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For two days in August, Wits Business School (WBS) 
was a hive of activity and robust debate on the status 
of Africa’s economic development. Under the theme 
‘Growth and Inequality in Africa’, the African Review 
of Economics and Finance (AREF) Conference 2018 
brought together around 90 top scholars and policy 
makers from around the continent and the rest of the 
world.

WBS’s Academic Director Professor Paul Alagidede, 
who chaired the conference, was excited to bring the 
AREF conference to South Africa for the first time. 

“It was a coup for WBS to host the prestigious AREF 
conference this year, especially as 2018 marks the 
50th anniversary of our School,” says Alagidede.  
“The conference seeks not only to understand the 
African continent, but also to change it – which is why 
we ensure that our thoughts and deliberations are 
brought to the attention of policy makers and to the 
wider public.”

Tackling the tough challenges of poverty and 
inequality means confronting deep-rooted and (often 
country-specific) complexities, and there are no easy 
answers.  And, contrary to expectation, economic 
growth has not reduced inequality in Africa. 

“The most serious economic problem in Africa today is 
inequality, but orthodox economists have consistently 
focused on the continent’s presumed lack of growth.  
We now know that the celebration of ‘Africa on the 
rise’, a moment of the resurgence of growth in Africa, 
was premature.  Not only has growth stalled: it neither 
brought about income nor wealth convergence. In 
contrast, it worsened spatial inequality, worsened 
gender inequality, and worsened racial inequality 
in terms of both income and wealth.  Mainstream 
economics has neither been able to explain nor been 
able to provide guidance on how to resolve these 
contradictions,” says Alagidede. 

“This year’s AREF conference has faced questions 
of inequality head on, questions such as: Why 
does growth occur amidst widening income and 
wealth gaps? What are the consequences of this 
new economic apartheid in Africa? In what ways 
can economics be reworked to provide appropriate 
analytical and policy mechanisms to better 
understand, transcend and address inequality within 
the continent, and between the continent and the rest 
of the world?”

During the conference, 85 papers were presented 
on themes ranging from the interface between the 
environment and economic growth, the place of 
entrepreneurship and innovation in an inclusive 
process of economic development, asset pricing 
and returns, financial sector development and 
liberalisation, monetary policy, education, leadership 
and natural resource management. 

Keynote addresses were given by Professor Augustin 
Kwasi Fosu of the Institute of Statistical, Social and 
Economic Research at the University of Ghana and 
Professor Ingrid Woolard, the Dean of Economic and 
Management Sciences and Professor of Economics 
at Stellenbosch University. Fosu took delegates 
back to the resurgence of growth in the 1990s and 
examined the progress made on poverty, while 
Woolard investigated the dynamics of inequality, 
growth and domestic resource mobilisation in Africa. 

“Growth is happening in Africa, albeit slowly, and 
varies strongly from county to country.  What is 
disturbing is that the growth that has been celebrated 
is also the cause of the unequal distribution of wealth 
and income on the continent,” comments Alagidede. 
“It has never been more pressing that we interrogate 
these contradictions and develop new thinking that 
will ensure that future economic growth results in a 
fundamental closing of the yawning inequality gap.”
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Traditionally, economists have focused on economic 
growth as a means to reducing poverty in Africa.  
Evidence shows that this is not the case. 

Speaking at the African Review of Economics and 
Finance (AREF) Conference 2018 at Wits Business 
School (WBS) Senior Lecturer Dr Jones Odei 
Mensah, says that income inequality is the reason 
why economic growth has not reduced poverty. 

“What this means,” he says, “Is that a country can 
experience rapid growth, but with little poverty 
reduction, if it turns out it has huge inequality. That 
seems to be what most African countries have and 
are still experiencing; during the periods when growth 
on the continent was considerable, poverty reduction 
was not as high, mainly due to income inequality.”

Mensah recently co-chaired AREF Conference which 
saw more than 90 top scholars, practitioners and 
policy makers from around the continent convene to 
address the issues of inequality and poverty reduction 
in Africa. 

The World Bank (2016) reports that 7 out of the 10 

most unequal economies in the world are from Africa. 
Inequality, however, is not Africa’s problem alone, 
but a global phenomenon, and one that is extremely 
complex to solve, notes Mensah. 

“It [inequality] has been a subject of debate for 
decades and various views have been offered on how 
to tackle it. Yet, no lasting solution has been found,” 
he says. “When you look at the existing evidence, 
sub-Saharan Africa ranks as the second most 
unequal region in the world, after Latin America. In 
fact, inequality has persisted over time with no visible 
decline.”

Several factors account for this, he says, including 
structural factors (such as the legacies of slavery 
and colonialism) and market forces (including 
macroeconomic policies and labour market policies).

So what should be done to address the widening 
income gap? For Mensah, the primary aim of 
economic development in African countries should be 
to raise the majority of people out of the low-income 
group.

“It is important to focus on driving growth in income, 
particularly at the lower end of the income distribution, 
while considering the country-specific attributes. 
In addition, there has to be intentional efforts to 
transferring resources so that people can engage in 
proper economic activities.”  

Economic growth in Africa has been erratic at best, 
with periods of high and low growth rates.  There 
was mass stagnation four decades prior to 2000, 
notes Mensah, and then “spectacular improvement in 
growth” at the turn of the new millennium, with annual 
GDP per capita growth of around 3% over a decade 
and a half, mainly due to commodity uptick.

Reliance on commodity trading is a double-edged 
sword, he says. “75% or more of export revenues is 
driven by one or two commodities for one out of four 
African countries. 

“The implication is that relative price movements 
in commodities could have significant impact on 
economic growth. In fact, the overreliance on 
commodity exports makes most African countries 
susceptible to external shocks. My thinking is that, we 
cannot achieve a robust growth with such overreliance 
on commodities. Export diversification is necessary.”

A Ghanaian by birth, Mensah completed his 
postgraduate studies the School of Business and 
Economics at the University of Brunei Darussalam, 
in South East Asia. His primary research interest is   
financial interconnectedness, focusing extensively 
on the dependence structure between emerging and 
advanced financial markets, fiscal sustainability and 
the nexus between infrastructure and growth.  

Despite the numerous socio-economic challenges, 
he is upbeat about the future of Africa, especially with 
the recent improvement in commodity prices and the 
signing of the African Continental Free Trade Area 
agreement. 

“The continent still has a lot to offer - opportunities 
are unlimited in various sectors. And, according to the 
UNCTAD World Investment Report (2018), Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI) flows are forecast to increase 
by about 20% in 2018.”

He calls on other young academics to be persistent 
in asking the right questions and continually work 
on ideas that could shape policy and transform the 
continent.

“Conferences such as the AREF conference are 
crucially important, not just for providing a platform 
for sharing ideas and finding appropriate solutions, 
but ensuring that we bring our deliberations on the 
different issues plaguing our continent to the attention 
of policy makers and the wider public.”
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Institute of Sustainability Science, University 
of Helsinki, Finland

1. Where did you grow up, and what or whom 
most influenced your career path?
I grew up in Ghana where I was raised by my grandpa, 
a judge of the High Court of Ghana who doubled as a 
choirmaster of the Ghana Methodist Church. Growing 
up at a time when the Ghanaian economy was in a 
recession in a house of a judge strongly influenced 
my values and interests. I saw the resilience of land 
and the importance of urban informal economies 
because both helped my family to take care of us: we 
tilled the land both in the city where we lived and in the 
village where we come from. We also worked in urban 
informal economies, so our household income was 
a mixture of my grandpa’s earnings from the formal 
economy, and the earnings of other family members 
–including my grandma – in the informal economy. 
Growing up in the house of a judge made questions of 
justice very important to me – but this justice was not 

simply juridical. My grandpa also settled community, 
church, and family disputes with a keen sense of 
social purpose and social cohesion. So, in determining 
what was just, law was only a point of departure; not 
a point of arrival. This background influenced my 
choice of university study: land economy, which they 
university described as the study of the economy 
that emphasises economics, law, and environment. 
In Land Economy, we were exposed to the work of 
urban land economists who studied the economics 
of cities and regions, with a strong emphasis on 
land. I became interested in this field of economics, 
particularly the version that emphasised land and 

sustainability, justice, and economic development.  
2. Where did you do you postgraduate study?
The University of London. Through the Development 
Planning Unit, UCL, the University of London provided 
the only Urban Economics Master’s degree available 
at the time that fitted my interests so, with British 
Commonwealth Funding, I left for London to study. 
Upon completion, I was invited by Frank Stilwell, 
Australia’s leading urban economist and the doyen 
of political economy in Australia, to take a PhD with 
him at the Department of Political Economy at the 
University of Sydney in Australia. It was during this 
time that I broadened my study of urban economics 
to urban political economy, the political economy 
of natural resources, and the political economy of 
development. I was lucky to study at the University 
of Sydney because it provided me with a type of 
critical economics education that would prepare me 
to appreciate but, ultimately, transcend orthodox and 
even heterodox economics. I was freed from the 
prison of economics. I became a political economist. 

3. How, in your opinion, should governments and 
policy makers go about addressing the widening 
inequality gap in Africa?
This question is important and relevant in the current 
political economic context of Africa, but answering 
it is not as simple. What answers are given must 
necessarily depend on how you analyse the causes 
of inequality and what types of inequality are of 
interest. That exercise includes analysing the existing 
interpretations of causes, investigating alternative 
explanations, and researching their plausibility, before 
providing possible solutions. Even after thinking 
through possible solutions, it is also crucial to study 
potential obstacles and the prospects for the posited 
solutions. I have been doing this analysis in the last 
ten years and can now report my findings. Briefly, the 
existing explanations of income and wealth inequality 
in Africa are unsatisfactory. New explanations centred 
on property and institutions are more compelling, 
and the prospects for rent-based public policy are 
promising. 

4. When it comes to urbanisation and mobilising 
resources, what are the biggest challenges facing 
the continent?
I think inequality is a big problem but so too 
are poverty, and ecological challenges. Again, 
underpinning most of these problems is a type of 
urbanisation which encourages the public generation 
but private appropriation of rents. Put simply, urban 
land provides both a forum for understanding and 
transcending these challenges. 

5. What outcomes do you hope to see from the 
AREF conference?
Not only is the AREF conference a path for academic 
thought-development and the sharing of papers, but 
policy-wise we had central bankers, advisers to the 
Presidency and policy consultants attending and 
presenting at the conference. Through this platform 
we can actively engage with these key influencers 
on what can be done to bring about change.  This 
conference could not have been better themed nor 
better timed. It has helped  us to find answers to key 
questions and there’s no better place to ask these 
questions than in South Africa where there is such an 
intersectional relationship between race, gender, and 
class and income and wealth.

6. Do you have any advice or ‘words of wisdom’ for 
upcoming young African economics graduates/
academics?
Yes: Africa’s economies are based on peculiarities 
that were not taken into account in formulating most of 
the ideas in mainstream economics. Young students 
need to study a type of economics that would 
develop their critical thinking skills that understand 
underdevelopment in Africa as a deliberate creation 
and the political economic interests that impede 
the transformation for inclusive development. It is 
important to question the profession and the field 
and to start thinking that mainstream economics 
can be part of the problem; not part of the solution. 
Alternative economics and pluralist economic paths 
provide additional options for study and additional 
development.

Professor Obeng-Odoom is the author of 
Reconstructing Urban Economics (2016), Oiling the 
Urban Economy (2014), and Governance for Pro-
Poor Urban Development (2013). His forthcoming 
book, to be published by Cambridge University Press 
(New York), is titled Property, Institutions, and Social 
Stratification in Africa. 
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