
Capitalism, Global Poverty, and 
the Case for Democratic Socialism
J A S O N  H I C K E L  a n d  D y l A N  s u l l I V A N

Over the past several years, a new narrative about global poverty has 
become entrenched in mainstream discourse. It holds that extreme pov-
erty—a condition of absolute deprivation associated with severe calorie 
and nutrient deficiency and an inability to access basic goods—is the nat-
ural condition of humanity, and afflicted some 90 percent of the world 
population before the rise of capitalism liberated people from misery. 
This narrative relies in large part on a graph showing the proportion of 
people living in extreme poverty since 1820, declining from a starting 
point of 90 percent. The graph was originally developed by the former 
World Bank economist Martin Ravallion and was later popularized by 
Steven Pinker in his bestselling book, Enlightenment Now. It has since cir-
culated widely on social media.

This narrative suffers from several empirical problems, however, 
which we explored in a recent article published in World Development.1 
First, measuring poverty requires direct data on household consumption, 
but this is generally not available prior to the 1980s. To get around this 
limitation, the Ravallion/Pinker graph relies on historical GDP growth 
rates as a proxy for changes in household consumption. This is not a valid 
method, however, because empirical data show that the two indicators 
generally do not move together.2 As the economist Angus Deaton points 
out, GDP and household consumption surveys “evidently measure dif-
ferent things.”3 This problem is particularly acute in the colonial period, 
which was characterized by dispossession and destruction of subsistence 
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economies—interventions that may have increased GDP while simulta-
neously constraining people’s access to subsistence and livelihoods. For a 
detailed discussion of what is (and is not) accounted for in historical GDP, 
see Appendix A of our World Development paper.

The second problem is that the graph relies on the World Bank’s $1.90 
(2011 purchasing power parity [PPP]) threshold for extreme poverty. This 
metric has come under criticism for more than a decade, because PPPs 
are based on prices across the whole economy, when what matters for 
poverty is the prices of essential goods that are necessary to meet basic 
needs (such as food, housing, and fuel). These prices vary widely across 
time and space in a manner that is not captured by PPPs. To correct for 
this, economic historians have developed ways to measure income vis-à-
vis the cost of basic needs. Applying this approach to India shows that ex-
treme poverty was relatively low in the precolonial era (perhaps around 
10 percent in the late sixteenth century), and increased during the period 
of capitalist integration, from 23 percent in 1810 to over 50 percent by 
the middle of the twentieth century, in stark contrast to the narrative 
suggested by the Ravallion/Pinker graph.4

A more recent version of the Ravallion/Pinker graph was published by the 
OECD, showing a similar curve but with a lower poverty rate (75 percent) 
in the historical period.5 This version uses the cost of basic needs instead 
of the $1.90 PPP threshold, but still relies on GDP growth rates as a proxy 
for changes in household consumption (while household consumption is 
assumed to grow at a slower rate than GDP in the post-1950 period, the ratio 
is exogenously determined, and the unaltered GDP growth rates are used 
prior to 1950). The OECD graph is a substantial improvement over the Rav-
allion/Pinker version, but does not overcome this fundamental problem. We 
address this issue in Appendix A of the World Development article.

A third limitation of the graph has to do with its starting date (1820). 
The graph has been used to tell a story about capitalism, but the world 
capitalist economy was established in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries.6 In other words, the graph excludes more than three hundred 
years of relevant history. During this period, economic growth in Western 
Europe depended on processes of dispossession that caused major social 
dislocation (for example, the Western European enclosures, Eastern Eu-
rope’s “second serfdom,” mass enslavement of Africans, the colonization 
of the Americas and India, and so on). The graph excludes this history and 
gives the impression of poverty in 1820 as a primordial condition.

Given these issues, the standard public narrative about the history of 
extreme poverty needs reassessment. Toward this end, we took an empir-
ical approach to examine the social impact of capitalist expansion and 
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integration using data on real wages (with respect to the cost of basic 
needs), human height, and mortality since the long sixteenth century, 
for five world regions (Europe, Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, South 
Asia, and China). This data points to three conclusions.

First, it is unlikely that 90 percent (or even 75 percent) of the global 
population lived in extreme poverty prior to the rise of capitalism. Histor-
ically, unskilled urban laborers in all regions tended to have wages high 
enough to support a family of four above the poverty line. Extreme pov-
erty seems to arise predominantly during periods of severe social and eco-
nomic distress, like famines, wars, and institutionalized dispossession, 
which became particularly prevalent under colonialism. Rather than be-
ing the natural condition of humanity, extreme poverty is a symptom of 
severe social dislocation and displacement.

The second conclusion is that the rise of capitalism coincided with a de-
terioration in human welfare. In every region we assessed, incorporation 
into the capitalist world-system was associated with a decline in wages 
to below subsistence, a deterioration in human stature, and a marked 
upturn in premature mortality. In parts of Latin America, sub-Saharan 
Africa, and South Asia, key welfare metrics have still not recovered.

Our third conclusion is that in those regions where progress has oc-
curred, it began much later than the Ravallion/Pinker graph suggests. In 
the core regions of Northwest Europe, welfare standards began to improve 
in the 1880s, around four centuries after the emergence of capitalism. In 
the periphery and semi-periphery, progress began in the mid-twentieth 
century. This corresponds with the rise of organized labor, the antico-
lonial movement, and other radical and progressive social movements, 
which organized production around meeting human needs, redistributed 
wealth, and invested in public provisioning systems (in Europe, invest-
ment in public health care, education, and other forms of social security 
increased from close to zero percent of GDP in the late nineteenth centu-
ry to around a third of GDP by the mid-1970s).7

For a full discussion of these findings, we refer readers to our World 
Development publication. Here we seek to expand on the paper with addi-
tional reflections on capitalism and poverty, the role of industrialization, 
and implications for future policy.

Extreme Poverty Is Not a Legitimate Benchmark for Social Progress

It is important to clarify immediately that extreme poverty is defined in 
terms of subsistence goods. It refers to the inability to access basic food, 
shelter, clothing, and fuel; it does not refer to higher welfare standards 
such as access to electricity, modern health care, refrigerators, and so 
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on, which are available today. It is not difficult to meet basic subsistence 
requirements, and historical data suggests that human communities are 
normally capable of doing so, even in pre-industrial contexts, with their 
own labor and with the resources available to them in their environment 
or through exchange. The main exceptions to this are in cases of natural 
disaster, or under conditions in which people are cut off from land and 
commons, or when their labor, resources, and productive capacities are 
appropriated by a ruling class or an imperial power. The historical data 
we review shows that it was the process of colonization and capitalist 
integration that mainly pushed people into extreme poverty and caused 
social indicators to deteriorate.

The crucial implication of this finding is that extreme poverty should 
not be used as a benchmark against which to measure progress. Extreme 
poverty should not exist, period. The fact that up to 17 percent of the world 
population lives in extreme poverty today (according to Robert Allen’s data 
on cost-of-basic-needs poverty) should be understood as an indictment of 
our economic system.8 It is a sign that severe social dislocation remains 
institutionalized in the capitalist world economy. Yes, the prevalence of ex-
treme poverty is lower today than it was at the height of the colonial peri-
od, but this is not sufficient reason for celebration. The colonial high-water 
mark was an effect of capitalist policy and should never have existed.

Furthermore, extreme poverty can and should be ended immediately. It 
does not require further increases in aggregate production, it does not re-
quire a massive mobilization of charity; rather, it requires no more than 
restoring people’s access to the basic resources they need for survival. 
The existing world economy, despite its extraordinary output, appears 
incapable of achieving this basic objective: projections indicate that with 
existing trends it will take at least forty years to end extreme poverty, 
even according to the World Bank’s inadequate metric (three decades lat-
er than promised by the sustainable development goals), and possibly as 
long as a century.9 This should be condemned as a failure. Instead, we are 
enjoined to accept as “normal” a form of suffering that need not exist and 
can be ended immediately. What is required? We must ensure peasants 
have access to productive land, workers have secure employment and 
living wages, and universal access to affordable housing and food. This is 
not complicated, it is basic.

W i t h i n  Ca p i t a l i s m , Pro g re s s  i n  t h e  N o rt h  H a s  D e p e n d e d 
o n  I m p e r i a l i s m

The historical record demonstrates that dramatic progress on welfare 
indicators occurred in the core economies after 1880, with the rise of the 
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labor movement, social democratic parties, and movements that secured 
suffrage for working men and, later, for women. These gains accelerat-
ed in the early/mid-twentieth century, delivering extremely high welfare 
ratios. It is crucial to understand that the gains during this latter period 
were due not only to progressive movements within the core, but also to 
socialist movements in the periphery, which were (especially in the case of 
the USSR) demonstrating that socialist and communist alternatives were 
possible. The rise of socialism in the East inspired socialist movements 
in the West (most famously in Germany, which came to the brink of a 
socialist revolution during the Spartacist and Ruhr uprisings of 1919–20). 
These revolutionary movements posed a real threat to capitalism in the 
core. Capitalism survived in part by crushing these movements—quite of-
ten violently, but also by making concessions to working-class demands, 
including wage improvements and some public services, although never 
conceding to the core demands for decommodification and economic de-
mocracy. Thus, the rise of the social democratic welfare state.

Capital accumulation requires cheap labor, however, and these conces-
sions would have brought capitalism in the core to its knees were it not 
for the fact that capitalists were able to obtain cheap labor instead in 
the periphery, through colonial and neocolonial forms of appropriation, 
which continue to this day.10 The unique privilege of imperialism allowed 
capital in the core to maintain accumulation despite concessions to its 
working classes—a privilege that is not available to most states in the 
periphery.11 This is what explains the extreme disparity that persists be-
tween social indicators in the capitalist core (where the average welfare 
ratio of an unskilled laborer is 10–20) versus those in the capitalist periph-
ery, where the average welfare ratio is less than 2, and where in many 
cases wages and/or heights have not recovered from the immiseration 
caused during the period of capitalist integration.12 To understand the 
relationship between capitalism and human welfare today, we must look 
at living conditions in the capitalist periphery.

Of course, the core could have taken a different direction. It could 
have accepted the demands of workers and anti-imperialist movements, 
abandoned the imperatives of capital accumulation, and transitioned to 
a postcapitalist system—thus achieving social progress without imperial-
ism. Social progress does not require imperialism. Capitalism does.

Pro g re s s  To d a y  S h o u l d  B e  M ea s u re d  A g a i n s t  D e c e n t 
L i v i n g  St a n d a rd s

Noting that extreme poverty was not the normal condition of human-
ity prior to the rise of capitalism is not to say that life was great at that 
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time. Clearly nobody then had access to the higher welfare standards 
that are available today. This is where industrialization and technologi-
cal development become so important. Industrialization has brought the 
capacity to produce new goods that did not exist in the past: electricity, 
modern health care, public transit, clean cooking fuel, higher education, 
communication technology, household durables, and so on, which make 
it possible to achieve high life expectancies and decent lives for all. By 
these standards, obviously most everyone was poor prior to industrializa-
tion, as these goods did not exist or were very rare.

We have already established that extreme poverty is not a legitimate 
benchmark against which to measure progress at any time. But it certainly 
should not be used as a threshold for human welfare today. The higher-or-
der goods that exist today are essential to decent living and should be 
available to everyone. As a share of global productive capacity, this does 
not require much (as with basic goods like food and shelter in the pre-in-
dustrial period). Yet the scale of decent-living poverty is astonishing: 2.4 
billion people lack food security; 3.2 billion cannot afford a healthy diet; 
3.2 billion do not have a clean cooking stove; 3.6 billion do not have safely 
managed sanitation facilities; 3.8 to 5 billion people do not have access to 
essential health services.13

This is not because there is a deficit of productive capacity (on the con-
trary, these goods could be provided for everyone on the planet quite eas-
ily), but because production remains overwhelmingly organized around 
capital accumulation and profit maximization rather than around hu-
man needs and well-being. Even the core economies have decent-living 
deprivation, despite high levels of production, with millions unable to 
access decent housing, health care, and nutrition. While progressive so-
cial movements have won a great deal over the past century, in terms of 
securing fair wages, public services, and economic rights, the struggle 
must continue to deliver a truly just economy.

The massive prevalence of decent-living deprivation in the twenty-first 
century underscores an important fact: industrialization does not guar-
antee that the living standards of ordinary people will improve. As al-
ways, the key questions are: How is industrial capacity used? Is it used 
to secure decent lives for all, or to service capital accumulation? How 
is the division of labor organized? Are all regions given an equal role in 
industrial production, or are some regions made to play the role of sub-
servient suppliers in global commodity chains? How are workers treated? 
Do they have control over the means of production, and secure access to 
essential goods and services? All of this depends on the political system, 
the provisioning system, and the balance of class power. Industrialization 
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is a necessary but not sufficient condition for achieving decent lives for 
all. Human development depends on the strength of progressive social 
movements that push to organize production around human needs rath-
er than elite accumulation.

I n  t h e  g l o b a l  S o u t h ,  C a p i t a l i s m  C o n s t r a i n s 
Te c h n o l o g i c a l  D e v e l o p m e n t

This raises the question: if industrial production is necessary to meet 
decent-living standards today, then perhaps capitalism—notwithstand-
ing its negative impact on social indicators over the past five hundred 
years—is necessary to develop the industrial capacity to meet these high-
er-order goals. This has been the dominant assumption in development 
economics for the past half century. But it does not withstand empirical 
scrutiny. For the majority of the world, capitalism has historically con-
strained, rather than enabled, technological development—and this dy-
namic remains a major problem today.

It has long been recognized by liberals and Marxists alike that the rise 
of capitalism in the core economies was associated with rapid industrial 
expansion, on a scale with no precedent under feudalism or other precap-
italist class structures.14 What is less widely understood is that this very 
same system produced the opposite effect in the periphery and semi-pe-
riphery. Indeed, the forced integration of peripheral regions into the capi-
talist world-system during the period circa 1492 to 1914 was characterized 
by widespread deindustrialization and agrarianization, with countries 
compelled to specialize in agricultural and other primary commodities, 
often under “pre-modern” and ostensibly “feudal” conditions.

In Eastern Europe, for instance, the number of people living in cities 
declined by almost one-third during the seventeenth century, as the re-
gion became an agrarian serf-economy exporting cheap grain and timber 
to Western Europe.15 At the same time, Spanish and Portuguese coloniz-
ers were transforming the American continents into suppliers of precious 
metals and agricultural goods, with urban manufacturing suppressed by 
the state.16 When the capitalist world-system expanded into Africa in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, imports of British cloth and 
steel destroyed Indigenous textile production and iron smelting, while 
Africans were instead made to specialize in palm oil, peanuts, and other 
cheap cash crops produced with enslaved labor.17 India—once the great 
manufacturing hub of the world—suffered a similar fate after coloni-
zation by Britain in 1757.18 By 1840, British colonizers boasted that they 
had “succeeded in converting India from a manufacturing country into 
a country exporting raw produce.”19 Much the same story unfolded in 
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China after it was forced to open its domestic economy to capitalist trade 
during the British invasion of 1839–42. According to historians, the influx 
of European textiles, soap, and other manufactured goods “destroyed ru-
ral handicraft industries in the villages, causing unemployment and hard-
ship for the Chinese peasantry.”20

The great deindustrialization of the periphery was achieved in part 
through policy interventions by the core states, such as through the im-
position of colonial prohibitions on manufacturing and through “unequal 
treaties,” which were intended to destroy industrial competition from 
Southern producers, establish captive markets for Western industrial out-
put, and position Southern economies as providers of cheap labor and re-
sources. But these dynamics were also reinforced by structural features of 
profit-oriented markets. Capitalists only employ new technologies to the 
extent that it is profitable for them to do so. This can present an obstacle 
to economic development if there is little demand for domestic industrial 
production (due to low incomes, foreign competition, etc.), or if the costs 
of innovation are high.

Capitalists in the Global North overcame these problems because the 
state intervened extensively in the economy by setting high tariffs, provid-
ing public subsidies, assuming the costs of research and development, and 
ensuring adequate consumer demand through government spending.21 
But in the Global South, where state support for industry was foreclosed 
by centuries of formal and informal colonialism, it has been more prof-
itable for capitalists to export cheap agricultural goods than to invest in 
high-technology manufacturing.22 The profitability of new technologies 
also depends on the cost of labor. In the North, where wages are com-
paratively high, capitalists have historically found it profitable to employ 
labor-saving technologies.23 But in the peripheral economies, where wages 
have been heavily compressed, it has often been cheaper to use labor-in-
tensive production techniques than to pay for expensive machinery.24

Of course, the global division of labor has changed since the late nine-
teenth century. Many of the leading industries of that time, including 
textiles, steel, and assembly line processes, have now been outsourced 
to low-wage peripheral economies like India and China, while the core 
states have moved to innovation activities, high-technology aerospace 
and biotech engineering, information technology, and capital-intensive 
agriculture.25 Yet still the basic problem remains. Under neoliberal global-
ization (structural adjustment programs and WTO rules), governments in 
the periphery are generally precluded from using tariffs, subsidies, and 
other forms of industrial policy to achieve meaningful development and 
economic sovereignty, while labor market deregulation and global labor 
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arbitrage have kept wages extremely low. In this context, the drive to 
maximize profit leads Southern capitalists and foreign investors to pour 
resources into relatively low-technology export sectors, at the expense of 
more modern lines of industry.

Moreover, for those parts of the periphery that occupy the lowest rungs 
in global commodity chains, production continues to be organized along 
so-called pre-modern lines, even under the new division of labor. In the 
Congo, for instance, workers are sent into dangerous mineshafts with-
out any modern safety equipment, tunneling deep into the ground with 
nothing but shovels, often coerced at gunpoint by U.S.-backed militias, 
so that Microsoft and Apple can secure cheap coltan for their electronics 
devices.26 Pre-modern production processes predicated on the “technol-
ogy” of labor coercion are also found in the cocoa plantations of Ghana 
and Côte d’Ivoire, where enslaved children labor in brutal conditions for 
corporations like Cadbury, or Colombia’s banana export sector, where a 
hyper-exploited peasantry is kept in line by a regime of rural terror and 
extrajudicial killings overseen by private death squads.27

Uneven global development, including the endurance of ostensibly 
“feudal” relations of production, is not inevitable. It is an effect of capital-
ist dynamics. Capitalists in the periphery find it more profitable to employ 
cheap labor subject to conditions of slavery or other forms of coercion 
than they do to invest in modern industry.

Successful  Development Requires Public Planning

The existing arrangement of the world economy cannot deliver mean-
ingful development in the Global South. As we have seen, imperialist dy-
namics and the profit-orientation of national capital and foreign invest-
ment militate against this possibility. The anticolonial movements of the 
mid-twentieth century understood this fact. They knew that achieving 
development would require directly mobilizing production to increase 
the output of key products, develop necessary technologies, and deliver 
essential goods and services.

Most of these movements were inspired by socialist principles, to 
varying degrees, which they saw as necessary for economic sovereignty 
and social progress. Many were influenced by the achievements of the 
Russian Revolution.28 Prior to 1917, Russia had been a low-wage agrar-
ian hinterland exporting cheap raw materials (grain, hemp, flax, etc.) 
to western Europe.29 In 1899, the Russian Finance Minister Sergei Witte 
noted that “The economic relations of Russia with western Europe are 
fully comparable to the relations of colonial countries with their me-
tropolises.”30 The communist revolution, and the transition to planning 
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in 1928, transformed this arrangement.31 By setting output targets for 
machinery, factories, and other producer goods, the USSR was able to 
increase production in sectors that are usually neglected under condi-
tions of peripheral capitalism. Soviet industrial output expanded rapidly 
over the next thirteen years: material output of pig iron increased by 352 
percent; electric power by 857 percent; the number of machine tools by 
1,997 percent; and the number of motor vehicles by 28,457 percent.32 By 
the 1950s—within a single generation—the USSR had become a modern 
industrial economy, and the first country to achieve several major land-
marks in aerospace engineering—including putting the first person into 
space and establishing the first space station.

Several countries in the Global South incorporated similar planning 
strategies in the mid-twentieth century. Others took a more mixed “de-
velopmentalist” approach, relying on industrial policy within a market 
economy. Most used tariffs and subsidies to support national industry, 
plus land reform, nationalization, capital controls, and public finance to 
mobilize investment for neglected sectors and public services. This ap-
proach succeeded in delivering rapid development and improvements in 
social outcomes during the 1950s through the ’70s, overcoming centuries 
of stagnation or decline. The evidence we reviewed in World Development 
demonstrates this progress in cases across Latin America, sub-Saharan 
Africa, South Asia, and China.

The success of these strategies should not come as a surprise. After 
all, even under capitalism, the core economies have always relied upon 
public planning to facilitate technological development. During the so-
called first industrial revolution (circa 1750 to circa 1840), England was 
one of the most strongly interventionist states in the world, using highly 
protectionist tariffs, high tax rates, and public deficit spending to build 
and direct industrial capacity.33 Germany, Japan, and the United States 
used similar interventionist policies to “catch up” with England from the 
1850s on.34 More recently, we know that public investment has been re-
sponsible for many of the major innovations of the IT revolution, includ-
ing the internet, GPS, touch screens, cellular technology, lithium-ion bat-
teries, micro hard drives, liquid-crystal display, and Siri, among others.35

For the communist countries in the periphery, the goal was not only to 
mobilize resources for industrialization, but to organize production around 
public services and human needs in ways that were neglected or even im-
possible under capitalism. Empirical studies demonstrate that they achieved 
better social outcomes than their capitalist counterparts at any given level 
of national production, including higher life expectancy, better education 
attainment, and lower child mortality.36 They also delivered strong progress 
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against extreme poverty: by the 1980s, the prevalence of basic-needs poverty 
was near zero in both China and Russia.37 As the economist Amartya Sen 
remarked in his 1981 study of health and literacy achievements around the 
world: “One thought that is bound to occur is that communism is good for 
poverty removal.”38 Sen took particular note of the dramatic mortality dif-
ferences between China and India, arguing that India suffered more than 
thirty-one million excess deaths every eight years compared to the mortality 
rate in China—deaths that could have been prevented with simple policies 
to ensure universal access to food and health care.39

But of course this approach—and the era of economic sovereignty in 
the periphery—did not last long. Socialist and state-led development pol-
icy constrained Northern access to cheap labor and resources, so the core 
states intervened, in some cases by deposing progressive and nationalist 
governments through coups (in the Democratic Republic of Congo, In-
donesia, Brazil, Ghana, Chile, and so on), in others by imposing struc-
tural adjustment programs that reversed the policies of the anticolonial 
movements (abolishing protective tariffs and subsidies, cutting public 
production and public services, and privatizing national assets).40 Data 
presented in our World Development paper indicates that these neocolonial 
interventions reversed the progress made during the developmentalist 
period, with real wages in many cases declining to below the level of the 
seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. Structural adjustment in China and 
Russia in the early 1990s caused a dramatic increase in basic-needs pover-
ty, which shot from near zero to 68 percent and 24 percent, respectively.41

There were exceptions, of course. The United States and its allies al-
lowed and indeed actively supported Taiwan and South Korea to continue 
using state-led development policy, building them up as a cordon sanitaire 
around revolutionary China. China, despite the basic-needs deprivation 
induced by structural adjustment, has managed to continue investing in 
public objectives with considerable success.42 Cuba avoided structural ad-
justment altogether, maintained a socialist economy, and today outper-
forms most of the periphery in terms of welfare ratios, life expectancy, 
infant mortality, and nutrition.43 Cuba’s government has also fostered a 
thriving public biotech industry, which has developed cutting-edge med-
ical innovations including drugs for diabetic foot ulcers and at least two 
vaccines against COVID-19, despite being subject to an illegal U.S.-imposed 
blockade that prevents the import of medical technologies.44

This history illuminates possibilities for escaping underdevelopment 
within the imperialist world economy. But it also comes with warnings. 
Developmentalism without socialist policy may fail to address basic prob-
lems of inequality and precarity, as the South Korea case makes clear. 
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Continued capital accumulation may create pressures for cheapening 
labour, including through subimperialist appropriation, which works 
against the goals of human development. This approach cannot deliver 
economic democracy and well-being for all. Top-down planning, as in the 
Soviet Union and China in the Mao Zedong period, may allow managers 
to pursue policies that run against the interests of the population—for 
instance, the agricultural policies that caused the Soviet famine of 1932–
33.45 This is at odds with the socialist goals of workers’ self-management 
and democratic control over production.46 To overcome these problems, 
we need a socialist strategy in the twenty-first century that is radically 
democratic, extending democracy to production itself.47

Conclusions

In sum, the narrative that the rise of capitalism drove progress against 
extreme poverty is not supported by empirical evidence. On the contrary, 
the rise of capitalism was associated with a notable decline in human wel-
fare, a trend that was only reversed around the twentieth century, when 
radical and progressive social movements sought to gain some control 
over production and organize it more around meeting human needs.

As for the condition of extreme poverty, it cannot legitimately be used 
as a benchmark for measuring progress. Extreme poverty is not a natural 
condition, but an effect of dispossession, enclosure, and exploitation. It 
need not exist anywhere, and certainly should not exist in any just and 
humane society. It can and must be abolished immediately.

If our goal is to achieve substantive improvements in human welfare, 
progress should be measured against decent living standards and access 
to modern amenities. Capitalism currently shows no signs of ever meet-
ing this objective, and imperialist dynamics in the world economy seem 
actively to prevent it.

As we have seen, the historical record is clear that public planning 
and socialist policy can be effective at delivering rapid economic, tech-
nological, and social development. Rediscovering the power of this ap-
proach will be essential if Global South governments are to increase 
their economic sovereignty and mobilize production to ensure decent 
lives for all.48 Achieving this objective requires building political move-
ments of the Southern working classes and peasantries powerful enough 
to replace governments that currently are captured by political factions 
aligned with national or international capital; reducing reliance on core 
creditors, currencies, and imports; and establishing South-South allianc-
es capable of withstanding any retaliation. Progressive formations in the 
core should be prepared to support and defend these movements.
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The case for socialist policy is particularly clear given the reality of the 
global ecological crisis we face, which is being driven overwhelmingly 
by excess energy and material resource use in the core states, includ-
ing through their net appropriation of resources from the periphery.49 
We know that capitalist development is ecologically inefficient when it 
comes to meeting human needs. Because production under capitalism is 
organized around profit maximization, we end up with ecologically per-
verse forms of output: sport utility vehicles, fast fashion, armaments, and 
advertising instead of public transit, affordable housing, and nutritious 
food. The result is a global economy where the core states dramatically 
overuse resources and energy and yet the system still fails to meet many 
basic human needs.

Recent modeling indicates that to decarbonize fast enough to stay 
under a 1.5°C increase in global average temperature at the end of the 
century will require substantial reductions in global energy and material 
use, shouldered by the core economies.50 Such reductions can be achieved 
while at the same time ending poverty and delivering decent living stan-
dards for a global population of ten billion—including housing, electric-
ity, heating/cooling, clean cooking, refrigeration, transit, health care, 
education, sanitation, mobile phones, and computing.51 But to achieve 
this requires democratic planning: (a) to ensure the production and rapid 
dispersion of efficient technologies; (b) to reorganize production around 
meeting human needs rather than around capital accumulation; (c) to 
scale down ecologically destructive and less-necessary forms of produc-
tion to reduce excess energy and material throughput in the core; and 
(d) to dramatically cut the purchasing power of the rich and distribute 
resources more evenly.52
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