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The hamlet of Bukhalo in eastern Uganda is reachable only by a dirt road and lacks 
electricity or running water. During Idi Amin’s lawless rule in the 1970s (and for 
some time thereafter), nomad raiders on horseback would occasionally steal cattle 
and burn down the straw-roofed mud huts that line the road.  

Set on a plateau some 4,000 feet high at the base of Mount Elgon, about 25 miles 
from the closest real town, Bukhalo is still not especially well-suited as a place to make 
one’s fortune. But 40-year-old Ken Sakwa was born there, and he has concentrated his 
considerable entrepreneurial energies there. After failing to succeed as a day laborer in 
Uganda’s capital, Kampala, Sakwa returned home a decade ago to farm three pieces of 
land his father left him. He married a local woman, who helped him till his land. Then 
he took advantage of a revival of cash crops, notably cotton, corn and sunflowers.
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With his profits, Sakwa leased land from neighbors, bringing his total to 10 acres 
and making him the largest farmer in his village. He hired neighbors to work his ex-
panded holdings and, with the help of a cell phone, learned how to mar-
ket his crops for the best prices at the most propitious times. Four years 
ago, he bought a motorcycle and began purchasing crops from others. 
Then, in 2008, he took three years’ worth of earnings and bought a long, 
open-bed truck. He stopped expanding his own acreage and concentrated on his 
work as a crop broker.

Sakwa became the wealthiest man for miles around. His wife, Jessica, it should be 
noted, is part of the reason. In addition to tilling her own fields, she adds to the 
family’s income by charging neighbors to use her cell phone.

by  
g. pascal  
zachary

(Africa-Style)
Bulawayo, Zimbabwe
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G. PAScAl ZAchAry, a former Wall Street Journal 
reporter, writes frequently about Africa.

The rise of Ken and Jessica Sakwa is just 
the kind of bootstraps success story that ig-
nites hope about Africa’s future. But in the 
Sakwas’s village, nobody is cheering. “The 
neighbors resent us. Everyone roots for us to 
fall,” Jessica explained.

Ken Sakwa has tried 
to offset local jealousy 
by opening a small pri-
mary school and a 
health clinic in the vil-
lage. He is also active in the Christian church 
up the road. But the divide is not easily 
bridged. Some mornings, he opens the door 
of his compound – the largest in Bukhalo and 
the only one outfitted with a gas-powered 
generator – to find a set of sticks tied together 
in the form of an evil spirit. “I don’t believe in 
juju,” he says, and adds, “I want less-fortunate 
people to rise with me, not against me.” 

inequality and its discontents
Tensions between affluent and poor are grow-
ing all over sub-Saharan Africa. In Nigeria 
and Kenya, wealthy families are becoming 
targets of kidnappers, forcing many of them 
to travel in the company of armed posses. In 
Angola, a tiny elite has vacuumed up billions 
of petrodollars, creating the most unequal 
distribution in the region – perhaps in the 
world. In South Africa, the continent’s wealth-
iest country and home to its largest corpora-
tions, inequality is also worsening, partly be-
cause of the post-apartheid failure to create 
job opportunities for the black majority.

While the rest of the world is saddled with 
an image of Africa as uniformly poor, Afri-
cans themselves are experiencing a large (and 
in some places, growing) gap between eco-
nomic haves and have-nots. However, the 
World Bank and other institutional support-
ers of development remain almost entirely 
preoccupied with the gap between African 
living standards and those of the rest of the 
world. Similarly, the African Union “has 
much to say about levels of inequality be-

tween African states 
and wealthier na-
tions of the world, 
but inequality within 
the African continent 
is simply ignored,” 

observes Philip Nel, a professor of politics at 
the University of Otago in New Zealand.

Inequality is most apparent in African cit-
ies. Ranking them on a standard metric of in-
equality called the Gini coefficient (see box 
on the opposite page), a 2008 UN report con-
cluded that only a few (Freetown, Sierra 
Leone at 0.32 and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania at 
0.36) fell in a range generally viewed as “mod-
erately equal.” Most South African cities 
topped 0.7, ranking them among the most 
unequal cities in the world. Abidjan (Ivory 

“I want less fortunate 

people to rise with me, 

not against me.” — Ken Sakwa

h a v e s  a n d  h a v e - n o t s
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Coast), Nairobi (Kenya) and Maputo (Mozam-
bique) all have scores over 0.5. 

the rich get much richer
Inequality in Africa is generally worse than it 
is in any other part of world except Latin 
America, which is a much wealthier region 
and thus can still deliver a living standard to 
the poor that is above that in much of Africa. 
What’s more, the problem is getting worse. 
Xavier Sala-i-Martin, an economist at Co-
lumbia who specializes in distribution issues, 
has found that in Nigeria, home to one in 
every six sub-Saharan Africans, income in-
equality has “exploded” in recent decades. In-
deed, though average living standards stag-
nated in Nigeria between 1970 and 2000, the 
rich got much richer. In Angola, Ethiopia, 
Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Uganda and 
Zambia – countries with moderate to strong 
economic growth in the past decade – in-
equality seems to have roughly followed the 
Nigerian path. 

“High inequality is something of a para-
dox,” explains Branko Milanovic, an econo-
mist in the World Bank’s development- 
research group. According to the widely 
accepted Kuznets Hypothesis (named after 
late Simon Kuznets, a Nobel Prize winner), 
incomes are generally relatively equal in poor 
agricultural economies built around small 
peasant holdings, and widen as economies 
grow and urbanize. Yet, in spite of extreme 
poverty and relatively democratic patterns of 
land tenure in sub-Saharan Africa, incomes 
are sharply skewed. 

No less an authority on the proletariat 
than Che Guevara confirmed that income in-
equality in Africa has long been a problem. 
After spending seven months in the Congo in 
1965, Che wrote, “We could not speak here of 
dividing up the land in an agrarian reform 
because everyone could see that it was already 

divided.” Chastened by the contrast with the 
peonage of landless workers in plantation-
dominated Latin America, he correctly ob-
served that “the peasants are completely inde-
pendent.” He found no “land hunger.”

Contemporary analyses haven’t gone very 
far in explaining what Che observed. Research 
on the subject is thin, at least in part because 
the big economic story in sub-Saharan Africa, 

The Gini Coefficient
The Gini coefficient, named after the 
Italian mathematician Corrado Gini, offers 
a handy measure of income inequality. In 
the graph below, the horizontal axis shows 
the cumulative percentage of people (left 
to right) from lowest to highest incomes, 
while the vertical axis shows the cumula-
tive share of incomes earned. The closer 
the plotted line (called a Lorenz curve) is to 
the hypotenuse of the triangle, the more 
equal the income distribution. 

The Gini coefficient is the ratio of area 
X to the total area in the triangle (X+Y). 
In a perfectly equal distribution, the coef-
ficient would be 0. In a hypothetical soci-
ety in which one individual garnered all 
the income, the coefficient would be 1. 
So the income distribution in Brazil (with 
a Gini coefficient of about 0.57) is much 
less equal than the income distribution of 
Germany, which has a Gini of 0.27.  

X
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especially from 1980 to 2000, was the reality 
that the region was wretchedly poor and be-
coming poorer.

But some Africans are certainly waking up 
to the problem. In Angola, a civic activist, Ra-
fael Marques, has complained about Luanda’s 

elites with expensive manicures who kite-surf 
just off the beach while many in the same city 
go homeless, and the health and education sta-
tistics in the country sink. In Kenya, the gov-
ernment’s former human-rights chief, Maina 
Kiai, has criticized the wealthy for flaunting 
their fancy cars, houses and consumer goods 

in a country where many people feel “anger at 
the divide between the poor and rich.”

And while the percentage of people living 
on less than $2 a day – a rule-of-thumb 
benchmark for deep poverty – has declined in 
the past decade in some African nations and 
is no longer rising in others, the have-nots 

feel that their relative position in society 
is worsening. In 2002 and 2003, the 
think-tank Afrobarometer surveyed 
23,000 people in 15 African countries, 
and found that 61 percent believed rela-
tively few have benefited from economic 
growth.

the post-colonial legacy
Europe’s exploitation of Africa over 
hundreds of years also created and rein-
forced economic inequality. Settlers in 
Kenya and southern Africa (the area that 
is now Zimbabwe, Namibia, Malawi and 
South Africa) seized the best lands and 
dominated the most lucrative industries. 
In some cases, Africans’ second-class 
economic status was buttressed by law. 
In Malawi, for instance, indigenous 
farmers were barred from growing cer-
tain cash crops in order to limit compe-
tition with European settlers.

Colonialism thus predisposed Afri-
can countries with large numbers of Eu-
ropeans to the sort of inequality typical 
in Latin America. In areas where settlers 
were scarce, however, the tactic of indi-
rect rule elevated a thin African elite, 
which had long experience with hierar-

chal power embodied in the practice of cap-
turing and selling slaves. “The sad truth,” says 
Harvard historian Henry Louis Gates, “is that 
without complex business partnerships be-
tween African elites and European traders 
and commercial agents, the slave trade to the 
New World would have been impossible, at 

Accra, Ghana

h a v e s  a n d  h a v e - n o t s

Accra, Ghana



21Third Quarter  2010 

©
bo

rd
er

la
nd

s/
al

am
y

least on the scale it occurred.”
After independence, African governments 

promoted inequality through relatively lavish 
compensation (and opportunities for graft) 
offered to government bureaucrats, many of 
whom were chosen by tribal identity or per-
sonal loyalty to the government rather than 
on merit. “Resentment builds when the 
wealthy are perceived to have made their 
money not through hard work but 
through corrupt practices in govern-
ment,” says George Ayittey, a Ghanaian 
economist who teaches at American 
University in Washington.

What the French scholar Giorgio 
Blundo, an expert on government work-
ers in Africa, calls “everyday corruption” 
has reinforced inequality. The well to-do 
often receive a disproportionate share of 
government benefits. One World Bank 
study in Guinea, for instance, found that 
48 percent of all people visiting hospi-
tals and primary-health clinics came 
from the richest fifth of the country’s 
population. Moreover, African educa-
tion spending is tilted toward secondary 
and university schools, which are be-
yond the aspirations of average families. 
The distribution of government benefits 
is so lopsided that social programs taken 
as a whole “may actually have been re-
gressive in their economic effects,” con-
cludes Nicholas van de Walle, a govern-
ment specialist at Cornell. 

The tax policies of African govern-
ments also encourage inequality. Sales 
taxes and import duties, which are generally 
regressive, are favored over personal income 
taxes (in part because they are easier to col-
lect). And where income taxes are imposed, 
evasion is common. 

As in other parts of the world, private-sector 
economic growth has also promoted inequal-

ity. Sub-Saharan Africa boomed over the past 
decade: region-wide growth reached 5 per-
cent annually from 2002 through 2006. The 
rise of the mobile-phone industry – one in 
five Africans now has a phone – illustrates 
how private growth has created a new elite of 
technocrats, financiers and professionals. 

The best-known example is Mo Ibrahim, a 
telecom engineer and the architect of the Af-
rican cell phone network known today as 
Zain. When Ibrahim sold his Celnet network 
in 2005, he walked off with $5 billion. He is 
probably the first African tycoon to make his 
fortune through legitimate business activity 

Mukruru, Nairobi, KenyaMukruru, Nairobi, Kenya
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rather than through government favoritism 
or outright theft.

The pursuit of Africa’s natural resources 
(especially oil and gold), along with higher 
commodity prices generally (especially for 
staples like maize), has also fueled inequality. 
In Ghana, record prices for cocoa have pushed 
export revenues from beans grown by an esti-
mated two million farmers above $1 billion 
annually. In rural Africa, the minority of 
farmers growing cash crops with ready mar-
kets are distancing themselves from both tra-
ditional subsistence farmers and from those 
growing crops who don’t have access to com-
petitive marketing networks.

Another division arises over remittances. 
Emigrants from Africa to Europe and North 
America are overwhelmingly from relatively 
privileged families. Money they send back 
home – an estimated $9 billion last year from 

Nigerians alone – reinforces income inequal-
ity by raising the living standards of families 
that are already fairly well-off. 

Remittances also increase inequality by 
providing springboards for Africans who use 
foreign earnings to finance businesses in their 
native countries. While this kind of “brain 
circulation” is of great importance in fueling 
economic growth, it also reinforces dispari-
ties. Nigeria accounts for most remittances 
into the region by far, but the figures for 
Kenya, Sudan, Senegal and South Africa are 
all in the billion-dollar range.

mind the gap
What can be done to narrow the gap without 
undermining the prospects for market-based 
growth? One step would be to cut back the di-
rect and indirect subsidies to the affluent, re-
directing government resources away from 

Cape Town, South Africa
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higher education and sophisticated medical 
care and toward the basics that would make a 
big difference to the poor – things like clean 
water, improved roads, primary education, 
prenatal vitamins and immunization. It would 
also make a lot of sense to revisit tax policies 
that are both regressive and invite corruption.

“Poverty, once an essentially Asian phe-
nomenon, has become an essentially African 
phenomenon,” Sala-i-Martin, the Columbia 
economist, writes. While dramatic reductions 
in poverty in India and China have effectively 
narrowed inequality in the global economy as 
a whole, he warns that “unless incomes of 
these African citizens start growing fast, world 
income inequality will start rising again.”

The preoccupation with market-friendly 
policies that generate economic growth in Af-
rica at the expense of inequality is under-
standable. Undermining the incentives to cre-

ate businesses and to accumulate wealth 
legitimately has been a disaster, leaving much 
of the population of Africa scrambling at the 
lean edge of subsistence a half century after 
independence. 

But as growth has picked up, the limits of 
“trickle down” have become apparent. To 
maintain social cohesion and political stabil-
ity, the poor must be given a greater stake. m

Norway (2008) . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .0 .25
Germany (2006). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .0 .27
France (2008). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .0 .33
Tanzania (2000). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .35 
India (2004). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .37
China (2007) . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .42
Kenya (2008). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .43
Nigeria (2003). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .44
United States (2007) . .  .  .  . 0 .45 

Ivory coast (2002). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .45
Uganda (2002) . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .46
rwanda (2000). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .47
Zambia (2004). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .51
Zimbabwe (2006). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .51
Brazil (2005). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .57
Haiti (2001) . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .59
South Africa (2005). .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .65
Namibia (2007) . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 0 .71

GiNi CoeffiCieNTS – SeleCT CouNTrieS

source: CIA World Factbook
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