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Global wealth inequality – the uneven distribution of wealth among the people of
the world – has increased since the financial crisis of 2008. 1 In 2015, the world’s
wealthiest one percent owned approximately half of the planet’s household wealth. 2 In
the United States, the period after the financial crisis from 2009 to 2011 resulted in an
11.4 percent rise in income for the wealthiest one percent and a 0.4 percent decrease in
income for the bottom 99 percent. 3 Overall, the people of the world have enjoyed an
increase in absolute wealth since the turn of the millennium, which many scholars
attribute to the forces of globalisation. What is of concern from the standpoint of global
security is the unintended social and political effects these phenomena are producing. As
global wealth rises and is distributed unevenly, both horizontally between, and vertically
within states, fissures of discontent open that help set the conditions for conflict.
Inherent in this inequality are three themes that inform the social and political
conditions underpinning governance at the global level. The first of these themes is belief
or the perception of truth. This theme speaks to the relationship and expectations the
world’s various polities have of their respective state governments, and of the global
governance system that largely arbitrates the conditions of wealth creation in the world.
The second theme is power, specifically who exercises global governance power and
under what processes of consensus this power is exercised. The final theme is justice,
which speaks to the outcomes at the individual level that can be attributed to global
governance. These themes will be used as lenses in an analysis of the causes of wealth
inequality and implications on global security.
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This paper contends that the current global governance system has resulted in
unsustainable levels of vertical wealth inequality – between peoples within states. It
posits that it is the vertical inequality of the wealthiest states which threatens the
survivability of the current system of global governance, based on a growing perception
of relative deprivation in the middle classes of the developed world. The relationship
between inequality and conflict is likely to intensify as the information age enables
polities to challenge their beliefs around narratives of globalisation, question the justice
wrought by global governance, and illuminate the processes of exercising global power.
Manifestations of these realities are well underway, as seen with the Arab Spring
uprisings of 2011 and the populist political movements in the United States and Europe.
The first section of the paper examines the inequality between the ‘haves’ and the
‘have nots’ and demonstrates that the inequality of most concern from the standpoint of
global security is the growing gap between the wealthiest people within the wealthiest
states and their respective middle classes. The second and final section will outline the
mechanisms of inequality inherent in the global system of governance and demonstrate
that not only does global governance disproportionately favour the states of the global
North, but it also disproportionately favours the enrichment of the wealthiest members of
society within these states. This section will also examine the implications of these
inequalities for global security, and demonstrate that a growing awareness of the middle
classes will increasingly place higher demands of equality on global governance. Unless
the global governance system can evolve a more equitable bargain for the peoples of the
planet, its survivability as a generator of wealth will be contested. The implications of this
inequality for the current world order are potentially profound. Each section will
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illuminate these relationships through the aforementioned themes of belief, power, and
justice.
THE ‘HAVES’ AND ‘HAVE NOTS’: A MATTER OF PERCEPTION
Inequality is a concept of considerable breadth, and a topic which has been given
the attention of considerable scholarship. Vertical inequality measures the economic
relationships between individuals while horizontal inequality measures these relationships
between specific groups based on citizenship, gender, language, ethnicity, etc. This paper
focuses on vertical inequality, particularly within the states of the global North. It also
considers horizontal inequality between citizens of the states of the global South and the
global North. This section focuses on vertical inequality within states of the global North,
with a closer examination of the United States. Vertical inequality in the developed world
has been rapidly increasing in the last 30 years, and this increase in inequality can be
linked to the process of globalisation in the same period. The most concerning inequality
from the standpoint of global security is this growing gap between the wealthiest people
within the wealthiest states, and their respective middle classes, because these middle
classes are the polities that support the current system of global governance. They are also
the most information-connected and therefore the most sensitive to perceptions of relative
deprivation. This concept of relative deprivation will tie in to the theme of belief.
The governance that has dominated the global economy since the fall of the Soviet
Union has fuelled mounting vertical (in-country) inequality between the wealthiest
minorities and everyone else. Furthermore, this inequality can be shown to be a
consequence of globalisation, among other factors. In 2012 in the United States, the
bottom 90 percent of the country’s population (144 million families) owned 22.8 percent
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of the country’s wealth while the top 10 percent owned 77.2 percent of the country’s
wealth. 4 More striking is the disparity at the very top of the wealth pyramid; the top 0.1
percent of the country’s population (160,700 families) owned approximately the same
amount of wealth, 22 percent, as the bottom 90 percent. 5 This disparity has been
worsening over the period from 1986 to 2012, with the top 10 percent rising from 63.6 to
77.2 percent and the top one percent rising from 25.1 to 41.8 percent of the country’s total
wealth during this period. 6 Saez notes that, “almost all the rise in the top one percent’s
wealth share since 1986 owes to the increase in the top 0.1 percent’s share…and wealth is
getting more concentrated in the United States.” 7 Stiglitz notes that this trend in wealth
inequality is also played out in opportunity inequality, since “a young person’s life
prospects depend heavily on the income and education of his or her parents.” 8 He
observes further that, “The ‘American dream’ is largely a myth.” 9 Not only is wealth
inequality increasing since the end of the Cold War, but increasing most rapidly at the
very tip of the wealth pyramid, with the majority languishing in terms of year over year
wealth gains. In fact, the line that divides the population most starkly in terms of wealth
inequality gains is the line between the 0.1 percent and the rest of the population.
The recent 2016 election campaign in the United States was full of rhetoric
championing the middle class. The political value of this rhetoric is starkly highlighted by
the stagnation of middle-class wealth in America despite overall wealth creation since the
mid 1980s. Saez describes the middle class of America as the bottom 90 percent since the
4
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bottom half of the population has a net wealth of zero; he observes that “the share of
wealth owned by the middle class…peaked in the mid-1980s, and has continuously
declined since then.” 10 The Credit Suisse 2015 Global Wealth Report notes, “a decline in
the share of middle-class wealth in every region [in the world] since 2007.” 11 The United
States leads developed economies in wealth inequality, but the trend of the last quarter
century in the United States is also evident in other developed economies. Stiglitz notes;
“income inequality…has increased by roughly 29 per cent in the United States, 17 per
cent in Germany, 9 per cent in Canada, 14 per cent in UK, 12 per cent in Italy and 11 per
cent in Japan.” 12 This paper will take Saez’s definition of middle class as the bottom 90
percent of the wealth owners in a state.
This data clearly outlines a widening vertical inequality in wealth ownership and
income levels within the states of developed economies of the global North and
particularly in the United States. Importantly, inequality between states has been
widening over the same period in a trend of continuing divergence between the wealth of
the global North and the global South. 13 The causes of these disparities can, at least in
part, be attributed to globalisation. Hurrell notes that globalisation is about the global
processes that generate the linkages and interconnections, “which transcends the states
and societies which make up the modern world system.” 14 Mills highlights that
globalisation requires internationalization of markets, increased competition between
states, new information and computer technologies (ICTs), increased interconnectedness,
10

Saez and Zucman, Wealth Inequality in the United States since 1913: Evidence from Capitalized Income
Tax Data, p555
11
Shorrocks, Davies and Lluberas, Global Wealth Report 2015, p37
12
Stiglitz, 8. Inequality and Economic Growth, p137
13
Melinda Mills, "Globalization and Inequality," European Sociological Review 25, no. 1 (2009), p3.
14
Andrew Hurrell, On Global Order : Power, Values, and the Constitution of International Society: Power,
Values, and the Constitution of International Society, Kindle ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press Special, 2007), Loc 2569.

6
and finally a rising relevance and volatility of markets. 15 Each of these authors’
viewpoints highlight the importance of growing international trade markets and the
tendency of these markets to be de-regulated and accelerated by the development of ICTs.
These features of globalisation have reduced the transactional barriers in international
markets associated with state borders and given rise to new forms of political and
institutional global governance, including the World Bank, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Trade Organisation (WTO). These International Financial
Institutions (IFIs) have shaped a globalisation process that has not accorded equal
economic benefits to all citizens within developed states, nor across regions – Africa and
Latin America lag – and has not provided all states with equitable political influence on
global governance, which is marked by uneven influence on institutions and increasingly
intrusive globalisation rule-sets. 16
Underpinning these global institutions are the state policies of the developed
nations, in particular the domestic and foreign policy of the United States. State policy
attributes of globalisation that have directly contributed to vertical inequality include
relaxation of government regulation on economic activity, the privatization of capital and
consequent flight of capital, and the weakening of labour protections, to name a few. 17
These policies have generated increasing absolute wealth, but this wealth has been
consistently apportioned to the smallest minority of people. In 2009, Massey fount that
rising inequality over the last 30 years has been attributed to, “globalisation, technological
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change and market segmentation.” 18 Linkages between rising inequality and globalisation
are complex and multi-faceted. Even so, evidence clearly demonstrates the connection
between these two processes over the last 30 years. Although inequality has been rapidly
rising in the developed world, particularly the United States, it was not until the 20072009 financial crisis that increasingly large segments of the population became aware of
their relative deprivation, and attending populist political movements began to gain
traction in the United States and Europe.
Given the level of inequality, what are the implications for global security and the
survivability of global governance as these inequalities widen? Most concerning from the
standpoint of global security is the growing gap between the wealthiest people within the
wealthiest states, and their respective middle classes. These middle classes are the polities
that have supported the current system of global governance and are the most
information-connected and therefore sensitive to perceptions of relative deprivation.
The concept of relative deprivation is articulated by Gurr as:
…actors’ perception of discrepancy between their value expectations and their
value capabilities. Value expectations are the goods and conditions of life to
which people believe they are rightly entitled. Value capabilities are the goods and
conditions they think they are capable of getting and keeping. 19
This concept places emphasis on the perception of deprivation and brings in our first
theme of belief or perception of truth, and the effect this perception has on the
relationship and expectations the developed world’s middle-class polities have of their
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respective state governments and of the global governance system that largely arbitrates
the conditions of wealth creation in the world.
Globalisation and its effects have been products of Western liberal values of open
deregulated global markets, political international consensus building, deeper integration
between states, and open borders. These values have generated significant overall wealth
and the perception in the middle classes of developed states, (as demonstrated by the
centrist liberal governments elected to power in the past thirty years – excepting the last
several years which has seen Brexit and the election of President Trump), has largely
been in support of globalisation based on expectations that these values promised
increasing prosperity and access to ‘the good life’. Unfortunately, the reality of
globalisation has not lived up to the promise of globalisation for many citizens of the
developed world. Massey notes that a global economy places immense demands on
financial capital, human capital, land, and energy, when supplies of such capital are
limited; this in turn drives up returns for the owners of capital and drives down returns for
physical labour, 20 which has directly contributed to the growing gap between the middle
class and the wealthiest members of society.
This widening inequality gap has begun to have social and political effect in the
developed world, particularly in Europe and the United States. This social and political
effect is seen in the rising success of populist political movements which feature rhetoric
and policy prescriptions to protect the middle class from the effects of globalism. Given
that the tenents of globalism include open markets and borders, the populist antidote is
protectionism and immigration reform. A current case study of this effect is the relative
success of the populist movement in the United Kingdom embodied by the United
20
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Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP). UKIP saw its political fortunes climb in recent
years with a third place showing in terms of popular support in both the 2014 elections for
the European Parliament and the 2015 elections for the House of Commons. 21 UKIP was
also a powerful political force in the United Kingdom supporting Britain’s exit from the
European Union which became a politically successful venture in 2016.
A critical element of this political shift in the developed world is the inherent
political risk-taking that it embodies, and the degree to which that risk-taking speaks to
the severity of perceived relative deprivation. Steenbergen argues that right-wing populist
activists are status-quo challengers, condemning the establishment and subscribing to an
inherent ideal that privileges the native majority and rejects elite bargains. 22 Gurr notes
that group identities and shared grievances are key to understanding how people are
politically mobilized to take risky political action. He also highlights the new dimension
the information age introduces into these group identities and shared grievances by
facilitating solidarity across national borders. 23 This dynamic was evident in the
collaborative stumping between UKIPs leader and Donald Trump’s presidential
campaign. The populist movement against the status-quo and globalism represents risktaking because of the uncertainty inherent in the outcomes of the features of
contemporary populism, such as the potential economic risks of Great Britain leaving the
European Union, and the potential economic risks of protectionist trade policies in the
United States. The dawning reality that large segments of the population have embraced
these risks for a new bargain, demonstrates a growing challenge to the legitimacy of the
21
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current global governance regime. As the leading economies begin to exchange policies
of globalisation with policies of national populism there may be a fundamental shift in the
normative consensus that has defined the global governance system to date. A key
element of the shift from integrated economies and open borders to strengthened borders
and national protectionism is a lowered incentive to favour consensus building over
coercion and conflict. This trend threatens the current multilateralism bolstering global
security initiatives.
Belief reflects emotion, identity, and belonging, and is integral to an individual’s
sense of security and meaning in a complex world. This deep human connection between
belief and our sense of security is what makes many ideologies and systems of belief so
resilient to a critical consideration of challenging facts, and such fertile ground for
emotional calls to arms. Human perceptions of security and just use of force are routinely
articulated in narratives of religion and ideology by leaders seeking to establish political
capital for conflict or political gain. Belief in these narratives serves to simplify and
galvanize the masses’ understanding of threat in terms of in-group versus out-group,
where just action is determined by the in-group, and matters of fact which underpin the
complexity of a given conflict fade in importance. The globalisation that has generated
enormous wealth, as well as enormous inequality of wealth, since the end of the Cold
War, represents a complex interplay of social, political and economic factors that are
difficult to untangle. As the middle classes of the developed world begin to wake up to
this inequality, there exists a vulnerability to new caricatured belief narratives based on
vilification of out-groups and aimed at addressing the perceived relative deprivations of
globalisation. Global security, as constructed by the world’s global institutions in a broad
context of states, may depend on compelling new counter narratives to address these
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inequalities and reform the global system, before social and political fissures open up and
lead us to a world defined by borders and out-groups.
This section has examined the growing wealth inequality between the ‘haves’ and
the ‘have nots’ in the global North and how this growing inequality has given rise to
populist political movements, highlighting the relative perceived value deprivation of
globalism and the potential impacts to global security.
GLOBAL GOVERNANCE: THE POWERFUL FEW
This section will examine the exercise of power within the institutions of global
governance and argue that not only do current global governance regimes
disproportionately favour the states of the global north in their exercise of power, but this
governance also disproportionately favours the enrichment of the wealthiest members of
society within these states. It will also examine the role of perceived justice in how global
governance exercises power and the perception of outcomes delivered to the individual.
Finally, this section suggests that the current social and political shifts seen in developed
states will increasingly demand a better bargain from global governance institutions in
terms of exercise of power and the justice outcomes for individuals, tying in the
remaining two themes.
Governance at the global level aims to manage power, promote common interest
and mediate differences. 24 Given the unipolar nature of global power since the end of the
Cold War, the exercise of power at the global level has largely been in the interest of the
United States and the core states of the global North. There is a fundamental tension in
exercise of power at the global level between normalizing rules that aim to mediate
24
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disparate values and the enforcing of a single set of universal values. 25 Hurrell outlines
how power is related to global governance and globalisation through the international
political system, the global capitalist economy, and in transnational civil society.

26

These

three supra-national groupings are influenced unevenly by the collectivity of states that
are vying for the values and good conditions that global governance and globalism offers.
The character of governance at the global level is one defined by market competition,
protection of transnational economies and increasingly complex and dynamic social and
political networks that supersede national boundaries. Taken as a whole, these dynamic
forces can normalize and erode state power.
A key discriminator in how effectively states can operate and exercise power in
this space of the international political system and the global capitalist economy is how
well they are able to adapt to the transformative realities of globalisation, and exploit the
social and economic opportunities offered by globalisation. 27 Lee finds that a state’s
relative success in mitigating the wealth inequalities inherent in globalisation forces is in
part determined by how domestic institutions of the state interact with the external
structures of global governance. 28 Success in this realm is challenged by the strong
incentives to subscribe to US-led international consensus building – the dominant force in
the international political system – and to participate in economic liberalisation norms
that grant access to wealth generating markets. This participative normalisation puts
pressure on domestic policy and societies that have economic liabilities demanding a
different economic policy approach to ensure development. At the end of the Cold War
25
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the International Financial Institutions (IFIs), which largely govern the global capitalist
economy, were instrumental in exercising power in concert with the United States in
setting the economic-reform agenda. 29 This American hegemony made it challenging for
states to maintain divergent domestic policies and the United States used principles of
conditionality and coercion to set the criteria for access to political or economic
groupings in the global governance system – an example of this is the reform of
intellectual property legislation in India and Brazil, who understood that a failure to
reform would limit access to transnational corporations’ investment. 30
Developing states of the global South have little leverage with a hegemonic power
that establishes and funds the system; they have a general incentive to hegemonic
deference and although many actively lobby the various levers of American power, there
is rarely appetite for reforms on the capitalist tenents of globalisation. As an example, US
foreign policy was uniformly against a reformation of the IFIs in order to manage
financial crises. 31 Hurrell argues that Washington favoured “aggressive trade diplomacy
and linkage politics to open developing country markets,” 32 and found that weaker states
have adapted to the changing constraints and opportunities of globalization by adopting
liberal values, deferring to hegemonic influence and coercive socialization. It was in this
climate that the developing economies of the global South, which were in the greatest
need of economic policy concessions to protect fledgling industries, were coerced into
open trade arrangements favouring the already developed economies of the global North.
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Current global governance regimes are also heavily tilted in favour of the
enrichment of global elites. There is a parallel argument outlining how global governance
has disproportionately favoured the one percent of wealthiest citizens in the United States
and other developing countries, and this argument is most convincingly made against the
backdrop of the 2007-2009 financial crisis. It is in this example that we introduce our last
theme of justice, and how global governance exercises power and the perceived justice of
outcomes delivered to the individual as a result of that exercise of power.
In an example of how power is wielded in the transnational society, Freeland
highlights the rise of a transnational global elite that are the uncontested winners in
globalised markets. This global elite sits in the top 0.1 percent of the global economy and
earn an average 124 times more than the average income of the bottom 90 percent. 33 They
increasingly think of themselves as global citizens first, and are the most invested in
maintaining the status quo of the current global governance system. Paradoxically, the
global elite does not seem to have woken up to the growing danger that wealth inequality
poses. A possible exception to this is likely Warren Buffet who has called upon the US
Government to raise the effective tax rate of the super-rich such as himself. 34 Freeland
notes that in the United States the top one percent paid over 23 percent income tax, the
top 0.1 percent paid just over 21 percent income tax and the 400 wealthiest Americans
paid less than 17 percent income tax. 35 Such inequalities and the global and domestic
policy that sustains them, are fuelling a growing awareness and discontent of the middle
class. After the 2008 financial crisis, Simon Johnson, the former Chief Economist of the
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IMF likened the bankers and financiers of the United States to emerging market oligarchs,
citing their success in diverting trillions of dollars of US bailout money to themselves. 36
Stiglitz outlines many aspects of the financial crisis that pulled back the veil on
just practices, including an erosion of legal practice that included banks not verifying
contracts for mortgages, and using robo-signers or paying single individuals to sign
hundreds of affidavits without contractual review. 37 This amounted to foreclosure fraud
and the big banks lying to courts. The US Attorney’s lack of interest in prosecuting these
crimes contributed to very few prosecutions. Instead, the banks made a partial settlement
of approximately $36 billion in foreclosure fraud, the cost of which was borne by the
banks’ shareholders. 38 This is only one example of many offered by the 2008 financial
crisis and its aftermath that underscored the relative importance of the banks and the
global financial system compared to the plight of the average American. As we have seen
in the first section of this paper, the years after the financial crisis resulted in strong
wealth gains for the one percent including many of the culpable financiers and elite that
helped perpetrate the financial crisis. These narratives have powerful reverberations that
were not broadly acknowledged until the discontent manifested in the populist movement
that defined the 2016 election campaign in the United States.
The security implications of populist national movements are potentially
profound, particularly as they take on characteristics that feature exclusive identity
politics and seek to villainize various ethnic groups out of fear and uncertainty. This
tendency underlines the complexity of the global financial system and the challenges for
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domestic wealth redistribution policies aimed at curbing inequality. In the way, stands the
unshakeable belief of the middle class in the ‘American dream,’ as provided by an
unfettered and largely unregulated capitalism. The current global security apparatus and
the consensus and collaboration nature of security ventures, has the potential to regress
under these political shifts as states look inwards for their enemies and wealth and seek a
return to simpler times.
Global security depends on an international consensus which is not seduced by
caricatured vilifications of out-groups, but predicated on objective assessments of threat
and balanced approaches to conflict. Human society is a diverse and rich milieu of belief
systems and ideologies which, at their best, evolve with evidence, and in keeping with a
broadly arbitrated understanding of truth, justice, and moral society. The individual’s
inherent need for security through group belonging and clearly defining their enemy often
trumps their desire to critically understand threats that often transcend cultural, political
and religious groupings. Furthermore, the contemporary security environment is heavily
influenced by the information age, which provides any level of actor with global reach to
incite populations to violence based on culture, belief and ideology. As a globalisation
narrative of increased prosperity for all is contested, there is a need for new narratives
which address inequalities and preserve progressive values. If these new narratives are
not adopted soon, with a compelling story of balanced exercise of global power for the
justice of the individual, there are other more damaging narratives which may begin to
dominate the political landscape of the developed world and threaten global security.
This section has demonstrated that the exercise of power at the global level
inherently favours the wealthiest states and disproportionately favours the top one percent
of citizens within these wealthy economies. It has shown how power is exercised at the
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global level based on US hegemony and principles of liberal economics that often
disadvantage developing economies. This section has examined the theme of justice, and
how there has been a shift since the financial crisis of 2008, on the perceived justice that
the global governance regime offers the individual, and how this shift in perceived justice
in a wider swath of the middle class has engendered political movements that challenge
the status quo. It has explored the implications to global security that the current populist
challenges to the global system entails.
CONCLUSION
This paper has outlined how globalisation and the contemporary regimes of global
governance has helped foster an increasing inequality and wealth disparity between the
wealthiest members of the wealthiest states and their respective middle classes. Although
there also exists significant inequality in wealth and access of the global South to the
power levers of the global governance system, the stagnation of the middle class
represents the most significant terrain for political challenge and reformation of the
current global paradigm. Widening perceptions among the middle classes that these
inequalities represent an untenable relative deprivation will challenge the current global
governance system via the populist political movements that define themselves with antiglobalism rhetoric, including protectionist trade policies and immigration reform. Such
shifts in the politics of the global North represents a significant security challenge to the
current world order.
Inherent in the social aspects of these political shifts are the themes of belief,
power, and justice. This paper has examined how belief in the globalisation bargain of
wealth generation for the developed and developing world has been challenged and how
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the nature of that challenge demonstrates widening comfort with increasing political risktaking in order to achieve change. It has also been shown that the exercise of power at the
global level has been tilted heavily in favour of developed economies and the wealthiest
patrons of developed economies. The processes of power have been defined by
hegemony, conditional access and coercion. This has served to widen inequalities among
states. The final theme of justice explored how the perceived injustices of the financial
crisis of 2008 have illuminated the failures of global governance, and opened up political
space for new narratives to define a new bargain to address these failures. Taken together,
these three themes help illustrate the current political urgency for developed states to act
and address these issues of inequality.
The paper suggests that global governance and globalisation have fostered
unsustainable levels of vertical wealth inequality – between social classes within states. It
has demonstrated that it is the vertical inequality within the wealthiest states which
threatens the survivability of the current global governance regime, based on a growing
perception of relative deprivation in the middle classes of the developed world. The
relationship between inequality and political challenges to the status-quo is likely to
intensify as the information age enables the 99 percent to challenge narratives of
globalisation, question the forms of injustice wrought by global governance, and contend
for more balanced exercise of global governance power. These findings demand new
approaches to equitable arbitration of global power within the international political
system are needed, as well as a more just bargain for the global economy, and an
informed and active transnational civil society that will hold global governance
organisations accountable and ensure their effectiveness in ensuring continued global
prosperity, freedom, and equality.
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