The Green New Deal is critical to resolving climate change.  The transformative approach of linking wealth concentration and inequalities to the project of emissions reductions is fundamental to the success of decarbonization efforts.  All carbon-centric policies alone will fail.  The plan is the only option.
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Policy proposals for mitigating climate change have predominantly emerged from a carbon-centric policy paradigm: a reductionist approach that focuses on reducing greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs). Amid growing concerns about the normative credentials and political viability of this agenda, proponents of more radically transformative approaches have begun to coalesce around a Green New Deal (GND) policy paradigm.1–4 For GND proponents, excessive GHGs are densely intertwined with socioeconomic inequalities—such as income and wealth inequality, poverty, extreme wealth concentration, unequal political influence, and social hierarchies based on race and gender— which must be tackled simultaneously if deep decarbonization is to succeed. In Box 1, below, we contrast more fully the key features of the carbon-centric and GND policy paradigms. In the US, where the GND agenda is most politically advanced, GND proposals have provoked predictable resistance from conservative elites and carbon-intensive capital interests.12,13 More interestingly, they have attracted criticism from advocates of decarbonization who endorse the carbon-centric paradigm (see Table S1). Essentially, these criticisms reflect a view that socioeconomic inequalities are not significant drivers of climate change and that tackling them together would be unjustified and/or politically counterproductive. The following quote from distinguished climate scientist Michael Mann, writing in Nature, is illustrative: ‘‘Saddling a climate movement with a laundry list of other worthy social programmes risks alienating needed supporters (say, independents and moderate conservatives) who are apprehensive about a broader agenda of progressive social change.’’1 Here, we aim to provide a systematic response to critiques of this kind. We show that socioeconomic inequalities causally contribute to climate change. We then argue that a more systemic approach to climate mitigation, exemplified by the GND policy paradigm, better addresses these inequality-related drivers and is more likely to be politically effective than carboncentric policy alone. We synthesize the theory and evidence linking climate change to socioeconomic inequalities. The numerous channels through which climate change exacerbates socioeconomic inequalities are well established and widely understood in the climate policy community,15 so we do not discuss these here. Less well known, and therefore the focus of our synthesis, are the channels through which causation flows in the opposite direction: from existing socioeconomic inequalities to climate change. We use ‘‘socioeconomic inequalities’’ as an umbrella term, intending that it be understood to encompass both interpersonal inequalities per se and absolute forms of disadvantage (e.g., financial insecurity) and advantage (e.g., extreme wealth). However, when analyzing causal mechanisms linking socioeconomic inequalities to climate change, we identify the particular explanatory variable relevant to each.We identify 10 such mechanisms, which we discuss under five themes: consumption patterns, production decisions, the obstruction of climate change mitigation policies by elites, households’ fears about the economic and social effects of climate mitigation policies, and the erosion of the social bonds that underpin collective political action—in short, consumption, production, obstruction, trepidation, and non-cooperation. This evidence suggests that integrating certain carbon-centric policies into a wider program of social, economic, and democratic reforms would achieve decarbonization more effectively than carbon-centric policies alone. In the second half of the paper, we draw on this evidence to evaluate the case for GNDs as a means of climate action. We argue first that GNDs make for good policy. On the basis of our review of 29 GND-style proposals from around the world in 2019–2021, we show that common policy components of GNDs do indeed tackle the mechanisms by which inequalities fuel climate change, making them more effective than carbon-centric policies alone. We then argue that GNDs make for good politics: the political strategy associated with GNDs is likely to be more effective than the political strategies associated with carbon-centric policies.
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