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POVERTY AND IDEAS RARELY OCCUPY THE SAME SPACE FOR LONG
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The true riches of a nation lie not in its gold or silver but in its aptitude to educate itself and in the degree of integrity possessed by its children. - Kahlil Gilbran
Individuals and societies are transformed by something which is simple, but profound:  a set of ideas, not money.  The former is capital and the latter is a catalyst.  Without ideas, no amount of money will change a society. However, with little money and big ideas, the former could be leveraged to have a big impact. Production systems are transformed with ideas. Nigeria and African countries remain mired in poverty because we have stopped making the pursuit and exploration of ideas the central focus of our existence.  As Mahatma Gandhi noted, “A man is a product of his thoughts. What he thinks, he becomes.”  In less than two decades Dubai transformed from a desolate desert landscape to the center of global commerce, and today every major global commercial organization would like to have a place under the sun in Dubai.  I was recently informed by a friend that between  1947 to 1950 some politicians in Nigeria were already driving cars, while the principal mode of transportation in Dubai was the camel.  Today, look at both countries. When grand ideas are articulated by visionary leaders, and the objective benefits communicated to and inculcated in the citizenry, their implementation enjoys a ground swell of support.  

Why can’t we do the same? The same question was posed by one of Nigeria’s original thinkers, novelist and Professor Chinua Achebe to which he answered as follows, “Perhaps we suffered a failure of imagination.  Perhaps psychologically we did not really wish to become a modern state; we saw the price of modernization and subconsciously decided we were not prepared to pay it” (Achebe, 1990)  To his conjecture I would hazard to add my contention that Nigeria’s successive leaders have not gone to their people to learn from their experiences and as a consequence have not been able to synthesize their experiences into a logical framework which would serve as basis for solving the practical problems facing Nigeria. 
_________________________________________________________________
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When one thinks of Nigeria, he is faced with a kaleidoscope of images.  Images of people yearning for a better life, unrepresentative bureaucracy, military-overstay which emasculated and polluted civil institutions, abiding inability to engage civil institutions, dilapidated public education system, mushrooming private schools and universities (accredited and otherwise), a sea of young people taking unreasonable risks to make it in the country or to get out of the country, and corrupt politicians and civil servants who have fed themselves fat on the misery of the poor.  We also see a people whose collective psyche has been brutalized by successive periods of unaccountable military regimes and that the subsequent civilian governments have also internalized the military methods of non- accountability  such that the peoples’ business goes undone and nobody seems to care.  Nevertheless, egos are prominently on display, but they are not the type of veiled egos which come with quiet confidence rooted in the ability to achieve or contribute to our country Nigeria and to the larger human community.  Rather it is exhibition of the banal ego often associated with material possessions.  “Having” has become synonymous with “being.”  Pursuit of transformational knowledge has been relegated to the back burner. The idea of profit without production, which is detrimental to development, is now fully embedded in the nation’s psyche.  Economist Lloyd Reynolds once opined that Nigeria is a place where “Visible wealth, however attained, commands high status in society; but diligent managerial performance does not.” We could do better.
Those of you of Judeo-Christian faith may recall the powerful statement in the Book of Hosea which I paraphrase as follows: for lack of knowledge, my people perish.  It does not say for lack of money my people perish. Similar statements are found in various religious traditions.  The importance of religious life should not be minimized, but religious instruction will not develop Nigeria, if that is what the country seeks.  The country’s economic transformation will start with ideas and knowledge, not money.   Nigerian leaders will need to pay attention to economists, scientists as well as to philosophers. According to one of the greatest economists of the recent memory, John Maynard Keynes, “[t]he ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else.”  How about foreign investment you may ask?    
Foreign direct investment (FDI) is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for national development. It is common now to hear Nigerian leaders talk about foreign investment, but at the same time, some government officials are stashing away their ill-gotten wealth in foreign countries.  What a paradox!  Transformational foreign investment will not come into Nigeria unless Nigeria’s interests are in consonance with that of foreign investors, or Nigeria will not be the ultimate beneficiary of such investments.  The nature of investment is that it accrues benefits in the future and over time. So, if time-preference remains very short, as it has been for decades, the country will continue to shy away from those activities whose benefits are not immediate.  Nigeria needs an enabling environment both for business incubation and technology. In his book, The World is Flat, (2005), Thomas Friedman noted that “Poor people grow out of poverty when their governments create an environment in which educated workers and capitalists have the physical and legal infrastructure” to operate.  But this will not occur in a society where the planning horizon is very short. Societies with short time preference are doomed. In societies where wealth is measured by the consumption of status goods (or positional goods) technological change associated with production will be less attractive. Among the consequences would be: pervasive presence of rent-seeking activities – which means that the creative energies of the best educated and most successful persons are channeled into activities that do not increase the productive capacity of the economy and people make profits with production.  Society is left with a condition where the educated people are not interested in such mundane activities as agriculture, ironworking, etc, and quality will evaporate from its health care and the educational systems. Nigerian schools have not performed well lately. It was recently reported that over 80 percent of the students who took secondary school exit examinations this year failed. If this does not shame the Nigeria’s educational establishment, then nothing will. The importance of cognitive skills in economic development has again been emphasized in Hanushek and Woessmann (2008).  How about the hospitals? There is no reason to expect the healthcare system to be any better than the educational establishment. It is not. The well-connected will seek these services in other countries.  We could do better.
For the country to absorb and use the emerging technologies, some minimum basic knowledge is required. The country needs a cadre of workers who are competent in the basic science and technologies in other to take advantage of the new and emerging technologies and to tailor them to solving domestic problems.  Joel Mokyr in The Lever of Riches (1990), articulated the second consequence in the following words: “… because productive work was left to an uneducated, and inarticulate class alienated from the elite, technological progress faced serious handicaps. In a society in which those who are educated do not work and those who work are not educated, the inarticulateness of the productive classes which thwart the diffusion and adoption of new technology in the unlikely event that it emerges.”  For the Diaspora Nigerians who would like to influence, in a positive way, the course of events in the homeland either directly  by themselves or indirectly through their children, it is important that the education which they receive does not keep them away from practical matters.  There is also the urgent need to also encourage our daughters to pursue their interests if they display a knack for practical invention and dispel the primordial notion that industrial arts are an exclusive preserve of the male gender.  Economic history has shown us that societies which uplift their women are societies that develop.  Former President Olusegun Obasanjo took some steps with the appointment of women in the ministerial ranks, and the pattern has continued under his successor, President Umaru Musa Yar'Adua, but the country could still do better.

How about governance? Although my abiding preference is for democratic dispensation where the needs of the populace, as expressed and conveyed through plebiscite, inform governmental actions at various levels, it must be noted nations have developed both under democratic governments and authoritarian regimes.  Hong Kong and China could be cited as the latest cases in point.  What form maximizes innovation and adoption of technology?  It is uncertain what form of government is most conducive to technological innovation and progress. Studies suggest that a “strong centralized government, secure enough to withstand riot and political pressure from coalitions representing losers, may have been able to resist the pressure exerted by technological status quo.”  It has also been recognized that weak governments could be forced to keep technological progress away.  However, it is generally accepted that political stability is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for technological progress.  Many economists agree that free-market left totally to its own devices is unlikely to produce a desirable level of innovation especially in a developing country. 
Scholars and historians have often wondered why China fell behind the West in science and technology especially after 1400 AD. Many hypotheses emerged to explain this enigma given that China expressed some of the basic technologies that today fuel the growth and innovations in the West.  What has emerged as a consensus position could be percolated in one word: attitude.  Some scholars have argued that China’s technology regressed because of an aversion to manipulate and exploit nature.  My decision to bring in China into this lecture is predicated on two historical events with implication to Nigeria’s development.  Societies whose knowledge is non-renewing or static will falter and may disappear in time.  Scholars and archeological digs have confirmed that Iron use, in smelting and forging for tools, appeared in the Nok civilization (which today would be located around the Jos plateau) around 500 BC  and disappeared around 200 AD. The civilization’s social system was highly advanced.  Why didn’t such civilization and others like it form the basis of Africa’s industrial and technological take-off? The knowledge of astronomy displayed by the Dogon people of present day Mali has been widely reported.  Some of what they know is now being accurately verified with modern technology.  How did they know about the properties of Sirius B (one of the brightest stars in the Solar system) without telescopes? How did they know that Saturn has rings? How did they know that the moon is dry and barren, and that Jupiter has four large moons? Some cynics and detractors have proclaimed that they must have been visited by the aliens from outer space.  Fable!   The more interesting question is why the Dogon people did not use this advanced knowledge to transform that part of the world? Why didn’t the knowledge provide the basis of technological take-off? Setting aside historical mysteries, we know fairly well with a reasonable degree of certainty what it would take to develop a country like Nigeria, but the question remains about our willingness to do so.
  A few years ago, some white farmers from Zimbabwe were wooed by a state government to come and settle in Nigeria. The farmers asked that certain items (mostly infrastructural) be provided to them as part of the package. The government officials showed willingness to provide to these farmers some of the amenities they requested.  Why didn’t the farmers close the deal and stay in Nigeria? More importantly, why weren’t the same conditions being made available to Nigerian farmers?  In one word, Attitude!  It could be termed perception of self (or self-image).  With confidence rooted in knowledge, Nigeria would recognize when it is being sold a bill of goods as happened in the eighties with the draconian program of structural adjustment. This is a program that set the country, and many other African countries, on a downward path from which it is yet to recover, even after over twenty years of dubious experimentation.  This criticism does not mean that we did not need to change some of our ways.  There is a need to decentralize Nigeria’s decision-making, incorporate the lower units of the federal structure, and move away from the federally centered decision-making apparatus.
In the event you are wondering, development does not and will not come from foreign investment or from the exploitation of our natural resources such as crude oil or gold, (Friedman, p. 402). You would all agree that the growth in Nigeria’s gross national product (as a result of oil revenue) has not been accompanied with economic development, a concept different from the notion of economic growth, defined by Professor Mamalakis, as the “integrated, continuous, and substantial transformation in production, distribution, and capital formation, “ (Mamalakis, 1976). Nigeria needs to build enabling institutions. For example, an efficient Central Bank and EFCC have made a difference in recent years. Nobel Laureate, Douglass North noted that institutions “are the underlying determinant of long-run performance”  Dynamic theory of change, he continues, “ – something missing in mainstream economics and only very imperfectly dealt with Marxian theory - … must be built on a model of institutional change.” (North, p. 107).   Nigeria’s institutions and infrastructure have been declining or stagnant at best.  It has been widely reported that, during Obasanjo’s administration, over $20 billion, for example, went into the efforts to revamp the country’s power-generating capacity, but even today, there is nothing to show for that massive expenditure.  It has been mismanaged or downright stolen.  Corruption in the public and private sector is a dragon that Nigeria has to slay if she has to move in the direction of economic development.  We have a body of evidence which suggests, and rather strongly, that no country will develop without a dependable source of electricity. 



How does the country get out of this mess?  If we look at countries like Malaysia, Israel, and India, we shall see that there is a critical role for Nigerians in Diaspora.  This group represents a critical factor, yet to be tapped, in Nigeria’s development and advancement.   Some observers have concluded that Nigeria will not develop without the active involvement of this group. And while there has been a lot of talk on the part of successive Nigerian governments about harnessing the skills and knowledge of this group, practical action is still lacking. You (the Nigerians in Diaspora) are uniquely suited for this reason: you have a cultural tie to the place.  You have worked and lived outside the country and know what it takes to change a society.  You may be asking why you should care about what happens to the country of our birth.  Our dignity as a people depends on Nigeria and Africa becoming a contributing member of the global community. Our contribution should not start and cease with providing raw materials for developed countries. There is a compelling economic, political, social, cultural need for Nigeria to diversify our product offerings to the world.  We need to follow the lead of the Jewish community which despite its incredible records of achievement around the world continues to contribute to the survival and development of Israel. If Nigeria fails or disintegrates as some would wish and predict, we and our future generations would be the ones to suffer. I do not believe that you will find dignity or fulfillment in the fact that you may be widely regarded as a master builder but cannot build your own country.  This is why we should sympathize with those Nigerian leaders and civil servants who use their positions to defraud the country and stash away their loot in other countries.  They are psychologically wounded people. They fail to understand that their unpatriotic and selfish activities benefit the receiving country and depress the Nigerian economy.  

To our brothers and sisters in Diaspora gathered here, I urge you to continue to invest in yourselves and in your children, to acquire the skills and knowledge for your own transformation and for the ultimate transformation of Nigeria. This also means that you have to master the details of your profession and not merely have a superficial understanding of your work.  You cannot help Nigeria if you do not have the skill, knowledge, and training. This is why your accumulated human capital is a sine qua non to the future of Nigeria’s development. As, President Nelson Mandela noted, “…You can never have an impact on society if you have not changed yourself…”  Your ability to bring about change in Nigeria depends on the attitude which you adopt:  if you approach them as all-knowing elite from America, your effort will amount to naught, but if you go with the humility of a teacher as well as a student, you are more likely to register some success as a change agent.  The pursuit of excellence and teaching by demonstration should be the guiding philosophy.  You have to exhibit the ability and willingness to go and assist our people in a very practical way when your services and knowledge are requested, even for a short period of time.
 And to Nigeria’s leaders, I quote President Dwight Eisenhower:  “The supreme quality for leadership is unquestionable integrity. Without it, no real success is possible.”   The quest of industrialization behind the protective walls of government regulation would result in highly subsidized, inefficient industries.  The country is better off emphasizing technology-based, small-sized industries which are highly efficient.  Moreover, if these industries are highly spread out, the inequities which accompany differing sector productivities will be minimized.  For the fact that people tend to migrate and concentrate in those areas and cities that offer higher probability of economic betterment, when opportunities for economic improvement are diversified, the population will be more diversified.  In which case, the kind of urban sprawl normally associated with the rural-urban dichotomy will be minimized due to the diversified production centers.


This small-scale approach will further minimize the capital bottle-neck or constraint which is often faced by start-up companies in developing areas of the world.  This is where the skills, abilities, and resources of Nigerians in Diaspora will be most effectively deployed.  It makes resource pooling easier and oversight manageable.  It has become increasingly obvious that Nigeria, in order to develop, will find ways of attracting her children in the Diaspora. While no one factor is sufficient condition for economic transformation and development, at this point in time, this group is a critical in Nigeria’s development. 

Science and technology today represent the fastest and surest way of economic transformation of any society. If in doubt, take a look at Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, India, or Indonesia.  Does government have a role to play in this process? Absolutely!  Look at South Korea.  However, we also have minds in the private sector - people like Messers Cyprian Uzoh, with over 180 patents in semi-conductors world-wide, Philip Emeagwali (considered by some to be one of the pioneers of the Internet), and Professor (Dr.) Olufunmilayo Falusi Olopade (Cancer Specialist and 2005 MacAuthur Foundation Genius Award Winner), to name a few. Their contributions might have been lost to humanity.  The tragedy is that they and many others had to leave the shores of Nigeria to achieve the noted scientific acclaims, and if care is not taken and deliberate effort made, the first rate skills of such persons will be forever lost to Nigeria.
 Furthermore, concerted and disciplined effort should be made to start establishing and maintaining a viable machine-tool industry. South Korea followed the path to industrial development.  Nigeria would also need to establish secondary and post-secondary institutions with emphasis in science and technology where admissions are based on performance and nothing else.  We must also recreate academic institutions that will be at par with the pre-war Government College, Umuahia, the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, University of Ibadan, and  the Ahmadu Bello University, and have a university modeled after the celebrated Indian Statistical Institute.  
You are diligent and contributing members of your communities, I tip my hat to you and extend a heart-felt appreciation because of your industry and achievement, both individually and collectively, we can go a long way in reclaiming our common humanity from those who have made a living by diminishing our culture and achievements and painting us all with one brush as advance-fee fraudsters.  Those of you who have the means and have extended your successes beyond your immediate family, to your respective communities in Nigeria with income generating activities, you are a blessing.  If you have not yet, you will realize that service to others is the greatest source of happiness.

  It was Dr. Albert Schweitzer, whom some people have referred to as one of the greatest Christians of his time and as a great philosopher and physician who noted that “The purpose of human life is to serve, and to show compassion and the will to help others.”  Our land is a place where the notion of public charity does not exist in any significant fashion. And small episodes of private charity exist on a quid pro quo basis. We have to change: from being followers to being leaders. I thank you and I wish you all continued success in your worthwhile endeavors. As you do so, I urge you to also assist one another and exchange ideas and expel poverty.  Pursue your noble interests with passion and without malice.  Avoid being trapped in places or situations that are too small for your talents. And definitely, do not lower your expectations.  It was Nelson Mandela who said “There is no passion to be found playing small – in settling for a life less than the one you are capable of living.”  There is an urgent need for us to change our psychology so as not to miss out on the 21st Century as we did with the 20th Century. God bless you, God bless Nigeria, and God bless the United States of America!  Thank you!
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