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Power and Inequality (HPHI4904), Thinkpiece 1
Global Inequality in the Age of Globalisation
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_yJb0xop1][bookmark: _Int_O2Kn5XiR]The issue of global inequality has had the greatest impact on my understanding of international politics and global governance. Prior to engaging with the course readings, I viewed globalisation as a positive and inevitable process that promoted economic growth, technological advancement, and international cooperation. However, the works of Branko Milanovic and Francis Fukuyama challenged this perspective by demonstrating that the benefits of globalisation are distributed unevenly across societies and social groups.[footnoteRef:1] Globalisation has undoubtedly contributed to rising living standards for millions of people, yet it has also intensified inequalities that influence political stability, democratic legitimacy, and social cohesion. Reflecting on these readings has encouraged me to reconsider the relationship between economic development and political order. [1:  Branko Milanovic, Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of Globalization (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2016), pp. 1–7.] 


Progress and Unequal Outcomes
[bookmark: _Int_IjHA2Mi0]One of the most significant insights I gained from Milanovic’s work is that globalisation has produced both remarkable successes and serious inequalities. Before studying Global Inequality, I tended to assess globalisation through national economic indicators such as GDP growth and reductions in extreme poverty. Milanovic demonstrates that this perspective is incomplete because it overlooks how the gains from globalisation are distributed among different populations.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Milanovic, Global Inequality, pp. 1–7.] 

Particularly striking was Milanovic’s argument that large sections of the global middle class in emerging economies have experienced substantial income growth, while many lower- and middle-income workers in developed economies have seen limited improvements in their economic position.[footnoteRef:3] This observation challenged my assumption that economic growth naturally helps all members of society. Instead, globalisation creates winners and losers, depending on factors such as education, location, and access to economic opportunities. [3:  Milanovic, Global Inequality, pp. 1–7.] 

[bookmark: _Int_v0RLcaw0]Reflecting on contemporary political developments, I can see how these inequalities have contributed to growing dissatisfaction in many democratic societies. Economic insecurity often shapes public attitudes toward immigration, trade, and international institutions. As a result, globalisation cannot simply be evaluated by measuring aggregate economic growth. Policymakers must also consider who receives help from growth and who bears its costs. This realisation has altered my perspective significantly. I now view globalisation as a complex and multifaceted process that requires careful political management rather than as an inherently positive force.

Inequality and Democracy
[bookmark: _Int_zz698tz4]Fukuyama’s discussion of inequality and democracy further deepened my understanding of the political consequences of economic disparities. He argues that excessive inequality can weaken democratic systems by concentrating wealth and influence within a relatively small segment of society.[footnoteRef:4] Democratic governance depends upon the principle that citizens have a meaningful degree of political equality. When economic resources become highly concentrated, opportunities for political participation may become similarly unequal. [4:  Francis Fukuyama, ‘Poverty, Inequality, and Democracy: Dealing with Inequality’, Journal of Democracy, 22.3 (2011), 79–89 (pp. 79–82).] 

I found this argument particularly persuasive because it connects economic conditions directly to political legitimacy. Citizens who believe that political systems primarily serve the interests of wealthy elites may lose trust in democratic institutions. This loss of confidence can contribute to political polarisation, declining civic engagement, and support for populist movements that challenge established political norms.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Fukuyama, ‘Poverty, Inequality, and Democracy’, pp. 83–86.] 

Fukuyama’s analysis reinforced the importance of effective institutions. Markets can generate wealth, but they do not necessarily produce fair outcomes. Governments therefore play an essential role in creating educational opportunities, supporting social mobility, and ensuring that economic growth benefits society broadly rather than a narrow elite.[footnoteRef:6] This perspective has strengthened my belief that successful democracies require a balance between market efficiency and social protection. [6:  Fukuyama, ‘Poverty, Inequality, and Democracy’, pp. 86–89.] 


Historical Perspectives
The historical dimensions of inequality became clearer through Fukuyama’s discussions of political development and state formation. In both The Origins of Political Order and Political Order and Political Decay, Fukuyama argues that stable societies depend upon the development of effective states, the rule of law, and mechanisms of political accountability.[footnoteRef:7] These institutions appeared gradually through historical processes rather than appearing automatically alongside economic development. [7:  Francis Fukuyama, Political Order and Political Decay: From the Industrial Revolution to the Globalization of Democracy (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014), pp. 1–19.] 

What I found most interesting was the argument that inequalities of power and wealth have existed throughout human history. From tribal societies to modern nation-states, political systems have always faced the challenge of managing competition among individuals and groups.[footnoteRef:8] The crucial difference lies in whether institutions can moderate these inequalities and supporting legitimacy. [8:  Francis Fukuyama, The Origins of Political Order (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011), pp. 26–29.
] 

This historical perspective encouraged me to view contemporary globalisation within a broader context. Modern economic inequalities are not entirely new; however, globalisation has amplified them by integrating economies on an unprecedented scale. Decisions made by governments, multinational corporations, and international organisations can now affect millions of people across national boundaries. Consequently, the challenge of governing inequality has become more complex than ever before.
[bookmark: _Int_7Mq2MLuT]The readings also highlighted the importance of institutional capacity. Countries with strong states, effective legal systems, and accountable governments are better positioned to manage social and economic change. By contrast, weak institutions often struggle to address inequality, corruption, and political instability.[footnoteRef:9] This observation led me to conclude that sustainable development depends not only upon economic growth but also upon the quality of political institutions. [9:  Fukuyama, Political Order and Political Decay, pp. 15–19.] 


Reflections on the Future
[bookmark: _Int_UecqRRLt]The readings prompted me to consider how global inequality may evolve in the coming decades. Milanovic suggests that future patterns of inequality will be shaped by factors including technological change, migration, and the continued integration of global markets.[footnoteRef:10] These developments have the potential both to reduce and to increase disparities depending on how governments respond. [10:  Milanovic, Global Inequality, ch. 5.
] 

I believe one of the greatest challenges facing policymakers will be balancing economic competitiveness with social inclusion. Technological innovation and globalisation remain powerful drivers of growth, yet they can also displace workers and widen income gaps. Governments will need to invest in education, training, and social welfare systems that help citizens adapt to changing economic conditions.
[bookmark: _Int_i6S6Fu6B]Most importantly, I have come to view inequality as a layered issue that involve economic, political, and moral considerations. Addressing inequality requires more than increasing national wealth. It requires creating societies where opportunities are universally accessible and institutions are trusted by citizens.

Conclusion
My overall reflection is that globalisation is still one of the defining forces of the modern era, but its long-term success depends upon the ability of governments and international institutions to manage its unequal consequences. Sustainable development requires strong political institutions, democratic accountability, and policies that promote inclusion alongside economic growth. The readings have convinced me that addressing inequality is not just an economic necessity but a political and moral obligation.
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