
Q Why are we talking about Thomas 
Piketty?
A He a 43-year-old French economist whose 
book, ‘Capital in the Twenty-First Century’, 
has become an overnight sensation. Orig-
inally published in French, it has been a 
bestseller since the English translation 
appeared in March. In the US it is currently 
the top-selling book on Amazon.

Q So what is it about?
A It is a history of income and wealth 
over the past 300 years, particularly in 
Europe and America. Using more than 
a decade’s worth of research, Piketty 
shows the inequality which has existed 
since the beginning of the industrial 
revolution. In the 18th and 19th centu-
ries Western European society was highly 
unequal. Private wealth dwarfed national 
income and was concentrated in the 
hands of a few rich families.
  The 20th century changed all that. Two 
world wars, the Great Depression, high 
taxes, inflation and the growth of welfare 
states caused private wealth to shrink 
dramatically. Since 1945 both income 
and wealth have been distributed far 
more equally among far more people. 
But today the old pattern is reasserting 
itself. On many measures, Piketty reck-
ons, private wealth in modern economies 
is near levels last seen before the first 
world war.

Q Very interesting, but what makes that a 
bestseller?
A Piketty’s book has appeared at exactly 
the right time. Many in the developed 
world, especially in the US and UK, are 
worried by the increasing inequality in 
their societies. For several decades the 
rich have been getting richer much faster 
than everyone else.
  The poverty and unemployment caused 
by the financial crash of 2008 caused 
a popular backlash against the wealthy 
bankers who were responsible. Move-
ments like Occupy Wall Street brought 
attention to how the super-rich one per 
cent were still getting richer, while the 
other 99% suffered.
  Piketty offers a grand historical expla-
nation of how this happened and where 
it is leading. And more controversially he 
suggests what might be done about it.

Q But isn’t some inequality inevitable in 
any economic system?
A That’s true, but since World War Two 
we have been living in a far more egali-
tarian world, where until recently the 
benefits of rising productivity and devel-
opment were spread among a majority of 
the population. Piketty believes that the 
concentration of wealth among the few 
will continue.
  He predicts that we are not just return-
ing to 19th-century levels of income 

inequality, but to a world in which the 
commanding heights of the economy 
are controlled by hugely wealthy family 
dynasties. Democratic politics would be 
corrupted by such vast sums of money in 
so few hands. The rich would run every-
thing in their own interests.

Q What does Piketty think should be done 
to stop this?
A He suggests a progressive global tax 
on wealth, beginning with an annual levy 
that could start at 0.1% and hits a maxi-
mum of perhaps 10% on the greatest 
fortunes. He also suggests a puni-
tive 80% tax rate on incomes above 
£400,000.

Q Is that likely to happen?
A Not any time soon. This part of the 
book has been the most controversial. 
Critics from right and left join in prais-
ing his industry and scholarship for his 
300-year history, but part company over 
his political programme. Conservatives 
remind us that he is close to the Socialist 
Party in France, whose president, Fran-
cois Hollande, introduced a 75% tax on 
incomes over one million euros. That has 
had the effect of prompting rich French 
citizens to move abroad and, as a result, 
has failed to raise very much money.
  But Piketty’s book and its ideas about 
inequality are now an important part of 
political discussion across the world.

Over 700 pages of economic 
history make an unlikely 
bestseller, but ‘Capital in 
the Twenty-First Century’ by 
Thomas Piketty is just that. 
His ideas on wealth and 
inequality are everywhere.
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It’s a rich man’s world: Thomas Piketty believes that we are returning to the 19th century.
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YOU DECIDE

ACTIVITY

WORD WATCH

Does it matter that the rich are 
getting richer while no one else is?

Adam Smith, Karl Marx and John 
Maynard Keynes are three of the 
most famous economists of the 
last 300 years. Do some research 
and write two paragraphs on 
each of them about their views 
on how economies should work.

Income – For most people their 
income is composed of their 
wage or salary, plus any profits 
from investments or rent from 
property.

Wealth – Wealth is the sum of all 
of a person’s assets, which could 
include property, land, stocks, 
shares, bonds and works of art, 
minus their liabilities, which is 
what they owe to others.

One per cent – ‘We are the 99 per 
cent’ was the slogan of the Occupy 
Wall Street movement. It refers to 
the concentration of wealth among 
the top earning one per cent and 
reflects the opinion that the ‘99%’ 
are paying the price for the mis-
takes of a tiny minority.

Global inequality

BECOME AN EXPERT Check our website for a selection of useful links to videos and further reading.
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