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Introduction

The inequalities saddling many countries today, including income, 
health, gender, wealth, and opportunity, stem from different, multi-
faceted root causes. For this paper’s purpose, the use of inequality 
will be largely about economic inequality. Global inequality matters 
as social, political, and economic factors have created environments 
so unequally divided and skewed that many believe it to be society’s 
organic nature if there is any at all. Assuming that society is struc-
tured in a zero-sum manner, inequality will always exist. However, 
rising global inequality is self-induced engineering that has become 
a mainstay in many countries. 

This paper uses empirical evidence to demonstrate why and how 
global inequality matters. The paper looks at global inequality from 
two dimensions – Africa and the rest of the world, emphasizing Ni-
geria. It is divided into five sections. 

First, the literature review which emphasizes on some core concepts 
– poverty, polarization and redistribution. Second, global inequality 
analysis in Africa’s context – what does that entail for the sec-
ond-largest continent in the world? Third, the paper discusses Nige-
ria – the biggest economy in Africa – looking at its inequality chal-
lenges and its future implications. The fourth section highlights 
mechanisms that states can use to address inequality. The paper con-
cludes with key takeaways and the “so what?” question. 
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The inequality debates

Viewed as a natural phenomenon, inequality creates the idea of an 
inevitable and expected outcome in society. However, when under-
stood as a societal creation through various channels – failed social 
and economic policies, relative deprivation, structural shift, and the 
lack of state commitment – a different picture emerges. According to 
the World Inequality Report, economic inequality is endemic and 
virtually impossible to stop.1 However, the report emphasizes the 
need to tackle rising inequality due to its far-reaching implications 
socially and politically. Simon Kuznets made the case that as societ-
ies began their initial stages of growth, inequality was bound to rise 
before, at a certain point, it would eventually start to fall; hence the 
“Kuznets curve.”2 Kuznets looked at the rural versus urban sector. 
The process associated with workers’ shift from villages to cities 
gave rise to inequality in the initial stages before eventually smooth-
ing out. Many economists and policymakers have used this theory in 
discussions on inequality and economic growth. Kuznets explains 
the subsequent diverging and converging points of inequality – with-
in and between sectors.3 Kuznets’ work built upon the earlier work 
of Arthur Lewis. 

Based on the idea of the modern-traditional system, the Lewis mod-
el of economic development is arguably the most famous. The Lew-

1.  World Inequality Report (2018). World Inequality Lab, https://wir2018.wid.world/. p. 8.

2.  Kuznets, S. (1955). Economic Growth and Income Inequality. American Economic Review, 
45(1): p. 2.

3. Ibid. p. 3.
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is model showcases that the growth factor is maintained during the 
shift in labor from traditional to modern sectors and effectively from 
low to high productivity sectors.4 In the agriculture sector, the tran-
sition occurs from subsistence farming to high wages through tech-
nology-driven production. The income inequality that arises from 
both Lewis’s and Kuznets’s theories is essentially temporary and 
structural. 

As these accounts of the inevitability of rising inequality were at one 
point popular among academics, there was similar skepticism about 
the role of policies in trying to avert it.5 However, subsequent re-
search has challenged the assumptions inherent arising from both 
Lewis’s and Kuznets’s theories. They claim that society as a whole 
can do something about rising inequality through active interven-
tion.6 States, societies, and interest groups have choices, and those 
choices influence outcomes on inequality. 

Aggregate inequality data and country-specific data show different 
inequality trends that can be explained as a phenomenon of “con-
verging divergence.” This phenomenon suggests an increasing 
north-south convergence that reduces the gap between countries due 
to trade, investment, and other policies. At the same time, wide inter-
nal divergence within countries persists and is even increasing in 

4.  Sumner, A. (2018). Is the Lewis Model of Economic Development Still Relevant to Developing 
Countries? ESRC GPID Network. Paper 12, p. 2. 

5.  Atkinson, A.B. (1999). Is Rising Inequality Inevitable? A critique of the Transatlantic Consensus. 
Wider Annual Lectures 3. The United Nations University, p. 1.

6. Ibid.
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some cases.7 Simson contends that there is a converging trend among 
country-level inequalities.8 In relation to this, international trade is 
beneficial for many reasons. But to what extent do trade and global-
ization expand or reduce global inequality? Peterson states that there 
has been some convergence between countries with high-incomes 
and some developing states in East Asia and the Pacific region.9 
However, others lag behind due to the lack of funds flowing from the 
rich countries to the poor and intellectual property rights, preventing 
technological innovations and institutions’ access to technology.10 

Why should any form of inequality matter in the first place? Some 
might argue that reducing poverty levels is more important than en-
suring the gap between the top, middle, and bottom. This then leads 
into two important components that must be distinguished – inequal-
ity and poverty. Inequality and poverty are different, but they have a 
close relationship.11 Often poverty and inequality are conflated as the 
same. Poverty is mostly concerned with people living beneath cer-
tain thresholds as minimum benchmarks for basic survival, and it is 
often considered absolute poverty.12 Easterly explains that poverty is 

7.  Horner, R., Hulme, D. (2019). International to Global Development: New Geographies of 21st Cen-
tury Development. Development and Change 50(2): 347–378, p. 349.

8 .  Simson, R. (2018). Mapping recent inequality trends in developing countries. LSE International 
Inequalities Institute. III-Working paper 24. 4-49, p. 9.

9.  Peterson, E. (2017). Is Economic Inequality Really a Problem? A Review of the Arguments. Soc. 
Sci. 6, 147. 2017, p. 5.

10. Ibid. 

11.  Rowlingson, K. (2011). Does income inequality cause health and social problems? Joseph Rown-
tree Foundation, p. 38; Peterson, “Is Economic Inequality Really a Problem?”, p. 2.

12.  Keeley, B. (2015). Income Inequality: The Gap between Rich and Poor,” OECD Insights, OECD 
Publishing, Paris. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264246010-en 2015, p. 25.
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“not just low GDP,” instead it includes child mortality, starvation, 
underprivileged and oppressed women.13 As the gap between the 
haves and have nots in society widens, it hampers poverty reduction 
efforts and further condemns those at the very bottom. Economic 
inequality poses a major roadblock to reducing poverty.14 Economic 
inequality essentially exacerbates the “unequal ownership of capi-
tal.”15

Depending on what index or study one looks at – Gini, Palma ratio, 
etc. – inequality is either rising, falling, or relatively stable. The 
widely used inequality measure, Gini Coefficient, measures inequal-
ity using extreme values of 0 and 1, or as Atkinson puts it,16 0 when 
everyone’s income is similar and 100 percent when a single individ-
ual takes home everything. The Gini Coefficient is not decompos-
able. The Palma ratio divides the top 10 percent’s income share by 
the bottom 40 percent’s income share.17 Polarization has been an es-
sential and arguably alternative tool used in understanding global 
inequality: unlike inequality measures, it concentrates on the group-
ing of individuals in society at multiple income levels, “capturing 

13.  Easterly, W. (2001). The Elusive Quest for Growth: Economists Adventures and Misadventures in 
the Tropics. MIT Press, Print, p. 14-5. 

14.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, 
Oxfam Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequali-
ty-africa. 3-38, p. 9.

15. World Inequality Report. (2018). p. 14. 
16.  Atkinson, A. (1999). Is Rising Inequality Inevitable? A critique of the Transatlantic Consensus. Wid-

er Annual Lectures 3. The United Nations University, p. 3.

17.  Simson, R. (2018). Mapping recent inequality trends in developing countries. LSE International 
Inequalities Institute. III-Working paper 24. 4-49, p. 6.
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convergence around these income levels.”18 

Polarization focuses on distributing income along different modes 
while inequality measures explain the general disparity of distribu-
tion.19 Inequality measures explain how far apart one extreme is from 
the other.  According to the ODI, the Wolfson polarization measure 
found the US middle class gradually disappearing when the Gini did 
not.20 Evidence suggests that polarization highlights the difference 
between the richer income group’s welfare and the poorer one. Thus, 
polarization fluctuates based on the welfare of the poorer income 
group going down and the richer income group going up.21 Sowell 
argues that studies often ignore the time-frame and transience period 
in which individuals move from one income bracket to another. Ad-
ditionally, “lifetime inequality is less than iequality as measured at 
any given time.”22

Brunori, Ferreira & Peragine highlight a prevailing viewpoint among 
many who are interested in addressing inequality. They do so from 
the justice angle in terms of the need to correct what is considered 
“unjust” contrary to the structural implications that focus on growth, 

18.  ODI. (2009). Growth without development: Looking beyond inequality. Overseas Development 
Institute. Briefing Paper 47, p. 1.

19.  Rodríguez, J. (2004). Measuring polarization, inequality, welfare and poverty. Economic Working 
Papers at Centro de Estudios Andaluces E75/2004, Centro de Estudios Andaluces, p. 1. 

20.  ODI. (2009). Growth without development: Looking beyond inequality. Overseas Development 
Institute. Briefing Paper 47, p. 1.

21.  Rodríguez, J. (2004). Measuring polarization, inequality, welfare and poverty. Economic Working 
Papers at Centro de Estudios Andaluces E2004/75, Centro de Estudios Andaluces, p. 2.

22.  Sowell, T. (2006). Economic Facts and Fallacies. New York: Basic Books. p. 136-8.
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poverty, and social factors like crimes and the distributive compo-
nents.23 Inequality from the justice and fairness view is born out of a 
philosophical angle. John Rawls’s redistributive theory of justice as 
fairness starts by looking at society’s basic structure and what makes 
it tick. The foundations of justice underpinning societies consist of 
agreement between individuals – the social contract. Rawls under-
stood the social contract as the core fundamental principle “that free 
and rational persons concerned to further their interests would ac-
cept in an initial position of equality as defining the fundamental 
terms of their association.”24 Rawls’s main idea, justice as fairness, 
touches on the social contract theorists’ hypothetical situation - the 
state of nature. “In justice as fairness, the original position of equal-
ity corresponds to the state of nature in the traditional theory of the 
social contract,” according to Rawls.25

On the issue of redistribution in society, Robert Nozick argues that 
there is no central mechanism responsible for the distribution, “no 
person or group entitled to control all resources, jointly deciding-
howthey are to be doled out.”26 If anyone claims anything, they must 
work for it or receive it as a gift, but not an entitlement of sorts, as 
Rawl’s entitlement theory demonstrates. Some critics see calls for 
redistribution as an avenue to make the poor feel entitled, but that is 

23.  Brunori, P., Ferreira F., Peragine, V. (2013). Inequality of Opportunity, Income Inequality and 
Economic Mobility: Some International Comparisons. IZA Discussion Paper No. 7155, p. 2.

24.  Thompson, C. (1976). Rawls’ Theory of Justice. Theory of Justice. Print, p. 10. 

25. Ibid. p. 11. 
26.  Nozick, R. (1981). Reading Nozick: Essays on Anarchy, State, and Utopia. Nozick Entitlement 

Theory. Rowman & Littlefield, p. 182. 
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a weak argument. A central state mechanism that oversees efficient 
redistribution is key. Bernstein and Spielberg refute the claims made 
by Marco Rubio and Tyler Cowen, who believe an opportunity issue 
is not an inequality one in America.27 As Bernstein and Spielberg 
emphatically noted, it is impossible to profoundly tackle poverty or 
lack of opportunities if inequality issues are overlooked, bearing in 
mind that improved mobility requires reducing inequalities in wag-
es, income, and wealth.28 According to Brunori, Ferreira & Peragine, 
if fairness is of significant importance and impacts economic agents’ 
behavior, then it should matter to “the purest positive economist.”29 
Debates on whether fairness is the goal of reducing inequality are 
therefore often politicized. 

Africa and the rest of the world

Acemoglu and Robinson flaunt the idea that the ignorance hypothesis 
could explain global inequality. It is based on the premise that coun-
tries are poor because of unending market failures and the subsequent 
wrong policies advisors (economists and policymakers) proffer for 
leaders to adopt and implement.30 Acemoglu and Robinson acknowl-
edge that the ignorance hypothesis only goes to explain a minuscule 
portion of global inequality. The primary source of inequality in Af-
rica predates the colonialization era, which was characterized by ex-

27. Bernstein, J., Spielberg, B. (2015). Inequality Matters. The Atlantic. Business.

28. Ibid. 

29.  Brunori, P., Ferreira, F., Peragine, V. (2013) Inequality of Opportunity, Income Inequality and 
Economic Mobility: Some International Comparisons. IZA Discussion Paper No. 7155, p. 2. 

30.  Acemoglu D., Robinson, J. A. (2012). Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and 
Poverty. New York: Crown Business. Print, p. 64.
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ploitation and weak institutions. They entrusted economic and politi-
cal forces in the hands of a select few.31 Post-colonization, most of the 
first set of political elites continued the disastrous path of extraction 
and relative deprivation, operating along with tribe, ethnicity, and re-
ligious lines. The Heckscher-Ohlin model offered an insight into the 
relationship between trade and inequality among countries. The mod-
el predicted that the returns to a factor – unskilled workers – suffi-
ciently available and heavily used by a country in the export process 
production would increase while lowering the “real return to the oth-
er factor.”32 The end goal was to reduce inequality even though em-
pirical evidence suggests otherwise.
Between the 1990s and late 2000s, income inequality increased for 
high-income countries (7 percent), low income and lower-middle-in-
come countries (12 percent). In comparison, the upper-middle-in-
come countries are the only group to have witnessed a decline (7 
percent) in income inequality.33 The 2018 World Inequality Report 
stated that income inequality has been rising worldwide for over four 
decades, starting from the late 70s. In the Anglo-Saxon world, specif-
ically the United States, the increase in inequality was significantly 
impacted by the rise in labor income inequality before the start of the 
century.34 

31.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, 
Oxfam Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-af-
rica. 3-38, p. 9.

32.  UNDP. (2013). Income Inequality. Humanity Divided: Confronting Inequality in Developing 
Countries, Chapter 3. pp. 64-117, p. 73. 

33.  UNDP. (2013). Income Inequality. Humanity Divided: Confronting Inequality in Developing 
Countries, Chapter 3, p. 67.

34. World Inequality Report. (2018). p. 69.
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Inequality at the global level is arguably harder to tackle, given the 
structural and political components. Rowlingson states that some 
comparative studies have shown that “those in lower socio-econom-
ic groups in more equal countries do better than those in lower so-
cio-economic groups in more unequal countries.”35 Also, they stand 
a chance of doing better than those in higher socio-economic groups 
but in more unequal countries. The relativity of global inequality 
makes the fight against inequality a country-specific one but empha-
sizes inequality globally. 

Many countries have experienced different inequality trends over 
time. This is essentially due to the type of institutions in place and 
the trajectories they follow. According to the UNDP, some countries 
have had net increases in income inequality while others have had 
net decreases. Some have had both within a certain period.36 The 
world’s bottom half has received just 1 percent of global wealth in-
crease, while the world’s richest 1 percent have amassed 50 percent 
from that increase.37 

These numbers call for more vigorous redistributive efforts and ave-
nues and mechanisms to tackle loopholes, address exploitation and 
ensure progressive tax policies. Wealth inequality in Africa is very 
striking as 40 percent of the continent’s wealth is owned by 0.0001 

35.   Rowlingson, K. (2011). Does income inequality cause health and social problems? Joseph Rown-
tree Foundation, p. 38; Peterson, “Is Economic Inequality Really a Problem?”, p. 15. 

36.  UNDP. (2013). Income Inequality. Humanity Divided: Confronting Inequality in Developing 
Countries, Chapter 3, p. 68.

37.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 9. 
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percent of the population. Additionally, there are 20 billionaires liv-
ing side by side in Africa, with 413 million people who are in ex-
treme poverty.38 If the very rich continue to benefit from network 
externalities, the chances of reducing income and/or wealth inequal-
ity become slimmer. It is worth noting that income inequality is not 
the same as wealth inequality, even though income and wealth are 
closely related. 

Africa is the second-most unequal continent globally, and three of its 
wealthiest billionaires control more wealth than half of the conti-
nent’s population, estimated at 650 million people.39 One of those 
billionaires is Aliko Dangote from Nigeria, the richest man in Africa 
who earns “8,000 times more each day than a poor compatriot would 
spend on their basic needs in a year.”40 The period after 2000 saw an 
overall rise in incomes, though the bottom 40 percent benefitted the 
least of any income bracket. 

Additionally, according to the World Bank, consumption for the bot-
tom 40 percent declined between 2000 and 2015 in 75 percent of the 
countries surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa.41 Equally, in many Afri-
can countries, where the purchasing power of those at the bottom is 
stagnant or reducing, one can begin to understand the inequality dy-
namics. As more and more people find it harder to purchase con-

38. Ibid. p. 3.

39. Ibid. p. 9. 

40.  Akinwotu, E., Olukoya, S. (2017). Shameful Nigeria: a country that doesn’t care about inequality. 
The Guardian. 

41.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 9. 
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sumption goods it could take a toll on their nutrition – health – and 
living standards invariably create a vicious poverty cycle.

How does global inequality impact economic mobility and poverty? 
Bernstein and Spielberg state that childhood family income and out-
come have a healthy relationship; a child’s household income rank 
compared to that of other households impacts that child’s future 
adult-income rank.42 Sowell also acknowledges that people born into an 
advantageous position in wealth, education, and social standing, could 
likely attain higher productivity levels with less struggle to showcase 
“individual merit.”43 Thus, those who are well off now, have a higher 
chance of staying relatively well off and so do their children. 

This shows that inequality can have generational consequences, as a 
result more challenging for many to escape economic stagnation and 
the vicious poverty cycle that often follows. Rowlingson argues that 
individuals with higher incomes tend to be better off on a variety of 
variables, for instance, “social gradient” in health – the higher an 
individual moves up the socio-economic ladder, an increase in the 
health of that individual follows, although the share of health in-
crease with every step is unclear.44

According to Kharas et al., India has made tremendous progress in 
reducing poverty, with its poverty rate expected to fall below 3 pe-

42. Bernstein, J., Spielberg, B. (2015). Inequality Matters.

43. Sowell, T. (2006). Economic Facts and Fallacies. New York: Basic Books. p. 149.

44.  Rowlingson, K. (2011). Does income inequality cause health and social problems? Joseph Rown-
tree Foundation, p. 38; Peterson, “Is Economic Inequality Really a Problem?”, p. 5.
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cent, from 50 million to 40 million people in 2019.45 The Asian con-
tinent is expected to have a poverty rate of only 1 percent by 2025. 
Besides, the aggregate poverty level in South America is also ex-
pected to fall from 4 percent. In contrast to these relative success 
stories, stagnation continues in Africa – within five years leading up 
to 2019, the share of the world’s poor living in Africa had risen from 
50 percent to 70 percent.

Furthermore, for poverty to be eradicated in Africa by 2030, “more 
than one person would need to escape poverty every second.”46 Less 
than 40 percent of the countries in sub-Saharan Africa reduced in-
come inequality while more than 90 percent declined health inequa-
ity between 2010 and 2014.47 Ultimately, moving away from aggre-
gate data, outliers begin to emerge. Ethiopia, for example, has 
witnessed a 15 percent fall in inequality from the 1990s driven by 
social policies and government investments.48

Global inequality brings to the fore some key elements – premature 
deindustrialization,49 poverty, land redistribution, functional distri-
bution of income (distribution of income between labor and capital) 

45  Kharas, H., Hamel, K., Hofer, M. (2018). Rethinking Global Poverty Reduction in 2019. Brookings. 
Brookings.edu.

46. Ibid. 

47.  UNDP. (2017). Income Inequality Trends in sub-Saharan Africa: Divergence, Determinants and 
Consequences. africa.undp.org, p. 11.

48.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 13.

49.  Sumner, A. (2018). Revisiting Kuznets: Is Rising Inequality Still Inevitable During Economic 
Development? Global Poverty and Inequality Dynamics (GPID) Research Network Briefing Paper. 
London: ESRC GPID Network. 1-6, p. 3-4.

.
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– taxation and, on a bigger scale, the role of trade and globalization 
(race to the bottom).50

Inequality in Nigeria

In Nigeria, some of the key inequality elements to consider include 
misuse of economic rents, lack of economic diversification, unem-
ployment, capacity of economic institutions and the interests of veto 
players and political actors. With a GDP of US$ 397.27 billion, Ni-
geria’s economy is the biggest in Africa.51 However, Nigeria also 
happens to be the world’s poverty capital, surpassing India with the 
potential of having 110 million people living in extreme poverty by 
2030.52 Such juxtapositions in the global economy have profound 
impacts on the lives of millions. Increased criminal activities, pres-
sure on infrastructure, pressure on constrained resources, poor 
healthcare, and massive emigration are just some of the short to 
long-term issues that could arise. Inequality is rising in Nigeria with 
no halt in sight. Based on income, Nigeria is ranked as one of the 
four most unequal countries in Africa.53 In addition to high inequali-
ty, poverty is also rising, with an estimated 86 million Nigerians live 
in extreme poverty.54 

50.  UNDP. (2013). Income Inequality. Humanity Divided: Confronting Inequality in Developing 
Countries, Chapter 3, p. 71.

51. World Bank. (2019). “Nigeria.” Retrieved from data.worldbank.org  
52.  Kharas, H., Hamel, K., Hofer, M. (2018). Rethinking Global Poverty Reduction in 2019. Brook-

ings. Brookings.edu. 
53.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 

Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 9.

54.  Akinwotu, E., Olukoya, S. (2017). Shameful Nigeria: a country that doesn’t care about inequality. 
The Guardian. 
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A former US intelligence community expert on Nigeria succinctly 
notes that “it is this disparity between the rich and the poor, more 
than poverty itself, that generates anti-government sentiments and 
could fuel civil unrest down the road.”55 The elites’ general view as 
profiting and plundering Nigeria’s resources has driven many unem-
ployed youths into kidnapping and other criminal activities. As the 
Boko Haram insurgency has shown, Nigeria stands to lose enor-
mously from any type of unrest. Insecurity and civil unrest will have 
a chain effect on Nigeria’s social and economic development. As the 
demand for goods and services reduces, manufacturers are less in-
clined to hire new workers – in some cases; they have to lay off 
workers – which only keeps the unemployment rate soaring com-
pounded by a youth bulge.56

Per capita income in Nigeria was recently estimated at US$ 2,930 
per annum.57 In the systemic inequality context, the availability of 
certain basic amenities becomes a privilege for those fortunate 
enough, while lack of access further hurts the living standards of 
those at the bottom. As an oil-rich country, Nigeria suffers from the 
resource curse, which implies that countries with numerous resourc-
es tend to grow slower than those without. However, the problems 
emanate not from having the resources but from mechanisms through 
which “resource rents are distributed via the institutional arrange-

55. Ibid.

56.  Adebayo, A. (2014). Implications of ‘Boko Haram’ Terrorism on National Development in Nigeria: 
A Critical Review. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, vol. 5, no. 16.

57.  Segesvary, L. (2017). Africa and the Politics of Possibility. Africa and the Politics of Possibility, 
American Diplomacy. 
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ments.”58 The use of oil revenues in Nigeria has played a significant 
role in expanding the inequality gap between the elites and their as-
sociates on the one hand and the masses fighting for shrinking re-
sources on the other. 

Nigeria’s lack of commitment to reducing inequality is shocking and 
an eyesore considering its role and status on the African continent. In 
a study showing the countries’ commitment to reducing inequality, 
Nigeria ranked at the very bottom – 157 out of 157.59 Nigeria’s social 
spending has been considered abysmally low and “reflected in poor 
social outcomes for its citizens.”60 Compared to South Africa – an-
other region with high inequality – they rank at the top in terms of 
commitment to reducing inequality in Africa aided by its substantial 
social spending on education, health, etc., and third in tax prgressiv-
ity globally.61 Namibia, Tunisia, Mauritius, South Africa, and Leso-
tho on the African continent have all made impressive strides to re-
ducing inequality.62 

Boko Haram’s exploitation of poverty and inequality

By examining push and pull factors often associated with terrorist 
groups such as Boko Haram in Nigeria, one can begin to find intri-

58.  Mehlum, H., Moene, K., Torvik, R. (2006). Institutions and the Resource Curse. The Economic 
Journal, vol. 116, No. 508, pp. 1-20, p. 1-2.

59.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 17.

60.  Akinwotu, E., Olukoya, S. (2017). Shameful Nigeria: a country that doesn’t care about inequality. The Guardian.

61.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 16.

62.  Ibid. p. 15.
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cate linkages between poverty, inequality, and low economic growth. 
Antwi-Boateng had examined some push and pull factors behind the 
rise of pan-Islamic terrorism in Africa. Some of the push factors 
highlighted resistance toward Western values’ dominance, particu-
larly “Americanization,” regimes and establishments that support 
the status quo and stifle others, social issues such as massive unem-
ployment among youths, and mismanagement of development funds, 
and the state’s inherent weaknesses.63 These factors are responsible 
for leading and driving people toward the so-called jihad and other 
violent ideologies. They are often self-driven due to frustrations and 
disenchantment with the state and how citizens are treated, which 
manifests into collective frustration among marginalized individu-
als. Boko Haram in Nigeria uses this theoretical push model to re-
cruit unemployed, poor, economically-marginalized Nigerians, who 
invariably see no social mobility while politicians and other su-
per-rich individuals live lavishly.

The pull factors include radical ideologies, a sense of purpose and 
fulfillment, charity programs, media propaganda messages, and mar-
tyrdom’s perceived reward.64 These factors help to attract and recruit 
people to join and participate in terrorist groups and activities. These 
“push-and-pull” factors aid terror outfits like Boko Haram, Al-
Shabab, and AQIM, in areas where they operate. Coupled with Nige-
ria’s unfortunate economic situation, lack of jobs, rising poverty, and 
inequality, Boko Haram has lured youths into their group by preach-

63.  Antwi-Boateng, O. (2017). The Rise of Pan-Islamic Terrorism in Africa: A Global Security Chal-
lenge. Politics & Policy, vol. 45, no. 2, pp. 253-284. p. 260.

64. Ibid. p. 261.
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ing a message of fulfillment (economic, religious, etc.), which the 
Nigerian government cannot provide. For many poor and oppressed 
in Nigeria’s Northeast region, this is a way out of poverty regardless 
of the socially-adverse consequences. 

Scholars often point toward the lack of socio-economic development 
in Nigeria’s Northeast region because marginalized people express 
displeasure and dissatisfaction with the government and thus ignit-
ing the fire that sparked Boko Haram. Relative deprivation can be a 
catalyst for groups (ethnic, religious, political, etc.) to rise and chal-
lenge the existing order.65 Globalization (poverty and inequality that 
accompanies it) and many other valid yet inconclusive arguments 
have been made to explain the rise of groups like Boko Haram. How-
ever, there is also a counter-argument. Thurston believes that some 
explanations that attempt to capture Boko Haram’s rise are “inade-
quate,” including abject poverty in Northern Nigeria, marginaliza-
tion of the Northeast in politics, affiliation with Al-Qaeda, and final-
ly, the rebirth of the Maitatsine sect wherein Boko Haram is 
itssuccessor.66 Boko Haram’s rise goes beyond mainstream notions 
and surface-level claims. 

Northeast Nigeria has consistently lagged in socio-economic devel-
opment behind other geopolitical zones in the country. Aside from 
the Boko Haram insurgency’s intensification, lingering deep-rooted 
challenges await extensive diagnosis and long-term solutions. Loo-
ney states that in Borno state, Boko Haram’s original home, the 
number of vaccinated children under two was a measly 2 percent, 

65. Ibid. p. 262.

66.  Thurston, A. (2016). Salafism In Nigeria: Islam, Preaching, and Politics. Cambridge Univ Press.
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illiteracy level among young people stood at 83 percent, while 48.5 
percent of school-age children were out of school.67 As demonstrated 
by rising poverty and illiteracy levels, the lag in socio-economic in-
dicators, inadequate healthcare, and dismal local economic develop-
ment, has given Boko Haram the chance to pounce on the vulnerable 
and extremely poor. 

Addressing global inequality

·	 Easterly suggests income redistribution from the rich to the poor and 
overall economic growth, potentially boosting the rich and the poor’s 
income to tackle inequality and alleviate poverty.68 He raises some 
key questions. As Nigeria has shown, economic growth does not nec-
essarily translate into higher incomes for the poor. In terms of redis-
tribution, the social spending component is fundamental.69

·	 Tax policy: Adopting an efficient and progressive taxation sys-
tem specifically in terms of personal income taxes to boost redis-
tribution and reduce inequality.70/71

·	 For the world’s poor, accessing good healthcare remains a chal-
lenge that invariably impacts their health, work-life balance, and 
children. Therefore, improving and making healthcare accessi-

67. Looney, R. (2014). The Boko Haram Economy. Foreign Policy.

68.  Easterly, W. (2001). The Elusive Quest for Growth: Economists Adventures and Misadventures in 
the Tropics. MIT Press, Print, p. 14. 

69.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
Briefing Paper: www.oxfam.org/en/research/tale-two-continents-fighting-inequality-africa. 3-38, p. 18.

70.  Keeley, B. (2015). Income Inequality: The Gap between Rich and Poor,” OECD Insights, OECD 
Publishing, Paris.http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264246010-en 2015, p. 98. 

71.  Oxfam. (2019). A Tale of Two Continents: Fighting Inequality in Africa. Oxfam International, Oxfam 
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ble will go a long way in helping to combat inequality. Rajan 
highlights universal healthcare’s importance based on the belief 
that no modern democratic society should let healthcare unaf-
fordability prevent its people from fully engaging in life.72 

·	 States can enable job creation by creating the right economic 
environment for it - that would involve shifting from a passive 
(benefits payment) to an active role, ensuring the inclusion of 
marginalized and/or underrepresented groups in the labor force.73 
Additionally, they should try and introduce “decent” work and 
wage policies.74  

Conclusion

Global inequality is diverse, and so are the possible solutions. How-
ever, one size does not always fit all. So why should global inequal-
ity matter? First, because of its relationship with poverty, inequality 
tends to push the poor further into extreme poverty and invariably 
impacts their purchasing power when coupled with a high consump-
tion tax. Second, global inequality reduces mobility chances for 
many individuals at the bottom and access to opportunities that 
would enable them to climb the economic ladder. Third, the relative 
geography component means that the poor or low-income individu-
als in one country could be classified as middle-income in another 
country. Thus, global inequality is multifaceted. It does not simply 

72.  Rajan, R. (2019). Third Pillar: How Markets and the State Leave the Community Behind. Penguin 
Press, Print, p. 318.

73.  Keeley, B. (2015). Income Inequality: The Gap between Rich and Poor,” OECD Insights, OECD 
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explain the economic level of a person but provides avenues for 
comparison. 

Fourth, global inequality data allows for cross-country analysis and 
within-country analysis, amplifying institutions’ role and policies. 
The Nigerian case has shown that the fundamental inequality issues 
are compounded by a shambolic commitment to reducing inequali-
ty, high poverty levels, and massive dissatisfaction among the mass-
es. Fighting rising inequality and extreme poverty side-by-side, the 
Nigerian government must act fast and decisively before this tick-
ing time bomb explodes. Addressing inequality in Nigeria will 
hopefully be the catalyst to solving other critical issues, including 
unemployment, poverty, safety, and security. 

Finally, regardless of the inequality measure, a key question lingers: 
what are the choices facing different actors – countries, policymak-
ers, unions, the rich, the poor, etc., in reducing global inequality? 
Reducing global inequality is a challenge for all involved, consider-
ing the short- and long-term implications. Societies are unequal, 
and people do not magically find themselves atop or at the bottom. 
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