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Global Inequalities, Alternative Regionalisms and the Future 
of Socialism

1. Introduction: the ‘developmentalist illusion’

At the dawn of the 21st century, one of the most dramatic aspects of the 
present global system remains the sharp and seemingly ever-widening divide 
between regions of astonishing wealth and prosperity and regions of equally 
dramatic destitution and poverty (Sen 1999; Wright 2005). Moreover, there 
is also the growing polarization – especially along lines of race-ethnicity, 
class, gender and nation – within the wealthy states themselves, most espe-
cially the US (Tilly 1999; Reifer 2007, 2009–2010; Sen 1999). Along with 
this polarization of the global system, including within the wealthy states, 
it also needs to be noted that in many regions of intense poverty, the upper 
classes live in luxury lifestyles that compare favourably to those of their 
counterparts in the core regions of the capitalist world-economy (Arrighi 
1990a).

In the late 20th  and early 21st century, in a series of powerful articles 
and related books, Giovanni Arrighi (1990a, 1991), following the earlier 
work of Immanuel Wallerstein, argued that modernization or development 
was an illusion. Here, the key idea was that opportunities for development 
that present themselves to individual countries are not available to all. In 
explaining this, Arrighi (1991) drew on Roy Harrod’s (1958) famous distinc-
tion between oligarchic and democratic wealth, later elaborated at some 
length by Fred Hirsch (1976). Arrighi (1991: 58) noted that while democratic 
wealth could be generalized, oligarchic wealth could not, resting as it did 
“on relational processes of exploitation […] and exclusion that presuppose 
the continued relative deprivation of the majority of the world population.” 
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“In Harrod’s conceptualization, democratic and oligarchic wealth 
are separated by ‘an unbridgeable gulf ’. Democratic wealth is the kind 
of command over resources that, in principle, is available to everyone in 
direct relation to the intensity and efficiency of his or her efforts. Oligar-
chic wealth, in contrast, bears no relation to the intensity and efficiency 
of the efforts of its recipients, and is never available to all no matter how 
intense and efficient their efforts are […] We cannot all command services 
and products that embody the time and effort of more than one person of 
average efficiency. It someone does, it means that somebody else is labouring 
for less than what he or she would command if all efforts of equal intensity 
and efficiency were rewarded equally. […] In addition […] some resources 
are scarce […] or are subject to congestion or crowding […] Their use or 
enjoyment, therefore, presupposes the exclusion of others” (Arrighi 1991: 59).

Arrighi’s arguments here directly critique the dominant social science 
modernization paradigm, namely the pro-capitalist promissory note of US 
hegemony. Modernization theory holds out the prospect that all states in 
the modern world can reach the standards of wealth – and patterns of high 
mass consumption – set by the rich states of the West, most especially the 
US after World War II. Arrighi demonstrated instead the ways by which 
looking at processes of modernization during shorter time frames encour-
aged the developmentalist illusion, by giving the appearance of catching 
up with the standards of wealth set by the West, appearances that, with the 
passage of time, were revealed to be illusory (Reifer 2006a, 2006b, 2006c).

In the 1990s and beyond, the ascent of Chinese-led East Asia, the 
world’s fastest growing country and region, held out the prospect of further 
catch-up with the standards of wealth set by the West and Japan. However, 
it is important to note that East Asia’s rise remains the exception that proves 
the rule (Arrighi/Zhang 2010: 5). For, as Arrighi (1990a, 1991: 59-65) notes, 
despite indications of catch-up in various regions with the standards of 
wealth set by the West in any given decade, looking at a longer time frame 
demonstrates instead that periods of catching up were short in duration and 
for most, but not all, regions usually followed by massive reversals.

During these reversals growing income inequalities and downward 
mobility in the hierarchy of wealth in the world-economy were revealed 
to be the norm rather than the exception. While the Japanese economic 
miracle and ascendance of East Asia showed that it was possible for some 
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geoeconomic regions to rise, the world-systems perspective forwarded by 
Arrighi and Wallerstein nevertheless argued that this was not possible for 
all states and regions in the global system, as the social foundations of the 
global system rest on oligarchic rather than democratic wealth, which, by 
definition, cannot be generalized.

This article first looks at the growing divide of the wealth of nations 
between rich and poor states in the global system, before going on to examine 
the bifurcation in the fortunes of the ‘Third World’ in the 1980s. There-
after, the article turns to the examination of the development of alternative 
regionalisms and the struggle to challenge oligarchic and spread democratic 
wealth, most especially in Latin America. Finally, these developments are 
examined in terms of the future trajectory of the global system, particularly 
in regard to the prospects for the generalization of democratic wealth. 

2. The wealth of nations and the growing divide between 
rich and poor

In his World Income Inequalities and the Future of Socialism, published 
on the heels of the collapse of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe and the 
break-up of the USSR, Arrighi (1991) assessed decades of efforts by states 
all over the world to catch up with the standards of wealth set by the West. 
While Arrighi noted that numerous states had in fact successfully inter-
nalized many aspects of the social structure of the rich states of the West 
through modernization, including through industrialization, he went on 
to show that global income inequalities had in fact increased rather than 
decreased. Equally significantly, Arrighi argued that the collapse of commu-
nism in Eastern Europe and the USSR, rather than representing a valida-
tion of modernization theory, was instead part and parcel of the crisis of 
developmentalism, something also reflected in the global Islamic revival, 
as well as in the growth of liberation theology in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.

More specifically, Arrighi (1991: 48-51, 2002: 12-17) demonstrated in 
two different studies that, in the years 1938–1988 and 1960–1999, most 
world regions, despite their race to catch up with the standards of wealth 
set by the West and Japan, actually fell further behind. The worst perform-
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ances came from South Asia and Southern and Central Africa, followed by 
Latin America. The 1980s were important here, as this period ushered in 
the economic collapse of much of the South and East, with the important 
exception of East Asia, whose wealth continued to rise steadily. 

Of particular importance in this analysis was Arrighi’s assessment of the 
collapse of communism. Arrighi (1991: 52-57) argued that, despite the belief 
of the peoples of this region that it was communist rule that prevented them 
from catching up, “this feeling has neither a factual nor a logic foundation”, 
as such an assessment, Arrighi noted, disregarded the actual experience 
of downward mobility across most of the time and space of the capitalist 
world-economy, in contrast to the truly exceptional instances of upward 
mobility, most notably that, firstly, of Japan and now Chinese-led East Asia.

To be sure, Eastern and Central Europe did have higher social welfare 
per capita than states with similar levels of GNP before the implosion of 
state socialism and return to the capitalist fold. The reintegration into the 
global capitalist economy was associated with rising inequalities and lower 
social welfare, accompanied by the return of much of the region to its earlier 
peripheral role, as evidenced by the collapse in many states of industrial 
output and by 19 million people slipping into poverty in just the first few 
years of the transition (Milanović/Ersado 2010; Berend 1996, 2009: 74-78, 
189; Haggard /Kaufman 2008; Gowan 1999). In Eastern Europe and Russia, 
the application of neoliberal shock therapy took its toll, as it had done 
throughout much of the global South in earlier decades (Reddaway/Glinksy 
2001; Gowan 1990, 1999; Klein 2008). According to Joseph Borocz (2009: 
98-99), Hungary, Georgia and Moldova experienced drops in world average 
GDP per capita of 11.4%, 93.8% and 82.8% respectively, while Russia and 
Ukraine saw drops of 60.9% and 67.1% of the world mean GDP per capita. 

Arrighi’s contribution here was of great significance, as those states in 
transition from actually existing socialism to capitalism played a particularly 
important role in the 1990s at an ideological level, superficially appearing 
to confirm to many the tenets of the neoliberal Washington Consensus and 
leading to grand claims about the end of history (Anderson 1992). In actu-
ality though, the divergent experiences of Eastern and Western Europe, as 
well as those of the white settler offshoots of the US, Canada, Australia, New 
Zealand, South Africa and Israel – those states that Alfred Crosby (2008) 
referred to as the neo-Europes – showed instead that those countries that 
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‘developed’ were exactly those states which violated the supposedly sacred 
tenets of the Washington Consensus (Chang 2002; Chomsky 1999; Reifer 
2006a, 2006b, 2006c; Magubane 1996).

Indeed, as Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) and Ivan Berend (1996: x) 
demonstrated, Eastern Europe, along with the Americas, was the first Third 
World, unequally integrated into Western Europe in the form of peripher-
alized regions, with “the communist experiment […] part of a twentieth-
century rebellion of the unsuccessful peripheries, which were humiliated by 
economic backwardness and the increasing gap which separated them from 
the advanced Western core […] The failure of nineteenth century industri-
alization and parliamentary democracies was rooted in earlier centuries and 
preceding failures” (see also Quijano/Wallerstein 1992). As Pope John Paul 
II noted in 1993, “[s]evere social and economic problems of Europe and the 
world are rooted in the aberrations of capitalism. Communism was a reac-
tion to reckless capitalism. The change in the latter was due in part to the 
ideas of socialism” (quoted in Berend 1993).

Not surprisingly, then, in a world-system still dominated by capitalism, 
ruthless attempts at modernization via coercive industrialization in actu-
ally existing socialist states failed to overcome the inequalities of wealth and 
power between the East and the West (Arrighi 1990a, 1990b, 1991). While 
some states and regions – most notably East Asia – were able to benefit from 
changes in the global system in the 1980s, the upward rise in the wealth 
of this particular geoeconomic region was not  generally applicable to all 
states and regions. Though controversial, Arrighi’s (2002) argument receives 
powerful confirmations in more recent efforts to map the polarization of 
wealth in the global system.

Here, arguably the most ambitious attempt after  Arrighi’s landmark 
interventions in mapping global inequalities has been that of Branko 
Milanović (2005, 2008) in his Worlds Apart and subsequent writings. In 
these later works, based on new data collected by the IBRD/World Bank 
(2007), Milanović (2008) reported radically revised estimates of the GDP 
per capita of both India and China – some 40% lower than previous esti-
mates – as well as in other Third World states, with downward revisions far 
outweighing the upward ones. Milanović’s (2005: 39-44) earlier work also 
reveals a stark rise in world income inequalities, driven first by declining 
incomes in Latin America in the 1980s, followed soon thereafter in the tran-
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sition countries in the early 1990s. For example, from 1980–1990, per capita 
incomes in various Latin American states fell dramatically, dropping by 
23%, 22%, and 10% in Argentina, Peru and Mexico respectively, with corre-
sponding increases in poverty (Kapstein/ Milanović 2003: 41). In terms of 
GNP per capita relative to what Arrighi (1991: 48-52) calls the organic core 
of the capitalist world-economy (including the rich states of the West and 
select East Asian states such as Japan), between 1980 and 1988, Latin Ameri-
ca’s fell by 46%, Western and Eastern Africa by 66%, Southeast Asia by 35% 
and the Middle East and North Africa by 27%.

Consistent with Arrighi’s (1991, 2002) earlier work, Milanović (2005) 
showed that virtually all the earlier contenders for catching up with the 
West, from 1960 to 2000, experienced downward instead of upward 
mobility – Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern Europe most 
prominently – with the important and notable exception of East Asia. 
Moreover, as Milanović (2005: 65-71) noted, by 2000, for the first time in 
hundreds of years, no country in Latin America or the Caribbean (fully 
two-thirds of the failed contenders for catch-up) had any state wealthier 
than their poorest Western European counterparts. Today, fully 20 of these 
22 former contenders are in the Third or Fourth Worlds, along with almost 
all the other non-Western states as well, with the exception of East Asia, as 
noted above. (Third World states are defined as those states whose GDP is 
under one half of the poorest states in Western Europe, North America and 
Oceania (WENAO) with Fourth World countries referring to those states 
that come under one-third of the GDP per capita of the poorest Western 
state). From the 41 rich states which existed in 1960, 19 of them from the 
non-Western world, the number dwindled to 31 rich states in 2000, only 
nine of them non-Western, with the ratio of downwardly mobile states rela-
tive to upward mobile states standing at 12 to 3 in the first period (1960–
1978) and 13 to 2 in the second period, 1978–2000 (Milanović 2005: 65-71). 

Furthermore, those states belonging to the poorest category of states – 
with mean incomes less than that of Brazil – rose from 25 in 1960 to 71 in 
2000, including virtually the whole of Africa, with four out of every five 
African states in the poorest category of the Fourth World, representing 
roughly 80% of all African states. In stark contrast, the West ’reinforced’ 
its position as the ‘Club of the Rich’, while hopes of catching up for non-
Western states basically vanished, excepting the East Asian region, which 
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has participated in an ascent more recently joined by China. Today, approx-
imately 77% of all people – some 3.9 billion – live in the poor countries, 
defined as those states in which “survey-based mean income was less than 
that of Brazil. In other words, 93 percent of poor people live in poor coun-
tries, about 5 percent live in middle-income countries, and 2 percent of the 
world’s poor live in rich countries,” in what Milanović (2005: 132, 149) refers 
to as “plutocracy at the global level.” 

Moreover, in terms of the future prospects for modernization, the 
outlook is no better. Here Milanović confirms Arrighi’s argument that the 
capitalist world-economy is divided into a rigid hierarchy of wealth that is 
amazingly stable. While Arrighi and Wallerstein have long argued that it is 
possible for some states and regions to become upwardly mobile in the capi-
talist world-economy, as the East Asian example so dramatically illustrates, 
they have always maintained that modernization theory, with its argument 
that all countries and regions can achieve the level of wealth set by the 
richest states, is an illusion.

“All of the poorest countries stayed in the bottom between 1960 and 1978, 
and 95 percent did the same during the later period […] Regarding Third 
World countries, almost two-thirds of them slipped into the Fourth World 
during the 1978–2000 period. […] Stability on the bottom, combined with 
downward mobility of the contenders and Third World countries, resulted 
in the remarkable fact that once a country became part of the poorest group, 
it found it almost impossible to escape from (relative) poverty. During the 
past forty years, only two countries […] escaped from the trap of the Fourth 
World. This fact bodes ill for the slew of countries from Eastern Europe 
and Latin America which in the past two decades have dropped into the 
Fourth World. Unless there is a remarkable discontinuity with the patterns 
of development that had lasted during the past half century (and possibly 
longer), the likelihood of escaping from the bottom rung is almost negli-
gible” (Milanović 2005: 68-70).

Arrighi and Milanović’s sobering statistics should dampen the more 
hopeful estimates of the prospects for catch-up and lead to great caution 
when predicting future success stories, especially for whole regions, such 
as East and Central Europe (Berend 2009). Arrighi and Milanović’s argu-
ments are confirmed by more recent data collected in the UN’s study on The 
World Distribution of Household Wealth (Davies et al. 2006), which reports 
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that the richest 1% of the world’s population owned 40% of global assets in 
2000, with the richest 10% accounting for 85% of the world total wealth, in 
sharp contrast to the world’s bottom half, which owned “barely 1% of global 
wealth.” Moreover, this wealth, as Arrighi and Milanović’s data also reveal, 
is largely concentrated in North America, Europe and the Asia-Pacific (most 
especially in the East Asian region), where the respective populations own 
nearly 90% of the total world wealth.

One should be reminded too that core states have traditionally assisted 
client regimes and their oligarchic upper classes with the military means to 
protect this wealth, as US intervention across the globe over the last century 
or so has repeatedly demonstrated, with East Asia again being an exception 
to this general rule (Arrighi 1990: 27, 2006, 2010; Chomsky 1991). Addition-
ally, it is equally important to note the pronounced disparities of wealth and 
income in the core, clearly differentiated as they are by race and class, most 
notably in the US (Reifer 2007, 2009–2010; Magubane 1996). A particu-
larly shocking example is that, despite much higher income levels, African 
American males in many US cities, such as New York, one of the wealth-
iest cities in the world, have lower life expectancies than men in Bangladesh 
(Sen 1999: 23).

3. Global polarization, oligarchic wealth, and the bifurcation 
of the global system

Among the more important aspects of the widening income inequal-
ities and instances of downward and upward mobility across the globe 
is the fate of various geoeconomic regions.Arrighi’s work here, particu-
larly on sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe and the USSR, as well as on 
East Asia, underscored the bifurcation of the global system in the 1980s. 
Indeed, equally as dramatic as East Asia’s ascent in the hierarchy of wealth 
in the world-economy was the downward mobility of Eastern Europe, Sub-
Saharan Africa, Latin America and other world regions. As Arrighi (2002) 
underscored, this bifurcation – with some states rapidly rising in income 
and other states declining – began with the US neoliberal counter-revolu-
tion in development policy, starting with the US rise in interest rates in 1979 
and the concomitant entry of the US into the competition for capital on the 
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global capital market. These reversals indicate the extent to which the world-
system rests, in reality, on oligarchic wealth, which cannot be generalized.

In fact, these developments signal the autumn of the US systemic cycle 
of accumulation and the larger hegemonic cycle of which it is an integral 
part (Arrighi 2010). The flip side of the counter-revolution in development 
policy that accompanied the belle époque of US hegemony and its systemic 
cycle of accumulation was the global debt crisis in the South and East and 
the subsequent collapse of communism, accompanied by decreases in life 
expectancy and increases in poverty during the subsequent transition back 
to capitalism (Kapstein/Milanović 2003; Milanović/Ersado 2010). These 
developments were of course intimately related to the dismantling of the 
Bretton Woods regime of fixed exchange rates in 1973, as well as the subse-
quent elimination of capital controls and rise of speculative capital and 
other forms of globalization, in particular the spread of multinational firms 
(Arrighi 2010; Mahon Jr. 1996; Eatwell/Taylor 2000; Reifer 2008a).

Significant here, in Latin America, Eastern Europe, the USSR and 
Sub-Saharan Africa, was the ballooning debt crisis of the 1980s and the 
growing gap between those states and regions, such as East Asia, which 
benefitted from the revolution in information technology – technologies 
which grew out of the US’s particular form of militarized state-corporate 
capitalism – and those regions that missed out on these new innovations 
and their monopoly rents (Arrighi/Drangel 1986). Additionally, as Arrighi 
(1991, 2002) argued, in an analysis that converges with the views of regional 
experts in Latin America, Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa, most 
notably articulated in the work of Fernando Fajnzylber (1990a, 1990b), Ivan 
Berend (1996, 2009) and William Martin (2008a, 2008b), the declining 
regional performance of much of the Second and Third World showed, to 
varying extents, the consequences of pronounced regional inequalities and/
or the limits of import substitution industrialization, along with high levels 
of foreign debt, as hundreds of billions of dollars flowed back from the 
South and East to the North/West.

Fernando Fajnzylber’s (1990a, 1990b) important work on Latin America 
compliments that of Arrighi, by underscoring the social structure of the 
region and the US – what he calls showcase modernity, driven by high 
levels of debt and mass consumption. The US and Latin American models 
contrast sharply with those of Japan and East Asia, which, for all their faults, 
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have generally combined rapid growth with greater equity. China’s joining 
the East Asian ascent has further propelled this region along its trajectory 
of increased power and wealth, despite the growth of massive inequalities in 
China and other states (Reifer 2010; Arrighi 2002, 2006, 2010; Hung 2009). 

However, just as dramatic as East Asia’s ascent was Sub-Saharan Africa’s 
descent, with the region’s GNP per capita dropping from 17.6% of world 
per capita GNP in 1975 to just 10.5% in 1999, the worst performance of 
any world region (Arrighi 2002: 5, 14-16). Nevertheless, as indicated earlier, 
this was part and parcel of a larger downward trend among the Second 
and Third Worlds more generally, including the USSR and Eastern Europe, 
Latin America, the Middle East and North Africa, a collapse that earned this 
period the title of the ‘lost decade of the South’.

There is also widespread agreement in much of the literature with 
Arrighi’s argument about the importance of the US switch in develop-
ment policy in 1979–1980 and thereafter and the importance of the 1980s 
in terms of the bifurcation in the fortunes of the Second and Third Worlds, 
with East Asia rising and many other regions declining. This bifurcation, as 
noted, was intimately associated with the entry of the US, in the context of 
rising interest rates, into competition for mobile capital on the global capital 
markets (Milanović 2005: 78-79). For example, Milanović (2005: 79-81) 
approvingly cites Arrighi’s insight about the importance of the geoeconomic 
heritage of particular world regions in being positioned to respond favour-
ably to the intensified demand for commodities from the West on the inter-
national market, here noting the regional advantages of East Asia, today 
joined by China, in the competition for commodities (Sen 1999; Dreze/
Sen 2002). 

In East Asia, the combination of land reform, strong developmental 
states , limits on the accumulation of debt as well as of foreign direct invest-
ment, along with strong entrepreneurial talent and large supplies of labour, 
all had the effect of increasing the competitiveness of this region in the 
global marketplace, leading to rises in wealth, in sharp contrast with sub-
Saharan Africa, Latin America and Eastern Europe (Woo-Cumings 1999; 
Berend 1996).
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4. Alternative regionalisms, democratic wealth, and the future 
of socialism

Another key aspect of Arrighi’s (2002, 2006, 2010) analysis was his 
focus, not only on different geoeconomic regions but on the development 
of alternative regionalisms that posed a challenge to US hegemony and 
domination. Of particular concern for Arrighi was the entwinement of the 
ongoing demise of US hegemony and the rise of Chinese-led East Asia, in 
an analysis later expanded to contrast the latter region’s fortunes with the 
misfortunes of Sub-Saharan Africa. Here, Arrighi (2006) increasingly held 
out the hope that the rise of Chinese-led East Asia in the world-economy 
might more effectively challenge the current distribution of world wealth 
and power than that of the Bandung generation, which heralded the arrival 
of Third World radicalism on the world scene, with its emphasis on the 
wretched of the earth, as in Fanon’s clarion call. 

Indeed, the growing role of Chinese demand in the rise of commodity 
prices in Latin America and across the globe holds out the  prospect for 
the potential subversion of the current oligarchic structure of wealth in the 
world-system. To be sure, the subversion of the oligarchic wealth on which 
the present system rests will ultimately call for a new development model 
that differs substantially from China’s export-oriented industrialization 
model, based as it is on relatively low wages (Hung 2009; Arrighi 2006). 
Nevertheless, the rise of East Asia reflects the growth too, of another alter-
native regionalism, which, though embedded in the US structure of world 
power, may yet herald both a more independent regionalism and a more 
equal global system, though much remains to be overcome in this regard. 
Due to the limits of space, the forming of East Asia’s alternative region-
alism, from the making of its regional economy to its ongoing financial 
integration, which has been documented extensively elsewhere, cannot be 
explored here (Katzenstein 2005; Sohn 2005, 2007; Reifer 2010). Neverthe-
less, through a focus on the example of Latin America, and keeping other 
regional experiences, such as that of Chinese-led East Asia, in mind, the 
argument put forward here is that if various world regions work together, 
it is possible that democratic wealth can begin to be generalized and the 
oligarchic wealth on which the current world-system rests can start to be 
challenged.
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In fact, even East Asia’s setbacks have propelled the search for alternatives 
to the Washington Consensus, since it is exactly the policies recommended by 
the Washington Consensus and what Jagdish Bhagwati (2002: 3-11) calls the 
“Wall Street-Treasury nexus” that have resulted in recurrent financial crises, 
from the debt crisis of the early 1980s to the 1997 Asian economic crisis. The 
culmination of these financial crises, fuelled by rising inequalities, US based 
speculative capital, hedge funds and related bubbles, was of course the global 
financial crisis that began in 2008 and which continues today (Milanović 2005: 
79-80; Gowan 1999; Brouwer 2001; Reifer 2006a, 2009–2010). However, as 
Arrighi (2006) and others underscored, in contrast to many other authors 
who saw the Asian financial crisis as leading to the downfall of the region, 
the impact of the 1997 crisis was to block additional movement towards East 
Asian regional integration, in ways that eventually increased the autonomy 
and wealth of the region, thus pointing toward its growing role in reshaping 
the global system as a whole. Here, the growing integration of East Asian 
financial markets has been pursued so as to make the region less vulnerable to 
hot capital flows from the North (Sohn 2005, 2007; Reifer 2010).

More recently, this trend towards alternative forms of regional integra-
tion, a trend that Arrighi focused so much attention on, has been joined by 
Latin America and the Caribbean, one of the world’s most unequal regions. 
Indeed, here, in the 21st century, there exist a series of vibrant movements, 
some of which are inspired by a vision of democratic socialism to counter 
neoliberalism, albeit one informed by the struggle for the rights of indig-
enous peoples, from the Zapatistas to Bolivia’s Movimiento al Socialismo. 
The election by the latter party of Evo Morales as President in 2005, part of a 
series of victories by progressive forces in the region, dramatically changed its 
political landscape (Silva 2009; Pearce 2011). What is being developed here 
are progressive electoral coalitions, in which democratically elected govern-
ments and social movements both  promote efforts to generalize democ-
ratize wealth and to undo the legacies of centuries of oligarchic wealth on 
which the power of Latin American elites and that of their foreign allies have 
traditionally rested.

As Noam Chomsky (2010: 114) has argued, increasingly today the 
peoples of the region are taking their destiny into their own hands, albeit 
not without  resistance, as could be seen in the 2009 coup in Honduras 
and the 2010 attempted coup in Ecuador. This growing strength of progres-
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sive forces in the region is of great significance, as for many years, especially 
before the application of neoliberal shock therapy in Eastern Europe and 
the USSR, Latin America had been at the center of the neoliberal counter-
revolution (Gowan 1999; Dezalay/Garth 2002; Klein 2008). A particularly 
notable example here was the US-supported overthrow of the democrat-
ically elected socialist government of Salvador Allende in Chile and the 
coming to power of the dictator General Augusto Pinochet, supported by 
the ‘Chicago boys’, the economists at the University of Chicago, notably 
Milton Friedman (Reifer 2008b; Dezalay/Garth 2002).

What is astonishing is that the current momentum of progressive move-
ments throughout much of Latin America comes in the wake of the failure 
of what many saw as the inevitable victory of US supported neoliberalism, 
which in the early 21st century found its expression in the Free Trade Area 
of the Americas (FTAA). The FTAA built on the earlier victory in 1994 of 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which has failed in 
its promise to lift Mexico out of underdevelopment and cut down on migra-
tion to the US (Malkin 2009; Cypher/Wise 2010). As readers are no doubt 
aware, though, even the imposition of NAFTA was not uncontested, as the 
emergence of the Zapatistas and Subcommondante Marcos in the Chiapas 
region of southern Mexico in January 1994 so powerfully indicated. 

Nevertheless, in December of that year, during the first Summit of the 
Americas, some 34 heads of state decided to push forward the implemen-
tation of the FTAA by 2005. In the interim period, however, the dramatic 
emergence of the Zapatistas in 1994 was soon followed by the massive Battle 
of Seattle, as protestors from both North and South contested the World 
Trade Organization in 1999 (Silver/Arrighi 2000). Then, just two years 
later, tens of thousands came out in Quebec City, Canada, to protest at the 
Summit of the Americas, where it was widely expected that the FTAA would 
be pushed through. Instead, however, the FTAA fell apart; indeed, in the 
wake of the FTAA’s demise have come powerful initiatives for regional inte-
gration of the Americas along anti-neoliberal lines.

Among the most significant proposals for a new alternative regionalism 
in the Americas has been the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), 
which emerged from the earlier meeting of the South American Community 
of Nations (CSN), where representatives from some twelve Latin American 
states, including eight heads of state, met in December 2006. This followed 
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an earlier meeting in December 2004. The 2006 Cochabamba Declaration 
of South American leaders wrote of looking forward to a future union, with 
a South American parliament centered in Cochabamba modelled on that of 
the European Union (EU). The name of the declaration was significant too, 
coming from a region heretofore unknown before jumping onto the world 
stage in 2000 with its dramatic resistance to water privatization. Parallel to 
the summit was the Second Social Forum for the Integration of the Peoples, 
with some 4,000 delegates. 

The UNASUR initiative, led by Brazil, one of the world’s rising powers, 
is complimented by the Bolivarian ? Alternative for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ALBA) headed by Venezuela, under President Hugo Chavez. 
Both initiatives envision new forms of regional integration and outreach 
to other rising global powers – notably China, already the leading trading 
partner for many states in the region such as Brazil – that could diversify 
Latin America’s trade and allow for increasing independence from the US. 
UNASUR brings together a land area four times that of the EU and only 
just smaller than NAFTA – with some 380 million people (only 110 and 60 
million less than the EU and NAFTA respectively), with a GDP of some $3 
trillion, and, as noted, holds out the promise of creating a Latin American 
equivalent of the EU. At the CSN summit in Buenos Aires in 2004, leaders 
posited a 20 point ‘Buenos Aires Consensus’ as an alternative to the failed 
policies of the Washington Consensus (Serra/Stiglitz 2008). 

This proposal directly presents itself not so much as an alternative to the 
US-driven FTAA, but, as Noam Chomsky (2010) rightly remarked, as an 
independent regional initiative, with the goals of truly independent develop-
ment and regional integration, based on principles of human solidarity. In 
addition, there is also the important proposal, initially developed by Vene-
zuela, of the Banco del Sur, the Bank of the South, an independent bank 
for the region free from the clutches of the IMF and World Bank. Simi-
larly, Venezuela’s President Hugo Chavez, referring to the signing of pipe-
line agreements between Venezuela, Argentina and Brazil, remarked that the 
agreements represent “the end of the Washington consensus […] [and] the 
beginning of the South American consensus” (quoted in Kellog 2007: 208). 
Among the notable features of cooperation is that between Venezuela and 
Cuba, with the former offering discounted oil to the latter in exchange for 
Cuba’s help with medical care and literacy programs in Venezuela.
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As for ALBA, a grouping which includes, among others, Cuba, Vene-
zuela, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Ecuador and select Caribbean islands, it too looks 
towards alternative forms of regional integration that would allow for true 
independent development and cooperation along anti-neoliberal lines. The 
idea here is to develop new forms of economic cooperation, for instance 
through bilateral and regional trade agreements based on human needs, 
along with growing collaboration on improving social needs, such as health 
care, as well as basic literacy and education programmes. More recently, in 
2010, there was the World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the 
Rights of Mother Earth, hosted in Cochabamba, Bolivia, by the Bolivian 
government. This landmark meeting attracted 35,000 delegates from 140 
countries (from all over the world) and came in the wake of, and as an 
alternative to, the failure of the  Copenhagen Summit on Climate Change, 
which excluded Bolivia and some 160 countries during the final negotia-
tions (Buxton 2010). What was registered here, and by a host of recent envi-
ronmental disasters, is just how important responding to human-induced 
climate change will be for moving the global system in more democratic, 
peaceful, equitable and environmentally sustainable directions (Davis 2010; 
Roberts/Parks 2007). 

5. Conclusion: global capitalism and the future of socialism

World-systems analysts have long argued that the modernization, 
which has recently returned in the clash of civilizations debate surrounding 
Islam, is an illusion (Reifer 2006a, 2006b, 2006c). To be sure, as Arrighi 
and Wallerstein have themselves argued, the rise of Japan and now Chinese-
led East Asia is a dramatic example of a regional ascent that indicates it is 
possible for particular geoeconomic regions to grow in wealth and power, 
something indicated by the bifurcation of the 1980s, when East Asia rose 
while other regions, such as Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern 
Europe and the USSR, declined. Yet, while the ascent of some regions was 
possible, the rise of all regions to the levels of oligarchic wealth set by the 
West, Japan and other particular East Asian states was not. 

In terms of contemporary inequalities between the rich and the poor, 
according to various UN Human Development Reports, the wealthiest 20% 
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of the world’s population accounts for some 86% of private consumption 
expenditure, while global inequality between the poor and rich states of the 
world increased from 3:1 in 1820 to 70:1 in the period from 1950 to 1992. 
Today, some half a billion people or more live in life-threatening poverty, 
with some 50,000 people dying daily because of poverty; this adds up to 
some 18 million premature deaths, or three ‘final solutions’ from poverty-
related causes every year (Pogge 2008: 3-5, 31). As Thomas Pogge (2008: 204) 
notes, if we were to build the equivalent of the Vietnam War memorial to 
commemorate those who died from poverty related causes since the end of 
the Cold War superpower competition to the present, it would have to be 
540 miles long.

The official line of the world’s states is that they are doing what they 
can to address the question of global poverty. In reality, however, state and 
private corporate elites are largely responsible for the continued disparities of 
wealth and power in the global system. Arrighi (1991: 63), citing Wallestein, 
noted that developmentalism was merely a global version of what R.H. 
Tawney (1961), in his landmark book Equality, called the tadpole philos-
ophy. In the tadpole philosophy, tadpoles reconcile themselves to their fate 
with the notion that some will be lucky enough to scramble to shore and 
become frogs, though most will die as tadpoles. As Tawney noted, “[t]his
conception of society may be described, perhaps, as the Tadpole Philosophy, 
since the consolation which it offers for social evils consists in the state-
ment that exceptional individuals can succeed in evading them…And what 
a view of human life such an attitude implies! …As though the noblest use 
of exceptional powers were to scramble to shore, undeterred by the thought 
of drowning companions” (quoted in Arrighi 1991: 63-64).

The identification with this philosophy in the modernization paradigm, 
as Arrighi (1991: 63) and Wallerstein argue, “constitutes a major departure 
from the ideals of human solidarity and equality that constitute the essence 
of the socialist creed.” In the light of this realityof the futility of attempts at 
modernization for the world’s vast majority, Arrighi (1991: 65)  attempted 
to envision the future, predicting that, as the global system grows increas-
ingly chaotic and violent, growing numbers of people would come to realize 
that “the pursuit of oligarchic wealth will begin to appear to many as what 
it has always been: a highly destructive endeavour that shifts the costs of the 
prosperity and security of a minority (no more, and probably less, than one-
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sixth of the human race) onto the majority and onto the future generations 
of the minority itself. […] At that point, the addresses croaked by Western 
‘frogs’ to the ‘tadpoles’ of the former East and South will sound anachro-
nistic to the ‘frogs’ themselves, or at least to a growing number of them. 
Western socialists will then face their own moment of truth. Either they will 
join forces with Eastern and Southern associates and come up with an intel-
lectual project and a political programme capable of transforming systemic 
chaos into a more equal and solidary world order, or their appeals to human 
progress and social justice will lost all residual credibility.”

Some two decades after first making such a prediction, there is, for 
the first time, in the wake of entwined financial and environmental crises 
across the globe, an open discussion, even in the Western mass media, about 
the very sustainability of today’s model of environmentally destructive, 
unstable and speculatively driven financial and carbon-based capitalism, 
resting as it does on oligarchic rather than democratic wealth. Arguably, 
more people than ever before, as Arrighi predicted, have come to under-
stand that today’s actually existing capitalism is a highly destructive system, 
in which the world’s vast majorities are sacrificed at the altar of materialism 
and the notion of progress without limits. It is indeed now time for those 
of us, in the West/North and South/East to develop a political and intel-
lectual project based on the belief which brought together the World Social 
Forum and its regional offshoots; namely, that another world is possible, 
based on the generalization of democratic wealth and equality at the global 
level. While it is important not to be overly optimistic, given the challenges 
these movements face, there is certainly room for Gramsci’s pessimism of the 
intellect and optimism of the will, as progressive movements seek to over-
turn centuries of durable inequalities (Tilly 1999).

Most exciting here are the social and economic foundations on which 
the prospects for a new Bandung rest. With the great expansion of South-
South trade, led by China, India, Brazil and South Africa (CIBS), coun-
tries representing some 40% of the world’s population, growing cooperation 
may subvert the existing hierarchy of oligarchic wealth on which the present 
world-system rests and provide for the generalization of democratic wealth 
instead. As Arrighi and Zhang (2010: 34) note, not only do the CBIS states 
compete favorably with the North by providing other Southern states with 
better terms of investment, trade and finance, “they also intensify competi-
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tive pressures on Northern countries to provide Southern countries with 
better terms than they otherwise would.” This is a reality which brings open-
ings not only in Latin America, but also in Africa (Martin 2008a, 2008b). 
These developments provide real hope for the remaking of the global system 
on new and enlarged social foundations, a system in which the world’s 
majority is for the first time included rather than exploited and excluded. A 
particularly critical question here is that of the possible future cooperation 
of the historic rivals, China and India, which themselves represent over one-
third of the total world’s population.

In his magisterial essay The Ends of History, Perry Anderson (1992) 
surveyed the various possibilities for the future of capitalism and socialism 
after the collapse, with a look back towards past movements. Anderson 
commented on the possibility that global poverty and exploitation in the 
global South, along with polarization in the rich states themselves, might 
eventually force a new international agenda for social reconstruction back 
onto the scene, as it appears to be in fact doing today. Anderson (1992: 375) 
went on to note that “[w]ere it able to respond effectively to them, socialism 
would not so much be succeeded by another movement, as redeemed in its 
own right as a program for a more livable world.”

There could be no better tribute to the quest of Arrighi and his 
colleagues, friends and admirers for a more humane global system, than for 
scholars and activists to build on the growing cooperation between coun-
tries of the South in the global system so as to discuss realistic possibilities 
for a more just and sustainable world order, in the framework of mutual 
solidarity and respect, as we work towards making these alternative visions 
a reality. And this we must do, for if a movement capable of transforming 
the world to the benefit of the vast majority is ever to be successful, it will be 
by combining the best of actually existing democracy and human solidarity, 
based on respect for nature and other human beings, guided by principles 
of inclusion and the realistic prospects for genuine equality, through gener-
alizing democratic instead of oligarchic wealth (Arrighi 2009; Reifer 2009; 
Tilly 2007). Let us begin. 



90  
  

Thomas Ehrlich Reifer

References

Anderson, Perry (1992): A Zone of Engagement. New York: Verso.
Arrighi, Giovanni (1990a): The Developmentalist Illusion. In: Martin, William G. 

(ed.): Semiperipheral States in the World-Economy. New York: Greenwood 
Press, 11-42.

Arrighi, Giovanni (1990b): Marxist Century, American Century: The Making and 
Remaking of the World Labour Movement. In: New Left Review I 179, 29-64.

Arrighi, Giovanni (1991): World Income Inequalities and the Future of Socialism. 
In: New Left Review I 189, 39-68.

Arrighi, Giovanni (2002): The African Crisis: World Systemic and Regional Aspects. 
In: New Left Review 15, 5-36.

Arrighi, Giovanni (2006): Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the 21st Century. 
New York: Verso.

Arrighi, Giovanni (2009): In Retrospect. In: New Left Review 56, 61-98.
Arrighi, Giovanni (2010): The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power and the 

Origins of Our Times. New York: Verso.
Arrighi, Giovanni/Drangel, Jessica (1986): The Stratification of the World-Economy: 

An Exploration of the Semiperipheral Zone. In: Review 10 (1), 9-74.
Arrighi, Giovanni/Zhang,Lu (2010): Beyond the Washington Consensus: A New 

Bandung? http://www.soc.jhu.edu/people/Arrighi/publications/Arrighi_and_
Zhang_New%20Bandung_3-16-09_version.pdf, 20.12.2010.

Berend, Ivan (1996): Central and Eastern Europe, 1944–1993: Detour from the 
Periphery to the Periphery. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Berend, Ivan (2009): From the Soviet Bloc to the European Union: The Economic 
and Social Transformation of Central and Eastern Europe Since 1973. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bhagwati, Jagdish (2002): The Wind of the Hundred Days: How Washington 
Mismanaged Globalization. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

Borocz, Jozsef (2009): The ‘Rise of China’ and the Changing World Income Distri-
bution. In: Hung, Ho-fung (ed.): China and the Transformation of Global 
Capitalism. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 86-108.

Brouwer, Gordon de (2001): Hedge Funds in Emerging Markets. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Buxton, Neil (2010): Peoples Conference Model of Inclusion Offers Only Path 
Forward on Climate Change. http://www.tni.org/article/peoples-conference-
model-inclusion-offers-only-path-forward-climate-change, 20.12.2010.

Chang, Ha-Joon (2002): Kicking Away the Ladder: Development Strategy in 
Historical Perspective. London: Anthem Press.

Chomksy, Noam (1991): Deterring Democracy. New York: Verso.
Chomksy, Noam (1999): Profit Over People: Neoliberalism and Global Order. New 

York: Seven Stories Press.
Chomksy, Noam (2010): Hopes and Prospects. Chicago: Haymarket Books.



91Global Inequalities, Alternative Regionalisms and the Future of Socialism

Crosby, Alfred W. (2008): Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of 
 Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Cypher, James/Wise, Raul Delgado (2010): Mexico’s Economic Dilemma: The 

Developmental Failure of Neoliberalism. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.
Davies, James B./Sandstrom, Susanna/Shorrocks, Anthony/Wolff, Edward 

(2006): The World Distribution of Household Wealth. http://www.iariw.org/
papers/2006/davies.pdf, 20.12.2010.

Davis, Mike (2010): Who Will Build the Ark? In: New Left Review 61, 29-46.
Dezalay, Yves/Garth, Bryant G. (2002): The Internationalization of Palace Wars: 

Lawyers, Economists, and the Contest to Transform Latin American States. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Dreze, Jean/Sen, Amartya (2002): India: Development and Participation. New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Eatwell, John/Taylor, Lance (2000): Global Finance at Risk. New York: New Press.
Fajnzylber, Fernando (1990a): Unavoidable Industrial Restructuring in Latin 

America. Durham: Duke University Press.
Fajnzylber, Fernando (1990b): The United States and Japan as Models of Industriali-

zation. In: Gereffi, Gary/Wyman, Donald L. (eds.): Manufacturing Miracles: 
Paths of Industrialization in Latin America and East Asia. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 323-352.

Gowan, Peter (1990): Western Economic Diplomacy & the New Eastern Europe. In: 
New Left Review 182, 63-84.

Gowan, Peter (1999): The Global Gamble. New York: Verso.
Haggard, Stephan/Kaufman, Robert R. (2008): Development, Democracy, and 

Welfare States: Latin America, East Asia, and Eastern Europe. Princeton: 
 Princeton University Press.
Harrod, Roy (1958): The Possibility of Economic Satiety. Use of Economic Growth 

for Improving the Quality of Education and Leisure. In: Committee for 
Economic Development (ed.): Problems of United States Economic Develop-
ment. New York: Committee for Economic Development, 207-214.

Hirsch, Fred (1976): Social Limits to Growth. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 

Hung, Ho-fung (2009): America’s Head Servant: The PRC’s Dilemma in the Global 
Crisis. In: New Left Review 60, 5-25.

IBRD – International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank 
(2007): 2005 International Comparison Program. Preliminary Results. 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ICPINT/Resources/ICPreportprelim.pdf, 
20.12.2010.

Kapstein, Ethan B./Milanović, Branko (2003): Income and Influence: Social Policy 
in Emerging Market Economies. Michigan: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employ-
ment Research.

Katzenstein, Peter J. (2005): A World of Regions: Asia and Europe in the American 
Imperium. Cornell University Press.



92  
  

Thomas Ehrlich Reifer

Kellogg, Paul (2007): Regional Integration in Latin America: Dawn of an Alterna-
 tive to Neoliberalism? In: New Political Science 29 (2), 187-209.
Klein, Naomi (2008): The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. New 

York: Picador.
Magubane, Bernard Makhosezwe (1996): The Making of a Racist State: British 

Imperialism and the Union of South Africa, 1875–1910. Trenton/New Jersey: 
Africa World Press.

Mahon Jr., James E. (1996): Mobile Capital and Latin American Development. 
University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.

Malkin, Elisabeth (2009): NAFTA’s Promise, Unfulfilled. In: New York 
Times, 23.3.2009. http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/24/business/
worldbusiness/24peso.html, 20.12.2010.

Martin, William G. (2008a): Africa’s Futures: From North-South to East-South? In: 
Third World Quarterly 29 (2), 339-356.

Martin, William G. (2008b): South Africa’s Subimperial Futures: Washington 
Consensus, Bandung Consensus, or Peoples’ Consensus? In: African Sociolog-
ical Review 12 (1), 124-134.

Milanović, Branko (2005): Worlds Apart: Measuring International and Global 
Inequality. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Milanović, Branko (2008): Even Higher Global Inequality Than Previously 
Thought: A Note on Global Inequality Calculations Using the 2005 Interna-
tional Comparison Program Results. In: International Journal of Health Serv-
ices 38 (3), 421-429.

Milanović, Branko/Ersado, Lire (2010): Reform and Inequality During the Tran-
sition: An Analysis Using Panel Household Survey Data, 1990–2005 (UNU-
WIDER). http://www.wider.unu.edu/stc/repec/pdfs/wp2010/wp2010-62.pdf, 
20.12.2010.

Pearce, Adrian J. (ed., 2011): Evo Morales and the Movimiento Al Socialismo in 
Bolivia. London: University of London, Institute for the Study of the Americas.

Pogge, Thomas (2008): Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric. 
Cambridge: Polity.

Quijano, Anibal/Wallerstein, Immanuel (1992): Americanity as a Concept, or 
the Americas in the Modern World-System. In: International Social Science 
Journal 44 (4), 549-557.

Reddaway, Peter/Glinski, Dmitri (2001): The Tragedy of Russia’s Reforms: Market 
Bolshevism Against Democracy. Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace.

Reifer, Tom (2006a): Development Theory. In: Turner, Bryan (ed.): The Cambridge 
Dictionary of Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 133-135.

Reifer, Tom (2006b): Modernization. In: Turner, Bryan (ed.): The Cambridge 
Dictionary of Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 394-396.

Reifer, Tom (2006c): World-Systems Analysis. In: Turner, Bryan (ed.): The 
Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
682-685.



93Global Inequalities, Alternative Regionalisms and the Future of Socialism

Reifer, Tom (2007): Blown Away: US Militarism and Hurricane Katrina. In: Potter,
 Hillary (ed.): Racing the Storm: Racial Implications and Lessons Learned from 

Hurricane Katrina. Lanham: Lexington Books, 197-223.
Reifer, Tom (2008a): Corporations. In: Darity, William A. (ed.): International Ency-

clopedia of the Social Sciences, Volume 2, 139-140.
Reifer, Tom (2008b): September 11th, Terrorism and the Globalization of Human 

Rights. http://www.tni.org/detail_page.phtml?act_id=18652, 20.12.2010.
Reifer, Tom (2009): Capital’s Cartographer: Giovanni Arrighi: 1937–2009. In: New 

Left Review 60, 119-130.
Reifer, Tom (2009–2010): Lawyers, Guns and Money: Wall Street Lawyers, Invest-

ment Bankers and Global Financial Crises, late 19th to 21st Century. In: Nexus: 
Chapman’s Journal of Law and Public Policy 15, 119-133.

Reifer, Tom (2010): Beyond Divide and Rule? From the Washington to the Beijing 
Consensus. In: Sungho Kang/Grosfoguel, Ramon (eds.): Geopolitics and 
Trajectories of Development: The Cases of Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Germany, 
and Puerto Rico. Berkeley: Institute for East Asian Studies, University of Cali-
fornia, 1-52.

Roberts, J. Timmons/Parks, Bradley C. (2007): A Climate of Injustice: Global 
Inequality, North-South Politics, and Climate Policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT.

Sen, Amartya (1999): Development as Freedom. New York: Anchor Books.
Serra, Narcis/ Stiglitz, Joseph (eds., 2008): The Washington Consensus Reconsid-

ered: Towards a New Global Governance. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Silva, Eduardo (2009): Challenging Neoliberalism in Latin America. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Silver, Beverly J./Arrighi, Giovanni (2000): Workers North and South. In: Panitch, 

Leo/Leys, Colion (eds.): Socialist Register 2001. London: Merlin Press, 53-76.
Sohn, Injoo (2005): Asian Financial Cooperation: The Problem of Legitimacy in 

Global Financial Governance. In: Global Governance 11 (4), 487-504.
Sohn, Injoo (2007): East Asia’s Counterweight Strategy: Asian Financial Coopera-

tion and Evolving International Monetary Order. In: G-24 Discussion Paper 
Series, No. 44, March. Geneva: UNCTAD.

Tawney, R.H. (1961): Equality. New York: Capricorn Books.
Tilly, Charles (1999): Durable Inequality. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Tilly, Charles (2007): Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Wallerstein, Immanuel (1974): The Modern World-System I: Capitalist Agriculture 

and the Origins of the European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century. 
Orlando: Academic Press.

Woo-Cumings, Meredith (ed., 1999): The Developmental State. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press.

Wright, Erik Olin (2005): From Stratification to Class Analysis (and Back Again?). 
www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/Published%20writing/From%20Stratification%20
to%20Class%20Analysis.pdf, 20.12.2010.



94  
  

Thomas Ehrlich Reifer

Abstracts

This paper examines global inequalities and the future of capitalism 
and socialism through an investigation of the oligarchic wealth on which 
the current global order is based and also looks at growing challenges to 
these social foundations of the present global system. The bifurcation of 
the world-system in the 1980s – with the ascent of Chinese-led East Asia 
and fall of Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe (and other 
regions) is explored, as is the prospect for alternative regionalisms – from 
Latin America to East Asia – which may challenge the oligarchic wealth 
on which the current global system is based, through the generalization of 
democratic wealth across the global system. 

Dieser Artikel erforscht globale Ungleichheiten und die Zukunft von 
Kapitalismus und Sozialismus anhand einer Untersuchung zum „oligar-
chischen Wohlstand“, auf dem die derzeitige Weltordnung aufbaut, und 
betrachtet außerdem die wachsenden Herausforderungen dieser sozialen 
Struktur für das derzeitige globale System. Die „Zweiteilung“ des Weltsys-
tems in den 1980er Jahren – mit dem Aufstieg des chinesisch dominierten 
Ostasiens und dem Zusammenbruch Lateinamerikas, Subsahara-Afrikas 
und Osteuropas (und anderer Regionen) – wird dargestellt. Außerdem wird 
die Möglichkeit „alternativer Regionalismen“ – von Ostasien bis Latein-
amerika – diskutiert, die den „oligarchischen Wohlstand“ durch die Verall-
gemeinerung „demokratischen Wohlstands“ im Weltsystem herausfordern 
könnten.
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