There are now many global billionaires. There are also many billions of people earning less than the benchmark of the UK minimum wage. The same mechanisms that cause inequality in nations operate on a global scale.

Global economic inequality is defined as the systematic inequalities that exist between countries, allowing for the simultaneous existence of inequalities within countries. 

There are many measures of a country’s wealth, including Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross National Income (GNI). The World Bank uses a typology of high-income, middle-income and low-income countries.

The whole debate about inequality is an ongoing one: there are those who see globalization as ‘the great leveller’, while others see globalization as exacerbating existing patterns of inequality. Huge disparities still persist in terms of health, hunger and education. 

The newly industrializing countries (NICs) have achieved success over recent years. Some reasons are: the positive aspects of the colonial legacy; world economic growth between 1950s and 1970s; American aid during the Cold War; the values of post-Confucianism; strongly interventionist policies on the part of indigenous governments.

Market-oriented theories of development favour the pursuit of unfettered capitalism, a perspective exemplified by Rostow’s belief that underdeveloped societies needed to embrace a market approach. The most famous version of modernization theory is Rostow’s stages of economic growth model: traditional stage, ‘take-off’, technological maturity and high mass consumption. 

From the 1960s this perspective was challenged first by dependency theory, with its emphasis on colonialism, and later by world-systems theory. The world system comprises both core countries and peripheral countries, and it has an element of self-correction in its make-up. 

The world population passed six billion in late 1999. The near zero or negative growth rates of the advanced nations contrast with the high net rates and distorted population pyramids of many of the less developed societies. 

Malthusianism famously pointed out the unequal relationship between population growth and food production. By the late twentieth century it seemed that Malthus’s ideas, in modified form, might again have relevance. 

The demographic transition consists of the progress from high birth-high death regimes to low birth-low death regimes. 

The world’s population is forecast to be anything between 11.8 and 25 billion people by 2150.

