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Introduction

Prof. Jason Hickel has published his calculations clearly - $152 trillion USD is what the West should pay immediately.  The legacy of imperialist colonialism casts a long shadow  of great shame and debt over the western world. The historical reality is that the industrialization and economic prosperity of rich countries was built upon a foundation of exploitation and extraction from the global South during the colonial era. This stark truth cannot be denied: Europe's industrial revolution was fueled by cotton and sugar, crops that were cultivated on land stolen from Indigenous Americans, with the labor of enslaved Africans. The infrastructure, public buildings, and welfare states of Europe, which are often seen as markers of modern development, were funded by the wealth extracted from Asia and Africa. However, the cost of this development to the South was nothing short of catastrophic – it encompassed genocide, dispossession, famine, and mass impoverishment.

While the formal era of colonialism ended with the withdrawal of imperial powers from the South in the mid-20th century, the underlying patterns of colonial exploitation did not disappear. Economists and historians associated with "dependency theory" argued that imperialism merely changed its form; it did not truly end. Recent research substantiates this claim, revealing that rich countries continue to rely on a significant net appropriation from the global South, including vast quantities of raw materials and human labor hours. This appropriation extends not only to primary commodities but also to high-tech industrial goods like smartphones, laptops, computer chips, and cars, which are now predominantly manufactured in the South.

The reason behind this continued flow of net appropriation lies in the systematic price disparities between the North and the South. Wages paid to workers in the South are, on average, only a fraction of what their Northern counterparts earn. Consequently, the South must export a far greater quantity of embodied labor and resources to pay for every unit they import from the North.

Economists Samir Amin and Arghiri Emmanuel termed this phenomenon a "hidden transfer of value" from the South to the North. It subtly sustains high levels of income and consumption in the North, all without the overt violence of colonial occupation, thus avoiding widespread protest and moral outrage.

In a recent study published in the journal New Political Economy, researchers quantified the scale of this drain through unequal exchange in the post-colonial era. Astonishingly, the global North currently appropriates commodities worth $2.2 trillion per year from the South. To put this in perspective, this sum could eradicate extreme poverty globally fifteen times over. Over the period from 1960 to the present, the total drain amounted to $62 trillion in real terms. If this wealth had been retained by the South and contributed to its growth, tracking with the South's growth rates over this period, it would now be valued at not less than $152 trillion.

These numbers are staggering. For the global North, which includes the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Israel, Japan, Korea, and the affluent economies of Europe, the gains from this system are so enormous that they have outstripped the rate of their own economic growth for the past few decades. In essence, the North's net growth is sustained through appropriation from the rest of the world.

Conversely, for the South, the losses far surpass foreign aid transfers. For every dollar of aid received, they lose $14 through unequal exchange alone, not even accounting for other losses like illicit financial outflows and profit repatriation. This sobering reality starkly contrasts the prevailing narrative that rich countries are developing poor ones – in reality, it's the opposite.

Neoclassical economists may argue that low wages in the South are a natural outcome of market forces. However, economists like Amin and others from the global South assert that wage disparities are political constructs. Rich countries hold a monopolistic grip on decision-making in institutions like the World Bank, IMF, and the World Trade Organization. They exert their influence as creditors to dictate economic policies in debtor nations, and they dominate the world's patent holdings. This power allows Northern states and corporations to artificially depress labor and resource prices in the South, enabling them to engage in a net appropriation through trade.

During the 1980s and 1990s, IMF-imposed structural adjustment programs further exacerbated the problem by cutting public sector wages and employment, eroding labor rights, and dismantling protective regulations. Today, poor countries are structurally dependent on foreign investment and are compelled to compete with each other to offer cheap labor and resources, perpetuating a cycle of exploitation that satisfies the demands of affluent Northern consumers but exacts an extraordinary human and environmental toll in the South.

Addressing this global economic imbalance requires a multifaceted approach. Democratising global economic governance to give poor countries a fairer say in trade and finance terms is crucial. Empowering these nations to use tariffs, subsidies, and industrial policies to build sovereign economic capacity is another step. Establishing a global living wage system and international environmental regulations can set minimum standards for labor and resource prices.

However, achieving these goals will not be easy. It will necessitate concerted efforts by social movements around the world to challenge the status quo, which profits immensely from the current system. Only through collective action can we work towards a fairer world where exploitation gives way to equitable development.

Trillion Dollar Debt: The West's Obligation to the Global South

Introduction

In recent years, discussions on global economic inequality have gained prominence, shedding light on the stark disparities between the developed world, often referred to as the 'Global North,' and the developing nations of the 'Global South.' Professor Jason Hinkel's publication, which asserts a staggering 152 trillion dollar debt that the West owes to the Global South, has sparked a critical conversation regarding this unjust financial burden. This essay explores the implications of this debt, its origins, and offers insights into ways in which it can be paid back immediately. It is imperative to address this issue, as it represents an opportunity for global solidarity, equity, and sustainable development.

The Origins of the Debt

The roots of the 152 trillion dollar debt owed by the West to the Global South can be traced back to centuries of colonialism, exploitation, and unjust economic practices. Western nations have historically extracted vast amounts of wealth and resources from their colonies and other developing countries, leaving them impoverished and struggling to recover. This legacy of exploitation has led to a profound wealth gap that persists to this day.


Reparations for Colonial Exploitation


To address this historic injustice, the West can initiate a process of reparations for colonial exploitation. This could involve financial compensation, infrastructure development, and education initiatives targeted at the most affected regions. While it may not fully repay the debt, it would signify a genuine commitment to rectifying past wrongs.


Debt Cancellation


Another immediate step towards addressing the debt is the cancellation of unjust and unsustainable debt burdens imposed on Global South nations by Western financial institutions. Many of these debts are the result of predatory lending practices or odious debts incurred by corrupt regimes. Canceling these debts would alleviate the economic strain on these nations and enable them to invest more in their development.


Fair Trade Practices


Unfair trade practices, such as imposing tariffs and trade barriers, have further deepened the economic divide between the West and the Global South. The West should commit to fair trade practices, ensuring that developing countries have access to international markets on equal terms. This would boost their economies and facilitate debt repayment.


Technology Transfer


Access to advanced technologies is a critical factor in economic development. The West can support the Global South by facilitating the transfer of technology and knowledge, helping them to build sustainable industries and reduce their reliance on the West for technological products and services.
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Investment in Nature


The West can also contribute to the debt repayment by investing in sustainable development projects in the Global South. This could include funding renewable energy initiatives, clean water and sanitation programs, and education projects that empower local communities.

Conclusion

The assertion of a 152 trillion dollar debt that the West owes to the Global South by Professor Hinkel highlights a profound global injustice that cannot be ignored. It is a debt rooted in centuries of exploitation, colonialism, and economic inequality. To address this issue, the West must take immediate steps towards repayment, including reparations for colonial exploitation, debt cancellation, fair trade practices, technology transfer, and investment in sustainable development.

Paying back this debt is not just a moral imperative; it is also in the best interest of the global community. By empowering the Global South to achieve economic self-sufficiency and sustainable development, the world can work towards a more equitable and prosperous future for all. It is time for the West to acknowledge its historical responsibilities and commit to rectifying the imbalances that have persisted for far too long. Only through collective action and a genuine commitment to global solidarity can we hope to address this debt and build a more just and equitable world.
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