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easier.’21 They fi nd no diffi  culty with the principles of SE, but also 

see the importance of participatory democratic action as a surer guar-

antee of immunity. They are also far more interested in questions of 

redistribution and equity.

Nor are they fooled by the paradoxes in SE. ‘The problem is that the 

government seems to prescribe SE for communities, while at the na-

tional level, they continue to negotiate for free trade and propose new 

mega projects. It is hypocritical.’22

For the SE philosophy to support community-based alternatives that 

are broadly in line with its principles and objectives, certain things 

must happen. 

First, more recognition must be given to the need for cooperative, 

collective, democratically-decided action and the political space re-

quired for this to happen. A Community Forest Bill was submitted to 

parliament via a constitutional mechanism that allows citizen initia-

tives. It was rejected in favour of a competing version from the bu-

reaucracy that eff ectively removes communities’ rights to manage the 

local environment.

21 Interview with Wichitra Chusakul, Deputy Manager, NET Foundation, Surin,
 9 October 2008.

22 Interview with Bamrung Kayota, Chair of a Tambon (subdistrict) administrative 
organisation, Kalasin, and farmer-activist, 9 October 2008.

The ability to decide whether 
one’s consumption is 
moderate depends on having 
suffi  cient means to choose. 
The middle path between not 
too little and not too much is 
not open to those who have 
less than enough.
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Government resources, currently directed overwhelmingly to the 

private sector, must be diverted to support community-based SE al-

ternatives. The government also has the responsibility to see that nat-

ural resources of land, water, seeds and local wisdom are protected 

from degradation, commodifi cation and privatisation.

The bureaucracy must be made to realise that SE is not a philosophy 

that can be imposed by diktat as previous development policies in 

Thailand have been forced onto communities. ‘Some communities 

have implemented [SE], some only put up signs,’ notes Bamrung.23 

The danger is that the essence of SE will become so diluted as to be 

meaningless.

And fi nally, since SE as genuinely practised at the community level 

represents an important contribution to reducing consumption and 

harm to the natural environment, it is imperative that community-

based models are scaled up so that they have a genuine impact at the 

level of private businesses and government policy.

The Suffi  ciency Economy came to prominence after the 1997 crisis of 

the Thai economy.  If the crisis was the result of neoliberal policies, 

does SE therefore represent a postneoliberal alternative?

It should be recognised that the Thai economy before the crisis did 

not altogether conform to the classic neoliberal pattern.  At the macro 

level, it is true, liberalisation of markets, especially of the capital mar-

ket in 1992, was very much work in progress.  However Thailand had 

never been required to undergo a structural adjustment process and 

many areas of the economy (such as electricity generation and dis-

tribution, public water supplies, and the postal service) had not been 

privatised as had occurred in other countries, and remained under 

government control.

Also, government intervention was much more visible at the micro 

level, especially in the rural economy, with centrally-driven policies 

imposed, with greater or lesser success, by a large and intrusive bu-

reaucracy.  The freedom of economic action for all players in classic 

neoliberalism was therefore circumscribed. 

Since the Suffi  ciency Economy became the accepted discourse, the 

concept has been co-opted at two levels.  

23 Ibid.
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We have seen that at the national and corporate level, SE has degener-

ated into little more than pietistic declarations of royalist obedience, 

while business carries on more or less as usual.  Since SE at this level 

does not in fact represent an alternative to the status quo ante, it can 

hardly be described as postneoliberal.  

SE has also been co-opted at the community level, where genuine 

economic alternatives, many pre-dating the offi  cial launch of SE, and 

often incorporating ideals that are missing from the SE ideology, are 

now routinely couched in the SE discourse.  It is quite usual for these 

community initiatives to have been conceived, and to see themselves, 

as a reaction to the mainstream rural economy.  However this main-

stream economy was not analysed as ‘neoliberalism’, but simply as 

‘capitalism’ and ‘development’.

Importantly, these community-based alternatives, often inspired by 

the teachings of Buddhism, rejected the importance of greed (or en-

lightened self-interest) as the motivational mainspring of capitalism; 

and at the same time communities demanded, or simply wrested, 

democratic decision-making power, which was absent from the gov-

ernment-directed development process.  The label of ‘postneoliberal’, 

while containing an element of truth, would in this case also be mis-

leading.

So does the Suffi  ciency Economy represent a postneoliberal alterna-

tive?  Well, only partly, and then not really.





Struggles against Wal-Martisation 

and neoliberal competitiveness 

in (southern) China – Towards 

postneoliberalism as an alternative?

Ngai-Ling Sum

The rise of neoliberalism has prompted adaptations, resistance and a 

search for alternatives. This article concentrates on the case of (south-

ern) China, especially the close relation between local states and glo-

bal capital and its implications for a socialist and/or postneoliberal fu-

ture. The fi rst section briefl y sketches the rise of glocal (global-local) 

‘competitiveness’ discourses and practices related to neoliberalism and 

its justifi cation in terms of the metaphor of ‘clusters’. The second sec-

tion focuses on Hong Kong/Pearl River Delta and illustrates how 

this body of competitiveness knowledge is being recontextualised in 

terms of the discourses and practices of ‘cluster-building’, ‘foreign 

direct investment’, and ‘global sourcing’ from ‘China as a global fac-

tory’. Together these discourses and practices contribute towards the 

disciplining of time and space of the region as an ‘economic power-

house’. Global giant supply/retail chains such as Wal-Mart source from 

the region, thereby assisting their practice of selling at ‘Always Low 

Prices’ around the world. The third section explores how the trend 

towards ‘Wal-Martisation’ has prompted diverse anti-neoliberal chal-

lenges from transnational and trans-local anti-globalisation groups. 

They criticise this kind of price-value competitiveness especially in 

terms of its impact upon land use, labour problems, gender inequali-

ties and local communities. This article discusses the case of a Hong 

Kong-based NGO called Students and Academics Against Corporate 

Misbehaviour (SACOM) and its eff orts to challenge labour issues in 

the region. This kind of bottom-up approach is complicated by a top-

down approach from the Chinese central government to ‘persuade’ 

Wal-Mart to form unions, especially in face of a fall in union mem-

bership and general social unrest. The fourth section discusses the so-

cial unrest and a related policy turn towards a social agenda under the 

Hu/Wen leadership. This partly coincided with the 2008 neoliberal 

fi nancial crisis that renders the discussions on the future of social-

ism more relevant, if not more urgent, amongst ‘new left’ intellectu-

als. These discussions in China also resonate elsewhere. For example, 

in certain circles of the transnational left, Chavez’s project in Latin 
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America is narrated as ‘21st century socialism’ (or postneoliberalism). 

Does the development of Chavez’s project in Venezuela and of similar 

ones in Bolivia and Ecuador shed light on the search for a potentially 

counter-hegemonic alternative to neoliberalism? Drawing on Jessop 

and Gramsci, this section ends with two cautionary notes. 

The rise of glocal neoliberal competitiveness

One prominent discourse related to the rise of neoliberalism con-

cerns the glocal cultures of ‘competitiveness’. In the main, this body 

of knowledge is constructed and coordinated by academic gurus/en-

trepreneurs, consultancy fi rms, policy thinktanks, and international/

regional organisations (for example, Harvard Business School, Moni-

tor Group, the Competitiveness Institute, World Economic Forum, 

the United Nations Industrial Development Organization – UNIDO 

– and Asian Development Bank). An exemplary case is Michael Por-

ter, a Harvard Business School professor and consultant with a back-

ground in competitiveness analysis of fi rms, industries, nations and 

regions (1980, 1985 and 1990). His work won early attention in the 

policy fi eld; he was, for example, a member of Reagan’s fi rst Com-

mission on Industrial Competitiveness. He constructed the ‘diamond 

model’ based on four factors: demand conditions, factor conditions, 

fi rm strategy, structure and rivalry, and related and supporting indus-

tries, whose interaction is also shaped by the nature of ‘government’ 

and its interventions as well as by ‘chance’ factors. Porter added that 

these micro-foundations would be strongest when they formed ’clus-

ters’, a metaphor that denotes ‘a geographic concentration of compet-

ing and cooperating companies, suppliers, service providers, and as-

sociated institutions’ (Porter 1990).1 

Porter’s model has been criticised and debated2 but remains popular 

and is sold in the form of re-engineering solutions by related Har-

vard institutions (for example, the Institute for Competitiveness and 

Institute for Competitiveness and Strategy) and associated strategy 

fi rms (such as the Monitor Group and ontheFRONTIER Group.). 

Through its joint claims to expertise and eff orts, Porter’s cluster-

based competitiveness concept was applied to diff erent countries (e.g. 

Canada, Denmark, New Zealand, Portugal, Sweden, and Switzer-

land) and regions (e.g. Atlanta, Central European Region-Vienna, 

and Hong Kong/PRD). Several strategy fi rms (e.g. ontheFRON-

1 Clusters are made visible via the technique of ‘cluster charts’ which identify local 
industries based on export statistics and use the diamond model to test selected cases 
to establish a pool of unique clusters.

2 For a summary of this debate, see Martin and Sunley (2003).
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TIER Group) have adapted this model to emerging markets (e.g. 

Mexico and Rwanda). The discourse of competitiveness has also been 

adopted/adapted/recontextualised on diff erent scales by international 

organisations (e.g. World Economic Forum and UNIDO), regional 

banks (e.g. Asian Development Bank), national agencies (e.g. United 

States Agency for International Development) and city governments 

and organisations (see Table 1). 

Scales
Examples of institutions 
Involved

Examples of competitiveness 
discourses/instruments

International

World Economic Forum
Global • 
Competitiveness Index

The Competitiveness Institute

The Cluster Initiative • 
Database
The Cluster Initiative • 
Greenbook 2003

United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization 
(UNIDO)

Clusters and Networks • 
Development 
Programme 2005

Regional

Asian Development Bank

Asian Development • 
Outlook 2003: III 
Competitiveness in 
Developing Countries

African Union
Pan African • 
Competitiveness 
Forum 2008

Inter-American Development 
Bank

Competitiveness of • 
Small Enterprises: 
Cluster and Local 
Development 2007

Local/City
Numerous (inter-)city 
competitiveness projects and 
plans

OECD’s International • 
Conference on City 
Competitiveness 2005
The Hong Kong • 
Advantage 1997
Blue Book of City • 
Competitiveness in 
China 2008

(Source: Author’s own compilation)

Table 1 
Some examples of institutions 
and discourses related to 
‘competitiveness’ across 
diff erent scales
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From a power-political perspective, Foucault argues that metaphors 

(like ‘cluster’) function as key parts of the various technologies of 

power that constitute and govern human society. Such discursive 

technologies organise a fi eld of power-knowledge that governs ways 

of seeing and representing economic realities and of disciplining eco-

nomic agents. In these terms, Porter’s ‘cluster’ metaphor has become 

part of a technology of power that not only normalises competitive-

ness/development but also shapes and disciplines the organisation of 

space, policies and population. It naturalises ‘clusters’ as drivers and 

pillars for national or regional economic competitiveness and disci-

plines actors to treat these spaces as (potential) clusters in which the 

respective actors interact to optimise performance. It also targets pol-

icies, budgets and training to support cluster initiatives and steers na-

tions and/or regions (and their population) towards building plat-

forms and schemes to assist the formation of clusters (Sum 2009a).

Recontextualing neoliberal competitiveness in the Pearl 

River Delta

This transnational body of knowledge was transferred to Hong Kong/

Pearl River Delta and recontextualised in two stages from the mid-

1990s onwards. Deploying the ‘cluster’ metaphor, local policy mak-

ers (e.g. the then Financial Secretary, Donald Tsang), service-orient-

ed businessmen (e.g. Victor Fung) and thinktanks (e.g. Hong Kong 

Coalition of Service Industries) sponsored Harvard-related academics 

(e.g. Michael Enright) and related consultancy fi rms (e.g. Enright and 

Scott) transferred the model to Hong Kong just before the 1997 tran-

sition from a British colony into a Special Administrative Region of 

China. Their report, The Hong Kong Advantage, emphasised the prob-

lem of manufacturing decline in Hong Kong and narrated it in terms 

of the shift from a ‘manual’/’enclave’ to a ‘knowledge’/‘metropolitan 

economy’ (Enright et al. 1997: 13). Hong Kong was portrayed as a 

‘metropolitan service economy’ which served as ‘packagers and inte-

grators of activities for the global economy, a leading source of for-

eign investment, a centre for overseas fi rms, the capital for the over-

seas fi rms, and driver of the Mainland economy’ (Enright et al. 1997: 

80). This enframing highlighted its role as a functional space for ‘for-

eign direct investment’. This space is occupied by fi ve linked clusters 

(i.e. business and fi nancial services, transport and logistics, light man-

ufacturing and trading, property and construction, and tourism) that 

are reinforced by localised laissez-faire practices of ‘government as 

referee’ supported by the ‘hustle and commitment strategies’ of Hong 

Kong’s merchant manufacturers and the societal ethos of ‘hard-work-

ing people’ (see especially 1997: 34-40, 45-6 and 85). 

Hong Kong was portrayed 
as a ‘metropolitan service 
economy’ which served as 
‘packagers and integrators 
of activities for the global 
economy, a leading source 
of foreign investment, a 
centre for overseas fi rms, the 
capital for the overseas fi rms, 
and driver of the Mainland 
economy’.
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This narration of Hong Kong as a global-oriented service site has 

been reinforced and extended since 2000 in a series of studies linked 

to the second report. In anticipation of China’s WTO entry, the Har-

vard imaginary crossed borders via the joint eff orts of service actors 

such as the Hong Kong Chamber of Commerce, the Hong Kong Co-

alition of Service Industries and another non-profi t thinktank chaired 

by Victor Fung (the 2022 Foundation). Together they deployed the 

spatial metaphor of ‘service metropolis’,3 and this was later made more 

concrete by Enright and Scott in their June 2003 report, which intro-

duced the spatial imaginary of ‘Greater Pearl River Delta (PRD)’. It 

envisaged Hong Kong playing its service role and the PRD serving as 

a manufacturing site, thereby enabling the PRD to become a region-

al ‘economic powerhouse’. A government quango called InvestHK 

commissioned Enright and Scott to study the investment potential of 

each subregion in the ‘Greater PRD’. Their results, plus the earlier 

report, appeared as a book sponsored once more by the 2022 Founda-

tion (Enright, Scott and Chang 2005). The strong cooperation reit-

erated the normality of ‘competitiveness’ and the ‘cluster’ metaphor. 

Thus the ‘Greater PRD’ is mapped as a new service-manufacturing 

‘regional powerhouse’ occupied by diverse export-oriented clusters 

(e.g. toys, plastic, kitchen tools, lamps) (see Map 1) off ering opportu-

nities for ‘foreign direct investment’ and ‘global sourcing’ in China. 

This vision is also backed by other organisations (e.g. the Trade De-

velopment Council).

 

3 The 2022 Foundation publication on the PRD is available on 
http://www.2022foundation.com/index.asp?party=reports, last accessed 11 June 2007.

The Hong Kong Advantage 
emphasised the problem 
of manufacturing decline 
in Hong Kong and narrated 
it in terms of the shift from 
a ‘manual’/’enclave’ to a 
‘knowledge’/‘metropolitan 
economy’.
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Huizhou
Laser diodes
Digital electronics
CD-Roms
Telephones
Batteries
Circuit boards
Precision machinery
Plastics
Chemicals

Dongguan
Electronics 
Computers 
Components 
Peripherals 
Garments 
Furniture 
Shoes 
Toys 
Watches 
Clocks 
Cutlery 
Kitchen tools 
Soldering machinery 
Angling equipment 

Shenzhen 
Electronics 
Computer prods 
Telecom prods 
ICs 
Toys
Plastics 
Watches 
Clocks
Oil paintings 
Port services 
Logistics 
Finance 
Printing 
Artifi cial trees 

Panyu 
Sports goods
Textiles
 Garments 
Jewellery
Toys
Electric supply equip 
Shipping containers 

Zhongshan 
Lighting fi xtures 
Lamps
Metal products 
Motorcycles
Casual wear 
Locks
Audio equipment

Jiangmen 
Textiles 
Garments 
Paper 
Batteries

Kaiping 
Water-heating Equipment 
Sanitary ware

Shunde 
Electrical appliances 
Woodworking 
Shipping containers 
Furniture 
Machinery 
Bicycles

Foshan 
Industrial ceramics 
Ceramic artwork 
Needlework 
Textiles 
Children's garments 

Chencun
Flower farming 
Ornamental fi sh 
Turf farming

Guangzhou 
Autos and parts 
Transport equip 
Electrical prods 
Electronics 
Chemicals 
Garments 
Textiles 
Business services 
Software 
Toys

Nanhai 
Textiles 
Aluminium prods 
Motorcycles 
Underwear

Humen 
Garments 
Electronics

Wal-Martisation and related struggles/negotiations

Global giant supply/retail chains, such as Wal-Mart, source from, and 

also retail in, the region. In 1995, Wal-Mart China formed a 65:35 

joint venture with the state-owned Shenzhen International Trusts 

and Investment Company (SZITIC) in China. The latter has strong 

ties to local and central governments, which enables related fi rms to 

secure land deals at favourable prices. Wal-Mart China also set up 

its global procurement centre in Shenzhen and regional headquarter 

in Hong Kong in 2002 and 2007 respectively. Seventy per cent of all 

Map 1: Mapping of production clusters in the Pearl River Delta

Source: "Hong Kong and the Pearl River Delta: the Economic 
Interaction", M. Enright et al., 2003.

Exhibit: Localised Industries in the Pearl River Delta Region
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products sold by Wal-Mart in 2005 were made in China and 80 per 

cent of the 6,000 factories that supply it were Chinese.4 Between 2001 

and 2006, Wal-Mart accounted for approximately 9.6 per cent of to-

tal US imports from China (Scott 2007). These data indicate the im-

portance of Chinese suppliers to Wal-Mart especially in its business 

strategy of ‘Always Low Prices’. The use of a special software pro-

gramme Retail Link (since 1991) facilitates the search for price-value 

competitiveness because it connects its retailing with the global sup-

ply chains to create what the mainstream economic and management 

literature would call a ‘ just-in-time’ supply system linking all stores, 

distribution centres and suppliers, giving fi rms big cost advantages 

(Holmes 2001; Basker 2007). However, such lean practices can also 

be employed coercively (Free 2006: 14-16; 2007: 900) in the everyday 

operations of discount-based mega-retailers. 

Their accounting practices require all suppliers to open their accounts 

to the mega-retailer (called ‘open book accounting). Armed with in-

formation about suppliers’ costs and margins, Wal-Mart managers 

can routinely evaluate changes in each supplier’s costs and margins 

as well as require it to match its lowest price or even cut it. It also in-

troduces a form of coordinated competition among suppliers, for ex-

ample by asking a specifi c supplier to match the lower prices of com-

peting suppliers. This fi rm grip over suppliers-manufacturers and the 

unrelenting push for cost and price-value competitiveness means that 

manufacturers, in turn, must pass on their costs and production inse-

curity (e.g. stopping orders) to their workers. The resulting trend to 

Wal-Martisation modifi es the social relations of production such that 

power shifts from suppliers-manufacturers to giant retailers with the 

former trickling insecurity and poverty down to their fl exible work-

force in pursuing this low-cost disciplinary strategy. 

This change has prompted (trans)national and local concern among 

unions, NGOs and community groups such as AFL-CIO’s Eye on 

WalMart, CorpWatch, Wal-Mart Watch, Wake-Up Wal-Mart, 

Sprawl-Busters, Frontline, Wal-Mart Class Website, and Students 

and Scholars Against Corporate Misbehaviour (SACOM) targeting 

the land use and labour problems of the corporation. More specifi -

cally, SACOM, a Hong Kong-based NGO, adopts strategies to: (a) 

monitor multinational corporations such as Wal-Mart through pub-

4 The fi rst statistics come from PriceWaterHouseCooper, Redefi ning Intellectual 
Property Value: the Case of China, 2005, p. 63, http://www.pwc.com/techforecast/
pdfs/IPR-web_x.pdf, accessed on 6 September 2007; and the second from AFL-
CIO, Paying the Price of Wal-Mart, http://www.afl cio.org/corporatewatch/walmart/
walmart_1.cfm, accessed on 6 September 2007.
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lic campaigns; (b) enhance global-local networking activities among 

workers, NGOs, student groups, trade unions, human rights activ-

ists, lawyers, academics, environmentalists and ethical consumers in 

eff orts to regulate corporate power; and (c) empower the labour force 

as active agents in promoting rights in the workplace. Such local and 

transnational groups have had sporadic successes, especially on case-

specifi c bases, in launching critical reports,5 redressing unfair dis-

missals and setting up workers’ training courses and committees (see 

also Sum 2009b). However, such transnational bottom-up attempts 

face constant struggles over funding, issue drift as NGOs of this kind 

move from one specifi c issue to the next, and the diffi  culties of select-

ing partners with whom to form counter-hegemonic alliances with-

out being co-opted into the neoliberal game. 

In China, this bottom-up strategy has been complicated by a top-

down one pursued by the Chinese government, which still claims to 

operate under the banner of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. 

There are diffi  culties and contradictions faced by the central govern-

ment, the Chinese Communist Party, and the offi  cial union (All-

China Federation of Trade Unions) (ACFTU) concerning how to re-

solve the tensions and contradictions between neoliberalisation, prior 

socialist values and social stability. The spread of ‘Wal-Martisation’ 

and of marketisation more generally has intensifi ed these tensions, 

which include the competitive drive of local states to attract foreign 

direct investment, the close relationship between these states and glo-

bal capital, the existence of sweatshop labour, the rise of labour and 

civil unrest, the expropriation of farmers’ land by local authorities to 

construct factories/shopping malls, increasing unemployment and the 

‘fl oating population’ crowded into city slums, and the pervasiveness 

of environmental degradation. 

One strategy to maintain social stability is for the central government 

and the ACFTU to require large foreign corporations, such as Wal-

Mart, to establish unions. Wal-Mart was the fi rst to be targeted on 14 

5  SACOM published a report entitled Wal-Mart’s Sweatshop Monitoring Fails to Catch 
Violations in 2007 on three toy factories in southern China. It revealed problems 
related to the implementation of corporate social responsibility of Wal-Mart. These 
included factory inspections which were announced in advance and managers 
coaching workers to give the ‘correct answers’ about their working conditions. Workers 
were also encouraged to become ‘voluntary liars’ through a material incentive of RMB 
50 Yuan (approximately US$ 8 at prevailing exchange rate) and were also told the little 
capitalist tale that a factory’s loss of orders would translate directly into workers’ loss 
of future employment opportunities. In addition, factory owners manufactured ‘wage 
documents’ and ‘time cards’ that indicated that workers were suffi  ciently paid in terms 
of base and overtime wages without exceeding the maximum working hours. In reality, 
workers’ monthly wages shrank signifi cantly and overtime was not recorded (2007: 15). 

There are diffi  culties and 
contradictions faced by the 
central government, the 
Chinese Communist Party, 
and the offi  cial union (All-
China Federation of Trade 
Unions) (ACFTU) concerning 
how to resolve the tensions 
and contradictions between 
neoliberalisation, prior 
socialist values and social 
stability.
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March 2006 when President Hu ordered the ACFTU to do a better 

job in establishing trade unions in foreign-invested enterprises. This 

enabled the ACFTU, which had experienced a fall in membership, 

to negotiate with Wal-Mart on setting up branch unions. Despite 

initial resistance, unions were set up in 77 out of 84 stores by July 

2007. Some question whether these localised entities guided by the 

ACFTU actually promote workers’ rights or merely boost its declin-

ing membership (Chan 2007); and to undermine the threats from un-

offi  cial and underground union movements, according to one report, 

six months after their introduction, ‘Wal-Mart union branches have 

done little more than organize social events and run employee clubs’ 

(Ruwitch 2007: 4). 

Towards postneoliberalism as an alternative?

Concurrent with this top-down response to emerging problems, the 

‘new left’ in China criticised marketisation and global engagement, 

especially after China’s entry into the WTO. Some call for less Adam 

Smith and more Friedrich List in terms of building state capacities 

and economic security (He 2000; Wang 2006). In this more criti-

cal climate, the Chinese central government (then led by President 

Hu and Premier Wen) embarked on the political tasks of promoting 

social justice, regaining control over local excesses (e.g. corruption 

and land appropriation by bureaucrats), and ‘building a new socialist 

countryside’ since 2004. The 11th Five-Year Plan (2006-2010) refl ect-

ed these trends by emphasising the building of a ‘harmonious socialist 

society’ with a ‘people-fi rst’ and ‘poverty-reduction’ agenda. These 

policies aimed to tackle social instability coincided with the 2008 glo-

bal fi nancial crisis. Despite an initial view that China would not be 

aff ected, the ‘fi nancial tsunami’ is causing a stock market crash, loss 

of foreign direct investment, declining exports, manufacturing slow-

down, rising unemployment, and so on. 

Despite these problems, China is relatively cushioned by foreign re-

serves of some us$ 1.8 trillion and by the fact that its fi nancial sector 

is not fully open. However, the crisis is hitting its export competi-

tiveness and related clusters fast. It is estimated that one quarter of 

the 70,000 Hong Kong-owned fi rms in the PRD will shut by early 

2009. This has stimulated measures such as tax relief and increased 

government spending as well as discussions on national protection-

ism and whether China should deploy part of its reserves to under-

write American/European debts or use them for social purposes at 

home (e.g. development of health and education, especially in rural 

areas). Until September 2008, the social agenda still ranked high, as 
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evidenced in Wen’s speech in the State Council reception to celebrate 

the 59th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic. This 

proclaimed that China would continue to ‘stick to reform and open-

ing up, promote social harmony and strive for new achievements in 

building a moderately prosperous society’ (People’s Daily 2008). 

Notwithstanding this offi  cial positioning, it is unclear what these ob-

jectives imply for the building of Chinese socialism. For example, 

will the social agenda act merely as a fl anking mechanism that cush-

ions the impact of further privatisation (e.g., rural land rights) and 

market-opening in the roll-out stage of neoliberalism? Will it rein-

vent Confucianism so that it is articulated to social-capitalist open-

ing with a datong (great harmony) nationalist imagination or could 

it help to restore the sovereign place of the people/subaltern groups 

within the self-proclaimed system of ‘socialism with a Chinese char-

acteristics’ that might then seek a selective relinking with world capi-

talism? These discussions resonate with the more general question 

of the future of socialism elsewhere, especially during the period of 

neoliberal fi nancial crisis and economic recession. The current re-

vival of (transnational) state interventions and (global) Keynesianism 

may be hyped by some as a return to some kind of democratic social-

ism; whilst other members of the transnational left may regard post-

neoliberal developments in Latin America (e.g., Chavez’s project in 

Venezuela) as ‘21st century socialism’. The latter involves grassroots/

popular forces and classes gaining a foothold in the state and utilis-

ing it to transform policies, especially at local levels. Do the Chavez 

project and similar movements in Bolivia and Ecuador illuminate the 

search for a postneoliberal future? Drawing on Jessop and Gramsci, 

two cautions are necessary before this is accepted as a leftwing arti-

cle of faith.

First, the case of China and its gradual integration with global capital-

ism may illustrate Jessop’s idea of the variegated nature of the world 

market – that is, the co-existence, complementarity and structur-

al coupling of diff erent types of capitalism and other economic for-

mations in the global economy.6 This can be seen in the coupling 

6 While varieties of capitalism are often analysed in isolation from each other as if each 
were viable without other varieties, variegated capitalism explores the links among 
varieties of capitalism within the world market – whether due to their respective 
specialisations in the international division of labour, their respective modes of 
regulation and forms of state, their respective temporalities, or their respective 
positions as creditors and debtors. This perspective excludes the generalisation of 
one variety to the whole world market as well as simplistic forms of regime shopping, 
in which social forces seek to combine features of diff erent varieties of capitalism to 
seek the optimum balance among them (personal communication from Bob Jessop, 25 
September 2008). 

The case of China and its 
gradual integration with global 
capitalism may illustrate 
Jessop’s idea of the variegated 
nature of the world market.
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of southern Chinese coastal exportism with the close ties between 

local authorities and global capital embedded in a central govern-

ment pushing for a social agenda. Likewise, in Venezuela, we fi nd an 

export-oriented rentier economy that currently supports a tempo-

rary cohabitation of neoliberal capitalism and domestic pragmatic left 

populism that cuts across class lines. China and Venezuela, each in its 

own way, combines statism, populism and market-oriented elements; 

and both contribute, in a path-dependent and path-shaping manner, 

to the ongoing struggles around the future of a (post-) Washington 

Consensus world (dis-)order. 

Second, are Hu/Wen’s ‘social agenda’ and Chavez’s ‘postneoliberal’ 

project good alternatives? Crucial here, from a Gramscian perspec-

tive, is the distinction between ‘integral state’ (political society + 

civil society) and ‘(self-)regulated society’ (state without a state). The 

former characterises capitalist societies and involves the interpene-

tration and reinforcement of ‘political society’ and ‘civil society’ in 

which the ruling class(es) compete for hegemony. The latter is more 

relevant to the socialist project and alludes to the progressive re-ab-

sorption of political society into civil society with the state as tenden-

tially capable of withering away and subsumed into the ‘(self-) regu-

lated society’. In this context, the task of subaltern classes and strata 

cannot be confi ned to participating in the ‘integral state’ (with the 

attendant risk of being subsumed into a continuing statist politics) or 

to escaping integration into the profi t-oriented economy by engaging 

in forms of state-led ‘building of new socialist countryside’ in China 

or worker self-management and/or cooperatives in Venezuela. In this 

regard, the Hu/Wen and Chavez strategies need further scrutiny. The 

coexistence of capitalist-socialist ways of managing social relations 

does not mean socialist elements will eventually displace capitalist 

ones. Furthermore, the prevailing balance among capitalist and so-

cialist stakeholders means that pro-capitalist/neoliberal factions could 

still swing power (e.g. the 2007 ‘No’ vote on Chavez’s constitutional 

changes in Venezuela). This battle for hegemony cannot rely on ‘per-

sonal charisma’ (whether of a Chavez or Hu/Wen), vanguard party 

and radical rhetoric/practices (e.g. ‘building of new socialist country-

side’ in China or the creation of community councils in Venezuela) 

to manage the many capitalist-socialist contradictions and state-civil 

society dialectics. Surely something more is required (e.g. the de-

velopment of ‘organic relation’ between the subaltern and the civil 

society and the deepening of the philosophy of praxis) to deliver on 

Gramsci’s vision of a (self-)regulated society based on justice and the 

re-absorption of political society into civil society.
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Postneoliberalism in Latin America

Emir Sader

Latin America has been a laboratory for neoliberal experiments par 

excellence. It is no accident that it has become the weakest link in the 

world’s neoliberal chain.

It was the privileged birthplace of neoliberalism (in Pinochet’s Chile 

and Paz Estensoro’s Bolivia) for very specifi c reasons. In Chile, it was 

touted as an antidote – prescribed by the Chicago School – to the 

‘statisation’ of the economy by Salvador Allende’s government. In 

Bolivia, it was treated as a remedy for hyperinfl ation – prescribed by 

Jeff rey Sachs – in such large doses that it killed the patient, extermi-

nating Bolivia’s mining economy.

In both cases, the diagnosis had a target: the state and its regulations, 

expressed in restrictions on the unlimited circulation of capital, in 

state-owned companies, in the protection of domestic markets, and 

in workers’ rights. Its aim was to deregulate in order to allow the 

unlimited circulation of capital, which would supposedly promote a 

return to economic development, technological renewal, distribution 

of income and a new wave of economic modernisation.

This new model depended on the prior weakening of the populist 

movements’ ability to resist and to defend their rights through politi-

cal parties, social movements and all democratic forms of expression 

and organisation. It was, thus, dictatorial processes that made it pos-

sible to create a new neoliberal consensus. This established a new po-

litical playing fi eld, based on the polarisation of state and market (eco-

nomically-speaking) and state and civil society (socially-speaking). A 

number of displacements took place in the passage from one model to 

the next: the state was displaced by the market, workers and citizens 

by consumers, rights by competition, work and electoral documents 

by credit cards, public squares by shopping centres, human compan-

ionship by television, social policies by private corporate welfare, the 

national by the global, social integration by social exclusion, equal-

ity by discrimination, justice by inequality, solidarity by selfi shness, 

humanism by consumerism, social parties and movements by NGOs 

and volunteer organisations.

Initiated by a military dictatorship and a party that had led a nation-

alist revolution (the Bolivian revolution of 1952, whose main leader 
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was the very same Paz Estensoro), the neoliberal model revealed its 

potential for organising a new hegemony. It spread quickly from the 

far right to other essentially nationalist movements (such as Peronism 

and the Mexican PRI) and social-democratic forces (Chile, Venezue-

la, Brazil), such that Latin America became the region of the world in 

which it was most prevalent and where it took its most radical forms.

Using as a pretext the risk of infl ation and state debt, accentuated by 

the debt crisis of the late 1980s and early 1990s, the countries succes-

sively applied the same model of fi scal adjustment prescribed by the 

IMF, successively signing letters of intent that committed their govern-

ments to minimal state intervention, privatisation, open economies and 

weakened labour relations. Never had the continent been so forcefully 

homogenised by an artifi cially imported and applied model; never had 

national governments been so weakened; never had inequality and pov-

erty deepened so much in such a short period of time.

These same characteristics made the new model reveal its limits and 

contradictions with the same speed with which it had been implant-

ed. The fi rst neoliberal crisis exploded in Mexico in 1994, followed 

by the Brazilian crisis in 1999, and the Argentinean crisis in 2001-

2002, aff ecting the three biggest economies in the region. While the 

model was still being implanted in Brazil, it was already showing 

signs of fragility in the Mexican crisis.

The Chiapas revolution of 1994 in Mexico was the fi rst big expression 

of popular resistance, followed by the struggles and protests of Bra-

zil’s Landless Workers’ Movement, indigenous movements, especially 

in Bolivia and Ecuador, and the unemployed picketers’ movement in 

Argentina. The election of Hugo Chavez (contemporary with cri-

ses in the continent’s three biggest economies) heralded a new pe-

riod, moving from a phase of resistance to one of hegemonic dispute, 

which saw the successive election of new governments in Brazil, Ar-

gentina, Uruguay, Bolivia, Ecuador, Nicaragua and Paraguay – and 

new perspectives in El Salvador.

These governments, to diff ering degrees, were elected as a reaction to 

orthodox neoliberal governments, and on the strength of their prom-

ises to reinstate social rights, reduce market power and restore the role 

of the state. Lula spoke of social priorities. Hugo Chavez emerged in 

political life in opposition to Carlos Andrés Perez’s neoliberal pack-

age. Kirchner was elected in Argentina after an attempted return by 

Menem, who had personifi ed one of the most radical forms of neo-

liberalism on the continent.

The neoliberal model spread 
quickly from the far right to 
other essentially nationalist 
movements and social-
democratic forces, such that 
Latin America became the 
region of the world in which it 
was most prevalent and where 
it took its most radical forms.
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The new governments worked to restore social policies, to end priva-

tisation processes and others that weakened the state, and were even 

strengthened to a degree. Processes of integration were a new dimen-

sion and gained importance with time.

It fell to the United States and Brazil to fi nish negotiating the FTAA 

(Free Trade Area of the Americas); however, the change of govern-

ment in Brazil brought these negotiations to a halt and they were 

shelved due to mobilisations against the FTAA. The United States 

started to seek bilateral free trade treaties. Mercosur, on the other 

hand, was strengthened, as were other forms of regional integration, 

among which ALBA (Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas) and 

USAN (Union of South American Nations).

Postneoliberalism

What is postneoliberalism and why use this expression?

Capitalism has gone through various stages in the course of its his-

tory. After the initial process of accumulation, which included the 

so-called ‘commercial revolution’ and the whole process of colonising 

the periphery of the system (including slavery), the building of nation 

states was marked by systems of political transition – constitutional 

monarchies, hybrid regimes between absolutism and the emergence 

of parliamentary forms of political representation for the new emerg-

ing classes. This period saw a succession of distinct hegemonies: from 

the cities of northern Italy and Holland, always related to their ability 

to control maritime traffi  c, to the rise of the English hegemony.

This brought about a transition from the commercial to the indus-

trial revolution, establishing a hegemony of capitalist relations of pro-

duction and circulation. The historical period of English hegemony 

corresponded to the promotion of liberalism as a dominant ideology, 

which appeared to be the fi nal stage of capitalist development – when 

there was greater consensus regarding its ideology.

The 1929 crisis, however, laid the groundwork for the depletion of 

this model. All diagnoses of the crisis blame liberal policies, which 

receded in the following decades. After the confl icts exacerbated by 

World War II, the Keynesian model (of regulation and social welfare) 

became the hegemony, such that Richard Nixon, at the end of his 

time in offi  ce, once said: ‘We are all Keynesians.’

After the long post-World War II economic boom, capitalism re-

turned to a more liberal model based on deregulation and ‘free trade’. 

This didn’t mean returning to a path natural to capitalism; it was 
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simply a diff erent kind of hegemony ushered in by the depletion of 

the last, in the historical conditions of late 20th century capitalism. 

Through deregulation, it represented the promotion of the hegemony 

of fi nancial capital, both nationally and globally. ‘Free trade’ was not 

restored and high levels of national protectionism remained, especial-

ly in central capitalist powers.

In these circumstances, what might postneoliberalism represent? It 

was not present in the transition from the historical period of world 

bipolarity to unipolarity, under the hegemony of the American em-

pire; or the previously mentioned transition from a regular to a neo-

liberal model.

Postneoliberalism is based on the conditions generated by liberalism, 

among whose consequences are the inability to return to long cycles 

of economic growth. This impossibility has its roots in the hegemony 

of fi nancial capital – in its speculative form – over real capital. The 

excess is transferred to the fi nancial arena instead of being channelled 

into productive spheres, concentrating income even further in each 

country and on a world scale.

Postneoliberalism represented, among other things, the unprecedent-

ed extension of commercial relations, as deregulation removed im-

pediments to the growth of capital in all spheres and territories. This 

growth accompanied ideologies that preached market centrality.

Commercialisation and its ideologies are widespread in the coun-

tries, especially on the periphery, where fi nancialisation is deeply en-

trenched. Ideologically speaking, this has promoted a polarisation of 

state and private sector, disqualifying the former and valuing the lat-

ter, as well as abolishing the public sphere.

A postneoliberal alternative must begin with anti-neoliberalism, 

which means:

- opposition to deregulation;

- opposition to fi nancialisation;

- opposition to the weakening of labour relations; and

- opposition to ‘free trade’.

Opposition means both ‘to reject and to move beyond’ – Aufhebung, 

to use the succinct German expression. It is about discussing what it 

means to reject or move beyond deregulation, fi nancialisation, weak-

ening, and free trade. It is not about its opposite, because historical 

conditions fi lter out concrete possibilities, preventing a game of ab-

stract logic from being directly transposed into concrete reality.

The excess is transferred 
to the fi nancial arena 
instead of being channelled 
into productive spheres, 
concentrating income even 
further in each country and on 
a world scale.
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A careful analysis of the Bolivian, Ecuadorian and Venezuelan models 

enables us to see the extent to which neoliberal policies in these coun-

tries (in addition to Cuba) represent a postneoliberal model or contain 

elements of one. This hypothesis requires a detailed analysis of these 

countries and any others that adopt a postneoliberal logic. It requires 

an analysis of the social nature of postneoliberal models, their limita-

tions, contradictions, potentialities and concrete perspectives.

Postneoliberalism and anti-capitalism

The left was born, in modern times, in the anti-capitalist struggle, 

rejecting it and seeking to move beyond it with socialism. Bringing 

progress and emancipation to labour relations and the working class, 

it became the standard-bearer for a classless, stateless society.

Long-lasting internal schisms in the labour movement and the left 

gave rise to two schools of thought (social democracy and commu-

nism), in which the former went from anti-capitalism to the democ-

ratisation of capitalism, and the latter stayed true to the economist 

base of the Soviet model, but proposed prior transitional stages to the 

anti-capitalist struggle in other countries. This struggle was increas-

ingly tempered by other historical moments.

Capitalism’s passage to its neoliberal era extended commercial rela-

tions to an unprecedented degree, as if realising capitalism’s original 

promises. In the process, however, power relations between social 

classes were radically transformed, for the worst as far as anti-capital-

ist forces were concerned. A gulf grew between the conditions for the 

depletion of capitalism and those required in order to move beyond it 

– which sums up the greatest historical drama of our day.

One response to the crisis of depletion of the neoliberal model privi-

leges the fi rst element of this equation and points to the identifi cation 

between anti-neoliberalism and anti-capitalism, causing this strug-

gle to lead to socialism or to only fi nd direct resolution in socialism. 

This conception is based on the understanding that the neoliberal era 

would be the last stage of capitalism – according to Giovanni Arrighi’s 

analyses of the fi nal stages of each cycle of hegemony on a historical 

scale.1 He predicted that they would end precisely with moments of 

hegemony of fi nancial capital, revealing the depletion of the model’s 

capacity for production and redistribution. That was what happened 

at the end of the Dutch and British hegemonies and Arrighi believed 

it would be repeated with the decline of the US hegemony.

1 Arrighi, Giovanni (1994), The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origins of 
Our Times, London/New York: Verso.
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On the other hand, the deregulation fostered by neoliberal policies 

favoured the hegemony of fi nancial capital in its speculative mode. In 

order to instate a diff erent model, it would be necessary to introduce 

new forms of economic regulation, which would be very diffi  cult, 

even in the current crisis, once deregulation had a foothold. It could 

not come from a single country, no matter what its importance, be-

cause others would benefi t from the fl ow of capital rejected in this 

country. At the same time, it would be hard to come to a large-scale 

international agreement, due to the diff erent interests of the biggest 

powers and international corporations.

The end of international bipolarity, however, has shrunk the inter-

national horizon (previously restricted to the capitalist arena), with 

China reconverting its economy to market relations and Cuba having 

a hard time moving beyond the end of its socialist arena.

Arrighi saw the axes for overcoming the US hegemony in the rise of 

Asia. First, in Japan, whose prolonged recession stopped it from play-

ing a greater role in the hegemonic crisis; then in the ‘Asian tigers’, 

which were hit by one of the biggest international fi nancial crises in 

the late 1990s; and, fi nally, China, which is rapidly transitioning to a 

market economy. As such, the possibilities for revealing the decline 

of the United States are all located in capitalist economies and do not 

lend themselves to a process of postcapitalist transition.

The same dilemma occurs at a national level: while neoliberalism has 

pointed to the limits of capitalism (whether to promote economic 

development or distribution of wealth), it has simultaneously under-

mined solutions for moving beyond it, whether these be neoliberal or, 

even more so, capitalist. It has corroded social bases by forcing most 

workers out of formal work relations, leaving them in a precarious 

situation in which it is very diffi  cult for them to organise themselves, 

to obtain political and legal representation, to assume a social identity, 

to build a collective culture and to fi ght for their rights. It has also 

been corrosive by consolidating the hegemony of liberal ideologies, 

especially through the spreading infl uence of the ‘American way of 

life’ – from the proliferation of shopping centres to publicity and the 

commercial nature of the media.

This combination of factors has made the essential drama of today’s 

world, as stated earlier, the abyss between the depletion of capitalism 

– now in its neoliberal phase – and a delay in the subjective conditions 

for generating possibilities for moving beyond it. This gulf explains, 

in short, the contemporary world’s crisis of hegemony and the dilem-

mas of postneoliberalism.



postneoliberalism in latin america    177

Latin America was the fi rst region to adopt neoliberalism as its hege-

monic model, as well as the earliest to try to implant alternatives. It 

went from being a region in which the model was dominant to a ter-

ritory of hegemonic instability in which alternatives were sought.

Resistance to neoliberalism in countries like Brazil, Uruguay and 

Mexico, among others, has fostered the constitution of a signifi cant 

opposing force, which in many cases has halted the full realisation of 

neoliberal projects. However, while some political powers with their 

roots in these movements have begun to express resistance to neolib-

eralism in the political arena, they have not put postneoliberal poli-

cies into practice. They have remained within the model, tempering 

it with compensatory social policies.

Four governments seek to locate themselves outside of this model: 

Cuba, Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador. They are developing diff er-

ent political models with distinct socio-economic structures, but they 

share a tendency not to make economic-fi nancial objectives central 

and favour policies with social objectives. They seek a strategy in 

which economic concerns are subordinate to social concerns, break-

ing the hegemony of fi nancial capital and market mechanisms.

The anti-neoliberal struggle: from resistance to hegemony

As mentioned earlier, in forging a new path the Latin American left 

has gone from a defensive phase, when the hegemony of neoliberalism 

was almost unquestionable during the 1990s, to hegemonic dispute. As 

such, social movements, which had been fundamental protagonists in 

the phase of resistance, have had to face some diffi  cult dilemmas. 

During the phase of resistance the left was harshly critical of political 

parties, governments, the state, and the political sphere itself, devel-

oping the expression ‘autonomy of social movements’ as a sphere of 

‘civil society,’ important in the struggle against neoliberalism. This 

allowed them to regroup for resistance in the social arena.

The neoliberal model began to show signs of depletion with the crises 

in Mexico, Brazil and Argentina, making room for forms of political re-

grouping in opposition to neoliberalism. The election of Hugo Chavez 

in 1998 marked the beginning of this process, which had already been 

in the making for 10 years, with the multiplication of governments of 

a new kind, some of which were openly anti-neoliberal, while others 

sought to make the model more fl exible. It is safe to say, however, that 

the golden age of neoliberalism is over and that this is a new period of 

disputes over the kind of government that should succeed it.
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The movements that fell under the umbrella of the ‘autonomy of so-

cial movements’, declined to participate in national political disputes 

and ended up confi ned to limited spaces or even disappearing from 

the national arena. The former is what happened with the Zapatistas, 

who were isolated in Chiapas, Mexico, lost their capacity for national 

presence and found themselves without proposals that allowed them 

to rally support at a national level and emerge as an alternative for the 

country as a whole. The latter is what happened with the picketers 

in Argentina, who, after the country’s biggest political crisis, which 

saw the succession of three presidents in one week, when presidential 

elections were called, did not participate, taking refuge in the motto 

‘Everybody out!’ As a result, Nestor Kirchner occupied the space of 

opposition to the return of Carlos Menem and capitalised on the en-

ergy of the popular movements. A few years later, the picketers had 

practically disappeared, except the sector that had aligned itself with 

the government.

The Bolivian example, on the other hand, was paradigmatic. The 

new cycle of popular movements and uprisings that began with the 

‘water war’ in 2000 led to the foundation of the Movement for So-

cialism (MAS) in order to dispute the political direction of the state. 

Through a critique of Bolivia’s traditional left (which reduced the 

indigenous to peasants, small landowners, and supposed secondary 

allies of working-class miners, erasing all of their secular identities 

as Aymaras, Quechuas and Guaranis), it was possible to reconstruct 

a political subject from the original peoples, which led to the fi rst 

indigenous leader being elected president and the beginning of the 

building of a new state in the country.

In other ways, this is also the path taken by the Ecuadorian and Ven-

ezuelan popular social movements. In Ecuador, indigenous move-

ments have shown great resistance and removed two presidents (the 

third, Lucio Gutierrez, was ousted more by urban social movements), 

without, however, assuming direction of the state, delegating it to 

others, until they felt betrayed, which caused rifts and weakened the 

movement. The election of Rafael Correa marked a return to the cy-

cle of mobilisations in the dispute for control of the state and its re-

foundation. Similarly, the Venezuelan process, where nationalist mil-

itary men were initially the protagonists, is heading in a similar direc-

tion, in this case supporting the emergence of a new movement of the 

masses, which did not previously exist in the country.

In countries with moderate governments, which have not openly aban-

doned the model but have given it more fl exibility (in Brazil, for exam-
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ple, fi nancial policies have remained the same, but within a new eco-

nomic scenario), such as Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, and probably Par-

aguay, relations between social movements and political powers are still 

fairly traditional, although with forms of support that are critical of the 

governments. In these countries the dilemmas of the social movements 

are not easily solved, because there are only two positions in the politi-

cal arena: those who break with these governments (whom they believe 

to be following directly in their predecessors’ footsteps and, thus, mere 

managers of neoliberal models) and who become the main enemies of 

these movements (a position characteristic of the extreme left in these 

countries); or those who align themselves with the left-wing sectors of 

these governments, refl ecting their contradictory nature, in the strug-

gle against their conservative sectors.

The Latin American populist arena is made up of these moderate gov-

ernments and others which have in common not only social policies 

that restore the rights expropriated by neoliberalism, but also foreign 

policies that privilege regional integration in detriment to the signing 

of free trade treaties with the Unites States. Many fail to understand 

that this is the fundamental dividing line on the continent today, rath-

er than one between a so-called ‘good left’ and ‘bad left,’ as preached 

by right-wing theoreticians (such as Jorge Castañeda, among others), 

who seek to divide the left, co-opting the moderate sector and isolat-

ing more radical elements.

After a beginning with relatively fast progress, the new governments 

began to suff er strong attacks from a relatively recomposed right. 

That was what happened in the attempted coup in April 2002 in 

Venezuela, and later in the harsh attacks on Lula, Nestor and Cris-

tina Kirchner, and Evo Morales. These did not represent a new right-

wing platform, but attempts to weaken these governments, under-

mining their ability to continue to seek alternatives to the model and 

to make progress in regional integration. The future of the region in 

the fi rst half of the new century will be at stake in elections to deter-

mine the successors of the current presidents (Lula, Tabaré Vazques, 

Cristina Kirchner, Hugo Chavez, Evo Morales, Rafael Correa). It 

will be decided whether these current governments will be able to 

continue and advance toward postneoliberalism, or be replaced by 

governments that, albeit with a diff erent face, will restore the neolib-

eral model. It is this struggle between the new (which seeks, with dif-

fi culty, to forge new paths) and the old (which seeks to resist, with no 

less diffi  culty) that marks the current instability on the continent: the 

expression of a great crisis of hegemony that characterises its present 

historical moment.

In countries with moderate 
governments, which have 
not openly abandoned the 
model but have given it more 
fl exibility, such as Argentina, 
Uruguay, Brazil, and probably 
Paraguay, relations between 
social movements and 
political powers are still fairly 
traditional.





Notes on postneoliberalism in 

Argentina

Verónica Gago and Diego Sztulwark

Can we consider the Argentine situation under the concept of post-

neoliberalism? After the crisis of 2001, seen in the whole region as the 

failure and the deepest delegitimisation of cold hard neoliberalism, a 

period of great changes began, in terms of the social signifi cance of 

the state, the political capacity of social movements and the reorgani-

sation of general labour conditions. Here, we shall try to analyse these 

transformations, starting with some sequences that we consider key 

to comprehending both the dynamics of the process leading to the 

present-day global crisis and the new space of intervention that can be 

foreseen, from the Argentine debate, for nation states.

From crisis to impasse

We propose classifying at least three phases in recent Argentine poli-

tics. The political and social crisis at the end of 2001, which we call 

‘de-stituent’,1 can be described as the ‘end of fear’, the ‘end of neolib-

eral legitimacy’, and the ‘end of the party system’ (phase 1). From 2003 

onwards, these variables turned into new fears (the issue of insecuri-

ty), a neodevelopmental and nation-state intervention scheme (helped 

by the exchange rate and a re-proletarianisation of the labour force 

in the face of massive unemployment), and a new governmentality2 

(complex dynamics including partial recognition of the elements that 

were emerging during the crisis, and the modifi cation of the regional 

scenario) (phase 2). At the present time, it is not at all impossible to 

envisage a ‘restoring’ kind of dynamics that tries to arouse ‘old fears’, 

to force a return to neoliberalism, although new-styled, and appeal to 

the old bipartisanship (phase 3).

1 Translators’ note: We have chosen to use the expression ‘de-stituent’ as a translation 
of the Spanish word ‘destituyente’, which makes reference to the power that unseats 
a regime, in order to preserve the resonances that indicate a power opposite to that 
which institutes or that which is part of a constitutive process. We use the hyphen 
to avoid confusion with the English word ‘destitute’, which carries connotations of 
impoverishment.

2 From the French ‘gouvernementalité’, a term coined by Foucauld to emphasise the 
close link between forms of power and processes of subjectifi cation.
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So if the crisis of 2000/2001 was one of opening-up and innovation, 

what soon become clearly visible were the social movements’ own 

imaginative and political limitations, which act as constraints on the 

policies intended to replace the old neoliberal model. In this sense, 

the lack of imagination is not abstract, but implies successive barri-

ers to social innovations. It is what we call the current impasse: the 

blocking of the most innovative dynamics of the last decade. In turn, 

neodevelopmentalism, the new governmentality and the recycling 

of social fears have limits set on them by the revival of imaginaries 

linked to the decades prior to the consolidation of neoliberalism .

The 2001 crisis made evident what we have described as a new social 

protagonism3: a succession of struggles and experiences of self-mobili-

sation, which reorganised political practices through direct action and 

the rejection of the institutional representation of collective dynamics. 

The movements of the unemployed, as well as the factories taking-

over of factories by their workers, the neighbourhood assemblies and 

the escraches,4 as a practical form of popular justice, of social condemna-

tion of the genocides of the last dictatorship, can be distinguished as the 

most original and powerful expressions of that protagonism.

The period that immediately followed the 2001 crisis was character-

ised, after a dizzy succession of fi ve presidents, by the arrival of a Per-

onist government: Eduardo Duhalde was then elected president by 

parliamentary agreement and not through a general election. His ad-

ministration proposed stabilising the crisis through devaluation of the 

currency (the end of the one peso one dollar exchange rate, which had 

guaranteed infl ationary stability during the 1990s) and a multiplicity 

of social programmes for the unemployed. However, the repression of 

social movements, culminating in the killing of two piqueteros,5 Darío 

Santillán and Maximiliano Kosteki, forced a call for elections and at 

the same time demonstrated the government’s inability to stabilise 

the political confl ict. Thus in 2003 the fi rst national election since the 

crisis was held. Both majority parties became fragmented. Three can-

didates from the Unión Cívica Radical competed against three Peronist 

candidates. In fi rst place was ex-President Carlos Menem, with less 

than 30 per cent of the vote, and in second place, with less than 25 per 

3 Colectivo Situaciones (2002), Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social, no. 19/20, 
Buenos Aires: Ediciones de mano en mano.

4 The Spanish slang word ‘escrache’ refers to a particular kind of demonstration often 
involving public shaming.

5 Members of organisations of unemployed workers whose main form of protest was the 
piquete, or road block.
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cent, was Néstor Kirchner, supported at that time by President Du-

halde. Called to a second round, Carlos Menem gave up his candida-

ture, and Kirchner had to take charge with no real electoral support.

The Kirchner administration coincided with a rapid macroeconom-

ic recovery based on international grain prices (particularly of soya 

beans, already developed on the basis of direct planting, with the 

whole ‘technological package’ associated with this method), and the 

delayed internal consumer demand. Its eff orts were directed towards 

renewing – mainly on the symbolic basis of debate – ways of perceiv-

ing the relationship between government and social movements as 

part of an overall move to restore the authority of state institutions 

in the context of the crisis of legitimacy vis-à-vis political parties and 

neoliberal debate. This kind of gesture politics was consolidated par-

ticularly through the use of the language of the struggles of the 1970s 

and, in the area of human rights, the abolition of the ‘impunity laws’, 

the consequent reopening of trials on the eff ects of repression and a 

full acknowledgment of human rights organisms.

In a less complete manner, the government promoted, in its particu-

lar way, an active relationship with diff erent social movements of the 

unemployed, refraining, at the same time, from using repression to 

deal with movements that had placed themselves at a distance from 

the government, or opposed it. But these innovations, in terms of 

governmentality, were never pure or complete; rather, they were de-

veloped in parallel to a greater eff ort to revive, under its dominance, 

the old trade unionist and political scheme of Peronism, the basis of 

its territorial, parliamentary and electoral power. It is not possible to 

consider the record of this period complete without at least mention-

ing the achievement, in the Latin American context, of a completely 

new geopolitical autonomy and of a renewal of forms of regional 

government, determined by the social movements’ resistance to the 

neoliberal consensus. In this context, the Argentine government ac-

complished a famous renegotiation of its external debt.

In December 2007, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner assumed the pres-

idency after winning the fi rst electoral round with almost 50 per cent 

of the vote. Shortly before, in the city of Buenos Aires the candidate 

of the neoliberal right had won at the polls, taking more than 60 per 

cent in the second round against the government-backed candidate. 

The explicit programme set out by the present government rests on 

the concept of an (unspecifi ed ) new social and political pact vis-à-vis 

the bicentenary of the nation state (2010), with a view to stabilising 

the governmentality in respect of social and economic actors, based 

In December 2007, Cristina 
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on a neodevelopmental orientation, on continental integration and 

the recovery of the nation state, on the construction of an export-led 

industrial economy, on the fi ght against poverty, and on the continu-

ation of the achievements in the fi eld of human rights, not to mention 

the protagonism of social movements.

On 11 March 2008, the new fi nance minister announced a new scheme 

of export taxes on grain, introducing a sliding-scale taxation system 

and quotas. The radical opposition to the measure from the four farm-

ers’ organisations (from the traditional and oligarchic Sociedad Rural to 

the historically small farmers’ organisation Federación Agraria) organised 

a four-month-long protest against the tax measure. The extensive so-

cial mobilisation was fi nally resolved in parliament – after a presidential 

decree calling for legislative debate – with the defeat of the government 

in the Senate.

This was no longer merely a confl ict, owing to its magnitude, its im-

plications and its eff ect. A brief description of some of its aspects may 

be necessary. The basic reasoning underlying the export tax policy 

is shared by all the actors: the growth of the Argentine economy, 

backed up, among other things, by the enormous agrarian revenues, 

mostly based on the direct planting of soya beans. The principal ar-

gument the government held up for modifying the export taxation 

scheme was that the international rise of production prices exported 

by Argentine agricultural technology required regulation so that rea-

sonable domestic food prices could be maintained.
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The main objections of the exporting sectors, who opposed the meas-

ure, were: (a) that it was necessary to divide the levies according to 

small, medium-sized and big producers; (b) that it was also indispensa-

ble to create an integrated agricultural policy; (c) that the government 

was seeking to obtain fi nancial resources in order to sustain its legiti-

macy based on the expansion of public expenditure and the subsidising 

of other capital sectors. During the confl ict the agricultural sector or-

ganisations, which consist of small, medium-sized and large landown-

ers involved in the soya bean business, opposed the increase in export 

taxes by developing forms of struggle inherited from the phase prior to 

2003: rallies, road blocks and picket lines, banging pots and pans during 

demonstrations in the towns, escraches denouncing government legisla-

tors, and the rhetoric of self-mobilisation against the state.

The government and its supporters, together with the intellectuals 

who organised themselves to underpin the government’s arguments, 

put forward in its defence three fundamental lines of reasoning : the 

idea that the tax increases were redistributive and designed to com-

bat the concentration of income; that the struggle against raising ex-

port duties stemmed from a coup d’état plan; and that it was neces-

sary to confront a right-wing faction, in the media and the soya bean 

business, by recovering the imaginaries and discourses of the popular 

struggles of the previous decades.6

It is in this context of an impasse that we believe the possibility of re-

fl ecting on postneoliberalism in Argentina has to be put to the test. 

There are two areas to explore. On the one hand, there is the weak-

ening of the complex variety of certain social questions that formu-

lated the struggles, as much when they made their sudden appearance 

as during their phases of withdrawal or persistence: questions con-

cerning wage labour, self-management, the taking-over of factories 

and companies, political representation, forms of deliberation and de-

cision-making, urban ways of living, communication, food distribu-

tion , and the struggle against impunity and repression. On the other 

hand, and parallel to it, there is the crisis caused by the government’s 

way of responding to those questions – namely, in restorative terms; 

that is, as demands to be met – while, in many respects, the same ac-

tors and dynamics present during the period of the introduction and 

diff usion of neoliberalism are still there. 

6 See, for a fuller analysis, Colectivo Situaciones, ‘¿La vuelta de la política?’, 
www.situaciones.org
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Some defi nitions of neoliberalism

We start from the following thesis (which refl ects the thinking of 

Gramsci and Foucault): the aspects concerned with power and free-

dom – in other words, those that have been the subject of political 

philosophy for centuries – refer to the relationship between the gov-

erned and the governors. We perceive neoliberalism as a confi gu-

ration belonging to a certain form of relationship between power 

(relation between truth and law) and resistance (creation of counter-

behaviour). If we start from the relation between neoliberalism and 

biopolitics,7 we can understand why it is not worth insisting on a per-

spective of ‘autonomy of politics’. Rather we adopt the perspective – 

that is active today on this continent – of bio-resistances (or biopolitics 

in the precise sense given to the concept by Negri and Hardt).

One of the most obvious limits in Argentina to understanding the 

challenge facing us as a result of the crisis of neoliberalism consists of 

ignoring the diff erence between ‘liberalism’ and ‘neoliberalism’. Here 

are some refl ections on this issue:

1. If neoliberalism, unlike its antecedent, depends on an infi nite number 

of institutions and regulations (to such an extent that Foucault defi nes it 

as an active policy without state control, and therefore an object of di-

rect interventions) the crisis of neoliberalism is not the crisis of the free 

market, but a crisis concerning the legitimacy of those policies. There-

fore, we should cast some light on the fi eld of resistant subjectivities that 

have taken this regulation system into crisis.

2. Neoliberalism is not a matter of the realm of economy suppressing 

that of politics, but of the formation of a political world (system of 

governmentality) that arises as a ‘projection’ of the rules and require-

ments of the competitive market.

3. The total lack of clarity and subtlety of thinking at the present time 

in Argentine can be seen in the theoretical separating of the two se-

quences ‘liberalism-market-economy’ and ‘developmentalism-state-

politics’, and of supposing that the latter is able, step by step, to correct 

7 We use the concept of biopolitics in a broader sense and without discriminating 
here between the interpretations that have emerged since the work of Foucault 
(particularly, in current Italian political philosophy: Agamben, Espósito, Hardt and 
Negri, Virno, etc.). We propose instead a conceptual image that we take from López 
Petit and that could be useful for our purpose: the fact that capital has become 
indistinguishable from existence, from life itself, and that to undertake a reconquest 
of emancipatory activity it is impossible to think from an external space about capital 
and its power mechanisms. In this context, all resistance, all counter-actions are 
immediately political, bioresistant.



notes on postneoliberalism in argentina    187

and replace the former. But this way of thinking implies the risk of an 

immediate and general repositioning and relegitimisation of a ‘politi-

cal’ neoliberalism, owing to the absence of any critical refl ection on 

the modes of articulation between institution and competition (be-

tween liberalism and neoliberalism). Any diagnosis that renounces 

singularity, correlates with policies devoid of singularity with respect 

to the present challenge.

4. In a sense, all over the continent the same problem is at stake: are 

the repositioning of the state and the new anti-liberal leadership able 

to overcome neoliberalism? Our thesis is that it is only the energy dis-

played in the movements and revolts of the last decades on the conti-

nent that anticipates new subjects and rationalities, which, again and 

again, are undermined with the reintroduction of an authentically 

liberal rationality starting with the ‘recuperation of the state’.8

5. What is under discussion now is neoliberalism. And what will exist 

after neoliberalism is the substitution of some institutions by others, 

if we defi ne institutions as something more profound and active than 

the political-institutional scaff olding we have known.

6. Let us (with Virno) describe the ‘institution’ of post-capitalism as 

the projection of a space for the development of a new rationality, as 

briefl y glimpsed in the rebellions and new subjectivities in America’s 

Southern Cone during the last decade.

7. Finally, these distinctions would permit us to distinguish between 

postneoliberalism and a neoliberalism of the left 9 which integrates the 

delegitimisation of neoliberalism only in terms of political debate .

Neo-developmentalism?

We know that the global crisis is not merely an economic crisis, be-

cause capitalism is not merely economic, but the subsuming of life by 

capital, into the language of accountancy and monetary codifi cation. 

Neither is it an exclusively local crisis. Even the Argentine govern-

ment, which, at the beginning, thought what was happening was a 

8 A diff erent thesis is the one Negri proposes concerning the power of movements that 
are ‘passing through at a distance’ (atravesamiento con distanciamiento). See interview 
with Toni Negri,‘Cambio de paradigmas’, by Verónica Gago, Página/12, Buenos Aires, 4 
December 2007.

9 This idea of a ‘neoliberalism of the left’ is elborated on by Raúl Zibechi. See interview 
with him by M. Laura Carpinetta: ‘Seguimos bajo un modelo neoliberal’, Página/12, 
Buenos Aires, 23 September 2008.
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national crisis in the United States, without any consequences for our 

country, is now realising the immediately transnational dimensions 

of the disaster. A world is becoming evident in which the market 

tends to become second nature, constantly underpinned by institu-

tions which, at the moment, situate themselves at the centre of the 

scene: states, international regulators and diverse attempts at global 

legality.

Is it possible that so much sincerity confi rms the ideological certain-

ties of the anti-imperialist left? The global crisis is revealing the rela-

tive loss of infl uence of the United States and of their claim to be the 

only superpower (a position they have wanted to maintain since the 

end of the Cold War). Quite clearly, new strategies of regional devel-

opment are emerging which, in one way or another, form part of the 

government of social exchanges. Is it possible (and convenient) to be 

ignorant of the fl uid and confl icting dynamic that is developing on 

that level? Are not the still timid plans for regional integration in the 

Southern Cone Region precisely a sign of the extent to which a new 

space for these initiatives exists? Should we not discuss instead the 

neo developmental nature with which it is intended to characterise these 

new forms of governmentality?

These oversimplifi ed concepts of the crisis serve only to legitimate 

powers, not to open up political spaces. It is what happens when one 

simply confronts national integration and the global market, without 

thinking about the nature of the new forms of global regulation, of 

hierarchies and of the exploitative relations preserved in the national 

space itself. The anti-imperialist rhetoric runs the risk of losing its 

previous antagonistic effi  ciency and of being put at the service of the 

national development plans to codify the innovations introduced by 

the social movements of South America during the last decade (re-

moval of neoliberal institutionality and legitimacy, elimination of re-

pressive agendas, and so on).

Moreover, such confrontation hinders understanding of the appar-

ently indirect connections between the militaristic ideas elaborated 

in the United States, as the predominant way of managing the global 

order, and the frontiers of ‘dangerousness’ (government through fear), 

which are being developed in the Latin American countries as a strat-

egy to control the population (in particular migrant workers).

The simple identifi cation of more regulation and democratic man-

agement, which is being proposed, could, especially nowadays, be 

a destructive path for social movements. Especially if the agenda for 
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this ‘return to the state’ is undertaken without fundamental discus-

sions on the nature of those ‘regulations’, as well as on the type of 

institutions that would be necessary to overcome the state’s role as 

guarantor and supporter of neoliberal accumulation based on the di-

rect exploitation of life, of the product of social cooperation and of 

natural resources.

The Latin American perspective

The idea of the nation is again in dispute. And its positive agenda can 

be taken up again if it is opened up right across the continent (and 

the rest of the Third World), and if it is renewed on the basis of so-

cial innovation created through new and old forms of popular action. 

Otherwise, who in our time is in a better position to capitalise on the 

symbols of the nation, as well as to exploit its meagre remains, than 

the supporters of capitalist globalisation (see the recent change of the 

Repsol-YPF logo into YPF with the Argentine fl ag as background)? 

The nation is one of the viable symbolic grounds for the re-building 

of an (always global) capitalism in search of reinventing its power of 

total command over the crisis.

The crisis of capital (which is profound and aff ects civilisation itself ) 

anticipates its attempt to reorganise a political institutionality and, 

accordingly, the instruments of social domination (the world of new 

regulations to come). The task now is to create and strengthen areas 

of identifi cation and production of common signs, in order to ex-

change and strengthen forms of resistance and critical perspectives, 

and institutions capable of understanding and acting at the level of 

antagonism; which requires – whether as open confrontations or as 

a series of agreements – communication and independent thinking 

with regard to those institutions dedicated to the re-establishment of 

capital.

In Latin America, as we know, we live in a diff erent situation from 

the rest of the Western world. The crisis of neoliberalism exploded 

before, and the new actors divided their forces to continue with their 

own development and to take part in a series of new governments 

(very dissimilar from each other, with diff ering means of discussing 

and perceiving the global-capitalist world, and of creating a new dy-

namics as the foundation), which have included these actos in vari-

ous ways and in various proportions. Still today we are involved in 

the ambivalences of this dual process, in which, on the one side, the 

movements are confronted with the necessity of seeking autonomy 

for their spaces of development, organisation and politicisation of new 
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dynamics, and, on the other hand, according to circumstances, they 

become more or less involved in some governmental dynamics which 

they do not always control.

Postneoliberalism: a hypothesis for Argentina

To talk about postneoliberalism means, for us, the possibility of a 

question: shall we be able to confront these new scenarios critically, 

based on a renewed polarity between collective protagonists and the 

restored/reformed institutions of capital?

In our country, the discussion is complex, because the identifi ca-

tion of state intervention with democracy and social distribution has 

sometimes been useful to make room for policies with a progressive 

(distributive) agenda. However the rhetoric with which those poli-

cies is invoked nowadays is too often associated with evoking a past 

to which we should return. This underestimation of the new logics 

of production and of the contemporary social and political subjectivi-

ties gives scope for reactionary (expropriating) understandings of that 

past and of those categories, enabling the repositioning of state inter-

vention according to the requirements of capitalist accumulation and 

denying the implicit potential of the present.

The defi cient powers of neoliberal institutionality (which, in its time, 

gave place to countless organised social movements) continue being 

an indispensable argument for an authentic postneoliberal policy.
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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-



198    development dialogue january 2009  |  postneoliberalism – a beginning debate

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 

Stated employment growth of 
-0.2 per cent per year 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’.
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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 
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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 

If, as argued above, 
neoliberalism may have 
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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.



realistic postneoliberalism – a view from south africa    211

References

Altvater, E. (2008), ‘Postneoliberalism or 
Postcapitalism? The Failure of Neoliberalism in the 
Financial Market Crisis’, Development Dialogue (this 
volume).

Bond, P. (1998), Uneven Zimbabwe, Trenton: Africa 
World Press.

Bond, P. (2006), Looting Africa, London: Zed Books.

Bond, P. (2007a), ‘Perils of elite pacting’, 
Critical Currents no. 1, Uppsala: Dag Hammarskjöld 
Foundation. 

Bond, P. (2007b), ‘Linking below, across and against’, 
Development Dialogue, no. 49, on Global Civil 
Society, Uppsala: Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation.

Bond, P. (2007c), ‘Microcredit evangelism, health 
and social policy’, International Journal of Health 
Services, vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 229-249.

Bond, P. (2008a), ‘Strauss-Kahn strikes again’, 
Counterpunch, 29 October.

Bond, P. and Dugard, J. (2008), ‘The case of 
Johannesburg Water’, Law, Democracy and 
Development, vol. 12, no. 1.

Chilwane, L. (2008), ‘Economic policies to remain, 
Zuma tells US business’, Business Day, 27 November.

Citron, L. and Walton, R. (2002), ‘International 
comparisons of company profi tability’, Bank of 
England Monetary and Financial Statistics Division, 
London, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/articles/
economic_trends/ET587_Walton.pdf (accessed 1 
December 2008).

The Economist (2003), ‘Nestor Kirchner’s nimble 
cookery’, 13 September.

Goolsbee, A. (2007), ‘“Irresponsible” mortgages 
have opened doors to many of the excluded’, New 
York Times, 29 March.

Grice, A. and Foley, S. (2008), ‘Brown claims world 
backing for plan to tax less, spend more,’ The 
Guardian, 17 November.

International Monetary Fund (2001), Silent 
Revolution: The International Monetary Fund 1979-
1989, www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/history/2001/
index.htm

International Monetary Fund (2008), ‘IMF Executive 
Board Concludes Article IV Consultation with 
South Africa: Public Information Notice (PIN) No. 
08/137,’ Washington, 22 October.

Krugman, P. (2008), ‘The Lame Duck Economy’, New 
York Times, 21 November.

Lapper, R. and Burgis, T. (2008), ‘S Africans urged to 
beware left turn’, Financial Times, 27 October.

Lough, R. (2008), ‘IMF agrees Seychelles $26m 
rescue package’, Mail & Guardian, 15 November.

Martinez-Alier, J. (2002), ‘External debt and 
ecological debt’, ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/
improving/docs/g_ser_glob_martinezalier.pdf 
(accessed December 2008).

Parker, G., Ward, A. and Hall, B. (2008), ‘Dreams 
of taming Anglo-Saxon capitalism fade’, Financial 
Times, 15 November.

Pearson, T. (2008), ‘Communal banks of Venezuela 
receive big boost’, Venezuelanalysis.com, 15 
November.

Rodney, W. (1972), How Europe Underdeveloped 
Africa, Dar es Salaam: Tanzania Publishing House 
and London: Bogle L’Ouverture Publications.

Scahill, J. (2008), ‘This is change? 20 hawks, 
Clintonites and neocons to watch for in Obama’s 
White House’, AlterNet http://www.alternet.org/
story/107666/, (accessed 20 November 2008).

Seddon, D. (2002), ‘Popular protest and class 
struggle in Africa’, in Zeilig, L. (ed.) Class Struggle 
and Resistance in Africa, Bristol: New Clarion Press.

Summers, L. (1991), ‘The memo’, World Bank Offi  ce 
of the Chief Economist, http://www.whirledbank.
org/ourwords/summers.html (accessed 1 December 
2008).

World Bank (2006), Where is the Wealth of 
Nations?, Washington, DC.

Yunus, M. (1998), Banker to the Poor, Dhaka: 
University of Bangladesh Press.



212    development dialogue january 2009  |  postneoliberalism – a beginning debate

Notes on the contributors

Greg Albo, Department of Political Science, 

York University, Director of the Centre 

for Social Justice and active in Labour for 

Palestine. albo@yorku.ca

Elmar Altvater, retired Professor at the Free 

University of Berlin; member of the scientifi c 

council of Attac, Germany; Vice-president of 

the International Lelio Basso Foundation for 

the Rights of People. 

altvater@zedat.fu-berlin.de

Alec Bamford, retired development worker, 

Bangkok, chanida.alec@gmail.com

Chanida Chanyapate Bamford, Coordinator, 

Focus on the Global South, Bangkok. 

c.bamford@focusweb.org

Kurt Bayer, Board Director of European 

Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 

London; previously Austrian Ministry of 

Finance and World Bank Board.

Patrick Bond, Director, University of 

KwaZulu-Natal Centre for Civil Society, 

http://www.ukzn.ac.za (pbond@mail.ngo.za).

Ulrich Brand, University of Vienna, 

active in BUKO (Bundeskoordination 

Internationalismus) and member of the 

scientifi c advisory council of Attac Germany, 

ulrich.brand@univie.ac.at

Michael Brie, Rosa Luxemburg Foundation 

Berlin, member of the scientifi c advisory 

council of Attac Germany. brie@rosalux.de

Ana Esther Ceceña, National Autonomous 

University of Mexico; Director of the 

Observatorio Latinoamericano de Geopolítica 

and active in the Americas Demilitarisation 

Campaign.

Alex Demirovic, Technical University Berlin, 

member of the scientifi c advisory council 

of Attac Germany, member of the editorial 

board of Prokla. 

demirovic@em.uni-frankfurt.de

Verónica Gago and Diego Sztulwark, 

Colectivo Situaciones (Argentina). www.

situaciones.org / www.tintalimonediciones.

com.ar

Ngai-Ling Sum, Senior Lecturer in the 

Department of Politics and International 

Relations in Lancaster University. 

n.sum@lancaster.ac.uk

Emir Sader, Federal University of Rio de 

Janeiro, General Secretary of CLACSO 

(Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias 

Sociales). emirsader@uol.com.br

Nicola Sekler, University of Vienna, 

active in BUKO (Bundeskoordination 

Internationalismus). 

nicola.sekler@univie.ac.at

Christa Wichterich, Bonn, active in WIDE 

(Women in Development Europe) and 

member of the scientifi c advisory council of 

Attac Germany.



Image credits

David Ritter p.5, Wally Gobetz p.14, 
Ben Northern p.16, Nicholas Thein 
p.18, Claudia A. De La Garza p.25, 
Grant Neufeld p.26, Lorena p.30, Lars 
Sundström p.34, Claudia Meyer p.36, 
Bob Smith p.38, Steve Woods p.40 
,72, 98 & 121, Jan Flaska p.43, Markus 
Biehal p.44, Fotocromo p.47, Paulo 
Oliveira Santos p.48, G & A Scholiers 
p.50 Sanja Gjenero p.53 & 55, Jessica 
Browne p.58, Sebastian Danon p.63, 
Diego Herrera p.64, Tracy Lee Carroll 
p.67, Sergio Pili p.70, Flávio Takemoto 
p.74, Gaston Thauvin p.77, Svilen 
Mushkatov p.78, John Siebert p.82, 
Robert Linder p.84, Guilherme Silva 
p.91, Sufi  Nawaz p.93, Marcelo Moura 
p.95, Thomas Picard p.96, Asif Akbar 
p.104, jaylopez p.107, Samuel Rosa 
p.109, Tracey Perry p.111, Ove Tøpfer 
p.112, Jack Horst p.115, Aschwin Prein 
p.122, Craig Jewell p.125, 

Ruben Joye p.126, Nick Benjaminsz 
p.128, Rodolfo Clix p.132, Vasant 
Dave p.134, Mark Schweizer p.137, 
Wasan Markjang p.139, Steve 
Knight p.142, John Grech p.144, 
Gavin Mills p.146, Jon Ng p.149, 
Michal Zacharzewski p.150, Bartosz 
Wacawski p.153, Andrew Turner 
p.156, Mike Hardisty p.160, Trey 
Ratcliff  p.161, Gino Zahnd p.164, 
David Thiel p.166, M Nota p.170, 
Vjeran Lisjak p.172, Mike Johnson 
p.174, Paula Rupolo p.179, Hernan 
Herrero p.180, Zurimar Campos – 
Copyright-Agencia Bolivariana de 
Noticias p.183, Fernando Weberich 
p.184, Jessica Shannon p.187, Diago A. 
Marino p.189, Aldon Scott Mc Leod 
p.192, Lynne Lancaster p.196, Valeria 
Obregon p.199, Angela Radulescu 
p.200, Davide Guglielmo p.203, Jan 
Kratěna p.204 



In the last 30 years, neoliberal policies 
have been implemented in almost every 
society on the globe, resulting in fairly 
specifi c ‘neoliberal’ confi gurations. 
This volume has been compiled in time 
for the World Social Forum in January 
2009 in Belém in order to initiate a new 
debate. It off ers various responses to the 
negative impacts of neoliberalism and 
its growing inability to deal with the 
upcoming contradictions and crises.  The 
contributors are mainly scholar-activists 
from diff erent parts of the world, who 
present perspectives on social, political 
and/or economic transformations. They 

deal with shifting terrains of social 
struggles and compromises, taking 
place on diff erent scales, in various 
contexts and by diff erent actors.  All 
postneoliberal approaches have in 
common that they constitute a rupture 
with specifi c aspects of ‘neoliberalism’. 
The contributors explore diff erent aspects 
of a possible postneoliberalism, focusing 
on continuities and discontinuities, which 
vary in depth, complexity and scope, 
and relate to everyday practices as well as 
comprehensive concepts.

development dialogue 

is addressed to individuals 
and organisations in both 
the South and the North, 
including policy makers, 
international institutions, 
members of civil society, 
the media and the research 
community. 

development dialogue 

is intended to provide 
a free forum for critical 
discussion of international 
development priorities for 
the 21st century.

development dialogue 
is published by the 
Dag Hammarskjöld 
Foundation. Copies may 
be downloaded or 
obtained from the 
Dag Hammarskjöld Centre, 
Övre Slottsgatan 2, 
se-753 10 Uppsala, Sweden, 
fax: +46-18-12 20 72,
email: secretariat@dhf.uu.se
website: www.dhf.uu.se




