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Although Thomas Piketty rose to prominence in the English-speaking 
world for his phenomenal and bestselling Capital in the Twenty-First 
Century (2014), he has been writing and publishing excellent and 
well-informed work in French for many years. The success of his 
book has meant that some at least of that work is becoming available 
to a wider audience: the difference between French and English is not 
that great and most people with an open mind who can speak one can 
generally make sense of the other; the differences between English 
and Japanese or Chinese are rather more significant and that makes 
access to academic literature in these languages, which are not 
translated as often as would be desired, somewhat more problematic. 
Consequently, it is a good idea to support translations such as the 
current work for no other reason than that. However, this work has a 
great deal else to recommend it. Inequality has become recognised as 
one of the most important phenomena of the contemporary world and, 
along with global climate change, one of the greatest threats to social 
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order and stable societies. Piketty has clearly understood this for some 
time and has been able to explain, using relevant data and published 
works, to outline the basis in economics for diagnosing the 
development and spread of inequality and the damage that it does, 
together with, vitally, what can be done to try to remedy these 
problems. The problem with the book – which is fully acknowledged 
in an initial note to the reader – is that it was written first in 1997 and 
has not been systematically revised since then. That means that it is 
uninformed by the events of the past twenty years and by the 
academic literature that has been published in the meantime. In the 
first case, it would have been more than interesting to hear the 
author’s thoughts on the financial crisis of 2008 and the subsequent 
crisis of austerity, although in truth these are likely to be quite 
predictable – we have, after all, known since the time of Keynes how 
to deal with economic castes, even if right-wing politicians and their 
supporters in the popular media conspired to make the situation worse 
so as to further their own class interests.  

Perhaps more important would have been the engagement with 
contemporary literature. Piketty observes: “… recent research has 
demonstrated that there are important historical variations in the 
capital-income ratio and the capital shares in national income, and not 
only in the concentration of capital ownership at the individual level. 
That is, the macroeconomic or functional distribution of national 
income and national wealth is substantially less stable than I was 
taught in graduate school and what I report in this book (p.vii).” This 
instability is likely to have a particularly dismal effect in the UK after 
the ramifications of the shameful, racist Brexit decision become 
increasingly clear.  

The purpose of the book, as envisaged in the 1990s, is to address from 
an explicitly Rawlsian (1972) approach to the competing claims to 
inequality and its causes from both right and left: “… only a detailed 
analysis of the socioeconomic mechanisms that generate inequality 
can sort out the competing truth claims of these … versions of 
redistribution and perhaps contribute to the elaboration of a more just 
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and effective set of policies (p.2).” This, then, is the tone of the book: 
a dispassionate evaluation of evidence as it is presented primarily in 
the peer reviewed academic literature. It is an approach that rewards 
careful reading and re-reading. Economics, as is well known, has a 
rational basis but many problems spring from the very practice of 
treating human beings as rationally-driven utility maximisers, as has 
become evident through the works of such as Kenneth Arrow (1963), 
who have demonstrated that asymmetric information stocks and flows 
mean market failures are inevitable in a wide range of cases. As 
Piketty observes, “… the incentive and information problems that are 
responsible for credit rationing exist in any intertemporal market, 
including, in particular, the market for insurance. This may be the 
reason why the market has proved incapable of providing adequate 
social insurance, thus justifying the need for the compulsory 
government-provided social protection schemes that form the heart of 
the modern welfare state (p.114).” Understanding the limits of 
markets makes it self-evident that the state should have a role in 
leading and organizing redistribution because it alone has the 
resources and capabilities to manage the information and risks 
involved. The state, though, requires assistance in the form of 
evidence to formulate appropriate policies. Unfortunately, few 
governments seem to be willing to accept evidence-based policies and 
prefer the goggles of ideology or the lies of populism. The world 
would be a better place if more people listened to Piketty. 
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