment, and poverty reduction.

That essentially pro-market approach was balanced, however, by Euro-

pean voices at the G20 (as reported by Parker, Ward and Hall, 2008): 

Spain’s governing Socialist party summed up the heady mood in some 

parts of Europe in an internal document, seen by El Mundo, that iden-

tifi ed the summit as a moment of historic change. ‘The origins of this 

crisis lie in neoliberal and neoconservative ideology,’ it said. 

At the summit press conference, International Monetary Fund man-

aging director Dominique Strauss-Kahn

called for nations to approve a fi scal stimulus equal to 2 per cent 

of gross domestic product. Such a move, he said, would result in a 

2 per cent increase in growth. When asked where fi scal stimulus 

was need, he said, ‘everywhere, everywhere where it is possible’ 

(Grice and Foley, 2008). 

But for Strauss-Kahn, such Keynesian noises are easily uttered in set-

tings like the G20 crisis conference, at which the Bretton Woods 

institutions must be seen to be acting forcefully (and after all, the 

IMF director’s personal sponsor, French premier Nicolas Sarkozy, has 

railed against ‘American capitalism’). In reality, though, the IMF was 

simultaneously treating South Africa like a typical Third World debt-

or deserving of a full neoliberal work-out. For on 22 October, the 

IMF fi led several lengthy reports which made the following six points 

concerning South Africa:

• the SA government should run a budget surplus;

• the SA government should adopt privatisation for ‘infrastructure 

and social needs’ including electricity and transport;
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• the SA Reserve Bank should maintain existing infl ation-targeting;

• the SA Reserve Bank should raise interest rates;

• the SA Treasury and Trade Ministry should remove protections 

against international economic volatility, especially fi nancial and 

trade rules; and

• the SA Labour Ministry should remove worker rights in labour 

markets, including ‘backward-looking wage indexation’ to pro-

tect against infl ation (Bond, 2008a).

Instead of conceding the need for exchange controls and import con-

trols on luxury goods so as to restore payments and trade account bal-

ances, the IMF (2008) had one solution, contrary to Strauss-Kahn’s 

rhetoric: ‘Tighter fi scal policy to avoid exacerbating current account 

pressures.’ 

The point is that the global crisis may conjure up triumphant centre-

left rhetorics of postneoliberalism in a European neo-Keynesian (and 

appropriately anti-American) context. But where the real power rela-

tions can be revealed, in the devalorisation of overaccumulated capi-

tal, it is instead much more appropriate to prepare a defence against 

austerity. The coming austerity was articulated by the most sophisti-

cated South African neoliberal, fi nance minister Trevor Manuel (who 

has long been groomed for a top IMF job). He was asked by The Fi-

nancial Times (2008) in October about the impact of the fi nancial crisis 

on South Africa, and told his constituents to tighten their belts: 

The huge bubble in 
commodities – petroleum, 
minerals, cash crops, land – 
disguised how much countries 
like South Africa stood 
exposed.
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We need to disabuse people of the notion that we will have a 

mighty powerful developmental state capable of planning and cre-

ating all manner of employment. It may have been on the hori-

zon in 1994 [when the governing African National Congress fi rst 

came to offi  ce] but it could not be delivered now. The next period 

is likely to see a lot more competitiveness in the global economy. 

As consumer demand falls off  there will be a huge battle between 

fi rms and countries to secure access to markets.

Securing access to markets is indeed the core problem for national 

capitalist elites and for the system as a whole. ‘Overaccumulation of 

capital’ at the global scale is the root problem of the recent crisis, 

coming on the heels of a period of 35 years of world capitalist stagna-

tion, extreme fi nancial volatility and internecine competition that has 

had ruinous impacts. The huge bubble in commodities – petroleum, 

minerals, cash crops, land – disguised how much countries like South 

Africa stood exposed, and indeed the early 2000s witnessed increasing 

optimism that the late 1990s emerging markets currency crises could be 

overcome within the context of the system. Moreover, even before the 

resources boom, by 2001 the rate of profi t for large South African capi-

tal was restored from an earlier downturn from the 1970s-90s, to ninth 

highest amongst the world’s major national economies (far ahead of the 

US and China), according to one British government study (Citron and 

Walton 2002). 

The reality, though, was that high corporate profi ts were not a har-

binger of sustainable economic development in South Africa, as a re-

sult of persistent deep-rooted contradictions:

• with respect to stability, the value of the rand in fact crashed (against 

a basket of trading currencies) by more than a quarter in 1996, 1998, 

2001, 2006 and 2008, the worst record of any major economy, which 

in turn refl ects how vulnerable SA became to international fi nancial 

markets thanks to steady exchange control liberalisation (26 separate 

loosenings of currency controls) starting in 1995;

• SA witnessed GDP growth during the 2000s, but this does not 

take into account the depletion of non-renewable resources – if 

this factor plus pollution were considered, SA would have a net 

negative per person rate of national wealth accumulation (of at least 

us$ 2 per year), according to even the World Bank (2006, 66);

• SA’s economy has become much more oriented to profi t-taking 

from fi nancial markets than production of real products, in part be-

cause of extremely high real interest rates, for from March 1995 

(when the fi nancial rand exchange control was relaxed), the after-
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infl ation interest rate rose to a record high for a decade’s experience 

in SA economic history, often reaching double digits (after a re-

cent 3.5 per cent spike during the mid-2000s, consumer and housing 

credit markets are badly strained by serious arrears and defaults);

• the two most successful major sectors from 1994-2004 were com-

munications (12.2 per cent growth per year) and fi nance (7.6 per 

cent) while labour-intensive sectors such as textiles, footwear and 

gold mining shrunk by 1-5 per cent per year, and overall, manu-

facturing as a percentage of GDP also declined;

• the SA government admits that overall employment growth was 

-0.2 per cent per year from 1994-2004 – but -0.2 per cent is a vast 

underestimate of the problem, given that the offi  cial defi nition of 

employment includes such work as ‘begging’ and ‘hunting wild 

animals for food’ and ‘growing own food’;

• the problem of excessive capital intensity in production – too many 

machines per worker – will probably get worse, for the Industrial 

Development Corporation (a state agency) forecasts that the sector 

with the most investment in the period 2006-10 will be iron and 

steel, with a massive 24 per cent rise in fi xed investment per year, 

but sectoral employment expected to fall 1.3 per cent per year, in 

spite of – or indeed because of – all the new investment;

• overall, the problem of ‘capital strike’ – large-scale fi rms’ failure to 

invest – continues, as gross fi xed capital formation hovered around 

15-17 per cent from 1994-2004, hardly enough to cover wear-and-

tear on equipment; and

• businesses did invest their SA profi ts, but not mainly in SA: dating 

from the time of political and economic liberalisation, most of the 

largest Johannesburg Stock Exchange fi rms – Anglo American, 

DeBeers, Old Mutual, SA Breweries, Liberty Life, Gencor (now 

the core of BHP Billiton), Didata, Mondi and others – shifted 

their funding fl ows and even their primary share listings to over-

seas stock markets;

• the outfl ow of profi ts and dividends due these fi rms is one of two 

crucial reasons SA’s ‘current account defi cit’ has soared to amongst 

the highest in the world (in mid-2008 exceeded only by New Zea-

land) and is hence a major danger in the event of currency instabil-

ity, as was Thailand’s (around 5 per cent) in mid-1997;

• the other cause of the current account defi cit is the negative trade 

balance, which can be blamed upon a vast infl ow of imports after 

trade liberalisation, which export growth could not keep up with;
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• another reason for capital strike is SA’s sustained overproduction 

problem in existing (highly-monopolised) industry, as manufac-

turing capacity utilisation fell substantially from the 1970s to the 

early 2000s;

• corporate profi ts avoided reinvestment in plant, equipment and 

factories, and instead sought returns from speculative real estate 

and the Johannesburg Stock Exchange: there was a 50 per cent 

increase in share prices during the fi rst half of the 2000s, and the 

property boom which began in 1999 had by 2004 sent house prices 

up by 200 per cent (in comparison to just 60 per cent in the US 

market prior to the burst bubble, according to the International 

Monetary Fund). 

With this sort of neoliberal preparation, it is no surprise that in the sec-

ond week of October 2008, South Africa’s stock market crashed 10 per 

cent (on the worst day, shares worth us$ 35 billion went up in smoke) and 

the currency declined by 9 per cent, while the second week witnessed a 

further 10 per cent crash. The speculative real estate market had already 

begun a decline that might yet reach those of other hard-hit property 

sectors like the US, Denmark and Ireland, because South Africa’s early 

2000s housing price rise far outstripped even these casino markets (200 

per cent from 1997-2004, compared to 60 per cent in the US). 

Even the apparent death of South Africa’s neoliberal project in Sep-

tember 2008, personifi ed by former president Thabo Mbeki, whose 
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pro-corporate managerialism was one reason for an unceremonious 

removal from power, is misleading. The ‘populist’ ruling party leader 

Jacob Zuma appears intent on not only retaining Manuel as long as 

possible but preparing a collision course with his primary internal 

support base, trade unionists and communists, in the run-up to the 

March 2009 general election. As Zuma put it to the American Cham-

ber of Commerce in November 2008, ‘We are proud of the fi scal 

discipline, sound macroeconomic management and general manner 

in which the economy has been managed. That calls for continuity’ 

(Chilwane 2008).

What this means in South African and similar sites is that the 2000s 

economic expansion (in SA’s case around 5 per cent through most 

of the decade until 2008) was untenable, as growth was based upon 

unsustainable economic practices associated with a last-gasp neolib-

eral speculative and credit-based consumption spree. Given the dura-

ble power of neoliberal economic managers, extreme austerity – not 

postneoliberalism – looms.

Obama’s neoliberals

Regrettably, this appears the case in the site of greatest hope, or at mini-

mum relief – the US. Unfortunately, another false solution to the world 

economic crisis arose in November 2008, with Obama’s election as US 

president. Although he announced a stimulus package aimed at creating 

2.5 million jobs through public works by January 2011, Obama’s team 

of economic policy managers is decidedly neoliberal and has the ori-

entation and capacity to undermine postneoliberal state intervention. 

A central fi gure in the current crisis is the deregulatory yet pro-bailout 

fi nancial manager, Tim Geithner, chosen as Treasury secretary. Head of 

the Council of Economic Advisors is neoliberal University of Chi-

cago professor Austan Goolsbee. Similarly, Lawrence Summers was not 

only the main force in Washington responsible for the most disastrous 

recent fi nancial deregulation, in 2000 as Bill Clinton’s Treasury secre-

tary, he was also the central fi gure in the prior world fi nancial crisis, in 

1997-99, when he pushed Asia to open its doors to foreign fi nanciers 

in exchange for bailout loans. And the prior economic crisis featured 

Paul Volcker. Judging by their record and ideology, these three leading 

economic advisors will do yet more intense damage to the rest of the 

world, and they will do so with far greater power – thanks to unde-

served credibility associated with Obama’s election – than did Bush’s 

fi nancial managers.

Head of the Council of 
Obama's Economic Advisors 
is neoliberal University of 
Chicago professor Austan 
Goolsbee.
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New York Federal Reserve Bank president Geithner served under 

Henry Kissinger in his consultancy fi rm during the mid-1980s, joined 

the Reagan-Bush administration in 1988, and then worked for Sum-

mers and Robert Rubin in the Clinton Treasury Department during 

the 1990s. As New York Fed president, he was implicated in both 

deregulation and the fi rst round of ineff ectual Wall Street bailouts in 

2008, in which he failed to foresee the devastating impact of the Leh-

man Brothers investment bank’s failure on world fi nance. 

Issuing from the comfort of University of Chicago Business School, 

Goolsbee’s (2007) advocacy of increased subprime mortgage lending 

in the New York Times just a few weeks before the real estate crisis 

burst upon the world economy, in 2007, appeared entirely ideologi-

cal: ‘[S]omeone with a low income now but who stands to earn much 

more in the future would, in a perfect market, be able to borrow from 

a bank to buy a house… the mortgage market has become more per-

fect, not more irresponsible.’ 

Summers, too, was incompetent in his consistent advocacy of fi nan-

cial deregulation, though he is best known in US political circles for 

the sexism controversy that cost him the presidency of Harvard Uni-

versity in 2006 (following huge confl icts with his leading African-

American scholars). During the late 1990s he took advantage of Asia’s 

economic woes to force further dogmatic liberalisation along with 

bailouts of US creditors that ran into the hundreds of billions of dol-

lars, starting with Mexico in 1995. A few years earlier Summers (1991) 

gained infamy as an advocate of African genocide and environmental 

racism, thanks to a confi dential World Bank memo he signed when 

he was the institution’s senior vice-president and chief economist: 

I think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste 

in the lowest-wage country is impeccable and we should face up 

to that… I’ve always thought that underpopulated countries in 

Africa are vastly underpolluted, their air quality is vastly ineffi  -

ciently low…

After all, Summers continued, inhabitants of low-income countries 

typically die before the age at which they would begin suff ering pros-

tate cancer associated with toxic dumping. And in any event, using 

marginal productivity of labour as a measure, low-income Africans 

are not worth very much anyhow. Nor are African’s aesthetic concerns 

with air pollution likely to be as substantive as they are for wealthy 

Northerners. Such arguments were said by Summers to be made in 

an ‘ironic’ way. Yet their internal logic was pursued with a vengeance 



202    development dialogue january 2009  |  postneoliberalism – a beginning debate

by the World Bank and IMF long after Summers moved over to the 

Clinton Treasury Department, where in 1999 he insisted that Joseph 

Stiglitz be fi red by Bank president James Wolfensohn for speaking out 

consistently against the impeccable economic logic of the Washington 

Consensus.

One of Obama’s other leading advisors has done more damage to Af-

rica, its economies and its people than anyone in recent history. Vol-

cker is an 82 year old banker. Even the International Monetary Fund’s 

offi  cial history (2001) cannot avoid using the famous phrase most as-

sociated with the Fed chair’s name:

The origins of the debt crisis of the 1980s may be traced back to 

and through the lurching eff orts of the world’s governments to cope 

with the economic instabilities of the 1970s…[including the] mon-

etary contraction in the United States (the ‘Volcker Shock’) that 

brought a sharp rise in world interest rates and a sustained apprecia-

tion of the dollar.

Volcker’s decision to raise rates so high to rid the US economy of in-

fl ation and strengthen the fast-falling dollar had special signifi cance 

in Africa. The numbers involved were daunting for a typical African 

country. According to University of California economic geographer 

Gillian Hart (2004), ‘Medium and long-term public debt [of low-

income countries] shot up from us$ 75.1 billion in 1970 to us$ 634.4 

billion in 1983. It was the so-called Volcker Shock…that ushered in 

the debt crisis, the neoliberal counterrevolution, and vastly changed 

roles of the World Bank and IMF in Latin America, Africa, and parts 

of Asia.’ Another leading political economist, Elmar Altvater (this 

volume) of Berlin’s Free University, recalls how the world ‘slid into 

the debt crisis of the 1980s after the US Federal Reserve tripled inter-

est rates (the so-called “Volcker Shock”. . .) leading to what later has 

been described as the “lost decade” for the developing world’.

Meanwhile, the Bank’s sister institution, the International Monetary 

Fund, was described by Tanzanian president Julius Nyerere as ‘a neo-

colonial institution which exploits the poor to make them poorer 

and serves the rich to become richer’ (cited in Bond 1998). Volcker 

had, ironically, played a central role in the destruction of the Bretton 

Woods system’s dollar-gold convertibility arrangement, eff ectively a 

us$ 80 billion default on holders of dollars abroad, when in 1971 he 

served Richard Nixon as under-secretary of the Treasury (deputy fi -

nance minister). Eight years later, even though then-president Jimmy 

Carter did not know him, he was chosen to chair the Federal Re-
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serve, which sets US (and by extension world) interest rates, and now 

Volcker is back again at Obama’s side.

Geithner, Summers, Volcker and similar capitalist economists whis-

pered for a resurgent US based on national self-interest, including a 

restored fi nancial system again capable of colonising world markets. 

A renewed commitment to multilateral institutions would be crucial 

for this gambit. Going into 2009, these men and the institutions they 

have managed need Obama to relegitimate shock-doctrinaire neolib-

eralism – and in turn, they need Obama’s Africa advisors (like Wit-

ney Schneidman) to promote military imperialism in the form of the 

Africa Command. Obama himself has explained that his ‘fundamen-

tal objective’ for the continent is ‘to accelerate Africa’s integration 

into the global economy’ – no matter the vast damage that has been 

done in history and in recent years (Rodney 1972, Bond 2006). In 

sum, we can only expect more neoliberalism. What about the pros-

pects from below?

A realistic postneoliberal project

If, as argued above, neoliberalism may have another breath of life, 

with mouth-to-mouth resuscitation applied from above by Barack 

Obama or the International Monetary Fund, much stronger pressure 

is needed from below to resist. Some forms have been well tested in 

social struggle, including three ‘pilot projects’ in genuine postneolib-

eralism: defending against fi nancial degradation; restoring national 

power without the distraction of global governance; and re-establish-

ing anti-imperialism so as to take advantage of unprecedented United 

States weakness. I focus here on some dimensions.

First, facing myriad forms of fi nancial crisis, we might consider quite 

recent examples of community and citizens’ groups generating impres-

sive defence against fi nancial degradation. Consider two micro examples 

- the 1990s housing ‘bonds boycotts’ in South Africa’s black town-

ships and Mexico’s mid-1990s ‘El Barzon’ (the yoke) movement against 

banks – as well as a stronger form of IMF riot than is normal: the Ar-

gentine revolt against malgovernance and international debt/banking 

control in 2001-02 that led to a debt default of us$ 140 billion.

South Africa’s bond boycotts began in the wake of the 200,000 mort-

gages granted in townships during the late 1980s. The long 1989-93 

recession left 500,000 freshly unemployed workers and their fami-

lies unable to pay for housing. This in turn helped generate a col-

lective refusal to repay housing bonds until certain conditions were 
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met. The tactic moved from the site of the Uitenhage Volkswagen 

auto strike in the Eastern Cape to the Johannesburg area in 1990, as a 

consequence of two factors: shoddy housing construction (for which 

the homebuyers had no other means of recourse than boycotting the 

housing bond) and the rise in interest rates from 12.5 per cent (-6 per 

cent in real terms) in 1988 to 21 per cent (+7 per cent in real terms) in 

late 1989, which in most cases doubled monthly bond repayments. 

As a result of the resistance, township housing foreclosures which 

could not be consummated due to refusal of the defaulting borrowers 

(supported by the community) to vacate their houses, and the leading 

fi nancier’s us$ 700 million black housing bond exposure in Septem-

ber 1992 was the reason that its holding company (Nedcor) lost 20 

per cent of its Johannesburg Stock Exchange share value (in excess of 

us$ 150 million lost) in a single week, following a threat of a national 

bond boycott from the national civic organisation. Locally, if a bank 

did bring in a sheriff  to foreclose and evict defaulters, it was not un-

common for a street committee of activists to burn the house down 

before the new owners completed the purchase and moved in. Such 

power, in turn, allowed both the national and local civic associations 

to negotiate concessions from the banks.

Similarly, a much larger movement – probably 1 million formal mem-

bers at its peak – joined ‘El Barzon’ in 1995-96. Mexican presidents 

Carlos Salina and Ernesto Zedillo maintained neoliberal economic 

policies which led to a crash in December 1994. By mid-1995, not 

long after Zedillo’s inauguration, 2 millionworkers had lost the ir jobs 

and much of Mexico’s middle class sank directly into poverty. The 

currency fell by 65 per cent, the stock market crashed, and interest 

rates soared from 14 per cent to more than 100 per cent. As 200,000 

small businesses were declared bankrupt, a million Mexicans joined a 

bond boycott of consumer, farmer and petty-bourgeois debtors who 

collectively refused to honour loans that had become unrepayable. 

Their slogan was ‘I don’t deny I owe – but I’ll pay what is just!’ In 

many cases, the El Barzon strategy and solidarity foiled foreclosure 

proceedings, and generated major concessions from the creditors.

In Argentina, protests in 2001-02 by piqueteros against the govern-

ment’s year-long freeze of bank accounts initially took the form of 

the cacerolazo (banging of pots and pans in the cities’ main squares) 

and then massive street demonstrations. During December 2001, one 

of the four presidents who lost their job due to the intensity of dem-

onstrations, Rodríguez Saá, defaulted on us$ 132 billion in foreign 

debts. Although disputes remain about whether the subsequent gov-

‘I don’t deny I owe 
– but I’ll pay what is just!’ 
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ernment of Nestor Kirchner could have done more to press home the 

advantage ( Jubilee South’s Argentina chapter remains furious about 

payment of illegitimate debt), in 2003, Kirchner at least showed Ar-

gentina’s capacity to operate in the world economy even after spurn-

ing Washington. According to a surprised Economist (2003) magazine, 

‘After missing a $2.9 billion payment to the International Monetary 

Fund on September 9th, it distinguished itself with the single largest 

non-payment of a loan in the Fund’s history. The next day, it clinched 

a deal that may be the speediest and kindest the IMF has ever agreed 

to.’ Private creditors were forced to take a 70 per cent ‘haircut’ on 

Argentine bonds.

The same approach to unrepayable debt – national default – was advocat-

ed by then-leading UN economic adviser Jeff rey Sachs. He told heads 

of state at a July 2004 African Union meeting in Addis Ababa, ‘Afri-

can countries should refuse to repay their foreign debts’ and instead 

use the funds to invest in health and education. (At the time, the IMF 

was controversially prohibiting expenditure of health funds donated to 

Africa, especially for HIV/AIDS mitigation, on grounds that civil service 

pay would rise to above 7 per cent of GDP.)

Also in 2004, a Cape Town meeting of Jubilee Africa members from 

Angola, Cameroon, Cote d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of Con-

go, Kenya, Mozambique, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia, Tanzania 

and Zimbabwe, and partners from Brazil, Argentina and the Philippines 

working on a comprehensive Illegitimate Debt Audit demanded that 

their national governments pursue this postneoliberal agenda:

• full unconditional cancellation of Africa’s total debt;

• reparations for damage caused by debt devastation;

• immediate halt to the Highly Indebted Poor Country initiative 

and Poverty Reducation Strategy Papers and the disguised struc-

tural adjustment programme through the New Partnership for Af-

rica’s Development and any other agreements that do not address 

the fundamental interests of the impoverished majority and the 

building of a sustainable and sovereign Africa; and 

• a comprehensive audit to determine the full extent and real nature 

of Africa’s illegitimate debt, the total payments made to date and 

the amount owed to Africa.

Such national-scale challenges to global fi nancial power are the only ways 

forward, given the adverse global-scale power relations. From a national 

power base, several other fi nancial sector reforms can be pursued: imposition 
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of exchange controls (such as were applied by Malaysia in 1998 and Venezuela in 

2003), bank nationalisation (as many Northern countries are doing by way of 

bailouts), and fi scal stimulation (as national states are generally being en-

couraged to do at present, in order to avoid global depression).

The contemporary form of this approach takes shape in the deglobalisa-

tion and decommodifi cation strategies for basic needs goods, as exempli-

fi ed in South Africa by the national Treatment Action Campaign and 

Johannesburg Anti-Privatisation Forum which have won, respective-

ly, antiretroviral medicines needed to fi ght AIDS and publicly-pro-

vided water (Bond 2006). The drugs are now made locally in Africa 

– in Johannesburg, Kampala, Harare, and so on – and on a generic not 

a branded basis, and generally provided free of charge, a great advance 

upon the us$ 15,000/patient/year cost of branded AIDS medicines a 

decade earlier (in South Africa, half a million people receive them). 

The water in Johannesburg is now produced and distributed by pub-

lic agencies (Suez was sent back to Paris after its controversial 2001-06 

protest-ridden management of municipal water); and in April 2008 a 

major constitutional lawsuit in the High Court resulted in a doubling 

of free water to 50 litres per person per day and the prohibition of pre-

payment water meters (Bond and Dugard 2008).

Similarly, a deglobalised, decommodifi ed alternative is needed to 

oft-feted micro-credit schemes fi nanced by international fi nanciers 

and foundations at the expense of local impoverished women who 

are expected to pay exorbitant interest rates. For anyone believing 

that micro-credit is a postneoliberal project, consider the extrem-

ist viewpoint of Grameen Bank’s Muhammad Yunus (1998, 214): ‘I 

believe that “government,” as we know it today, should pull out of 

most things except for law enforcement and justice, national defense 

and foreign policy, and let the private sector, a “Grameenised private 

sector,” a social-consciousness-driven private sector, take over their 

other functions’ (see Bond 2007c for a full critique).

In contrast, the Venezuelan government of Hugo Chavez has begun 

providing large grants to 3,500 ‘communal banks’ (Pearson 2008):

Communal banks are social organisations that administer the fi -

nancial and non-fi nancial resources of the communal councils, the 

organising mechanism of communities. Through the communal 

banks, organised communities can fi nance social projects, assist 

members in cases of emergency, and make social investments. In 

the 2009 budget, Chavez explained, us$ 1.6 billion has been as-

signed to the communal banks. Chavez noted the irony that while 
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large, small and medium sized banks are collapsing around the 

world as a result of the fi nancial crisis, Venezuela is ‘giving birth 

to thousands of banks that are banks of the people, the communal 

banks, the banks for popular power…and [this] popular power is 

vital for the future of the revolution…so this…can’t fail.’… Chavez 

is also encouraging the communal councils and the national gov-

ernment bodies to create networks of social distribution of the 

products that are made in the socialist companies and collectives. 

The idea of such a network would be to counteract the capitalist 

networks of production, which have been generating speculation 

in the price of products. 

Without a leadership fi gure of Chavez’s capacity, the crucial ingre-

dient for Africa is heightened pressure from below. This means the 

strengthening, coordination and increased militancy of two kinds of 

civil society: those forces devoted to the debt relief cause, which have 

often come from what might be termed an excessively polite, civi-

lised society based in internationally-linked NGOs which rarely if 

ever used ‘tree-shaking’ in order to do ‘ jam-making’; and those forces 

which react via short-term ‘IMF riots’ against the system, in a manner 

best understood as uncivilised society. The IMF riots that shook Af-

rican countries during the 1980s and 1990s often, unfortunately, rose 

up in fury and even shook loose some governments’ hold on power. 

When these, however, contributed to the fall of Kenneth Kaunda in 

Zambia (one of many examples), the man who replaced him as presi-

dent in 1991, former trade unionist Frederick Chiluba, imposed even 

more decisive IMF policies. Most anti-IMF protest simply could not 

be sustained (Seddon 2002). 

In contrast, the former organisations are increasingly networked, es-

pecially in the wake of 2005 activities associated with the Global Call 

to Action Against Poverty (GCAP), which generated (failed) strate-

gies to support the Millennium Developmental Goals partly through 

white-headband consciousness-raising, through appealing to national 

African elites and through joining a naïve appeal to the G8 Glenea-

gles meeting (Bond 2006). Since then, networks have tightened and 

become more substantive through two Nairobi events: the January 

2007 World Social Forum and August 2008 launch of Jubilee South’s 

Africa network. Moreover, Jubilee Africa also added ecological debt 

to its agenda, insisting that the free environmental space that African 

rainforests provide the North for acting as a carbon sink be compen-

sated in future fi nancial and aid negotiations. Such calculations, as 

done for example by Joan Martinez-Alier (2002), would show that the 

North owes the South, not the other way around.

Without a leadership fi gure 
of Chavez’s capacity, the 
crucial ingredient for Africa 
is heightened pressure 
from below. This means the 
strengthening, coordination 
and increased militancy of civil 
society.
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Regrettably, a necessary prerequisite to make all the above strategies 

more feasible is the re-delegitimisation of US power. Most obviously, a 

world addicted to the US dollar as the reserve currency will be at the 

mercy of the US state, as one example. The insane mutually-assured 

destructive system of US Treasury Bill purchases by East Asian inves-

tors – so as to ensure a market for their consumer goods – began run-

ning into the contradiction of huge declines in Chinese, Japanese, Tai-

wanese and Korean dollar reserves wealth, as the US currency fell sub-

stantially in recent years. A multi-currency exchange system is inevi-

table, and to the extent it is conjoined with national exchange controls 

and hence less extreme volatility in fi nancial trading, will be advanta-

geous for economic development, compared to the current currency 

anarchy. Ideally something like Keynes’ International Currency Union 

– which would penalise balance of trade surpluses – would be ideal, but 

given the neoliberal and neoconservative forces in multilateral institu-

tions, is probably out of the question in our lifetimes. 

The big problem remains the US state, because to counteract US eco-

nomic and cultural decline, two strategies are now in play: political 

revitalisation via Barack Obama’s carefully-crafted image as a non-

imperialist politician with roots in African-American, Kenyan and 

even Indonesian traditions; and the activism anticipated through his 

secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, a strong supporter of the US war 

against Iraq. Obama may not run as extreme a militarist regime as 

Bush/Cheney did or as McCain/Palin would have done. Yet as Jere-

my Scahill points out, there is an awful precedent from Washington’s 

imperialist habits during Bill Clinton’s administration: 

The prospect of Obama’s foreign policy being, at least in part, 

an extension of the Clinton Doctrine is real. Even more disturb-

ing, several of the individuals at the center of Obama’s transition 

and emerging foreign policy teams were top players in creating 

and implementing foreign policies that would pave the way for 

projects eventually carried out under the Bush/Cheney adminis-

tration. With their assistance, Obama has already charted out sev-

eral hawkish stances. Among them: 

• his plan to escalate the war in Afghanistan; 

• an Iraq plan that could turn into a downsized and rebranded oc-

cupation that keeps US forces in Iraq for the foreseeable future; 

• his labelling of Iran’s Revolutionary Guard as a ‘terrorist or-

ganisation’; 

• his pledge to use unilateral force inside of Pakistan to defend 

US interests; 
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• his position, presented before the American Israel Public Af-

fairs Committee that Jerusalem ‘must remain undivided’ - a 

remark that infuriated Palestinian offi  cials and which he later 

attempted to reframe; 

• his plan to continue the War on Drugs, a backdoor US coun-

terinsurgency campaign in Central and Latin America; 

• his refusal to ‘rule out’ using Blackwater and other armed pri-

vate forces in US war zones, despite previously introducing 

legislation to regulate these companies and bring them under 

US law (Scahill 2008).

In addition to Hillary Clinton and the reappointment of Bush’s defense 

secretary Robert Gates, Scahill (2008) warns of the following imperi-

alist infl uences: vice president Joe Biden, chief of staff  Rahm Emanuel, 

former secretaries of state Madeleine Albright and Warren Christo-

pher, former defense secretary William Perry, former UN ambassador 

Richard Holbrooke, and other key Clinton-era fi gures (Dennis Ross, 

Martin Indyk, Anthony Lake, Lee Hamilton, Susan Rice, John Bren-

nan, Jami Miscik, John Kerry, Bill Richardson, Ivo H. Daalder, Sarah 

Sewall, Michele Flournoy, Wendy Sherman, Tom Donilon, Denis Mc-

Donough and Mark Lippert). As Scahill concludes, 

Barack Obama campaigned on a pledge to bring change to Wash-

ington. ‘I don’t want to just end the war,’ he said early this year. 

‘I want to end the mindset that got us into war.’ That is going to 

be very diffi  cult if Obama employs a foreign policy team that was 

central to creating that mindset, before and during the presidency 

of George W. Bush. 

What is most crucial, then, for a realistic postneoliberal project, is on-

going delegitimisation of the US in its political and military modes. 

One danger zone is Africa, where the Bush/Cheney/Gates geopoliti-

cal and military machinery ground to a halt in the form of the Africa 

Command. No state aside from Liberia would entertain the idea of 

hosting the headquarters (which remained in Stuttgard), notwith-

standing an endorsement of Africom from even Obama’s main Africa 

advisor, Witney Schneidman.

More importantly, even if Obama restores a degree of US credibility 

at the level of international politics, US military decline will contin-

ue to be hastened by failed Pentagon strategies against urban Islamist 

guerilla movements in Baghdad, rural Islamist fi ghters in Afghani-

stan and Pakistan, and the belligerent nuclear-toting state of North 

Korea. None of these forces represent social progress, of course, but 

‘I don’t want to just end the 
war,’ Obama said early this 
year. ‘I want to end the mindset 
that got us into war.’ That is 
going to be very diffi  cult if 
Obama employs a foreign 
policy team that was central to 
creating that mindset, before 
and during the presidency of 
George W. Bush.
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they probably are responsible for such despondency in Washington 

that other targets of US imperial hostility, such as the governments 

of Cuba, Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador, remain safe from blatant 

overthrow in the near term. 

In turn, those four Latin American countries have the best oppor-

tunity in the world, today, to build postneoliberal economic, social 

and environmental projects. The latter eco-socialist project is vitally 

important, because to counter the objectionable idea of ‘petro-so-

cialism’, as practiced in Venezuela, there are some inspiring exam-

ples in Cuba’s post-carbon innovations, in Bolivia’s indigenous peo-

ple’s power and in Ecuador’s offi  cial commitment – no matter how it 

wavers in practice – to a ‘keep the oil in the soil’ policy in the Yasuni 

National Park. The social and economic advances in postneoliberal 

Venezuela are important, as are Keynesian strategies being imple-

mented in China (the world’s most expansive public works projects – 

with ecological disasters ) and Argentina, as key examples. 

From South Africa, our window on this new world shows quite clear 

dangers of both Pretoria government offi  cials and NGOs (for exam-

ple, Civicus, headquartered in Johannesburg) being coopted into re-

newed neoliberal (and even neoconservative) US imperial projects, 

especially if Obama draws upon his African roots for socio-political 

power. Antidotes remain, of course, and are expressed through anti-

imperialist sentiments emerging in both the centre-left political ac-

tors (the trade unions and SA Communist Party) and the independent 

left social movements (especially those acting in solidarity with Zim-

babweans, Swazis, Palestinians and Burmese).

But the most powerful South African example is not the negation of 

neoliberalism and imperialism, but rather the grassroots activist ini-

tiatives – such as acquiring generic AIDS medicines and free pub-

lic water supplies – against the forces of micro-commodifi cation and 

macro-neoliberalism. These are indeed the most useful signals that 

another world – realistically postneoliberal – is not only possible, but 

is being constructed even now.
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