
A P P R O A C H I N G  S O C I A L I S M 3 1

participation rates, respectively (2005 Economic Report of the President,
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/eop/).

Table 1. Household Distribution of Net Worth in the United States (2001)

Percent of families Percent of net worth

Top 1% 33.4%

Top 5% 59.2%

Top 10% 71.5%

Top 20% 84.4%

Bottom 80% 15.5%

Bottom 40% 0.3%

Souce: “Changes in Household Wealth in the 1980s and 1990s in the U.S.” in Edward N.
Wolff, ed., International Perspectives on Household Wealth (Elgar Publishing Ltd., forthcom-

ing).

Little needs to be said about the huge difference in national wealth
between the highly developed capitalist countries and those in the periph-
ery. While the average developed country’s per capita GDP is approximate-
ly $30,000, it is around $6,000 in Latin America and the Caribbean, $4,000
in North Africa, and $2,000 in sub-Saharan Africa. But these numbers hide
the worst of the problems, because per capita GDP in Haiti is $1,600, in
Ethiopia it is $700, and in six countries in sub-Saharan Africa average per
capita income is $600 or less. The wealthy countries with 15 percent of the
world’s population produce 80 percent of its GDP. On the other hand, the
poorest countries with close to 40 percent of the world’s population pro-
duce only 3 percent of its wealth.

D. Ecological Degradation

Ecological degradation occurred in numerous precapitalist societies. But
with capitalism there is a new dimension to the problem, even as we have
better understood the ecological harm that human activity can create. The
drive for profits and capital accumulation as the overriding objective of eco-
nomic activity, the control that economic interests exert over political life,
and the many technologies developed in capitalist societies that allow
humans rapidly to change their environment—near and wide, intentionally
or not—mean that adverse effects on the environment are inevitable.
Pollution of water, air, and soil are natural byproducts of production systems
organized for the single goal of making profits. 

Under the logic of capitalist production and exchange there is no inherent
mechanism to encourage or force industry to find methods that have minimal


