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FIGURE 3. Global income inequality, 1820–2020: Gini index. Interpretation. Global inequality, as
measured by the global Gini coefficient, rose from about 0.6 in 1820 to about 0.7 in 1910, and then
stabilized around 0.7 between 1910 and 2020. It is too early to say whether the decline in the global
Gini coefficient observed since 2000 will continue.
Sources and series: Chancel and Piketty (2021). See wid.world/longrun.

establishing their economic and political supremacy over the rest of world, and within-
countries inequality was also rising (or was quasi-stable at a very high level of domestic
inequality), reflecting very unequal and hierarchical domestic political and economic
systems. Between 1910 and 1980, within-countries inequality was reduced enormously,
largely due to rising social spending and progressive taxation, but between-countries
inequality continued to increase, so that the impact on global inequality was ambiguous.
The opposite situation occurred between 1980 and 2020: Within-countries inequality
started to rise again, while between-countries inequality declined, so that the effect
on synthetic inequality indicators like the global T10/B50 ratio was again ambiguous.
In the most recent period, however, and especially since the 2008 financial crisis, the
declining inequality effect clearly appears to dominate. This is because the rise of
within-countries inequality seems to have reached a plateau in 2010–2020 (both in
the North and in the South), while at the same time the decline in between-countries
inequality accelerated (due in part to a relatively poor growth performance of rich
countries post-2008, especially in Europe, as compared to developing and emerging
countries). At the same time, global inequality remains very high in absolute terms: In
2020, it is close to the level observed around 1900.

We reach the same conclusion regarding the decomposition of global inequality
trends into within-countries and between-countries components if we use other
indicators such as the Theil index (which allows for additive decompositions, see
Figure 5). Namely, the between-countries component was relatively small in 1820
(around 10% of global inequality). It rose substantially between 1820 and 1980 (when
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