
The need to redistribute in the face of 
globalisation which generates inequality

Concern about redistributing the world’s wealth is relatively 
new. Until very recently the priority has been economic 
growth, and nobody mentioned inequality. However, rising 
inequality in many sectors, not only regarding income or 
revenue, and the need to tackle global problems from a 
solidarity perspective, has led to the inclusion of redistribution 
as an important point on the international agenda. 

One of the clearest manifestations of inequality is found in 
how revenue is distributed amongst countries and people. 
Despite the fact that there has been great debate about 
whether the trend is one of convergence or inequality, recent 
data shows that our global society is increasingly uneven; 
never before in history has there been such inequality as 
now.

Inequality has grown during our time
It is essential that we bury the idea that the current 
differences are due to natural causes which have been 
inherited from the past. Although there have always been 
differences, they have become particularly accentuated 
in recent times. Figure 1 shows how inequality evolves 
in relation to Gross Domestic Product per inhabitant 
–another way of referring to “per capita income”– over 
the last two hundred years. We can clearly see how 
inequality has risen dramatically, particularly since the 
1970s when neoliberal globalisation was established.

The inequality is not a matter of chance or due to 
factors imposed by nature; to the contrary, it is the result 
of the established processes and rules of the game. 
Globalisation has led to growing interdependence, 
but has also increased international inequality. This 
occurs because the world economy is not played on 

into account the limitations on the resources which are 
therefore incompatible with the transmitted production 
and consumption models.

Global social justice   

The need for global justice is finally being recognised at 
the beginning of the 21st century. This concept is based 
on considering that humanity has a collective duty to find 
ways of living and cooperating so that all human beings 
can have a decent life. The universality of human dignity 
has become the reference when considering the wellbeing 
of the global society. The world is more than a collection of 
States, it is a community of people whereby everybody is 
entitled to justice, and whereby everybody must act fairly 
towards the others.
What ideal of equity?
Equity questions the concept of desirable equality and 
fairness or, looking at it the other way, what is intolerable 
inequality and unfairness; it is the ethical and moral 
dimension of the differences which make them positive 
and fair, or negative and unfair. The idea is that desirable 

equality or renounceable inequality is not provided by any 
external rule, but is left to the decision of each society, 
which would consider results from historical processes, 
shared values, the economic situation and social relations 
and institutions. There are societies more intolerant than 
others regarding inequality; these ideals of equality in a 
society evolve and can be more demanding in one moment 
and later diminish. Equalitarian ideals are not conquered 
once and for all but must in fact be reaffirmed daily. 

Equity means that a society which seeks justice must 
seek optimum distribution of the resources so that people 
are able to lead a decent life (see figure 4). It cannot 
be said that our current globalisation comes to us as a 
predetermined package, and it cannot be defended that 
it is the only possible way forward. The International 
Labour Organisation’s report, A Fair Globalization says 
that “The results of globalization are what we make of it. 
They depend on the policies, rules and institutions which 
govern its course; the values which inspire its actors; and 
their capacity to influence the process”. The question 
“what criteria of justice works in today’s global scenario?” 
is therefore crucial for those who seek a fairer world. <
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Amongst the measures considered by social 
and international organisations so that all 
countries achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals in 2015 are to resolve the foreign debt 
problem and to increase the Official 
Development Aid. In most countries the volume 
of ODA is well below the old objective of 0.7% 
of the GDP, promoted by the United Nations 
since the 1970s and ratified through the 2002 
Monterrey Consensus.

Apart from ensuring the mobilisation of funds, 
the new guidance must also be applied for 
development cooperation from the Paris 
Declaration (2005) which advocates greater 
mutual appropriation, collaboration and 
responsibility between donors and recipients.  

Official Development Aid (ODA) of the countries on the
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) between 1990 and 2007

Total ODA (right scale)
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a level playing field; the playing field is biased in favour 
of the richest countries. The serious inequality in income 
distribution derives from the liberalisation of the markets, 
which has concentrated the capital and commerce in 
the most powerful countries and has closed the doors to 
development to a significant group of countries.
A graphic vision of the current disparity in income
For a visual impression of the current world income 
distribution refer to the following chart, which covers the 
entire population according to their income. Taking statistical 
data from over one hundred countries, Bob Sutcliffe has 
created the graph shown in figure 2, with the richest 
countries shown on the right and the poorest on the left. The 
richest population sectors in each country are at the back 
and the poorest are those closest to the observer. It clearly 
shows how the poorest sectors in the richest countries 
have higher incomes than most of the richest sectors in the 
poorest countries. 

A more visual interpretation of this same graph is offered 
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 
the same figure, which somewhat corresponds with this 
reality. As inhabitants of the richest countries we would live in 
the upper quarters, while the vast majority of the population 
would live in the outer suburbs, with massive differences 
between the two. 

The biased distribution of income is particularly significant 
when we consider the differences between men and women. 
The redistribution of wealth must not only be approached 
as greater equality between countries and people, but also 
between men and women. 

There are also other significant inequalities, like the 
disparities between rural and urban populations, which are 

now substantial in an increasingly urbanised world. The rural 
areas contain three quarters of those living in poverty and 
a similar proportion of the world population suffers from 
malnutrition.

Poverty

The fact that there is still so much poverty is a flagrant 
injustice, and a clear manifestation of the current inequality. 
How can we explain that there are hundreds of millions of 
people in poverty and malnourished when the world as a 
whole has multiplied its resources? Being poor means that 
a person lacks access to the most basic resources needed 
for a decent life. The concept of poverty depends on how 
we define a decent life. The international organisations 
currently consider a person to be poor if they have less than 
1.25 dollars, about 1 euro, a day. Can we really affirm if he/
she has more than 1.25 dollars a day, then the person has 
sufficient resources for a decent life as a human being? 

The evolution of the number of people in the world 
suffering from malnutrition rings alarm bells about the need 
to redistribute wealth. In spite of the fact that one of the 
main commitments of the Millennium Development Goals 
is to halve the number of poor and malnourished people 
by 2015, this target will not be reached in many countries. 
It is shocking that during these first few years of the 21st 
century the number of malnourished people has actually 
increased in the developing world, particularly in Sub 
Saharan Africa, after having fallen at the end of the last 
century (see figure 3).

Environment, poverty and inequality

Tackling climate change forces us to consider redistributing 
the world’s wealth. There is no doubt that climate change 
has become the global challenge that the world is most 
concerned about. It is, however, often presented as if it 
will affect all people and all countries in the same way. The 
truth is that the poorer countries are more vulnerable and 
this must be taken into account in the strategy to combat 
climate change if we are to avoid accentuating existing 
inequalities. 
Climate change will increase inequality 
The UNDP 2007-2008 Human Development Report 
highlights the specific and very serious consequences of 
climate change on the poorest countries. Unless decisive 
steps are taken in favour of the poor countries, involving 
wealth redistribution, the world’s poor will be abandoned 
to their own fate, while the developed countries manage 
to protect their citizens within powerful fortresses protected 
against the climate. An agreement to reduce contaminating 
emissions which binds all countries will only be possible if rich 
countries transfer the necessary resources and technology 
so that poor countries can truly develop. 

The resources consumed by Europe and the United 
States during their growth process is unrepeatable. The 
resources which allowed the current level of development 
in the rich countries are no longer available in the world. 
The 19th century utopias are not realisable in the 21st 
century. Nowadays, any economic growth must take 
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ways of living and cooperating so that all human beings 
can have a decent life. The universality of human dignity 
has become the reference when considering the wellbeing 
of the global society. The world is more than a collection of 
States, it is a community of people whereby everybody is 
entitled to justice, and whereby everybody must act fairly 
towards the others.
What ideal of equity?
Equity questions the concept of desirable equality and 
fairness or, looking at it the other way, what is intolerable 
inequality and unfairness; it is the ethical and moral 
dimension of the differences which make them positive 
and fair, or negative and unfair. The idea is that desirable 

equality or renounceable inequality is not provided by any 
external rule, but is left to the decision of each society, 
which would consider results from historical processes, 
shared values, the economic situation and social relations 
and institutions. There are societies more intolerant than 
others regarding inequality; these ideals of equality in a 
society evolve and can be more demanding in one moment 
and later diminish. Equalitarian ideals are not conquered 
once and for all but must in fact be reaffirmed daily. 

Equity means that a society which seeks justice must 
seek optimum distribution of the resources so that people 
are able to lead a decent life (see figure 4). It cannot 
be said that our current globalisation comes to us as a 
predetermined package, and it cannot be defended that 
it is the only possible way forward. The International 
Labour Organisation’s report, A Fair Globalization says 
that “The results of globalization are what we make of it. 
They depend on the policies, rules and institutions which 
govern its course; the values which inspire its actors; and 
their capacity to influence the process”. The question 
“what criteria of justice works in today’s global scenario?” 
is therefore crucial for those who seek a fairer world. <
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Amongst the measures considered by social 
and international organisations so that all 
countries achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals in 2015 are to resolve the foreign debt 
problem and to increase the Official 
Development Aid. In most countries the volume 
of ODA is well below the old objective of 0.7% 
of the GDP, promoted by the United Nations 
since the 1970s and ratified through the 2002 
Monterrey Consensus.

Apart from ensuring the mobilisation of funds, 
the new guidance must also be applied for 
development cooperation from the Paris 
Declaration (2005) which advocates greater 
mutual appropriation, collaboration and 
responsibility between donors and recipients.  

Official Development Aid (ODA) of the countries on the
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