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Neoliberalism and Inequality 
 

"It is our job to glory in inequality and to see that talents and abilities are 
given vent and expression for the benefit of us all." –”1 

- Margaret Thatcher 

 
The 1980s saw a vast restructuring of social and economic life, largely geared by policies 
introduced and exported under Ronald Regan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in 
the UK, characterised by a wave of privatisation, financialisation, and bowing down to market 
competition. Neoliberalism and the so-called trickle-down economics accelerated the 
ideological illusion that the world is increasingly on a trajectory of shared prosperity within 
mainstream economic theory and general discourse across leaders, academics and the public 
alike.  
This narrative still lingers today, represented during the 2019 World Economic Forum, where 
world leaders and elites gathered in Davos. Bill Gates posted a tweet to his 46 million followers 
stating, “A lot of people underestimate just how much life has improved over the last two 
centuries.”2 The reduction of global extreme poverty over the last few decades has been a 
powerful narrative across the world, reinforcing the notion that capitalism and neoliberalism 
has indeed resulted in a more prosperous world for all. Yet the question becomes why are we 
placing importance on an economic system and narrative that measures its success on the 
decline of the percentage of people living below $1.90 per day, when in 2015 the figure was 
still 10% of the global population or 689 million people3,while simultaneously a growing 
number of individuals are accumulating net wealth higher than country economies. 

In 2019, Bill Gates’ net worth was larger than the GDP of 143 countries.4 

                                                 
1.Lean and Cooper, "Not Enough for US, " The Independent, 21 July 1996,     
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/not-enough-for-us-1329728.html.  
2. Hickel, "Bill Gates says povery is decreasing. He couldn’t be more wrong, " 29 January 
2019,  
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jan/29/bill-gates-davos-global-poverty-
infographic-neoliberal.  
3.’ "Poverty,"  World Bank, accessed 02 November 2020,  
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview#:~:text=A%20%E2%80%9Cnowcast
%E2%80%9D%20(preliminary%20estimate,between%20703%20and%20729%20million.  
4. Stoller, Kristin. 2019. "Biil Gates eclaims Spot As World's Second- Richest Person, " 

Forbes, 25 July 2019, https://www.forbes.com/sites/kristinstoller/2019/07/25/bill-
gates-reclaims-spot-as-worlds-second-richest-person/?sh=455282a6c25e ; “World 
Development Indicators database.” World Bank. 2020 July. Accessed November 02, 
02. https://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf. 
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Capitalism has gone through successive booms and busts - cycles of prosperity, crisis, and post-
crisis restructuring to reorganise processes of capital accumulation.5Since the 1980s, 
neoliberalism has become the hegemonic force in economic and political power and hence in 
intellectual thought and academic spaces, with which exchange became replaced by 
competition as the essence of the market.6 With economic and social life structured around the 
logic of competition, in such a system, “inequality replaces equality”7as competition is defined 
by an act which “pursues an unequal outcome”.8 As a result, ‘successful’ individuals must 
become entrepreneurs, managing and marketing themselves as an enterprise and an 
investment.9 
Neoliberalism revolves around three main policies. Firstly, liberalisation; deregulation of 
markets and trade agendas from state intervention and the free movement of goods. Secondly, 
privatisation of public goods and services, leaving their regulation to the market. Finally, 
stabilization, which refers to governmental monetary policies, whose sole aim is to limit 
inflation and balance budgets.10Under neoliberalism, the main task of the state is to minimize 
inflation and bring about balanced budgets, and thus there is less concern for unemployment 
and stimulating economic growth.11 
The acceleration of competition has exponentially increased since the 1980s, measured by 
structural policies including openness of capital and current accounts, liberalisation of 
agriculture and network industries, domestic financial liberalisation and the reduction of taxes 
on income.12 

                                                 
5. Gordon, David M., Richard Edwards, and Michael Reich, Segment work divided workers 

the historical transformation of labor in the united states, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982)  
; David Harvey, 2010, The Enigma of Capital and the Crisis of Capitalism. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). 

 
6. Brown, Wendy, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism's Stealth Revolution, (New York: Zone 

Books, 2015), 36 
7. Ibid, 64. 
8. Davies, William, The Limits of Neoliberalism:Authority, Sovereignty and the Logic of 

Competition, e.d Mike Featherstrone, (London: Sage, 2014), 43. 
9. Rogers-Vaughn, Brauc, Caring for Souls in a Neoliberal Age, e.d Joerg Rieger, (Nashville: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 44. 
10. Mcdonough, Terrence, and D.M Kotz, “Global Neoliberalism and the Contemporary 

Social Structure of Accumlation,” in Contemporary Capitalism and its rises: Social 
Structure of Accumulation Theory for the 21st Century, ed. Terrence Mcdonough, 
Michael Reigh and David.M Kotz, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
109. 

11. Ibid. 
12. Ostry, Jonath, Prakash Loungani and Davide Furceri, 2016. “Neoliberalism: Oversold?” 

International Monetary Fund,  June 2016, 
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2016/06/ostry.htm.  
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These neoliberal policies resulted in heavy cuts to welfare and state programs such as 
unemployment insurance, retirement pensions, disability insurance in addition to public 
services, such as transportation, infrastructure, education and security.  Thus, austerity 
measures on social programs and public goods that many of the poor and middle class depend 
on have contributed to increases in inequality. The tax structure that once was used to fund 
welfare policies through taxing the rich was eliminated to encourage investment, therefore, 
shifting the focus of taxes on the middle and working classes.13Such a policy resulted in budget 
deficits and fiscal crises resulting in widespread cuts to spending on social services put in place 
to support the middle and working classes.14 
Indeed, there is a very clear link between neoliberal policies and increasing rates of inequality. 
While advocates of neoliberalism argue that their ideas have helped reduce poverty, the 
trickledown theory has demonstrated how far-fetched it is and how deeply ideological 
neoliberal policies are.  For David Harvey, inequality has been caused by “accumulation by 
dispossession” manifested by processes such as the privatisation of public goods and the 
financialisation of the economy.15Through such processes, Harvey argues that neoliberalism 
has increased inequality through uneven development of states through restricting the working 
class in favour of the capitalist class. Harvey reminds us that neoliberalism is not solely an 
economic model or practice, it very much is a political project forged during a time of crisis 
amidst an emerging shift towards empowering labour and the marginalised classes.16His 
argument can be exemplified by a quote Alan Budd, an economic adviser to Thatcher who 
argued that anti-inflation policies in the 1980s were: 

A very good way to raise unemployment, and raising unemployment was an 
extremely desirable way of reducing the strength of the working 
classes…what was engineered there in Marxist terms was a crisis of 
capitalism which recreated a reserve army of labour and has allowed 
capitalists to make high profits ever since.17 

So, what causes inequality to increase within the nation state? According to Karl Marx and 
Harvey, it is the imbalance of power between capital and labour. While not a novel argument, 
an empirical study conducted by liberal French economist Thomas Piketty backs up the 
argument in mathematical terms. Piketty found that inequality increases due to the “the central 
contradiction” of capital - the rate of return on capital exceeds the rate of growth of 

                                                 
13. Mcdonough and Kotz, “Global Neoliberalism and the Contemporary Social Structure of 
Accumlation,” 109. 
14. Hyde, Allen T, “Neoliberalism, Finance, and Income Inequality: An Examination of 

Affluent Capitalist Democracies.” University of Connecticut  (2016): 22. 
15. Harvey, David, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2005), 159-160. 
16. Harvey, David, The ways of the world. ( London :Profile Books, 2016).  
17. Wade, Robert.H, “Economists' Ethics in the Build-Up to the Great Recession,” In The 

Oxford Handbook of Professional Economic Ethic, e.d George Demartino and Deidre 
N. McCloskey, ( New York: Oxford University Press,2016), 298. 
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income.18The works of Samir Amin, and dependency school and world-systems theorists, have 
played a fundamental role in not only understanding the oppressive forces of capital and elites 
in accumulating wealth at the expense of workers and labour, but how such capitalist forces 
operate on a global-scale through imperialism or what Kwame Nkrumah coined as neo-
colonialism.19 Through such work, we are exposed to how historically exploitative global 
capitalist structures and institutions have created and continue to drive polarisation and 
increased inequality amidst the global division of labour.20 Such analysis derives from the 
observation that labour in the periphery is valued less than in the core, despite being no less 
productive, thereby Amin argues that this unequal exchange is a result of capital’s extension to 
the periphery in search of exponential profits.21 By applying Marx's law of value at the global 
scale Amin highlighted the ‘super-exploitation’ of workers in the Global South by local 
capitalist classes, exposing them to unequal exchange relations.22 On a global scale, core 
countries end up specialising on higher skill, capital-intensive production, while the rest of the 
world focuses on low-skill, labour-intensive production and on the extraction of raw materials 
leading the hegemony of core countries. 
While capitalism did lead to industrial growth which laid the foundation for the West to achieve 
high production and income levels, it was capital accumulation, which came from slavery, and 
colonisation that allowed this growth to take place but has also present global inequality that 
exists today. For instance, prior to colonisation, India's share of the world economy in 1750 
stood at 23% of the world’s total output, however India’s share decreased to 4% two centuries 
after British colonial rule.23In 1820, the Global South accounted for 60% of global GDP and 
74% of the world’s population.24 However, by the 1820s, the European and Japanese share of 
the world’s GDP increased. Between 1820 and 1950 the share of the global population of the 
Western World increased from one-fourth to one-third, while their share of global output 
doubled from 37% to 73%.25 For the same period, the Global South’s share of the world’s 
population declined from three-fourths to two-thirds, but their share of global output declined 
sharply from 63% to 27%. Such transformation of the world economy took place over 130 
years. As a result of this sharp decline, a new international division of labour was created, 

                                                 
18. Piketty, Thomas, Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Translated by Arthur Goldhammer, 

(Cambridge, London: Belknap Press, 2014) 571. 
19. Nkrumah, Kwane, Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism, (New York: 
International Pubslihers, 1965). 
20.  Kvangraven,“Samir Amin: A Pioneering Marxist and Third World Activist.”  
21.Amin, Unequal Development: An Essay on the Social Formations of Peripheral 
Capitalism, translated by Brian Pearce, (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1976). 
22. Kvangraven,“Samir Amin: A Pioneering Marxist and Third World Activist.” 
23. Maddison, Angus, “Chinese Economic Performance in the long Run, Development Centre 

of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, (1998). As cited 
in: Siddiqui, Kalim, “Imperialism and Global Inequality: A Critical Analysis.” 
Journal of Economics and Political Economy 5 no.2, (2018): 267. 

24  Ibid, 271. 
25. Ibid. 
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where the Global south became economically marginalised, and the Western world managed 
to ensure a dominant position in the global economy.26 
After the wave of independence that shook the Global South in the 1950s and 1960s, 
developing countries followed the path to industrialisation as a pathway for economic growth 
and productivity. For this reason, most developing countries adopted import substitution 
policies in the manufacturing sector, thus advocating for the replacement of foreign imports 
with domestic production. Since the 1980s structural adjustments programmes, including those 
advocated by the World Trade Organisation (US, Europe, Canada and Japan), the World Bank, 
the IMF and the US Treasury, have been designing the government policy in most developing 
countries, encouraging deregulation, privatisation and foreign direct investments (FDI) leaving 
their already weak economies open to global competition.  This, in addition to historical 
contingencies, resulted in their share of global GDP to be unequally distributed.27For instance, 
Latin America’s manufacturing share of global GDP has only marginally increased to 8% 
between 1970 and 2015, and Africa’s share has remained the same i.e. less than 3%.28The 
widening gap between rich and poor countries led The Economist (2014) to argue that it would 
take developing countries (excluding China) more than a century to catch up with the income 
levels of the rich countries.29 

North America and Europe together account for 57% of total household wealth but contain 
only 17% of the world adult population.30 

                                                 
26. Anievas, Alexander, and Kerem Nisancioclu, How the West Came to Rule The 

Geopolitical Origins of Capitalism, (London: Pluto Press, 2015). 
27  Ibid. 
28. United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), "Industrial Development 

Report 2016: The Role of Technology and Innovation in Inclusive and Sustainable 
Industrial Development, " United Nations Industrial Development Organization, 
(2016). As cited in:  Kalim, “Imperialism and Global Inequality: A Critical Analysis,” 
267. 

29. “The Headwinds Return,” The Economist,(2014). 
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2014/09/13/the-headwinds-return.  As cited in:  
Kalim, “Imperialism and Global Inequality: A Critical Analysis,” 267. 

30. Shorrocks, Anthony, James Davies, and Rodrigo Lluberas, The Global Wealth Report. 
(Zurich: Credit suisse, 2019) 9. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of household wealth by country 

 
Everywhere else, the share of wealth is below the population share. In China and in the Asia-
Pacific region (excluding India), the population share is 20%–30% higher than the wealth 
share.31 The population share is more than three times the wealth share in Latin America, five 
times the wealth share in India, and over ten times the wealth share in Africa.32 Comparing 
wealth per capita and GDP per capita across countries demonstrates that the distribution of 
wealth is even more unequal than income.  

Defining Economic Inequality 
There are various types of economic inequality. Most commonly, they are measured using the 
distribution of income and distribution of wealth between households, groups of people and 
states. Wealth, however, is more difficult to measure in most countries since financialisation 
has allowed the rich to effectively hide their wealth. 

Income inequality 
There has been recognition that GDP measures per capita are not adequate when it comes to 
understanding households’ economic well-being, thus, research since the 1990s has 
increasingly focused on household income to visualise levels of inequality. Income here is 
defined as the disposable income of a household in a year, including earnings, self-employment 
and capital income and public cash transfers minus taxes.33 

                                                 
31. Ibid. 
32. Alvaredo, Facundo, et al., TRENDS IN GLOBAL WEALTH INEQUALITY, (Paris: World 
Inequality Lab, 2018).  
33."Income Inequality, " OECD DATA, accessed November 02, 2020. 
https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.htm.  
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Regional trends in income inequality 
The World Social Report 2020 has demonstrated that income inequality has increased in most 
developed countries and some middle-income countries - including China, the world’s fastest 
growing economy.34 Looking at the United States, income inequality continues to widen. On 
the one hand, the share of aggregate income going to lower-income households decreased from 
10% in 1970 to 9% in 2018.35 Further, the share of the middle-class households between 1970 
and 2018 fell from 62% to 43%.36 On the other hand, for the same period, the share held by the 
upper income households increased from 29% to 48%.37 
In Europe, inequalities have increased in the majority of countries since 1980. In the last four 
decades38, average incomes only increased between 20% to 50%for the poorest 80% of 
Europeans.39At the same time, for upper income households the growth of average income is 
markedly higher, exceeding 100% for the top 1% and culminating at 200% for the top 0.001% 
of Europeans.40Between 1980 and 2017, the top 1% captured 17% of European growth, 
compared to 15% for the bottom 50% as demonstrated by the graph below.41While inequalities 
have been increasing in Europe, the status of inequality is far worse in the US. For instance, 
the top 10% used to capture 10% of income in 1980, while it captured 20% in 2019. In Europe, 
however, the top 1% share only grew from 7.5% in 1980 to 11% in 2019.42 
A 2018 study carried out by the World Inequality Lab looked at income distribution between 
1990 to 2016 and found that the Middle East is the one of the most unequal regions in the 
world.43According to the study, more than 60% of the total regional income was captured by 
the top 10% of income earners.44The Middle 40% received just below 30% of total income 
while 50 percent of the population received about 9%.45 
In Africa, the top 10% received an income share of 54%, and the middle 40% received about 
30%, leaving lower 50 % with less than 10%.46Africa has the highest gap between average 

                                                 
34. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, World Social Report ( New York: United 
Nations, 2020) 31. 
35. Horowitz, Juliana, Ruth Igielnik, and Rakesh Kochhar, Trends in Income and Wealth 
Inequality, (Washington: Pew Research Center, 2020). 
36Ibid. 
37Ibid. 
38Ibid. 
39Ibid. 
40Ibid. 
41Ibid.     
42Ibid. 
43. Alvaredo, Facundo, Lydia Assouad, and Thomas Piketty, "Measuring lnequality in the 
Middle East 1990-2016:The World’s Most Unequal Region? " Review of Income and Wealth, 
65 no.4, (2019). 
44. Ibid. 
45. Thomas Blanchet, Lucas Chancel, and Amory Gethin, "Forty Years of Inequality in 

Europe: Evidence from Distributional National Accounts. " Vox EU, 2019, 
https://voxeu.org/article/forty-years-inequality-europe.  

46. Chancel, Lucas, et al. 2019. Income inequality in Africa, 1990-2017. (Paris: World 
Inequality Lab, 2019) 2.  

https://voxeu.org/article/forty-years-inequality-europe


 

10 
 

Pr
ep

ar
ed

 b
y:

 W
ae

l O
m

ar
 

incomes of the top 10% and incomes of the bottom 50%. The average income of the top 10% 
is about 30 times higher than those of the bottom 50%.47 

Figure 2. Inequality levels across world regions, 201748  

 

Income Inequality and Poverty 
Inequality is one of the major reasons for high levels of poverty. Recent research published by 
the World Bank has demonstrated that reducing inequality has a bigger effect on reducing 
extreme poverty than an increase in economic growth. It shows that if countries reduced income 
inequality by 1% each year, 100 million fewer people would be living in extreme poverty by 
2030.49 The study also found that reducing inequality by 1% each year had a larger impact than 
increasing growth by one percentage point above forecasts.50 
However, does income inequality adequately demonstrate the full effects of neoliberal policies 
and their impact on inequality? The short answer is no. Looking at income inequality can only 
tell one part of the story, as when we talk about neoliberalism and its effects, a key aspect to 
consider is not necessarily the disposable income of households, but also assets and more 
importantly debt. Here is where it is important to understand the processes of financialisation 
that have altered the way individuals and households acquire assets alongside the type of assets 
that generate more wealth and income. The corporate bosses and their advisers in the financial 
sector have moved away from creating wealth for the economy, and towards extracting wealth 
from the economy.51 

                                                 
47 Ibid.  
48. Ibid. 
49. Parvez Anam Butt, et al.,"Time To Care Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global 

Inequality Crisis," Oxfam International (2020) 24.  
50 Ibid. 
51. Shaxson, Nicholas, The Finance Curse: How Global Finance is Making Us All Poorer, 

(Rochester: Vintage Digital, 2018) 17. 
 



 

11 
 

N
eo

lib
er

al
is

m
 a

nd
 In

eq
ua

lit
y 

With financialisation, assets, more specifically financial assets such as bonds, shares and 
stocks, have taken a leading role in accelerating inequality as it came with a shift from financial 
intermediation from banks and other financial institutions to financial markets, increasing 
speculation. Within such context, productive capital accumulation has less importance 
compared to the pursuit of financial capital gains through asset speculation.52As a result, the 
financial sector no longer functions towards allocating capital to productive uses, but rather to 
activities that have no social use for the collective good, whether it be economic growth, 
production of goods and services or otherwise.53 
Simultaneously, economic development under neoliberalism and financialisation has largely 
focused on increasing debt-led private demand as one of the policy measures to accelerate 
economic growth. Here credit-financed household consumption is required to “compensate for 
the potential lack of demand (associated with the depressing effect of financialisation on 
investment in capital stock and on income-financed consumption)”.54Yet, such development 
path has internal contradictions that pose a larger risk for longer-term growth as households 
become greater in debt. 
Debt has become a major challenge for households around the world with policies to facilitate 
‘financial inclusion’ and ‘access to credit’ as a means to acquire assets (property) and a 
supposed strategy to reduce extreme poverty (microfinance), alongside governments as 
reduced taxes is eroding public revenue. Debt amongst households, governments and firms 
rose from 246% of GDP in 2000 to 327% in 2018, $70 trillion higher.55 

For every extra dollar of output, the world economy cranks out almost 10 
extra dollars of debt.56 

Access to credit has been a major element enabling lower- and middle-class households to 
access housing, particularly as housing prices have increased significantly. Yet simultaneously 
a fundamental feature of mortgage debt is that if there is a decline in the value of the asset, the 
borrower must bear the first losses, potentially losing their equity investment where the 
mortgage lender remains protected. 57This is significant when considering the majority of 
household debt is comprised of mortgages or home-equity debt, particularly in higher income 
countries. 

                                                 
52. Davis, Gerald F., and Suntea Kim, "Financialization of the Economy, " Annual Revie of 

Sociology, 41 (2015). As cited in:  Storm, Servas. 2018, “Financialization and 
Economic Development: A Debate on the Social Efficiency of Modern Finance.” 
International Institude of Social Studies 49, no.2 (2015) 309.  

53. Ansari, Valeed, “Financialization and Inequalities in Income and Wealth,” Journal of Kind 
Abdulaziz University: Islamic Economics 31, no.1 (2018). 130. 
54. Detzer, Daniel, "Inequality, Emulation and Debt: The Occurrence of Different Growth 

Regimes in the Age of Financialization in a Stock-flow Consistent Model, " Journal 
of Post Keynesian Economics 41, no.2 (2018) 1. 

55. Storm, Servas, "Financialization and Economic Development: A Debate on the Social 
Efficiency of Modern Finance," 309. 
56 Ibid. 
57. Mian, Atif, and Amir Sufi, "How High Debt Leads to Income Inequality, " Chicago Botth 
Review, 2014, https://review.chicagobooth.edu/magazine/summer-2014/how-high-debt-leads-
to-income-inequality. 
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In examining the impact of the 2008 financial and housing crisis on inequality in the US, Atif 
Mian and Amir Sufi highlighted that going into the recession poorer households had $4 of 
home equity to every $1 of other assets, while the rich had $1 of home equity for every 4$ of 
other assets.58 Where the majority of households in debt are lower income households, they 
found that poorer homeowners’ net worth collapsed from $30,000 to almost 0 from 2007 to 
2010, compared to the richest 20% where the average net worth declined from $3.2 million to 
$2.9 million, while considerable, the percentage decline was negligible in comparison.59 
Where credit has facilitated access to property, looking at the shifting trends of household 
assets from 1989 to 2016 across different quantiles in the US, the share of residential assets 
greatly diminishes as it reaches the top 1%, where since 1989 to 2016 the share of financial 
assets has increased, particularly for the top quantiles. Financial assets in the market 
significantly increased within the share of household asset portfolios amongst the top 10%.60 
Between 1989 and 2016 the 25th-50th and 50th-60th percentile households share of financial 
assets in the market grew from 4% to around 14%, whereas amongst the top 10%, the share of 
financial assets in the market grew from around 21% to 42% during the same period.61 
As the rich own most financial assets, the rise in the value of financial assets only makes the 
rich richer. As they are more likely to hold financial wealth in risky higher returned financial 
assets, including mutual funds, shares and bonds, the super-rich are increasingly controlling a 
large share of global wealth.  

Wealth inequality 
Wealth inequality many argue is a better indicator of economic inequality in comparison with 
income per household. Wealth can be defined as the value of a household’s financial assets, 
non-financial assets, liabilities, and net worth.62Wealth is a better indicator as it is much more 
highly concentrated than income63and its inequality is much more severe than income equality. 
Wealth is intergenerational and is not exclusively tied to labour while income is more tied to 
labour and measured yearly. Wealth is contingent on many factors that gives a wider 
framework for understanding economic inequality such as inheritance, economic class, 
national, racial and ethnic grouping, political history of countries, wars, colonialism and 
imperialism. Class inequalities are universal and since social and economic statuses are usually 
passed through family, it is vital to consider wealth in the context of intergenerational mobility. 
Wealth accumulation shapes the economic, political, and social status for generations ahead 
and thus acts as a main source for economic inequality unless disrupted by revolutionary 
periods. 

                                                 
58 Ibid. 
59. Storm, Servas, "Financialization and Economic Development: A Debate on the Social 
Efficiency of Modern Finance, " 309. 
60. Aliprantis, Dionissi and Daniel R., 2019. “What Is Behind the Persistence of the Racial 
Wealth Gap?” Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland, (2019), 9. 
61. Horowitz, Juliana, Ruth Igielnik, and Rakesh Kochhar, Trends in Income and Wealth 
Inequality. (Washington: Pew Research Center, 2020). 
62. EAPN, Wealth, Inequalities and Social Polarisation in the EU, (Brussels: EAPN, 2011) 
12. 
  63. Jenifer Beltran,  “A Guide to Statistics on Hisotiral Trends in Income Inequality,” Center 
on Budget and Policy Prorities, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, (2018): 1.  



 

13 
 

N
eo

lib
er

al
is

m
 a

nd
 In

eq
ua

lit
y 

Only recently have economists been able to estimate the global wealth gap as financialisation 
has made it easier for the wealthy to hide their money in tax havens as demonstrated by the 
Panama Papers. In 2018, an OECD paper analysed the distribution of household wealth across 
28 countries, and it found that wealth inequality is twice the level of income inequality on 
average.64 At the international level, 10% of the population owns more than 70% of the total 
wealth of China, Europe, and the United States together, while the bottom 50% owns less than 
2%, and the middle 40% owns less than 30%. 65The OECD paper also found that the wealthiest 
10% of households hold 52% of total household wealth on average.  On the other hand, it found 
that 60% of the least wealthy households own 12%.66 In the United States, the top 10% of 
households own 79% of wealth, while the bottom 60% owns 2.4% of household wealth. 67 

Extreme inequality: Distribution of wealth among individuals on global scale 
While the bottom half of the global population owned less than 1% of all wealth in 2018, the 
top 10% owned 85% and the top 1% owned almost half of it.68 Further, where income 
inequality has grown, wealth inequality has grown even faster since at least 2008.69 

The richest 26 people in the world hold as much wealth as half of the global 
population.70 

The richest 10% of adults in the world own more than 85% of global 
household wealth.71 

The bottom half of the world population owns barely 1% of global wealth.72 

It has been estimated that two-thirds of billionaire wealth exists because of inheritance or is 
partially due to crony connections to government.73Such ability to influence can significantly 
increase economic inequality by channelling profits into the hands of a minority. For example, 
when billionaires are able to use their connections with the government to secure exclusive 
rights to provide services, big sums of money are made at the expense of customers including 

                                                 
64. Carlotta Balestra and Richard Tonkin,“Inequalities in Household Wealth Across OECD 
countries: Evidence from the OECD Wealth Distribution Database,” Organization of 
Economic Co-operation and Development, no.88 (2018): 4. 

               65.Gabriel Zucman, “Global Wealth Inequality,” The National Bureau of Economic 
Research, (2019): 31. 
66. Balestra and Tonkin 2018, 4. 
67. Horowitz, Igielnik and Kochhar 2020. 
68. Davies, James, Rodrigo Lluberas, and Anthony Shorrocks, The Global Wealth Report 
(Zurich: Credit suisse,2019), 9. 
69. Ibid, 4. 
70. Turning Promises into Action: Gender Equality in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, (New York: United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women (UN Women), 2018). 
71. Davies, Lluberas, and Shorrocks, The Global Wealth Report, 9. 
72. EAPN, Wealth, Inequalities and Social Polarisation in the EU, 20. 

                    73. Jacob Didier, “Extreme Wealth is not Merited,” Oxfam, (2015). 
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poor people. Thus, it should come as no surprise that the world’s richest 1% have more than 
twice as much wealth as 6.9 billion people.74 
The dominance of neoliberal policies such as deregulation and cuts in public spending, have 
eased the way for monopolies to capture the market in sectors such food, pharmaceuticals, 
media, finance and technology.75 Such monopolies allow the shareholders to extract excessive 
profits from the market and allocate it to themselves. A study carried out by Oxfam 
demonstrates how dramatic increases in high returns of wealthy stakeholders slows down the 
average wages of ordinary citizens. Between 2011 and 2017, average wages in G7 countries 
grew by 3%, while dividends to wealthy shareholders grew by 31%.76  Inequality has reached 
extremely high levels to the extent that the wealthiest individuals have more economic power 
than entire countries. In 2019, the world’s 2,153 billionaires had more wealth than 4.6 billion 
people did.77 Whether through inheritance or other mechanisms, wealth generates more wealth 
through investment and tax evasion. The super-rich use their wealth to avoid high taxes, 
through employing tax accountants who deliver for them an average annual return of 7.4% on 
their wealth.78 Moreover, they are able to use a network of tax havens, and potentially avoid 
30% of their tax liabilities.79Thus, it is no surprise that only 4% of global taxes come from 
taxes on wealth while corporate tax rates are decreasing around the world.80 
Emerging research on tax avoidance and tax havens has estimated that up to 40% of 
multinational profits go through tax havens, where 10% of the world's largest multinational 
firms are responsible for 98% of this activity.81Financialisation has come with increasing 
complexity in company organization and ownership alongside financial markets, reducing 
transparency and making it more difficult to trace financial flows, to increase competitive 
advantage while minimizing costs and accountability. 

Britain based banking and financing services company HSBC is composed of at least 828 
legal corporate entities in 71 countries.82 

This complexity has made it much more difficult for researchers to estimate the amount of 
money that flows to and through offshore financial centres or tax havens. The research group 

                                                 
74. Butt, et al.,"Time To Care Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global Inequality 
Crisis," 10. 
75. Shaxson, The Finance Curse: How Global Finance is Making Us All Poorer. 
76. Butt, et al.,"Time To Care Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global Inequality 
Crisis," 22. 
77. Ibid, 20. 
78. Butt, et al.,"Time To Care Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global Inequality 
Crisis," 23. 
79.  Annette lstadsaeter, Niels Johannesen, and Gabriel Zucman, “Tax Evasion and 
Inequality.” American Economic Review 109, no.2 (2019), 2. 
80. Butt, et al.,"Time To Care Unpaid and Underpaid Care Work and the Global Inequality 
Crisis," 23. 
81. Wier, Ludvig, “Tax Havens Cost Governments $200 Billion a Year It’s Time to Change 

the Way Global Tax Works,” World Economic Forum, February 2020, 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/02/how-do-corporate-tax-havens-work/. 

82. Javier Garcia Bernardo, et al., “Uncovering Ofshore Financial Centers: Conduits and Sniks 
in the Global Corporate Ownership Network, Nature (2017), 4. 
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Corpnet has utilised a data driven method based on network analysis to identify these offshore 
financial centres and estimate the value of wealth that ends up in these centres. Through their 
research, they were able to identify two types of offshore financial centres: 1) Sink OFC 
referring to a jurisdiction where there is a disproportionate amount of value that disappears 
from the economic system, and 2) Conduit OFC referring to a jurisdiction through which a 
disproportional amount of value moves towards Sink OFCs.83 

In the British Virgin Islands 5235 times too much value leaks out of the 
economic system compared to what should, based on its economy’s size.84 

Roughly 20 times too much value is routed through the Netherlands 
compared to what should, based on its economy’s size.85 

Inequality and Gender 
With a few exceptions, neoliberal leadership is composed of men. The entrepreneur “is 
culturally coded masculine. Its assault on the welfare state redistributes income from women 
to men and imposes more unpaid work on women as carers for the young, the old, and the 
sick...In such ways, neoliberalism from the 1980s onwards offered middle-class men an 
indirect but effective solution to the de-legitimisation of patriarchy and the threat of real gender 
equality.”86 
Many critical feminist theorists such as Braedley and Luxton (2010), Connell (2005), Duggan 
(2003), Wilson, and Cervantes (2013) argue that neoliberalism represents a global imposition 
of men. According to them, the gender dynamic within neoliberalism has been masked under 
its claims to provide equal opportunity through fair competition, and thus, shifts the attention 
away from sexism and patriarchy and associated wealth inequality. Neoliberalism is a cultural 
project that requires privatisation and personal responsibility viewing sexism as an individual 
act and thus denies any systemic and structural sexism.  Therefore, for many of these theorists, 
women’s place in the production system is what defines their lack of power, and data on income 
and wealth inequality of women in comparison to men only proves their claims.  
According to the World Economic Forum, it will take 202 years to close the wage gap between 
men and women. Internationally, men own 50% more wealth than women87, while the 
combined wealth of the 22 richest men adds up to more than the wealth of women in Africa.88 
Men own more land, shares and capital assets, while many countries’ laws constrain women 
                                                 
83. Ibid, 6. 
84. Ibid. 
85  Ibid. 
86. Raewynm Connell,  “Understanding Neoliberalism,” in Neoliberalism and Everyday Life, 

ed. Meg Luxton and Susan Braedley (Montreal: Mcgill-Queen's Press, (2010), 33-34. 
87. "5 Shocking Facts About Extreme Global Inequality and How to Even it up," Oxfam, 

accessed November 02, 2020, https://www.oxfam.org/en/5-shocking-facts-about-
extreme-global-inequality-and-how-even-it. 

88. "22 Richest men in the world have more wealth than all women in Africa, " Oxfam 
America accessed November 03, 2020, 
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from ownership of assets without husband’s consent.89Within the job market, less than half 
(47.7%) of all women participated in the labour force, a decrease from 50.9% in 1990.90 
Despite an increase in the number of women pursuing higher education globally, women are 
underrepresented in higher skilled jobs. Further, while working class women suffer from 
similar health risks and injuries to working class men, there is an added disadvantage of sexism 
and of sexual violence in the workplace. The same model which allows tax cuts for the rich, 
privatisation and cuts to public services has allowed the accumulation of wealth into the hands 
of the rich, negatively affecting more women than men.91 A recent study carried by Oxfam has 
found that IMF programmes in Tunisia, Egypt and Jordan have negatively influenced women 
more disproportionately than men.92  As public cuts influence services such as health and 
education, this has increased the amount of unpaid care labour women have to carry out.  
Further, economic inequality is becoming wider across the world and women are becoming 
particularly affected since care work remains undervalued.  Globally, unpaid and underpaid 
care work is carried out by women, especially poor women and from groups that suffer 
discrimination based on race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality and caste. Women occupy more 
than three quarters of unpaid care work.93  Oxfam has estimated that the global value for unpaid 
care work carried out by women is 10.8 trillion USD annually, which is triple the size of the 
world’s tech industry.94 It further found that when unpaid and paid work are combined together, 
women spend six weeks a year of full-time work more than men.95 If this pattern continues, it 
will take women 210 years for unpaid care to close the gender gap.96 
This leaves women more prone to poverty than men. Extreme poverty rates for women are 4% 
higher than men, while the gap rises to 22% during women’s peak productive and reproductive 
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ages (aged 23-34).97This means that 122 women to every 100 men live in poor households 
mainly due to childcare responsibilities.98 On a global level 42% of women compared to 6% 
of men of working ages are outside the paid labour force because they have unpaid care 
responsibilities.99 Therefore, whether it is by choice or obligation, the prioritisation of unpaid 
care work leaves women less able to accumulate wealth and more vulnerable to living a life in 
poverty. 

Race and inequality 
Just like critical feminist theorists, a number of critical race theorists such as such as William 
Davies (2017), Henry Giroux (2008) and David J. Roberts Minelle Mahtani (2010) have 
highlighted the relationship between neoliberalism and racial inequality. Some have argued 
that neoliberalism reproduces white privilege through the absence of blatant racism, which 
makes it more difficult to counter. Others have argued that capitalism100 is intricately a racial 
process that seeks to maintain itself because capital “can only accumulate by producing and 
moving through relations of severe inequality among human groups.”101 Further, others have 
also highlighted how neoliberalisation is a racializing process that occurs not only in the 
Western world, but also in South Africa, Latin America and in Israel and Palestine.102 Others 
have also pointed out how neoliberalism is a system in which “the reproduction of white 
privilege is generated in the absence of blatant racism”.103 Just like sexism, they argue that 
neoliberalism privatises and deregulates racism in a manner where the occurrence of any racist 
act is only attributed to the self and the individual, removing all responsibility from 
contemporary socio-economic structures and institutions. 
In Latin American countries such as Panama, Bolivia, Honduras, Paraguay, Nicaragua and 
Guatemala, over 60% of Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants live in poverty.104 In Peru, 
43% of Afro descendants live in poverty, compared with 23% of mixed race.105 While in Brazil, 
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the monthly income for the population of someone of European descent is more than double to 
those of Afro descendants. In Panama, 90% of indigenous people live in poverty, compared to 
30% of the non-indigenous population.106Further, the same can be found for indigenous people 
when compared with non-indigenous people. Poverty rates among indigenous people is 50% 
in Mexico, Guatemala and Paraguay, almost 40% in Bolivia, Ecuador, and Brazil, and 26% in 
Peru. While in Uruguay and Chile, poverty only affected 10% of the indigenous population.107 
An examination of wealth distribution in the US demonstrates wide racial disparities.  A study 
conducted in 2016 demonstrates that earning a middle-class income does not necessarily lead 
to middle class economic security.108 The study found that white households in the middle-
income quintile own nearly eight times as much wealth as middle-income black earners, and 
ten times as much as middle-income Latino earners. According to their results, the study argues 
that if current trends in wealth distribution continue, it will take 228 years for the average black 
household and 84 years for the average Latino family to attain the level of wealth white families 
own today.109 However, it also found that by 2024, the median black and Latino families are 
expected to have 60-80% less wealth than they did in 1983, while white families are expected 
to have 99 and 75 times more wealth than their counterparts.110 Thus, history plays a vital role 
in explaining contemporary inequality, as the legacy is passed through generations with an 
unequal monetary inheritance that contributes to the current status of wealth.  
The wealth disparities become highly visible during crises. In the most recent economic 
downturn, the median net worth of black families declined by 44.3% for black families (from 
2007 to 2013), while white families suffered a decline of 26.1%.111  Most surprisingly, the 
2016 wealth gap is almost the same as it was in 1962, two years before the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964.112 
A 2019 study conducted by Stats South Africa found that two decades after the fall of the 
apartheid regime, the white population earned three times more than the black population on 
average, demonstrating a sharp increase in inequality levels between 2011 and 2015.113 
It’s clear that inequality is rising, that is having disproportionate effects on marginalised groups 
across the world, where neoliberalism has been a driving force in accelerating the growing 
inequality gap. Neoliberalism has been and continues to permeate across all areas of social, 
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economic and political life, creating greater disparities across access to services through 
privatisation of public services, including education, health and security. 

Higher education  
Higher education has seen major shifts since the 1980s on account of neoliberal policies. Public 
budgets for education have been slashed, fees have increased exponentially and structures of 
universities have shifted toward hierarchisation through managerialism. Under the guidance of 
the market, higher education institutions began operating according to business principles, with 
a renewed focus on generating revenues as part of free market methodologies. As external 
research funding and educational offerings have become geared toward the market, knowledge 
has also followed the pattern of hierarchisation and its commodification, valuing some types 
of knowledge or fields over others. By fostering competition, universities have become 
primarily concerned with generating profit through branding and marketing themselves and 
thus putting growing resources in non-academic matters. This has transferred the basic 
functions of teaching, research and service into revenue generating operations.  

Hierarchy  
University leadership represented by presidents, vice chancellors and others, represent the key 
driver of the universities’ institutional representation and results, gravely concerned about 
competitiveness in evaluation and ability to win competitive grants, and hence liken the rise of 
CEOs in corporations.114 With this new role, university leadership and administration became 
privileged to its instructional and independent research capacities.  

In 2016 the US, the highest paid university president earned $4,946,996, 41 
times more than the average full-time professor salary 115In the UK, only 4 
out of 133 institutions paid their vice-chancellors less than 150,000 GBP, 
where 6 universities paid vice-chancellors more than 500,000 GBP116 

In Australia’s 38 public universities, vice-chancellors were paid an average 
of 890,00Australian dollars and 12 earned more than one million Australian 
dollars.117 
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Where higher education institutions become structured as businesses, moving toward market-
oriented strategies has resulted in an increase in the number of non-academic support 
professionals. The number of these support professionals has grown faster than the rate of 
faculty.118According to a 2014 report, the number of faculty and staff per administrator 
declined by 40% between 1990 and 2012 in the US.119 Over a 40-year period (1971-2011),the 
number of administrators in higher educational institutions in the US have increased between 
85% and 240%.120 With growing administrative costs, investments in improving instruction in 
universities have decreased despite growing enrolment. 

Figure 3. Percentage of spending in administration and instruction from 1980 to 2010121 

 
 
With growing costs and decreased public investment in higher education, tuition fees constitute 
the main source of revenue for higher education institutions compared to other revenue streams 
in countries where neo-liberalisation of higher education is prevalent, particularly from 
undergraduate students obtaining their first degree. Increasing enrolment or tuition fees is the 
quickest and easiest way to increase annual revenue of higher education institutions and a key 
mechanism of privatisation.122 
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UK introduced tuition fees in 1998, allowing universities to triple tuition fees 
to GBP 3,000 since 2006, and once again in 2011.123 

Between 1973 and 2015 in the US, college tuition has risen by 281% while 
median household income has only grown by 13%124 

In the West Bank and Gaza, tuition fees contributed to an average of 56% of 
university expenditures in 2003, while 70% of students come from low-
income households, with 60% of families covering the expenses of more than 
one child.125 

Rising tuition costs has also increased the amount of loans available for 
students to access higher education, to the point where in the US student loan 
debt amounted to $1.41 trillion in the US in 2019.126 

54% of college attendees in the US take on debt to pay for their education at 
an average of $35,359 per borrower.127 

In the UK, the average fee loan awarded to post 2012/2013 students was 
GBP 8,050 and increased to GBP 8,440 in 2016/17.128 

Decreasing individual financial security with rising debts has also contributed to the structural 
conditions that have transformed universities from an institution built around the premise of 
knowledge building for individual and collective good to an institution to access skills to 
improve employability. 

Health 
Large swathes of literature including Pickett and Wilkinson 2009; Pampel and Pillai 1986; 
Ellison 2002 and Kim 2016 demonstrate the cross-national correlation between income 
inequality and population health, while the majority of studies suggest that societies that are 
more egalitarian do have better health and longevity than less equal ones.129 Moreover, in cross-
sectional analysis, inequality is significantly correlated with life expectancy and infant 
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mortality.130Lastly, countries that experience high and rising income inequalities do not 
experience the same rate of improvement in life expectancy over time and thus end up being 
ranked lower when cross-national studies are carried out. Interestingly, countries that have 
experienced severe economic shocks after the 2008 crisis, like Iceland, or have incredibly high 
rates of unemployment, like Spain, still continue to enjoy higher life expectancies than more 
unequal countries such the UK and USA.131 This highlights how exposure to high rates of 
economic inequality is more damaging to the population’s health than other economic crises.132 

COVID-19 and Inequality  
The current pandemic, like most crises, is exposing the weaknesses in the neoliberal system 
that we live in today, particularly highlighting how such economic and social organisation has 
wedged deeper gaps in inequality across the globe. Even within the markers of neoliberalism’s 
success used by those that perpetuate the shared prosperity narrative, COVID-19 has brought 
to light the crisis of neoliberalism. UNDP estimates for global human development - composed 
of measurements on the world’s education, health and living standards - highlight that human 
development is on the decline for the first time since 1990 when the index was developed.133 

The World Bank warns that 71 million people may be pushed into extreme 
poverty, with sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia being the hardest hit.134 

The International Labour Organisation warns that half of people could lose 
their jobs in the next few months135 

Developed countries have 55 hospital beds, more than 30 doctors and 81 
nurses for every 10,000 people, compared to less developed countries where 
for the same number of people there are 7 beds, 2.5 doctors and 6 nurses.136 

The current crisis is not only bringing economic inequality to the forefront, but also health 
inequality, inequality of living conditions and occupation. Emerging research from the United 
States and the United Kingdom, where wealth inequality is high, has highlighted that black and 
minority communities are disproportionately affected by COVID-19 than white communities.  
In the UK, black people are 1.9 times likely to die compared to white people, and while black 
and minority ethnic (BAME) people only accounted for 11% of those hospitalised with 
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COVID-19, they constituted 36% of those admitted to critical care.137 Long-term health 
conditions are more prevalent amongst BAME communities compared to white communities, 
because of systematic racism, leaving them more vulnerable to the COVID-19 virus. 
In the US, not only are black Americans nearly twice as likely to live in areas disproportionately 
affected by COVID-19, but only 20% of black workers are able to continue their work remotely 
from home and therefore at higher risk of exposure.138 As a result, black Americans are more 
likely to die from COVID-19 than all other race or ethnicity groups.  

Figure 4. COVID-19 deaths per 100,000 people in the US by race or ethnicity (July 
30,2020)139 

 
 

Where ongoing and repeated closures has created a shift towards teleworking, online learning 
and digital communication, inequality persists in access to technology including the internet. 
The lasting effects of which will surely increase inequality as educational gaps increase and 
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those without internet access will be unable to access higher paid or skilled jobs as higher 
skilled workers are more likely to work in occupations where remote working is possible. 
As a global health crisis, where world leaders, monarchs, and those in the elite are not immune 
from contracting COVID-19, politicians, leaders, academics and cultural icons have created a 
narrative that no one is safe despite wealth, race or background. In March, Madonna described 
COVID-19as “the great equaliser and what’s terrible about it is what’s great about it” in a video 
of herself bathing in a bathtub with floating rose pedals. 
How far from the truth that may be? Now more than ever, where millions of people around the 
world are forced to rely on their governments to ensure public safety amidst the ongoing 
pandemic, decades of privatisation and ‘hollowing out’ of the state have depleted the capacities 
of states to meet the welfare needs of people in the name of the free market. As austerity 
measures have shaped countries around the world from the United Kingdom to Lebanon to 
Chile to South Africa - the very elements that could have thwarted such a devastating impact 
of crisis - pensions and social security, labour rights, healthcare and public spending - have 
been repealed and eroded in the private interest, leaving working class and low income 
households vulnerable with no one to politically represent their interests.  
The UK and US despite being strong world economies were unable to produce enough face 

masks and personal protective equipment to protect their health staff140 
As states struggle to deliver support to the people and the global economy is in record decline, 
COVID-19 has presented the perfect crisis for big tech to expand their reach and power as 
people are forced to stay at home and engage in social and economic life virtually, and humans 
have become biohazards.141 Despite major public pushbacks and investigations into big tech 
firms in the US, user traffic on Facebook increased 15% and 10% on YouTube during March, 
while Amazon sales has increased 40% from the previous year.142 Revenues of Alibaba, 
China’s most valuable technology company rose by 34%.143 The stocks of Apple, Amazon, 
Alphabet (parent company of Google), Microsoft and Facebook rose by 37% between January 
and July this year, while all other stocks combined on the S&P 500 fell by 6%.144 

America’s top five publicly traded tech giants constitute 20% of the stock 
markets total worth - a level not seen by a single industry in the last 70 
years.145 
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Figure 5. Amazon stock value August 2019-2020146 

 
Not only are consumers and businesses turning to technology, but also governments are 
increasingly introducing tech-based solutions to track and combat COVID-19. The widespread 
use of technology-based solutions within the private sector is increasing privacy concerns, 
displacing much needed funding in public measures and institutions that are more effective in 
protecting the most vulnerable.  

In South Korea a technology-reliant testing and tracing campaign including 
health monitoring phone apps, high-tech remote contact centres and 
artificial intelligence to surveiland track the spread of the infection147 

The Australian government has contracted Amazon to store the data for its 
coronavirus-tracking app.148 
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The Canadian government has contracted Amazon to deliver medical 
equipment.149 

As COVID-19 disrupts and continues to disrupt economic and social life, another important 
aspect to consider is how inequality contributes to lasting effects on mental health. 

Mental health and inequality 
In a cross-national study in 2017, using WHO data along with a 2017 Lancet Psychiatry data 
highlights the strong correlation between mental health and income inequality, with Japan and 
the US occupying the opposite ends of the chart.150 
Studies demonstrate how depression, schizophrenia, narcissism, and psychotic symptoms all 
more commonly appear in societies that are more unequal.151 The implication of this is that 
greater inequality makes issues of dominance and subordination more present.  Also known as 
the “social evaluation threat,”152 increases in more unequal societies as people feel they do not 
have control over their own lives.153 It is important to note that social status anxiety is not 
limited to the poor, but is visible across other income categories. Research demonstrates how 
hormone levels react to different kinds of stress and has shown that perceived threats to self-
esteem and social status turn out to be particularly strong sources of stress, causing social 
evaluation anxieties.154 
Inequality also damages mental health in terms of decreased trust within the community one 
lives in. Various studies demonstrate that people in more unequal societies are much less likely 
to feel they can trust each other. In the mostequal nations, 60-65% of respondents say that other 
people can be trusted, while in the most unequal nations this figure is only 20%.155Moreover, 
increased social anxiety and narcissism, which are highly present in unequal societies, 
increases consumerism as people want to give a good impression and fill in their self-worth, 
when money becomes the measurement of self-worth.156 Further studies have demonstrated a 
strong correlation between welfare cuts (which cause more inequality) and suicide rates. A 
study carried out in the U.S between 2000 and 2015 found that state-level income inequality 
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predicted higher risks of death by suicide.157 Another study found that the number of suicide 
rates per 10,000 Americans increased to 30.4 between 1999 and 2015.158 
The last part of this mental health picture may be how inequality feeds into consumerism. 
Raised social anxiety and narcissism boost consumerism as people want to have control over 
their own lives so giving a good impression to others and thus, feeling a sense of worth. Money 
becomes more important as the means through which we communicate our self-worth. Not 
only does inequality affect quality of mental health through developing more anxieties and 
stress, but also affects which communities and people are able to not only access mental health 
services but access activities that could help to reduce anxiety and stress. Studies have shown 
that access to green and natural spaces significantly improve mental and physical health, 
however as inequality also makes its form in the physical space through geographic inequality, 
higher income households tend to have greater access to green space.  

In South Africa, white neighbourhoods have 12% more tree cover and 
are700m closer to public parks than black neighbourhoods.159 

Private security and inequality 
The privatisation of security and military rests in the belief in the superiority of market 
solutions and commitments to reduce the size and functions of the state.160 The neoliberal logic 
of privatisation views that the police and justice authorities perform too many tasks, which 
produces too few results, which furthermore has a negative effect on crime detection. The 
argument is that the insufficient number of police officers and justice officers employed on the 
one hand and excessively high wage costs reduce effectiveness while impeding economic 
growth. However, neoliberalism through competition and specifically international 
competition has played a role in the commodification of the social order through privatisation 
and concentration of private security into the hands of multinational firms.   
 Further, as inequality and social stratification increases due to cuts on welfare and reducing 
taxes on the rich, the neoliberal model requires protection of property and the pacification of 
the poor and the working class.  The structural conditions under neoliberalism generate income 
and wealth disparities, generating criminality that requires ever-expanding control measures 
by the state. A plethora of literature within field of criminology demonstrates how one of the 
most distinctive characteristics of private security is that it carries out policing that focuses on 
protecting the rich and corporate property and profits as demonstrated by a 2017 study carried 
by the Guardian which demonstrated that more than 40 countries have more workers hired to 
protect specific people and property than police officers with a mandate to protect the public 
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at large.161 Further, private security companies have been involved in protecting the elite by 
disrupting worker political organisation, breaking strikes and stopping “thefts” by 
employees.162 

Figure 6. Estimated number of private security workers and police officers in 2017163 

 
 
Both criminality and its control are natural outcomes of disproportionate allocation of wealth 
and power to the advantage of the ruling minority. Thus, the criminalization of certain 
behaviours and activities and their control is part of the measures taken by the state to ensure 
the reproduction of socio-economic structures and conditions needed for capital and wealth 
accumulation.164 However, the structural conditions also undermine the fiscal capabilities of 
the state to utilize and expand social control measures.165 
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A study carried out in 2011 in 45 countries has pointed to a positive correlation between the 
rise of private security with income inequality, erosion of union membership and the dramatic 
increase in popular protests.166 Based on these results, Rigakos (2016) argues that there can be 
no pacification without dispossession, exploitation and the commodification of security 
systems under capitalism.167 In Latin America, the UN development programme has warned 
of the expansion in the sector as it further increases inequality, since social groups have 
different capacities to deal with crime.168 
As state security functions become privatised with complex contracting arrangements between 
the state and companies, transparency of information of allegations of misconduct drastically 
diminishes and therefore makes the use of private security companies more difficult to publicly 
scrutinise. Among the most well-known, Blackwater gained much publicity for the gross 
atrocities their mercenaries committed in Iraq, highlighted by the Sept 16 2007 massacre where 
Blackwater mercenaries killed 17 civilians and injured an additional 20 in Nissour Square while 
escorting a US embassy convoy.169 Additionally, G4S has a long track record of violations 
coming under scrutiny on several occasions in the past with regards to its handling of UK 
immigration detention centres, and contracts with Israel to supply security equipment and 
services for Israeli prisons, checkpoints and the wall. In 2010, the immigration authority 
received more than 700 complaints against G4S from immigration detainees, including 48 
complaints of assault,170 and in October that year three G4S guards were responsible for the 
unlawful killing of Jimmy Mubenga while placing him on a deportation flight.171 In South 
Africa a G4S prison was found using electroshock and forced injections to torture 3,000 
inmates in 2013.172 
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Yet, despite their history of gross violations, both Academi (formerly Blackwater) and G4S are 
still the top two largest private security companies in the world173The culture of impunity 
surrounding private security companies and governments’ insistence on their essential need is 
a worrying trend that does not appear to be on the decline. As the world entered 2020 on the 
brink of a global pandemic, governments classified private security as an essential service.174 
Not only are private security companies growing in areas that they already work in, but also 
are expanding to other sectors including those geared towards combating COVID-19.175 
Security guards have been put on the frontlines, distributing masks and conducting temperature 
checks, where leading private security companies in developing security tech solutions are 
driving opportunities for the private sector to integrate into governments’ COVID-19 response. 
In India, the private security industry seems to have grown following the start of the 
pandemic.176 
Since the start of the pandemic central and local governments have been turning to private 
security to fill existing gaps in the governments COVID-19 response. In South Africa, the city 
of Johannesburg under its contract with Red Ant Security and in cooperation with the local 
police continued with evictions and shack demolitions in the midst of the pandemic injuring 
residents and expelling them from their homes.177 In Canada the city of Oshawa contracted a 
private security firm to patrol the streets because of the increase in ‘unsheltered people in the 
downtown’ following the start of COVID-19.178 In Australia, the government has come under 
scrutiny in its handling of the quarantine centres, where quarantine hotels for international 
arrivals were contracted to 3 private security firms to manage. Improper management and non-
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compliance with health protocols resulted in 31 COVID-19 cases stemming from a quarantine 
hotel,179 where additionally one of the private security firms recruited security guards after the 
outbreak through unsolicited WhatsApp messages where they did not receive any training or 
protective gear.180 
The limited workers’ protection from private security firms coupled with poor oversight and 
regulation of the sector from states alongside security workers now front-line role in the fight 
against COVID-19 has resulted in higher occupational risks for low waged private security 
workers. In the UK statistics highlighted that men working as security guards had one of the 
highest rates of mortality from COVID-19 with 45.7 deaths per 100,000.181Overall, as private 
security companies seep into government’s COVID-19 response strategies, further human 
rights violations and incidents of misconduct will surely continue as the industry is driven by 
increasing its revenue rather than the collective interests and the well-being of people at large.  

Conclusion 
As COVID-19 brought global social and economic life to almost a complete standstill, 
countries locked down, borders were closed, supply chains were disrupted, and people were 
confined to their homes. The ongoing crisis has not only fully exposed the destructive legacy 
of neoliberalism and growing inequality, but also has arguably threatened the future hegemony 
of neoliberal thinking and practice.  
The pandemic highlighted how governments, and health and social protection systems have 
been sucked dry from four decades of neoliberal polices. Amidst inefficient labour rights, 
protection and wages, ‘essential’ workers are risking their individual and loved ones’ health to 
continue to earn an income to sustain themselves. Simultaneously, compounding effects of 
inequality has resulted in a vulnerable working class with little savings, poor housing, poor 
nutrition and overall health without the adequate foundation or tools to overcome growing 
challenges. Neoliberalism has defined the age for many as one of increasing anxiety and 
uncertainty amidst increasing polarisation and disparities between people across the world, a 
looming ecological crisis, increasing debts, repeated financial crises and now a public health 
crisis. Yet, while we continue to witness an unprecedented global pandemic and socioeconomic 
crisis, workers, communities and peoples have been mobilising across the world to challenge 
prevailing principles and actions of governments and businesses that have exacerbated and 
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continue to exacerbate the intersectional structural inequalities through neoliberal policies and 
practices. 
The toll of the pandemic has hit Palestinian workers in Israel hard. One the one hand they 
became a scapegoat for spreading the pandemic in the West Bank. On the other, many of them 
were dumped back in the West bank when they became infected, with Israel failing to ensure 
their right to access healthcare and/or workplace compensations. Most of the Israeli Ministry 
of Health awareness campaigns about the spread of COVID-19 have been almost exclusively 
in Hebrew, with limited information available even regarding accessing health services in 
Arabic. Overall, this pandemic has disproportionately hit Palestinians across historic Palestine, 
from the open-air prison that is the Gaza Strip, to inside the Green Line to the West Bank. In 
fact, this pandemic has revealed and intensified the effects of already existing unequal 
structures Palestinians have been enduring since 1948, such as unequal access to education and 
thus negatively influencing online learning, to housing where many Palestinians live in heavily 
crowded places as a result of their exile, and thus cannot maintain social distancing, to the 
economy where neoliberal policies, racism, and the occupation limit their access to welfare 
benefits and health care. Yet despite the deteriorating situation coupled with continued 
compromises being made by the Palestinian leadership, Arab countries like the UAE and 
Bahrain move towards normalising relations with Israel. 
From the Black Lives Matter movement to Amazon warehouse workers organising for their 
rights, people around the world have had enough. Yet it can be expected that neoliberalism and 
its proponents will surely not give up without a fight. However, as some have said, “it's easier 
to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism,” so if 2020 has brought to the 
forefront of collective imagination the end of the world as we know it, perhaps we are at a 
critical juncture of the end of neoliberalism as we know it, and therefore now more than ever 
collective thinking, mobilisation and organising across intersectional and transnational lines 
are vital to imagine a more just and equitable collective future. 
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