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“What you write is interesting, but couldn’t you make it a little shorter, so I can share your research with my friends and family?”

In part, this book is a response to this question, which has regularly been asked by readers over the years. In the course of the last two decades, I have written three works running to about a thousand pages (each!) concerning the history of inequalities: Top Incomes over the Twentieth Century (2001), Capital in the Twenty-First Century (2013), and Capital and Ideology (2019). These books are themselves based on a vast international program of historical and comparative research that has led to the publication of several collective reports and studies as well as to the development of the World Inequality Database (WID).1 The volume of the documentation thereby constituted might well discourage the best-intentioned citizen. It was time for a summation. Here is the result.

However, this book is not limited to a systematic presentation of the main lessons learned from these works. By recapitulating the debates to which these questions have given rise in recent years, it provides a new perspective on the history of inequality based on a strong conviction forged in the course of my research: the advance toward equality is a battle that began long ago and needs only to be continued in the twenty-first century, provided that we all participate in it and that we break with the divisions based on racial or cultural identity and on disciplines that too often prevent us from moving forward. Economic questions are too important to be left to a small class of specialists and managers. Citizens’ reappropriation of this knowledge is an essential stage in the transformation of power relationships. Naturally, I also hope to convince some of my readers to peruse, one day, the more voluminous works (which, I hasten to say, are very accessible, despite their length!). In the meantime, this short text can be read independently of the others, and I would like to take this opportunity to thank all the readers, students, and citizens who have encouraged me in this enterprise, and whose questions have enriched this work. This book is dedicated to them.




	1. The editions in English are: A. B. Atkinson and T. Piketty, eds., Top Incomes over the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); A. B. Atkinson and T. Piketty, Top Incomes: A Global Perspective (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); F. Alvaredo, L. Chancel, T. Piketty, E. Saez, and G. Zucman, World Inequality Report 2018 (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2018); A. Gethin, C. Martínez-Toledano, and T. Piketty, eds., Political Cleavages and Social Inequalities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2021). Many texts and materials proceeding from this research are available on these websites: wid.world, wpid.world, and piketty.pse.ens.fr.






 



INTRODUCTION


This book offers a comparative history of inequalities among social classes in human societies. Or rather, it offers a history of equality, because, as we shall see, there has been a long-term movement over the course of history toward more social, economic, and political equality.

This is not, of course, a peaceful history, and still less a linear one. Revolts and revolutions, social struggles and crises of all kinds play a central role in the history of equality reviewed here. This history is also punctuated by multiple phases of regression and identitarian introversion.

Nonetheless, at least since the end of the eighteenth century there has been a historical movement toward equality. The world of the early 2020s, no matter how unjust it may seem, is more egalitarian than that of 1950 or that of 1900, which were themselves in many respects more egalitarian than those of 1850 or 1780. The precise developments vary depending on the period, and on whether we are studying inequalities between social classes defined by legal status, ownership of the means of production, income, education, national or ethno-racial origin—all dimensions that will interest us here. But over the long term, no matter which criterion we employ, we arrive at the same conclusion. Between 1780 and 2020, we see developments tending toward greater equality of status, property, income, genders, and races within most regions and societies on the planet, and to a certain extent when we compare these societies on the global scale. If we adopt a global, multidimensional perspective on inequalities, we can see that, in several respects, this advance toward equality has also continued during the period from 1980 to 2020, which is more complex and mixed than is often thought.

Since the end of the eighteenth century, there has been a real, long-term tendency toward equality, but it is nonetheless limited in scope. We shall see that different inequalities have persisted at considerable and unjustified levels on all these dimensions—status, property, power, income, gender, origin, and so on—and, moreover, that individuals often face inequalities in combination. To assert that there is a tendency toward equality is not to brag about success. Instead, it is to call for continuing the fight on a solid, historical basis. By examining how movement toward equality has actually been produced, we can learn precious lessons for our future and better understand the struggles and mobilizations that have made this movement possible, as well as the institutional structures and legal, social, fiscal, educational, and electoral systems that have allowed equality to become a lasting reality. Unfortunately, this process of collective learning about equitable institutions is often weakened by historical amnesia, intellectual nationalism, and the compartmentalization of knowledge. In order to continue the advance toward equality, we must return to the lessons of history and transcend national and disciplinary borders. The present work—which belongs to the domains of history and the social sciences, and is both optimistic and progressive—seeks to move in that direction.


A New Economic and Social History

It is possible to write this Brief History of Equality today chiefly because of the many international studies that have profoundly renewed research in economic and social history in recent decades.

In particular, I shall base my remarks on the multiple works that have provided us with a genuinely global perspective on the history of capitalism and of the Industrial Revolution. I am thinking, for example, about Ken Pomeranz’s study, published in 2000, on the “great divergence” between Europe and China in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,1 probably the most important and influential book on the history of the world-economy (économie-monde) since the publication of Fernand Braudel’s Civilisation matérielle, économie et capitalisme in 1979 and the works of Immanuel Wallerstein on “world-systems analysis.”2 For Pomeranz, the development of Western industrial capitalism is closely linked to systems of the international division of labor, the frenetic exploitation of natural resources, and the European powers’ military and colonial domination over the rest of the planet. Subsequent studies have largely confirmed that conclusion, whether through the research of Prasannan Parthasarathi or that of Sven Beckert and the recent movement around the “new history of capitalism.”3

More generally, historians of colonial empires and slavery, along with those who study global, connected history, have made immense strides over the past twenty to thirty years, and I shall lean very heavily on their works. I am thinking in particular of the research of Frederick Cooper, Catherine Hall, Or Rosenboim, Emmanuelle Saada, Pierre Singaravelou, Alessandro Stanziani, Sanjay Subrahmanyam, and many others who will appear as the argument advances.4 My work is also inspired by the renewal of research on people’s history and the history of popular struggles.5

In addition, this brief history could not have been written without the progress made in understanding the historical distribution of wealth among social classes. This domain of research itself has a long history. All societies have produced knowledge and analyses of real, supposed, or desirable differences in wealth between the poor and the rich, at least since The Republic and The Laws (in which Plato recommends that these differences not exceed a ratio of one to four). In the eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau explained that the invention of private property and its immoderate accumulation are the origin of inequality and discord among people. However, not until the arrival of the Industrial Revolution did genuine inquiries into workers’ salaries and living conditions develop, along with new sources dealing with income, profits, and properties. In the nineteenth century, Karl Marx tried to make best use of the British financial and inheritance data of his time, even if the means and the material at his disposal were limited.6

In the course of the twentieth century, research on these questions took a more systematic turn. Researchers began to collect on a large scale data regarding prices and salaries, land income and profits, inheritances and plots of land. In 1933, Ernest Labrousse published his Esquisse du mouvement des prix et des revenus en France au XVIIIe siècle (Sketch of the movement of prices and income in France during the eighteenth century), a monumental study in which he shows how in the course of the decades preceding the French Revolution, agricultural wages fell behind relative to the price of wheat and to land income, all in the context of strong demographic pressure. Without claiming it was the sole cause of the Revolution, it seems clear that this development could only increase the growing unpopularity of the aristocracy and of the established political regime.7 In 1965, on the first page of their study Le Mouvement du profit en France au XIXe siècle (The movement of profit in France in the nineteenth century), Jean Bouvier and his coauthors described the research program with which they identified: “So long as the incomes of contemporary social classes remain beyond the scope of scientific inquiry, it will be pointless to try to write a valid economic and social history.”8

Often associated with the Annales school, which was particularly influential in French historical research between 1930 and 1980, this new economic and social history did not neglect the study of property systems. In 1931, Marc Bloch published his classic study on the typology of medieval and modern agrarian systems.9 In 1973, Adeline Daumard presented the results of a vast investigation carried out in nineteenth-century French inheritance archives.10 Since the 1980s, the movement has slowed a bit, but it has left a lasting mark on the practices of research in the social sciences. In the course of the twentieth century, numerous historical studies on wages and prices, income and wealth, and tithes and properties have been published by a multitude of historians, sociologists, and economists, from François Simiand to Christian Baudelot and from Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie to Gilles Postel-Vinay.11

In parallel, US and British historians and economists also paved the way for a history of the distribution of wealth. In 1953, Simon Kuznets combined the first national accounts, which he had helped establish following the trauma of the Depression, with data from the federal income tax (created in 1913, after a long political and constitutional battle) in order to estimate the share of high incomes in national income.12 The study concerned only a single country (the United States) and a relatively short period (1913–1948), but it was the first study of this kind, and it caused a great stir. Robert Lampman did the same in 1962 with data from the federal tax on inheritance.13 In 1978, Tony Atkinson pushed the analysis further, using British sources on inheritance.14 Alice Hanson Jones went even further back in time, publishing in 1977 the results of a vast inquiry into the property inventories of Americans in the colonial period.15

Drawing on all the earlier studies, a new program of historical research on income and wealth was established in the early 2000s, a program in which I had the good fortune to participate with the decisive support of numerous colleagues, including Facundo Alvaredo, Tony Atkinson, Lucas Chancel, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman.16 In comparison to earlier works, this new wave had the advantage of advanced technical means. Between 1930 to 1980, Labrousse, Daumard, and Kuznets carried out their research almost exclusively by hand, on file cards. Every collection of data and every table of results required a substantial technical investment, sometimes leaving the researcher with little energy for the work of historical interpretation, mobilization of other resources, and critical analysis of the categories, an obligation that no doubt helped weaken a history sometimes seen as too narrowly “serial” (that is, too centered on the production of historical series comparable in time and space, an exercise that may be seen as necessary, but not in any way sufficient, for making progress in the social sciences). In addition, the sources collected during this first wave of studies left few traces, which limited the possible reutilizations and the establishment of a genuine cumulative process.

Conversely, the progress of computerization since 2000 has made it possible to extend the analysis to longer periods and to a greater number of countries. Proceeding from this research program, in 2021 the World Inequality Database (WID.world) brought together the combined efforts of almost a hundred researchers concerning eighty countries on every continent, with data on the distribution of income and wealth going back, in some cases, to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and going forward as far as the first decades of the twenty-first century.17 This broader temporal and comparative perspective has made it possible to multiply comparisons and achieve important advances in the social, economic, and political interpretation of the developments observed. This collective work led me to publish in 2013 and 2019 two studies proposing the first interpretive syntheses on the historical evolution of the distribution of wealth, studies that have helped inform public debates on these questions.18 New research conducted with Amory Gethin and Clara Martínez-Toledano has recently set out to study the transformations of the structure of social inequalities and political cleavages, in line with the studies launched in the 1960s by the political scientists Seymour Lipset and Stein Rokkan.19 While these various research programs have made certain advances possible, we must nevertheless emphasize that much remains to be done to combine diverse methodologies, sources, and research skills to provide a satisfactory analysis of the representations and institutions, the mobilizations and struggles, the strategies and actors involved in the transformations brought to light.

A Brief History of Equality has also been made possible by a new generation of researchers, and interdisciplinary studies that have renewed reflection on the sociohistorical dynamics of equality and inequality at the frontier of history, economics, sociology, law, anthropology, and political science. I refer to the research of Nicolas Barreyre, Erik Bengtsson, Asma Benhenda, Marlène Benquet, Céline Bessière, Tithi Bhattacharya, Rafe Blaufarb, Julia Cagé, Denis Cogneau, Nicolas Delalande, Isabelle Ferreras, Nancy Fraser, Sibylle Gollac, Yajna Govind, David Graeber, Julien Grenet, Stéphanie Hennette, Camille Herlin-Giret, Élise Huillery, Alexandra Killewald, Stephanie Kelton, Claire Lemercier, Noam Maggor, Ewan McGaughey, Dominique Meda, Eric Monnet, Pap Ndiaye, Martin O’Neill, Hélène Périvier, Fabian Pfeffer, Katharina Pistor, Patrick Simon, Alexis Spire, Pavlina Tcherneva, Samuel Weeks, Madeline Woker, Shoshana Zuboff, and many others whom I cannot cite here, but whose names and work will appear throughout the book.20



The Revolts against Injustice and Learning about Equitable Institutions

What are the main lessons that can be drawn from this new economic and social history? The most obvious is no doubt the following: inequality is first of all a social, historical, and political construction. In other words, for the same level of economic or technological development, there are always many different ways of organizing a property system or a border system, a social and political system or a fiscal and educational system. These options are political in nature. They depend on the state of power relationships between the various social groups and the worldviews involved, and they lead to inegalitarian levels and structures that are extremely variable, depending on societies and periods. All creations of wealth in history have issued from a collective process: they depend on the international division of labor, the use of worldwide natural resources, and the accumulation of knowledge since the beginnings of humanity. Human societies constantly invent rules and institutions in order to structure themselves and to divide up wealth and power, but always on the basis of reversible political choices.

The second lesson is that since the end of the eighteenth century there has been a long-term movement toward equality. This is the consequence of conflicts and revolts against injustice that have made it possible to transform power relationships and overthrow institutions supported by the dominant classes, which seek to structure social inequality in a way that benefits them, and to replace them with new institutions and new social, economic, and political rules that are more equitable and emancipatory for the majority. Generally speaking, the most fundamental transformations seen in the history of inegalitarian regimes involve social conflicts and large-scale political crises. It was the peasant revolts of 1788–1789 and the events of the French Revolution that led to the abolition of the nobility’s privileges. Similarly, it was not muted discussions in Paris salons but the slave revolt in Saint-Domingue in 1791 that led to the beginning of the end of the Atlantic slavery system. In the course of the twentieth century, social and trade-union mobilizations played a major role in the establishment of new power relationships between capital and labor and in the reduction of inequalities. The two world wars can also be analyzed as the consequence of social tensions and contradictions connected with the intolerable inequality that prevailed before 1914, both domestically and internationally. In the United States, it took a devastating civil war to put an end to the slavery system in 1865. A century later, in 1965, the Civil Rights movement succeeded in abolishing the system of legal racial discrimination (without, however, putting an end to discrimination that was illegal and nonetheless still very real). Examples are many: in the 1950s and 1960s the wars of independence played a central role in ending European colonialism; it took decades of riots and mobilizations to do away with South African apartheid in 1994, and so on.

In addition to revolutions, wars, and revolts, economic and financial crises often serve as turning points where social conflicts are crystallized and power relationships are redefined. The crisis of the 1930s played a central part in the long-lasting delegitimation of economic liberalism and the justification of new forms of state intervention. More recently, the financial crisis of 2008 and the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic in 2020–2021 have already begun to overturn various certainties that shortly before had been considered irrefutable, certainties concerning, for example, the acceptable level of public debt or the role of central banks. On a more local but still significant scale, the revolt of the gilets jaunes (“yellow vests”) in France in 2018 ended with the government’s abandonment of its plan to increase the carbon tax, which is particularly inegalitarian. At the beginning of the 2020s, the Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and Fridays for Future movements are showing an impressive ability to mobilize people around racial, gender, and climatic inequalities, across national borders and generations. Taking into account the social and environmental contradictions of the current economic system, it is likely that such revolts, conflicts, and crises will continue to play a central role in the future, under circumstances that it is impossible to predict with precision. The end of history will not come tomorrow. The movement toward equality still has a long way to go, especially in a world in which the poorest, and particularly the poorest in the poorest countries, are preparing to be subjected, with increasing violence, to climatic and environmental damage caused by the richest people’s way of life.

It is also important to highlight another lesson issuing from history, namely that struggles and power relationships are not sufficient as such. They are a necessary condition for overturning inegalitarian institutions and established powers, but unfortunately they do not in any way guarantee that the new institutions and the new powers that will replace them will always be as egalitarian and emancipatory as we might have hoped.

The reason for this is simple. Although it is easy to denounce the inegalitarian or oppressive nature of established institutions and governments, it is much harder to agree on the alternative institutions that will make it possible to make real progress toward social, economic, and political equality, while at the same time respecting individual rights, including the right to be different. The task is not at all impossible, but it requires us to accept deliberation, the confrontation of differing points of view, compromises, and experimentation. Above all, it requires us to accept the fact that we can learn from the historical trajectories and experiences of others, and especially that the exact content of just institutions is not known a priori and is worth debating as such. Concretely, we will see that since the end of the eighteenth century, the march toward equality has been based on the development of a number of specific institutional arrangements that have to be studied as such: equality before the law; universal suffrage and parliamentary democracy; free and obligatory education; universal health insurance; progressive taxes on income, inheritance, and property; joint management and labor law; freedom of the press; international law; and so on.

However, each of these arrangements, far from having reached a complete and consensual form, is connected with a precarious, unstable, and temporary compromise, in perpetual redefinition and emerging from specific social conflicts and mobilizations, interrupted bifurcations, and particular historical moments. They all suffer from multiple insufficiencies and must be constantly rethought, supplemented, and replaced by others. As it currently exists almost everywhere, formal equality before the law does not exclude profound discriminations based on origins or gender; representative democracy is only one of the imperfect forms of participation in politics; inequalities of access to education and health care remain extremely intractable; progressive taxes and redistribution of wealth must be completely reconceived on the domestic and international scale; power-sharing in business enterprises is still in its infancy; control of almost all the media by a few oligarchs can hardly be considered the most complete form of a free press; the international legal system, founded on the uncontrolled circulation of capital without any social or climatic objective, is usually related to a kind of neocolonialism that benefits the wealthiest people, and so on.

To continue to shake up and redefine established institutions, crises and power relations are necessary, as was the case in the past, but we will also need processes of learning and collective engagement, as well as mobilization around new political programs and proposals for new institutions. This requires multiple frameworks for the discussion, elaboration, and diffusion of knowledge and experiences: political parties and labor unions, schools and books, travel and meetings, newspapers and electronic media. The social sciences naturally have a role to play in this, a significant role, but one that must not be exaggerated: the processes of social adaptation are the most important. Above all, this adaptation also involves collective organizations, whose forms themselves remain to be reinvented.



Power Relationships and Their Limits

In sum, two symmetrical pitfalls must be avoided: one consists in neglecting the role of struggles and power relationships in the history of equality. The other consists, on the contrary, in sanctifying and neglecting the importance of political and institutional outcomes along with the role of ideas and ideologies in their elaboration. Resistance by elites is an ineluctable reality today, in a world in which transnational billionaires are richer than states, much as in the French Revolution. Such resistance can be overcome only by powerful collective mobilizations during moments of crisis and tension. Nonetheless, the idea that there is a spontaneous consensus regarding equitable and emancipatory institutions, and that breaking elites’ resistance would be sufficient to put these institutions in place, is a dangerous illusion. Questions regarding the organization of the welfare state, the recasting of the progressive income tax and international treaties, postcolonial reparations, or the struggle against discrimination are both complex and technical and can be overcome only through a recourse to history, the diffusion of knowledge, deliberation, and confrontation among differing points of view. Social class, no matter how important, does not suffice to forge a theory of a just society, a theory of property, a theory of borders, of taxation, of education, of wages and salaries, or of democracy. For any particular social experience, there will always be a form of ideological indetermination, on the one hand because class is itself plural and multidimensional (status, property, income, diplomas, gender, origin, and so on), and on the other because the complexity of the questions asked does not allow us to suppose that purely material antagonisms could lead to a single conclusion regarding equitable institutions.

The experiment of Soviet communism (1917–1991), a major event that runs through and to a certain extent defines the twentieth century, perfectly illustrates these two pitfalls. On the one hand, it was in fact power relationships and intense social struggles that allowed the Bolshevik revolutionaries to replace the czarist regime with the first “proletarian state” in history, a state that initially achieved considerable advances in education, public health, and industry, while at the same time making a major contribution to the victory over Nazism. Without the pressure of the Soviet Union and the international communist movement, it is not at all certain that the Western property-owning classes would have accepted Social Security and progressive income taxes, decolonization and civil rights. On the other hand, the sanctification of power relationships and the Bolsheviks’ certainty that they knew the ultimate truth concerning equitable institutions led to the totalitarian disaster we witnessed. The institutional arrangements put in place (a single political party, bureaucratic centralization, hegemonic state property, and a rejection of cooperative property, elections, labor unions, and so on) claimed to be more emancipatory than bourgeois or social-democratic institutions. They led to levels of oppression and imprisonment that completely discredited this regime and ultimately caused its fall, while at the same time contributing to the emergence of a new form of hypercapitalism. That is how, after being in the twentieth century the country that had entirely abolished private property, Russia became at the beginning of the twenty-first century the world capital of the oligarchs, financial opacity, and tax havens. For all these reasons, we have to examine closely the genesis of these different institutional arrangements, just as we have to study the institutions set up by Chinese communism, which might prove more durable, though no less oppressive.

I have sought to avoid these two pitfalls: power relationships must be neither ignored nor sanctified. Struggles play a central role in the history of equality, but we must also take seriously the question of equitable institutions and egalitarian deliberation about them. It is not always easy to find a balanced position between these two points: if we overemphasize power relationships and struggles, we can be accused of yielding to Manichaeism and neglecting the question of ideas and content; conversely, by focusing attention on the ideological and programmatic weaknesses of the egalitarian coalition, we can be suspected of further weakening it, and underestimating the dominant classes’ ability to resist and their short-sighted egoism (which is, however, often patent). I have done my best to escape these two pitfalls, but I am not sure I have always succeeded, and I beg my readers’ indulgence in advance. Above all, I hope the historical and comparative materials presented in this book will be useful in clarifying the nature of a just society and the institutions that compose it.
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THE MOVEMENT TOWARD EQUALITY

The First Milestones


Let’s start at the heart of the matter. Human progress exists: the movement toward equality is a battle that can be won, but it is a battle whose outcome is uncertain, a fragile social and political process that is always ongoing and in question. I shall begin by recalling the historical progress that has been achieved in terms of education and health care before examining the highly political questions raised by the choice of socioeconomic indicators. Then, in the following chapter, we will examine a few basic elements and orders of magnitude concerning the slow deconcentration of power, property, and income.


Human Progress: Education and Health Care for All

Human progress exists: to be convinced of this, it suffices to observe the development of health care and education in the world since 1820 (see Figure 1). The available data are incomplete, but there is no doubt about the tendency. On average, life expectancy at birth has risen worldwide, from about twenty-six years in 1820 to seventy-two years in 2020. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, about 20 percent of newborns on the planet died in the course of their first year, as compared with less than 1 percent today. If we concentrate on people who reached age one, life expectancy at birth has risen from about thirty-two years in 1820 to seventy-three years in 2020. Two centuries ago, only a small minority of the population could hope to live to be fifty or sixty years old; today, that privilege has become the norm.
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FIGURE 1. Health Care and Education in the World, 1820–2020

Worldwide life expectancy at birth (all births taken together) has risen from about twenty-six years on average in 1820 to seventy-two years in 2020. Life expectancy at birth among persons reaching the age of one has risen from thirty-two years to seventy-three years (infant mortality before the age of one has decreased from about 20 percent in 1820 to less than 1 percent in 2020). The literacy rate in the world population aged fifteen or more has risen from 12 percent to 85 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


At present, humanity is in better health than it has ever been; it also has more access to education and culture than ever before. Information collected in many inquiries and censuses allows us to estimate that at the beginning of the nineteenth century, hardly 10 percent of the world population over the age of fifteen could read and write, whereas today more than 85 percent is literate. There again, more refined indicators confirm the diagnosis. The average number of years of education has risen from hardly one year two centuries ago to more than eight years worldwide today, and more than twelve years in the most advanced countries. In 1820, less than 10 percent of the world population attended primary school; in 2020, more than half of the young generation in wealthy countries attended a university: what had always been a class privilege is gradually becoming open to the majority.

To be sure, this great leap forward merely shifted inequalities to another level. Disparities in access to education and basic health care between global North and South remain very deep, and they are still considerable nearly everywhere at more advanced levels of the health care or educational systems—for example, in higher education. We shall see that this is a major issue for the future. At this point, let us say simply that it always works this way: the march toward equality passes through successive stages. As access to certain fundamental rights and goods (such as literacy or elementary health care) is gradually extended to the whole population, new inequalities appear at higher levels and require new responses. Like the quest for ideal democracy, which is nothing other than the march toward political equality, the march toward equality in all its forms (social, economic, educational, cultural, political) is an ongoing process that will never be completed.

We can already observe that in terms of life expectancy and literacy, the most important progress was achieved in the twentieth century, a period when the welfare state was greatly expanded, and social security and progressive income taxes were instituted after intense political battles. We will return to this topic at length. In the nineteenth century, social welfare budgets remained parsimonious, taxes were regressive, and the progress made by these indicators was extremely slow, not to say insignificant. Human progress never evolves “naturally”: it is subject to historical processes and specific social battles.



World Population and Average Income: The Limits of Growth

To become aware of the scope of the historical transformations involved, we must also remember that human population and average income have both multiplied more than tenfold since the eighteenth century. The former has risen from about 600 million in 1700 to more than 7.5 billion in 2020 while the latter, so far as we can measure it on the basis of the imperfect historical data available to us regarding salaries and wages, production, and prices, has risen from an average purchasing power (expressed in 2020 euros) of less that 100 euros per month per inhabitant of the planet in the eighteenth century to about 1,000 euros per month per inhabitant at the beginning of the twenty-first century (see Figure 2). It will be noted that the historical progress of the average income becomes truly significant only starting in the last third of the nineteenth century, and especially in the course of the twentieth century. According to the available sources, it would seem that the development of purchasing power in the eighteenth century and during most of the nineteenth century was insignificant, or even occasionally negative (as is indicated, for example, by the agricultural wages studied by Labrousse in the case of pre-revolutionary France). For the world population, growth has been more regular over the past three centuries, but it also accelerated in the twentieth century.
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FIGURE 2. Population and Average Income in the World, 1700–2020

The world population and the average income per person increased more than tenfold between 1700 and 2020: the former rose from about 600 million in 1700 to more than 7 billion in 2020; the latter, expressed in 2020 euros and in purchasing power parity, rose from scarcely 80 euros per month per person in 1700 to about 1,000 euros per month in 2020. That corresponds in both cases to an average growth of about 0.8 percent per year, accumulated over 320 years. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Can these tenfold increases be described as human progress? The interpretation of these transformations is in reality far more complex than it is for health care and education. The spectacular growth of the world population reflects, of course, real improvement in the conditions of individuals’ lives, particularly thanks to advances in agriculture and food supply that have made it possible to escape from cycles of overpopulation and shortages. It also derives from the fall in infant mortality and from the fact that an increasing number of parents have been able to grow old with living children, which is not insignificant. Unfortunately, on the collective level, everything indicates that over the long term, such an exponential growth of the population is unsustainable for the planet. If the demographic expansion of the past three centuries were to continue in the future, there would be more than 70 billion of us by 2300, and 7,000 billion by the year 3000, which seems neither plausible nor desirable. It will also be noted that this multiplication by ten of the world population between 1700 and 2020 corresponds to an average population growth of scarcely 0.8 percent per annum, though accumulated over more than three hundred years.1 This reminds us that there is something totally insane about the very idea of perpetual and unidimensional growth, prolonged indefinitely over thousands and millions of years, and in any event it cannot constitute a reasonable objective for human progress. In this case, taking into account the observed decline in the birth rate, it would seem that demographic growth is destined to decrease sharply in the course of the twenty-first century. Moreover, if we believe the central scenario of projections from the United Nations (UN), which is at this point very uncertain, the world population may stabilize at around 11 billion humans between now and the end of the century.



The Choice of Socioeconomic Indicators: A Political Question

The spectacular increase in average income raises problems of interpretation that are different, but in part come down to the same thing. In absolute terms, the fact that the average income has risen so much may certainly be considered a positive development, and one that is, moreover, inseparable from progress in ensuring the food supply and increasing life expectancy (processes which reinforced one another). However, several points need to be made. In general, the choice of socioeconomic indicators is an eminently political one: no indicator should be regarded as sacred, and the nature of the indicators chosen must be at the heart of public debate and democratic confrontation.

Concerning indicators such as income, it is first of all essential to move beyond averages and aggregates, and to examine the real distribution of wealth among social classes, within countries as well as at the global level. For example, according to the available data, the global average income did reach approximately 1,000 euros per month per inhabitant at the beginning of the 2020s, but it is scarcely 100 to 200 euros a month in the poorest countries, whereas it rises above 3,000 to 4,000 euros a month in the richest countries. Within countries, whether rich or poor, inequalities remain considerable. We will return at length to these questions all through this book. We shall see, for instance, that although the inequalities between countries have decreased since the colonial period, they remain extremely high, reflecting in part the fact that the organization of the global economic system is still very hierarchical and inequitable.2

We must also put into perspective the idea of a purchasing power multiplied by ten since the eighteenth century (and in reality, since the end of the nineteenth century). The order of magnitude is expressive and powerfully conveys the idea of a massive quantitative increase, which is incontestable, but in truth the precise figure is not very significant. It may make sense to compare incomes in order to evaluate inequalities within a given society (insofar as the different social groups interact and maintain relations with one another through monetary exchanges) or between countries in a given period (also insofar as these societies maintain such contacts with each other, which has become more and more frequently the case at the global level since the eighteenth century), or to study the evolution of purchasing power on the scale of a few years or a few decades. On the other hand, the exercise loses its meaning as soon as we consider temporal advances as gigantic as the one in question here.

To grasp such radical transformations of ways of life, no unidimensional indicator can be sufficient. It is better to resort to a multidimensional approach in order to gauge the evolution of access to concrete goods such as education, health care, food, clothing, housing, transportation, culture, and so on. In this case, depending on the kind of good (that is, from a technical point of view, depending on the composition of the basket of goods used to calculate the price index), we could just as well conclude that average purchasing power has been multiplied by two or three or fifteen or twenty (and not by ten) between 1860 and 2020.3



For a Plurality of Social and Environmental Indicators

Moreover, it is crucial to account for the fact that the general increase in population, production, and incomes since the eighteenth century took place at the price of overexploiting the planet’s natural resources, and to examine the sustainability of such a process and the institutional mechanisms that would make its radical reorientation possible. Here again, this requires setting up a whole series of indicators permitting social actors to define a multidimensional, balanced conception of economic, social, and environmental progress. To begin with macroeconomic indicators, it is greatly preferable to use the notion of national income rather than that of gross domestic product (GDP). There are two essential differences: national income is equal to the GDP (the sum of goods and services produced in a country in the course of one year) minus the depreciation of capital (that is, wear and tear on tools, machines, and furniture used in production, including, in principle, natural capital), plus or minus the net income from capital and labor collected from or paid out to the rest of the world (this set can be either positive or negative, depending on each country’s situation, but by definition these cancel each other out at the global level).

Let’s take an example. A country that extracts 100 billion euros’ worth of petroleum from its land generates a supplementary GDP of 100 billion euros. On the other hand, the corresponding national income is nil, because the stock of natural capital has been reduced by the same amount. If in addition we attribute a corresponding negative value to the social cost of carbon emissions produced by burning the petroleum in question—which, though we ought, we do not always do, for we now know that these emissions will contribute to global warming and make life on Earth infernal—then we obtain a strongly negative national income.4 The importance of the choice of the indicator is clear: the same economic operation can lead to a positive GDP or a negative national income. This can radically change the collective evaluation of this or that investment at the level of a country or an enterprise.

Although it is preferable to focus on the national income (after taking into account the consumption of natural capital and the corresponding social cost) and on the inequality of its distribution, rather than confining ourselves to the GDP and to averages, that is nonetheless not sufficient. In fact, no matter what monetary value is assigned to the social cost of carbon emissions or other externalities (a generic term used by economists to designate the undesirable effects of economic activities such as warming, air pollution, or traffic jams), this unidimensional type of monetary accounting does not make it possible to correctly take into account either the damage done or the stakes involved. In some cases, this approach can even help maintain the illusion that we can always counterbalance damage with money, provided that we find the right “relative price” to valorize the environment, which is a false and dangerous idea.5 To escape this kind of intellectual and political dead end, it is also and especially essential to choose genuinely environmental indicators, such as explicit temperature limits that must not be exceeded, binding indicators bearing on biodiversity, and objectives formulated in terms of carbon emissions.

Just as for incomes, we must take an interest in the unequal distribution of carbon emissions, both from the point of view of the persons responsible for them and from that of those who will suffer the consequences. For instance, for the period 2010–2018, we find that of the 1 percent of the planet’s inhabitants who emit the most carbon, almost 60 percent reside in North America (see Figure 3), and that their total emissions are higher than the combined emissions of the 50 percent of the planet’s inhabitants who emit the least.6 It happens that most of the latter live in Sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia, and will be the first affected by global warming. In the future, this kind of indicator could play a growing role in assessing the extent to which countries respect their commitments and in defining compensation mechanisms, as well as in developing a system of individual carbon cards, which will certainly be part of the indispensable institutional tools for meeting the climatic challenge. More generally, it is difficult to rethink the organization of the economic system on both the global and the national levels if we do not have an objective basis for evaluation using this type of indicator.
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FIGURE 3. Worldwide Distribution of Carbon Emissions, 2010–2018

North America’s share (United States and Canada) in total carbon emissions (direct and indirect) was 21 percent on average in 2010–2018; it rose to 36 percent of individual emissions above the global average (6.2 tons of CO2 per year), 46 percent of the emissions above 2.3 times the global average (or the top 10 percent of individual emissions worldwide, responsible for 45 percent of total emissions, versus 13 percent for the least-emitting 50 percent), and 57 percent of the emissions above 9.1 times the average (or the top 1 percent of individual emissions worldwide, responsible for 14 percent of emissions). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality




No Sustainable Development without a Measure of Inequality

We must be wary: the solution cannot be found only among purely environmental indicators, to the exclusion of socioeconomic indicators, including incomes. The reason for this is simple: human beings need to live in harmony with nature, but they also need housing, food, clothing, and access to culture. Above all, they need justice. Unless we are capable of measuring incomes, the inequality of their distribution, and their development over time, it is hard to see how we could develop norms of justice that would allow us to concentrate our efforts on the wealthiest people and rethink the organization of the global economic system in a way acceptable to the humblest. Without resolute action seeking to drastically compress socioeconomic inequalities, there is no solution to the environmental and climatic crisis.7 To make progress in this direction, we must combine different indicators—environmental and economic, for example—and independently set targets for carbon emissions or biodiversity while at the same time formulating objectives that include the reduction of inequalities in income and the distribution of fiscal and social deductions and public expenditures. In this way we may compare different sets of public policies that make it possible to achieve our environmental objectives.

In addition, though it is generally preferable to concern ourselves with the distribution of income among social classes and not only with the average income, in certain contexts it is indispensable to resort to macroeconomic aggregates such as the national income (or if necessary, the GDP), for example to express the weight of the different categories of taxes or the size of the budgets allocated for education, health care, or the environment as a percentage of the national income (or of the GDP). This is the least bad method we have for comparing in an intelligible way the evolution of these sums over time and from one country to the next. I shall demonstrate this in the following chapters, when we study, for example, the increasing power and the fiscal and military capacity of European states in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or the development of the welfare state in the twentieth century. At first, thinking in terms of a “percentage of national income,” or reducing all the sums mentioned to the average income or average salary of each period (which amounts to the same thing), may seem abstract and irksome to many. But if we do not overcome this technical obstacle, then we are almost inevitably vulnerable to manipulations of the data.

For example, established governments (as well as their opposition) regularly announce investment plans expressed in millions or billions of euros (or dollars or yuan). Upon examination, it often turns out that these plans extend over ten or twenty years, not a single year. The annual amount, correctly recalculated, represents in reality only a minuscule fraction of the national income, or else the increase envisaged is less than the predicted rate of inflation or of growth over the same period (so that the fabulous investment announced, instead of increasing, actually diminishes as a proportion of the national income). Ideally, the media would systematically convert these sums into intelligible scales. But at present, we are far from this ideal and must do the work ourselves and demand that the media do it also. The choice of socioeconomic indicators is eminently political: it concerns each of us and cannot be left to others. If we do not act, we must not be surprised if the indicators selected reflect priorities other than the ones we care about.

Let us restate the point clearly: socioeconomic indicators, like the historical series presented in this work and all statistics in general, are nothing more than imperfect, temporary, and fragile constructions. They do not claim to establish “the” truth of figures or the certainty of “facts.” There are always several legitimate ways of combining the materials available to confer a specific social, economic, and historical intelligibility on the given information. The indicators seek above all to develop a language enabling us to establish orders of magnitude, and especially to compare in the most sensible way possible situations, historical moments, epochs, and societies that often consider themselves to be very distant from one another, but which it may nonetheless be useful to correlate in spite of their irreducible specificity and uniqueness. We cannot be content to say that each statistic is a social construction: that is, of course, always true, but it is insufficient because it amounts to abandoning the field. Used properly, moderately, and critically, the language of socioeconomic indicators is an indispensable complement to the natural language for fighting intellectual nationalism, escaping the manipulations of economic elites, and building a new egalitarian horizon.

Finally, it will be noted that rather than using a multiplicity of indicators, one alternative solution might consist in synthesizing them in a single indicator. For example, the Human Development Index (HDI) worked out by the United Nations aggregates data regarding health care, education, and national income to arrive at a worldwide classification of countries. The ecologist and economist Tim Jackson has developed a Global Progress Indicator (GPI) combining, notably, environmental data with data concerning the national income and the latter’s distribution.8 These studies have the immense merit of showing how little meaning the obsession with the GDP has: to make deep changes in the classification of countries and developments over time, it suffices to adopt a more balanced indicator. However, I do not think the best solution is to replace the GDP by another single indicator (even if it is more balanced). By definition, indicators that seek to sum up a multidimensional reality in a unidimensional index do so at the cost of a certain opacity. As a general rule, it seems to me preferable to resort to a multiplicity of indicators bearing explicitly and transparently on carbon emissions and their distribution, inequalities in income, health care, education, and so on. For the same reasons of transparency, I advise against the use of synthetic indices that are supposed to sum up the level of inequality in a society (like Gini’s and Theil’s coefficients, which are relatively abstract to interpret). In my view it is more appropriate to use more intuitive notions such as the proportion of incomes going to the poorest 50 percent or to the richest 10 percent, the proportion of the emissions caused by the heaviest 1 percent of emitters, and so on, which everyone can easily understand.9
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THE SLOW DECONCENTRATION OF POWER AND PROPERTY


We now come to another socioeconomic indicator that will play an important role in our inquiry: property and its distribution. Unlike income, which represents what one earns over a given period of time, property refers to everything one owns at a certain point in time. Like income, property is a social relationship, in the sense that it acquires its full meaning only within a particular society that is characterized by a set of rules and specific power relations between social groups. Property is a historically situated notion: it depends on the way each society defines the legitimate forms of ownership (land, houses, factories, machines, seas, mountains, monuments, financial assets, knowledge, slaves, and so on), as well as the legal procedures and practices that structure and delimit property relations and power relations among the social groups concerned.


The Evolution of the Concentration of Property since the Eighteenth Century

Let us begin by examining the evolution of the concentration of property in France since the end of the eighteenth century, first by comparing the share of the richest 1 percent with that of the poorest 50 percent (see Figure 4).1 The case of France is particularly interesting because the French Revolution, having failed to establish a perfectly egalitarian society (far from it!), has bequeathed to us an incomparable vantage point for monitoring wealth, in the form of its inheritance archives and its sophisticated system for registering property and the transmission of it.2 As we shall see, in the case of France the changes observed over the long term are, moreover, representative of those seen in other European societies for which we have comparable (though less systematic) sources, such as, for example, the United Kingdom and Sweden.
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FIGURE 4. A Limited, Impeded March toward Equality: The Concentration of Property in France, 1780–2020

After a slight diminution during the Revolution, the concentration of property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) increased in France in the nineteenth century and until World War I before declining steeply following the world wars and until the 1980s. In all, the share held by the richest 1 percent fell from 55 percent in 1910 to 24 percent in 2020, but this did not much benefit the poorest 50 percent, whose share rose from 2 percent in 1910 to 6 percent in 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


We note first of all that the richest 1 percent’s share of the total of private property (that is, of total wealth of land, buildings, business assets, and industrial and financial wealth of all kinds, net of debt) has decreased only very slightly since the Revolution, and that it remained astronomically high throughout the nineteenth century and as late as the beginning of the twentieth century. Thus, the wealthiest 1 percent held around 45 percent of total property in France in 1810, and about 55 percent of the total in 1910. In Paris, where considerable financial and industrial fortunes had accumulated by the end of the nineteenth century and during the Belle Époque, the richest 1 percent’s share even exceeded 65 percent on the eve of the First World War. Then, in the course of the twentieth century, we observe a very strong deconcentration of fortunes: in the whole of France, the richest 1 percent’s share fell from 55 percent in 1914 to less than 20 percent at the beginning of the 1980s, before beginning a slow increase; in 2020, that share was nearly 25 percent.

The results reproduced in Figure 4 illustrate the general thesis presented in this book: on the one hand, there is a long-term movement toward equality, and in this case, toward a lower concentration of property and thus of social and economic power; on the other hand, inequality nevertheless continues to be very high, even intolerable, and it is very difficult to be satisfied with such a situation or to claim that it would be in the interest of the majority.3 Concretely, the richest 1 percent’s share of total private property is currently two times smaller than it was a century ago, but it still remains on the order of five times larger than the share held by the poorest 50 percent, who today own scarcely more than 5 percent of the total (despite the fact that they are by definition fifty times more numerous than the richest 1 percent). To be sure, in the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth century, the share of the poorest 50 percent was barely 2 percent: thus a certain progress was made in a century, but it was infinitesimal. In reality, the deconcentration of property was made almost exclusively to the benefit of social groups situated between the richest 1 percent and the poorest 50 percent, but it was of very little benefit to the latter, who virtually never owned anything.



Property and Power: A Bundle of Rights

Before going further, several points must be clarified. First, it is necessary to emphasize the fact that this way of quantifying the evolution of the monetary concentration of property, as useful and revealing as it may be, allows us to analyze only part of the profound transformations involved. In reality, it is the very conditions of the exercise of the right to property that have been redefined since the end of the eighteenth century. But the varying monetary valuations of the different goods, such as real estate and stock prices, used to evaluate wealth and its distribution provide only an imperfect measure of property in terms of power and opportunity, and more generally the social value of goods for the multiple social actors concerned. Generally speaking, property should be conceived not as an absolute, atemporal right, but rather as a set of rights peculiar to each sociohistorical context, a kind of “bundle of rights” making it possible to characterize the scope of the powers and capacities at the disposal of the various actors and stakeholders involved in this relation, whether they own property or not, collect a salary or not, or are members of local collectives or family groups.4

On the eve of the French Revolution, the aristocratic class, which at that time represented less than 1 percent of the population but more than 50 percent of the large private property owners, also had substantial fiscal, political, and jurisdictional privileges, so that its power (compared with bourgeois property owners) was not limited to the monetary value of its goods. The Revolution established equality before the law for all property owners, while at the same time radicalizing their right to dominate people who did not own property (without any social duty or counterpart), and in particular the right of the white male property owner. The French Civil Code of 1804 adopted an absolutist definition of property that is still in force in France.5 Considered as a whole, however, the legal system has changed since then. A married woman, whose legal status was long inferior to that of her husband—for example, when she wanted to open a bank account, sell property, or sign a labor contract—has had equivalent formal rights since the 1960s and 1970s. Salaried employees and renters, whether men or women, now have rights incommensurate with those of the past. In the nineteenth century, an employer could dismiss an employee or change his working conditions or remuneration at will, or almost, just as a landlord could evict his renter or double his rent without mercy or prior notice. Things are different in these early decades of the twenty-first century; the multiple rules and regulations are far from being purely theoretical, even if the rights of employees, like those of renters, remain limited and could be made far more extensive and emancipatory.

Examples illustrating the transformations of property law are many. Until 1848, when slavery was abolished in the French islands where it still existed, property recorded in inheritance archives included plantations and the monetary value of the enslaved people who labored there. Until the early 1960s, the wealth studied included assets held in the colonies, assets that had been accumulated in the framework of profoundly asymmetrical juridical relationships and relations of extreme political and military domination. We will return to these various developments all through this book, and we shall see that the march toward equality over the past two centuries has taken the form of a profound re-equilibration of the law in favor of those who are not property owners. This transformation of property law, chiefly in the course of the second half of the nineteenth century and all through the twentieth century, has been a central stake in social and political struggles. It has contributed not only to greater socioeconomic equality, but also to greater prosperity, thanks to everyone’s increased participation in social and economic life. I will also defend the idea that this historical movement might very well continue in the twenty-first century—if new struggles and historical ruptures allow us to advance in that direction. At this stage, let us simply note that property owners’ rights were on the whole far more absolute at the beginning of the nineteenth century than they are today. From that point of view, we can say that the deconcentration of property and of the power conferred by property has been even greater than what the strictly monetary view expressed in Figure 4 seems to indicate. To put it in another way, the poorest 50 percent are perhaps still as poor, in the sense that their share of total property has scarcely risen since the nineteenth century, but they are a little less at the mercy of property owners (employers or landlords, husbands or colonists) than they used to be.



Owning the Means of Production, Housing, the State, and the Rest of the World

To analyze the power relations at stake in property relations, and also to better understand the evolution of the monetary distribution of property, it is indispensable to distinguish the different categories of goods that can be owned. If we set aside the ownership of other human beings through slavery, to which we shall return, we can distinguish four main categories of possession: the ownership of the means of production, housing, the state, and the rest of the world. The means of production include agricultural land and equipment, factories and machinery, offices and computers, shops and restaurants, salary advances and working capital, and more generally all the goods necessary to produce other goods and services. These means of production can be held directly by the farmer or business owner, or through stocks, bonds, shares in corporations or other financial securities. Or they can be held indirectly through deposits and bank accounts (in which case it is the banks or financial intermediaries that exercise power over the enterprises in which they decide to invest on the basis of savers’ deposits and the legal regulations in force).

In the traditional Marxist approach, only ownership of the means of production truly pertains to capitalist property: it is what leads to the extraction of a profit by exploiting the labor force, and it is this profit that feeds in turn the accumulation of capital. Without seeking to deny the specificity of the exceedingly hierarchized social relations that are formed in this framework, it seems important to emphasize the fact that all property relations imply specific power relations that must be analyzed as such, no matter what the forms of ownership in question may be.6 In particular, the ownership of housing involves strategies of extraction and relations of power between landlords and renters that are occasionally extremely violent and intrusive, even if they have been tamed and restricted (in part) over time. The question of access to housing and of the right to have a home involves what is most private in each of us. This is the sphere of family life and “social reproduction,” in the sense used by authors of feminist critiques. These authors rightly stress the fact that this sphere, which is essential for the overall functioning of the economic system (including, of course, the reproduction of the labor force and the accumulation of capital) and the deep inequalities and relations of domination that are at play in it, has often been neglected by classical Marxist analyses, to the benefit of the so-called “productive” sphere alone.7 In reality, it is indispensable to look into both the ownership of the means of production and the ownership of housing if we want to have an overarching view of the socioeconomic system and the power relations implied by property relations. At the same time, when a finer-grained analysis of the multiple institutional mechanisms and social processes involved is undertaken, we must of course distinguish the different ways of holding property.

On the whole, in terms of monetary value, housing generally represents a considerable share of private property, often about half, whereas the means of production (as measured by the monetary value of enterprises) represents approximately the other half. For example, in France in the early 2020s, total private property amounts to about 220,000 euros per adult (or the equivalent of six years of average income), including about 110,000 euros in the form of housing (net of debt) and 110,000 euros in that of business and financial assets.8 However, it must be emphasized that this average conceals immense disparities, in terms of both the amount and the composition of wealth (see Figure 5).
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FIGURE 5. The Composition of Property in France, 2020

In France in 2020 (as in all countries for which such data are available), small fortunes are composed principally of cash and bank deposits, middle-sized fortunes of real estate, and large fortunes of financial assets (especially stocks).

Note: The distribution indicated here is that of wealth per adult. The wealth of couples is divided by two. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



For the poorest 20 or 30 percent, the very notion of property is relatively abstract: some have only debts, whereas others have at best a few thousand euros—one or two months of salary—in liquid assets in a bank or savings account. Then the amounts gradually rise but remain very modest: the average fortune held by the poorest 50 percent is scarcely 20,000 euros (about one-tenth of the average wealth of the whole of the population, amounting to 5 percent of total wealth). The median fortune, that is, wealth above which half the population is situated, is about 100,000 euros, or around half the average. If we examine the next 40 percent, that is, the people falling between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 10 percent, whose fortunes range approximately from 100,000 to 400,000 euros, we see that their wealth is held mainly in housing. Among the richest 10 percent, beyond 400,000 euros, property becomes increasingly diversified: business and especially financial assets (notably stocks) play a growing role in the hierarchy of fortunes. These assets become preponderant among the richest 1 percent (more than 1.8 million euros). It will be noted that the latter own, on average, about 5 million euros, or around twenty-five times the average fortune, which explains why their share is nearly 25 percent of total wealth. That also shows us what a society would look like, quantitatively, if the richest 1 percent owned 50 or 70 percent of total property, as was the case in the past.

Several points must be clarified. We can define the disadvantaged classes as the poorest 50 percent, the middle classes as the next 40 percent, and the upper classes as the richest 10 percent. Within the latter, which are very heterogeneous, we can distinguish the wealthy classes (the least rich 9 percent) and the dominant classes (the richest 1 percent). In sum, the disadvantaged classes have very little in savings; the assets of the middle class are centered on housing; the wealthy classes distribute their assets between housing, business assets, and financial assets; the dominant classes concentrate on ownership of the means of production (business assets and especially stocks and financial securities). Terms based on classes are meaningful if they are not reified or rigidified. In practice, class identities are always flexible and multidimensional. They can never be reduced to the crossing of some sort of monetary threshold. Social class depends not only on the ownership of the means of production and housing, and on the extent of that ownership, but also on level of income, education, occupation, the sector of activity, age and gender, regional or foreign origin, and sometimes on ethno-religious identity, in accord with modalities that are flexible and changeable, depending on sociohistorical contexts.

We must add that financial assets, even if they correspond mainly to the ownership of enterprises and the means of production, through stocks, bonds, corporate shares, and other financial securities, also represent in part the ownership of state securities, domestic and foreign. The possession of public bonds is certainly not equivalent to “owning the state,” in the sense in which one might own an enterprise. Moreover, in history there are many other, more direct ways to own the state, or at least to participate in and control it, and to co-produce it more closely than ordinary citizens do, whether through the poll tax, which was implemented in the nineteenth century and up to the beginning of the twentieth century in many countries, or through the intermediary of systems of private financing for political parties, the media, and think tanks that operated almost everywhere in the early twenty-first century. In every period the ownership of the public debt represents an additional way of owning the state, in the sense, for example, that the state can end up selling what it owns (buildings, roads, airports, or public enterprises) in order to repay its debts. The state can also be reduced to transforming its historical monuments into advertising spaces or semiprivate properties (sometimes to the benefit of actors who have succeeded in convincing the state that they should not be made to pay taxes), or more generally to becoming dependent on its creditors and financial markets, or subjecting itself to the influence of policies and other approved “reforms.” Property is always a relationship of power, and not only when it is a question of owning the means of production. In the eighteenth century, the question of the public debt—the power it confers and the different modalities of its accumulation, its repayment, or its cancellation—played a major role in triggering the French Revolution, as well as in the movement toward equality and the desacralization of property in the twentieth century. It will surely continue to play a central role in the twenty-first century. We will return to this subject at length.

After the means of production, housing, and the state, the other major form of property is the ownership of the rest of the world, that is, assets held in foreign countries. These may include the Suez Canal, rubber plantations in Southeast Asia, and Russian or Argentine debt securities. In practice, everything in the rest of the world can be owned: the means of production, the state, and sometimes housing. This form of transnational ownership nonetheless puts into play institutional mechanisms and specific relations of domination on the juridical-political and sometimes military levels that are worth examining in themselves. In the case of France in 2020, the assets held in the rest of the world by French proprietors happen to be almost exactly equal to the assets held in France by property owners in the rest of the world, so that the “net foreign assets” are virtually nil (which does not mean, however, that these enormous transborder ownerships on both sides are without importance—on the contrary). Conversely, in the colonial period, net foreign assets were substantial and occupied a central place in the overall structure of property and inequalities between social classes, on national and international levels. Here, too, in subsequent chapters we will return at length to the crucial role played by foreign and colonial assets, both their disappearance in the movement toward equality in the course of the twentieth century and the role such transnational possessions may play in the future.



The Difficult Emergence of a Patrimonial Middle Class

Let us return to the evolution of the distribution of property since the end of the eighteenth century. We have already noted that the share held by the richest 1 percent was divided by more than two at the beginnings of the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries, even though it remained on the order of five times higher than the share held by the poorest 50 percent (see Figure 4). If we now examine the development of the distribution as a whole, we see that the reduction of inequalities took place mainly to the benefit of what may be called the patrimonial middle class, that is, the 40 percent between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 10 percent (see Figure 6).

Concretely, we observe first that the share of the richest 10 percent in total private property was about 85 percent at the beginning of the twentieth century and on the eve of World War I, before gradually declining until it was barely 50 percent at the beginning of the 1980s, and then climbing back to a little over 55 percent in 2020. It will be noted that these variations correspond almost exactly to those observed at the level of the richest 1 percent’s share (see Figure 4). In other words, it was the dominant classes (the richest 1 percent) who saw their relative position collapse, whereas the share of the wealthy classes (the next 9 percent) remained almost stable throughout the twentieth century (around 30 percent of total wealth). Conversely, the share of the 40 percent between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 10 percent underwent spectacular growth: at the beginning of the twentieth century, this share was barely 13 percent of total wealth, which then tripled between 1914 and 1980, reaching almost 40 percent in the early 1980s and subsequently stabilizing at that level (though with a slight decline).
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FIGURE 6. The Distribution of Property in France, 1780–2020: The Difficult Emergence of a Patrimonial Middle Class

The share of the richest 10 percent in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets net of debt) was between 80 and 90 percent in France between 1780 and 1910. The deconcentration of wealth began following World War I and ceased in the early 1980s. It benefited primarily the patrimonial middle classes (the middle 40 percent), defined here as the group between the disadvantaged classes (the poorest 50 percent) and the well-to-do (the richest 10 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Let us repeat clearly: the concentration of property remains extremely high, and the scope of this march toward equality must not be overestimated. At the beginning of the 2020s, the richest 10 percent owned more than 55 percent of everything that can be owned in France (and the richest 1 percent own almost 25 percent), whereas the poorest 50 percent own next to nothing (hardly 5 percent of the total). If we focus on the ownership of the means of production, which determines the distribution of economic power and the structure of hierarchical relations in workplaces, the concentration is still higher (in particular at the level of the 0.1 percent or of the 0.01 percent of the largest fortunes, a tiny group that has experienced a very clear upturn over recent decades).9 We also note that the share of total wealth held by the poorest 50 percent, which has always been minuscule, has in addition declined substantially since the 1980s (a clearer decline than that of the next 40 percent). Finally, we must emphasize that this extreme concentration of property is not a bias connected with the profile of wealth by age: it is found in every age group, from young to old.10

It nonetheless remains that the emergence of a patrimonial middle class constitutes a major transformation on the social, economic, and political levels. Simplifying, we can say that until the beginning of the twentieth century, there was no genuine middle class, in the sense that the middle 40 percent were almost as poor (in terms of their share in total property ownership) as the poorest 50 percent. Conversely, at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, the patrimonial middle class was made up of persons who were certainly not immensely rich on the individual level but were far from being completely poor (they owned, roughly speaking, between 100,000 and 400,000 euros per adult). Collectively, they owned a non-negligible share of total wealth: around 40 percent,11 or almost twice that of the richest 1 percent (24 percent of the total), whereas on the eve of World War I they held between three and four times less (13 percent as compared with 55 percent). In sum, the middle classes today are collectively twice as rich as the dominant classes, whereas a century ago they were three times poorer. The concentration of property never ceased to be extreme, but within this general framework we nonetheless see a clear inflection. These two assertions may seem contradictory, but they are both true. This complexity of the world is part of our historical heritage.

The reduction of inequalities is partly the consequence of wars and economic crises, but it also derives, especially, from new social and fiscal policies implemented since the end of the nineteenth century and in the course of the twentieth century: the increased power of the welfare state, the establishment of a certain equality of access to fundamental goods such as education and health care, and the development of a strongly progressive tax on high income and wealth. Along with the profound changes in the legal system and property rights already mentioned, it was, above all, these radical institutional transformations, borne by intense social and political struggles, that have made greater equality possible. Is it desirable to continue in this direction, and if so, how should we proceed? I shall defend the idea that this (limited) march toward equality has been beneficial from every point of view, including, of course, productive efficiency and collective prosperity, because it has allowed all citizens to participate more fully in social and economic life. The ability of the dominant classes to spend and invest has certainly been severely reduced since the nineteenth century, since their share of total wealth has collapsed, but that has been more than compensated for by the rise in the power of the middle classes and, to a lesser extent, that of the disadvantaged classes. The idea that we have to be satisfied with current levels of inequality, or that it would be healthy for the poorest 50 percent to own hardly 5 percent of the total wealth, is not founded on any solid empirical basis. It is both desirable and possible to further the prospects of a welfare state and progressive taxes.



The Long March toward a Greater Equality of Income

To complete this initial survey, it is also useful to familiarize ourselves with the orders of magnitude that characterize the long-term evolution of the distribution of income. Generally speaking, the inequality of income is always smaller than the inequality of property. Let us recall that income includes income from work (wages and salary, other income from work, retirement pensions, unemployment benefits) and income from capital (profits, dividends, interest, capital gains, and so on). Income from capital usually represents between a quarter and a third of total income, sometimes almost half, depending on power relations between employees and employers and on the legal and social system in force (rent control, corporate law, labor law, and so on), and notably the role given to labor unions and the latter’s negotiating power.12 By construction, the concentration of income from capital is just as extreme as the concentration of the ownership of capital.13 The inequality of income from work, though considerable, is in comparison clearly less pronounced, with important variations depending, once again, on the parties’ negotiating power and on numerous legal and social rules: the existence of a minimum wage; salary scales; mechanisms favoring equal access to training, qualifications, and occupations; and the struggle against sexism and discrimination. The total inequality of income falls between income from capital and income from work, and is generally closer to the latter, given the preponderant weight of income from labor.14
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FIGURE 7. The Distribution of Income in France, 1800–2020: The Beginning of a Long-Term Movement toward Equality?

The share of the richest 10 percent in total income, including income from unsalaried activity, retirement pensions, and unemployment insurance, and income from capital, including profits, dividends, interest, rents, capital gains, and so on, was about 50 percent in France between 1800 and 1910. The deconcentration of income began following the two world wars and benefited both the disadvantaged classes (the poorest 50 percent) and the middle classes (the middle 40 percent), to the detriment of the well-to-do (the richest 10 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Concretely, if we examine the share of total income going to the richest 10 percent of the income distribution, we see that in France at the beginning of the twentieth century it was situated around 50–55 percent before declining to less than 35 percent between 1914 and 1945, and it has oscillated between 30 and 38 percent since that date (see Figure 7). The share of total income going to those in the category of the lowest 50 percent of income was about 12 to 13 percent at the beginning of the twentieth century, before reaching 20 percent in 1945 and then oscillating between 18 and 23 percent since. After 1945, the share going to the middle 40 percent has even risen above that going to the richest 10 percent. That is not extraordinary in itself, given that the first group is numerically four times more numerous than the second. In fact, inequality of income remains very strong in France at the beginning of the twenty-first century: the differences from the average income range from one to eight between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 10 percent, from one to twenty between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 1 percent, and from one to seventy between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 0.1 percent. Nonetheless, these orders of magnitude characterizing the inequality of income are considerably smaller than those observed for inequality of property. Above all, the general movement toward equality is more impressive in the first case than in the second (see Figure 6). These developments in France can be found in most European countries and to a lesser degree in the United States. There, however, the rise in inequality since 1980 has been much clearer.
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THE HERITAGE OF SLAVERY AND COLONIALISM


How did Europe and the United States attain such a dominant position on the global level, at least until recently? Although no single explanation exists, we shall see that slavery and colonialism played a central role in the Western world’s acquisition of wealth. Today, the distribution of wealth among countries, as well as within them, is still deeply marked by this heritage. Therefore, it is particularly important to examine these historical episodes closely.


The Industrial Revolution, Colonialism, and Ecology

All the research at our disposal demonstrates that the development of Western industrial capitalism is closely linked to the international division of labor, the unrestrained exploitation of natural resources, and the military and colonial domination that developed gradually between the European powers and the rest of the planet starting in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and accelerating during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. More generally, it is impossible to write a history of equality and inequality at the global level without first assessing the importance of this colonial heritage. European expansion began around 1450–1500, with the first Portuguese trading posts on the coast of Africa, Vasco da Gama’s voyage to India, and Columbus’s expedition to America. It ended in the 1960s, if we include brutal wars of independence (such as in Indochina or Algeria), even in the 1990s if we include the case of South African apartheid. Over the long term, the reality is that we have just emerged from the colonial experiment. It would be naïve to imagine that its effects can be erased in a few decades. Those who are born today are not individually responsible for this burdensome heritage, but we are all responsible for the way in which we choose or fail to take it into account in analyzing the world economic system, its injustices, and the need for change.

Ken Pomeranz’s work on the “great divergence” between Europe and Asia, published in 2000, has emphasized the fact that without the establishment of a system of supply and of the mobilization of the labor force on the planetary scale, Western industrial development would soon have collided with a huge ecological constraint.1 In particular, he shows the extent to which the Industrial Revolution, beginning in the United Kingdom at the end of the eighteenth century and spreading throughout Europe over the course of the nineteenth century, was fueled by the large-scale extraction of raw materials (especially cotton) and of energy sources (particularly wood) from the rest of the world, all within the framework of a coercive and colonialist organizational scheme.

For Pomeranz, the central fact is that around 1750–1800, the most advanced regions of China and Japan were in a state of development comparable to the corresponding regions of Western Europe. In particular, we observe in these different cases quite similar kinds of socioeconomic structures founded not only on sustained demographic and agricultural growth (made possible by improved farming techniques and a substantial increase in cultivated land, achieved by clearing and deforestation), but also on comparable processes of proto-industrialization and the accumulation of capital, especially in the key sector of the textile industry. In Pomeranz’s analysis, two essential elements led to diverging trajectories starting in the second half of the eighteenth century. First of all, the most striking constraint connected with European deforestation—lack of wood—combined with the presence of ideally situated deposits of coal, particularly in England, rapidly led to the use of forms of energy other than wood, and to the early development of the corresponding technologies. Second, and especially, the fiscal and military abilities of the European states, emerging from their past rivalries largely strengthened by the technological and financial innovations proceeding from competition among states, allowed them to organize an international division of labor and supply that was particularly profitable.

Concerning deforestation, Pomeranz stresses the fact that by the end of the eighteenth century, Europe had spent nearly all its available resources. In the United Kingdom as in France, in Denmark as in Prussia, in Italy as in Spain, forests had disappeared at a rapid rate in the course of the preceding centuries, decreasing from around 30 to 40 percent of the surface area around the year 1500 to scarcely more than 10 percent in 1800 (16 percent in France, 4 percent in Denmark). Initially, trading in wood with regions of eastern and northern Europe that were still forested made it possible to compensate in part for these losses, but very soon that was no longer sufficient. We also see a gradual deforestation in China between 1500 and 1800, but it is less marked, in part because of a greater political and commercial integration between the most advanced regions and the wooded regions of the interior.

In the case of Europe, the “discovery” of America, the triangular trade with Africa, and the exchanges with Asia overcame the constraints. The exploitation of land in North America, the West Indies, and South America, to which the labor force from Africa had been transported, made it possible to produce raw materials (in the form of wood, cotton, and sugar) that were used to supply profits for the colonists and for the textile factories that were in full development between 1750 and 1800. Military control of the most distant sea lanes also made it possible to develop large-scale complementarities. Thus, food for the slaves of the West Indies and the southern United States was financed by British exports of textiles and manufactured goods to North America, which were themselves made possible by the wood and cotton coming from the plantations. Let us add that in the eighteenth century, a third of the textiles used to clothe slaves came from India, and that these imports from Asia (textiles, silks, tea, porcelain, and so on) were paid for in large part by the money that had been coming from America since the sixteenth century. Around 1830, imports of wood, cotton, and sugar received by England from the plantations corresponded, according to Pomeranz’s calculations, to the exploitation of more than 10 million hectares of arable land, or between one-and-a-half and two times the total arable land in the United Kingdom.2 Had their colonies not allowed European countries to transcend their territorial limits, it would have been necessary to find these sources of supply elsewhere. It is difficult but not impossible to imagine historical and technological scenarios in which an autarkic Europe would have achieved the same industrial prosperity: for example, fertile cotton plantations maintained by English peasants from Lancashire, or trees growing to the skies near Manchester. In any case, that would be a truly different story, the story of another world with little relation to ours.



At the Origins of the Great Divergence: European Military Domination

As Pomeranz shows, it is striking to note the extent to which the military institutions and strategies that led Europe to success in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had little to do with the virtuous institutions recommended by Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776). In this book, a foundational text for economic liberalism, Smith advised governments to adopt low taxes and balanced budgets (with little or no public debt), to show absolute respect for property rights, and to develop markets for labor and goods that were as unified and competitive as possible. But from all these points of view, the institutions in force in China in the eighteenth century were much more in accord with Smith’s ideas than those applied in the United Kingdom. In particular, the markets were more strongly unified in China. The grain market in China operated over a larger geographical area, and labor was considerably more mobile there. Feudal institutions still held Europe in a powerful grip, at least until the French Revolution. Serfdom persisted in Eastern Europe until the nineteenth century (whereas in China it had almost completely disappeared by the beginning of the sixteenth century), and in the eighteenth century mobility was still restricted in Western Europe, especially in the United Kingdom and in France, due to the Poor Laws. Elites and local seigneurial courts enjoyed considerable autonomy in imposing coercive rules on the working classes. Ecclesiastical properties that were partially frozen on the exchanges were also larger in Europe.

Finally, and above all, taxes were much lower in China, as they were in the Ottoman Empire. The Qing dynasty had practiced strict budget orthodoxy; taxes always financed expenditures, without deficits. Conversely, the European states, beginning with the kingdom of France and the United Kingdom, were almost continually at war between 1500 and 1800, and they accumulated substantial public debts despite high taxes because fiscal receipts never sufficed to cover the exceptional expenses connected with the conflicts. Expenses were also swollen by interest payments linked to preceding debts. But it was precisely this fiscal, financial, and military capacity that was to prove decisive for the rise of Europe’s power. Concretely, whereas the Chinese or Ottoman states were militarily neck and neck with the European states in the sixteenth century and for most of the seventeenth (the Ottomans’ last siege of Vienna dates from 1683), the continual competition among European states helped them develop a state capacity that resulted in their acquisition of an absolute military domination starting in the late eighteenth century and continuing throughout the nineteenth. Around 1550, the Ottoman infantry and navy consisted of 140,000 men, as many as the French and English forces taken together. By 1780, the Ottoman forces had hardly changed at all (150,000 men), while French and British land and sea forces had reached a total of 450,000 men, together with a clearly superior naval fleet and greater firepower. In addition, at that time we must also count 250,000 men for Austria and 180,000 for Prussia (whereas these two states were militarily nonexistent in 1550).3

As imperfect as they may be, the sources at our disposal, namely tax receipts, confirm the existence of a major divergence between European states and non-European states between 1500 and 1800 (see Figure 8). Receipts are very low almost everywhere until 1600–1650. Then an increasingly clear divergence appears in 1700–1750 as the European states are consolidated. At the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, Chinese and Ottoman tax receipts in urban areas still amounted to between two and four days’ salary per inhabitant (about 1 to 2 percent of the national income), whereas in the main European states they represented between fifteen and twenty days’ salary (about 6 to 8 percent of the national income).4 However imprecise the sources may be, there is no doubt about the divergence, and it corresponds to a major transformation. In concrete terms, a state that levies taxes amounting to only 1 percent of the national income has very little power and capacity to mobilize society. Roughly speaking, it can put 1 percent of the population in its service to perform functions that it considers useful.5 Such states are often barely able to guarantee the security of goods and persons on their territory, and must rely for that on multiple local elites. Conversely, a state that can put in its service the equivalent of 6 to 8 percent of its population has far greater abilities, especially in terms of maintaining order and military reach abroad. As long as all the states on the planet were equally weak, a certain balance prevailed. But from the moment that several European states developed a significantly greater fiscal, administrative, and military capacity, a new dynamic emerged.
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FIGURE 8. At the Origins of the Great Divergence: The Rise of European States’ Fiscal and Military Capabilities, 1500–1850

Around 1500–1600, the per capita tax receipts in Europe were equivalent to two to four days’ wages for unskilled urban workers; between 1750 and 1850 they were between ten and twenty days’ wages. In comparison, the tax receipts remained stable at around two to five days’ wages in the Ottoman and Chinese Empires. With a national income of around 250 days of urban wages, that means that receipts stagnated at around 1 to 2 percent of national income in the Chinese and Ottoman Empires, whereas they rose from 1–2 percent to 6–8 percent of the national income in Europe. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality




The Cotton Empire: Taking Control of the Global Textile Industry

Recent research has largely confirmed Pomeranz’s conclusions regarding the origins of the “great divergence” and the central role played by military and colonial domination, and by the technological and financial innovations that resulted from it. Studies have stressed the fact that the political fragmentation of Europe allowed European states to gain the upper hand over China and the world between 1750 and 1900, thanks to the innovations arising from military rivalries.6 This political fragmentation has had effects that can be considered negative over the long term, as is illustrated by the cycle of nationalist and genocidal self-destruction into which the European colonial powers plunged between 1914 and 1945; or, in a less extreme way, by the persistent difficulties the European Union has encountered in trying to organize and unite itself politically in the early 2020s.

Sven Beckert’s research on the “cotton empire” has also shown the crucial importance of slave labor in the extraction of cotton when the British and Europeans seized control over worldwide textile production between 1750 and 1860.7 Until about 1780 to 1790, the West Indies and especially Saint-Domingue were the primary cotton producers. After the collapse of the plantations on Saint-Domingue following the slave revolt of 1791, the US South took up the torch and pushed the acquisition of slaves and the capacity for cotton production to unprecedented levels. The ban on a black slave trade took effect in 1808, but in reality, clandestine trading continued for a few decades (particularly to Brazil). Above all, the plantation owners realized that encouraging or forcing slaves to reproduce was a far faster and more efficient way to increase their labor force. Between 1800 and 1860, the number of slaves grew fourfold in the American South, rising from one to four million (see Figure 9). The production of cotton increased tenfold, taking into account the improvement of techniques and the intensification of production. On the eve of the Civil War, 75 percent of the cotton imported to European textile factories came from the southern United States, which reflects quite clearly the crucial role of the slave system.
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FIGURE 9. The Rise and Fall of Euro-American Slavery, 1700–1890

The total number of slaves on Euro-American plantations in the Atlantic sphere reached 6 million in 1860 (including 4 million in the southern United States, 1.6 million in Brazil, and 0.4 million in Cuba). Slavery in the French and British West Indies (to which I have added Mauritius, La Réunion, and the Cape Colony) reached its apogee around 1780–1790 (1.3 million), then declined following the revolt in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) and the abolitions of 1833 and 1848. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Prasannan Parthasarathi’s works have made it possible to emphasize the key role of anti-Indian protectionist policies in the emergence of the British textile industry.8 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, exports of manufactured products (textiles of all kinds, silks, porcelain) came chiefly from China and India, and they were largely financed by imports of silver and gold coming from Europe and America, as well as from Japan. Indian textiles, and especially printed fabrics and blue calicos, were madly popular in Europe and throughout the world. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, 80 percent of the textiles traded by British merchants for slaves in West Africa were made in India, and this proportion still reached 60 percent at the end of the century. Maritime registers indicate that in the 1770s Indian textiles by themselves represented a third of the cargos loaded in Rouen on ships engaged in the slave trade. Ottoman reports attest that Indian textile exports to the Middle East were still at that time larger than those sent to West Africa. This does not seem to have been a problem for the Turkish authorities, who were more concerned with the interests of the local consumer than with those of the producers.

In Europe, merchants very quickly saw the interest they might have in encouraging protests against Indian textiles, and in appropriating part of this know-how to develop their own trans-continental projects. In 1685, the British Parliament introduced tariffs of 20 percent, raised them to 30 percent in 1690, and finally imposed a complete ban on the importation of printed or colored textiles in 1700. From that time on, only undyed fabric was imported from India, which allowed British producers to innovate, dyeing and printing their own. Similar measures were adopted in France, and they were strengthened in the United Kingdom throughout the eighteenth century, notably with the institution in 1787 of a duty of 100 percent on all Indian textiles. The pressure exercised by slave traders in Liverpool, who had a vital need for quality textiles to develop their commerce on the coast of Africa without spending all their coin, played a decisive role, especially between 1765 and 1785, a period during which British production rapidly improved. It was only after having acquired an incontestable comparative advantage in the textile industry, in particular thanks to the use of coal, that the United Kingdom began, starting in the middle of the nineteenth century, to adopt a more assertive free-trade discourse. The British also made use of protectionist measures in the naval industry, which had flourished in India in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by instituting in 1715 a special tax of 15 percent on all goods imported on ships made in India, and then by decreeing that only British vessels could import to the United Kingdom merchandise coming from east of the Cape of Good Hope. Even if it is difficult to propose an overall estimate, it seems clear that the whole of these protectionist measures, imposed on the rest of the world by the threat of an attack by British gunboats, played a significant role in British and European industrial domination. According to available estimates, China’s and India’s share in worldwide manufacturing, which was still 53 percent in 1800, was no more than 5 percent in 1900.9



Protectionism, Center-Periphery Relations, and World-Systems

Let us add that protectionism played a central role not only in Europe’s rise to power, but also in almost all the successful experiments in economic development. Japan since the end of the nineteenth century, South Korea or Taiwan since the middle of the twentieth century, and China since the end of the twentieth century and at the beginning of the twenty-first century have all practiced in one way or another a targeted protectionism that allowed them to develop a specialty and knowledge in sectors considered priorities. At the same time, these countries have drastically limited any opportunity for foreign investors to seize control of the production units being formed in these priority sectors. It is only after having established their supremacy over certain products that the countries that have become dominant begin to lapse into the free-trade discourse, which in practice often ends up making other, less advanced countries permanently dependent on them. Wallerstein’s research on world-systems and center-periphery relations has abundantly illustrated this reality in the long-term history of capitalism.10 Other studies have analyzed the central role played by national industrial strategies in more recent periods.11

Concerning the rise of Europe’s power in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the only genuine specificity is the immoderate and uninhibited use of military force at the global level, in the absence of any true internal or external counterweight. The first European commercial companies, such as the British East India Company or the Dutch East Indies Company, were like genuine enterprises of transnational militarized robbery, with private armies subjugating whole populations under their ruthless control.12 The history of the opium wars is a good example. Recognizing that the silver from the Americas that had allowed them up to that point to balance their books with China and India was almost exhausted, Europeans at the beginning of the eighteenth century worried about no longer having anything to trade in exchange for their imports of silks, textiles, porcelain, spices, and tea coming from the two future Asian giants. The British then intensified their opium-growing efforts in India in order to export the drug to China. That is how opium trafficking expanded considerably in the course of the eighteenth century, and in 1773 the British East India Company established its monopoly over the production and exportation of opium from Bengal.

Confronted by an enormous increase in the volume of opium traded, the Qing Empire finally took action. It had been trying since 1729, without success, to enforce its interdiction on opium consumption, for obvious reasons of public health. In 1839, the emperor ordered his envoy in Canton to put a stop to the traffic and to burn the stock of opium immediately. A violent anti-Chinese press campaign financed by the opium merchants was then set up in the United Kingdom, in order to denounce the intolerable violation of the right to property and the unacceptable challenge to the principles of free trade. The Qing emperor had clearly underestimated the United Kingdom’s increasing fiscal and military power, and the first Opium War (1839–1842) ended with a quick rout of the Chinese. The British sent a fleet that bombarded Canton and Shanghai, which allowed them to obtain a signature in 1842 on the first of the “unequal treaties” (an expression popularized by Sun Yat-sen in 1924). The Chinese paid financial compensation for the opium destroyed and for the costs of the war. At the same time they granted legal and fiscal privileges to British merchants and ceded to them the island of Hong Kong.

However, the Qing government still refused to legalize the opium trade. The Second Opium War (1856–1860) and the sack of the Summer Palace by French and British troops in Beijing in 1860 finally led the emperor to capitulate. In 1860–1862, the Chinese state had to grant the Europeans a series of commercial trading posts and territorial concessions, as well as heavy war reparations. In the name of religious freedom, it also had to allow Christian missionaries to roam freely about the country (without considering that Buddhists, Muslims, or Hindus could be granted the same right in Europe). An irony of history: it was following this military tribute imposed by the French and British that the Chinese state had to abandon its Smithian budgetary orthodoxy and resort, for the first time, to a major public debt. This debt snowballed and forced the Qing Empire to raise taxes to reimburse the Europeans, and then cede to them a growing share of the country’s fiscal sovereignty, in accord with a classic colonial scenario of coercion through debt that we find in many other countries (such as Morocco).13

This internal public debt was contracted by European states to finance their internal wars throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but it also played a central role in the process of securitization and financial innovation. Some of these experiments ended with resounding bankruptcies, beginning with John Law’s famous bankruptcy of the French Banque Générale in 1718–1720, which arose from the efforts made by the French and British states to rid themselves of their respective debts by offering shares in more or less crazy colonial companies—such as the Mississippi Company, whose failure triggered the collapse of the financial bubble. At the time, most of these projects for joint-stock companies were based on the exploitation of commercial or fiscal monopolies of the colonial type, and had little to do with entrepreneurs who actually produced things. By developing financial and commercial techniques on the global level, Europeans helped establish the infrastructures and comparative advantages that were to prove decisive in the age of globalized industrial and financial capitalism at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth.14



Provincializing Europe and Rethinking the West’s Specificity

In short, colonialism and military domination permitted Western countries to organize the world-economy to their benefit and relegated the rest of the planet to an enduring peripheral position. Let us repeat: there is nothing specifically European about this strategy. Japan experimented with it, at the expense of part of Asia, during the first half of the twentieth century, and it was only after the end of Japanese colonialism that South Korea and Taiwan were able to establish an autonomous development strategy. Once it escaped colonial control by both the West and Japan, China was able to work out its own development strategy in the early 1980s, after a few decades of hesitation. This strategy has already led China to make numerous poorer and less well-positioned Asian and African economies dependent on it. Europe’s claim to originality consists in having been the first to try out this strategy and the first to extend it to the global scale and over several centuries, supported by a military domination that long remained uncontested and by the persistent absence of any sufficiently organized internal or external opposition.

However, the fact that colonialism played a central role in the emergence of Western capitalism does not settle all the questions, far from it. Next, we have to explain the reasons for the fiscal and military superiority developed in Europe. This is usually done by stressing the particular forms adopted by interstate competition and European territorial structures between 1500 and 1800, though these explanations are not exhaustive. For example, interstate competition was also very strong in the Indian subcontinent, but their system of borders was much less stable than Europe’s. Some authors defend the thesis that specifically capitalist social relations of production (not found elsewhere in the world) developed in the English countryside in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, long before colonial expansion played a decisive role, in connection with an early process of state centralization.15 Although these studies are thought-provoking, when examined carefully, we find that the supporting source material seems thus far too fragile (and too Eurocentric) to establish such a conclusion on a firm basis. At this stage, the most convincing thesis seems to be the one developed by Pomeranz and Parthasarathi, according to which the socioeconomic structures in force in the most advanced regions of Europe, China, Japan, and India remained almost the same until the middle of the eighteenth century and began to diverge only in the context of colonial and military domination.

It is, however, completely possible that new research or previously unknown sources will make it possible to further develop this conclusion, now fragile and provisional. Many other factors might explain an earlier proto-capitalist divergence. For example, the medievalist Giacomo Todeschini proposes that the Catholic Church developed a particularly sophisticated system of financial, commercial, and property law in Europe in order to ensure its permanence as a simultaneously religious, political, and property-owning organization, even though the clergy’s celibacy forbade it to exist as a class.16 Before him, the anthropologist Jack Goody proposed the hypothesis that several factors specific to Europeans, in particular family structure (the prohibition of marriage between cousins, adoptions, and the remarriage of widows, which were all against Catholic regulations), are connected with the Christian church’s firm desire to receive goods and assert itself as a property-owning organization rivaling families.17

Many studies, such as those of Sanjay Subrahmanyam, have emphasized geopolitical and religious motivations that may have even more decisively influenced European expansionism. The intent was to encircle the eternal Muslim enemy: the Portuguese set out to round the Cape of Good Hope in search of a hypothetical Christian realm in East Africa that would have allowed them to attack Islam from behind. After a fruitless quest on the eastern coast of Africa, they ended up reaching the coast of India. It then took them several years to realize that the sovereigns encountered near Calcutta and Kochi by Vasco da Gama, who himself belonged to the military orders active during the Reconquista, were Hindus and not Christians.18 The motivating role of the rivalry with Islam was also stressed by Edward Saïd, who showed how the discourse seeking to stigmatize the Orient and Muslims, who were considered to be vicious by nature and incapable of governing themselves, has been used to justify the colonial project.19

On a completely different level, Claude Lévi-Strauss emphasized the deep anthropological connections that he claims unite the Far West and the Far East. These ends of the world benefited from natural frontiers that favored the formation of the state—notably the case for the British Isles and Japan, but also to a lesser degree for France—but since the age of the Neolithic migrations the Far West and the Far East had also been receptacles for mythologies, ideologies, and knowledge about the world.20 Research on the formation of the first states in the Neolithic age also shows the importance of ritual constructions and the extreme fragility of state structures, with the exception, however, of places that are restricted territorially (islands, seaboards).21



The Role of Economic and Social History in the Construction of the State

All these religious, ideological, and anthropological factors have undoubtedly had a great influence on the history of Europe, as they have in other parts of the world, and it would be illusory and puerile to claim to be able to ferret out, among all these elements, a single root cause of historical events as they unfolded. At this point, it seems to me more useful to note that the development of Western and world capitalism was based on the international division of labor and the unrestrained exploitation of the planet’s natural and human resources, and that the power relationships between states have played an absolutely central role in that history. The important point is that the construction of the state does not simply involve the development of a fiscal and military capability. It is inseparable from the worldviews, ideologies, identities, institutions, languages, and “imaginary communities” connecting millions of persons who have never met and never will, but who nonetheless agree, willingly or unwillingly, to obey the rules of a common state authority.22 For centuries, these state constructions have generally been controlled by the dominant classes, which are sometimes themselves in discord, intent as they have been on developing their own projects of political, colonial, religious, or commercial domination in the rest of the world. Subaltern classes nevertheless play a growing role in revolts and social struggles at the end of the eighteenth century and after, and thus help determine the type of state power that develops and what political project it has in view. In itself, the state is neither egalitarian nor inegalitarian: everything depends on who controls it and for what purpose. To a certain extent, we find the same ambivalence in the first states,23 or during certain periods before the eighteenth century, even if the sources needed to study them in a satisfactory way are lacking.24
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THE QUESTION OF REPARATIONS


The exit from slavery and colonialism, a major step in the long march toward equality studied in this book, involves conflicts and struggles, liberations and injustices—for example, the financial compensation paid to slaveholders (and not to former slaves). This episode, which should be better known, raises the question of modern-day reparations. No matter how complex this question is, it cannot be evaded forever: it is time to act, unless we want deep and lasting injustice to continue. More generally, a colonial heritage of slaveholding forces us to rethink the connection between reparatory justice and universalist justice all over the world.


The End of Slavery: Financial Compensation for Slaveholders

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, slavery increased in scope within the Atlantic sphere. In the US South, the number of slaves quadrupled between 1800 and 1860. The plantation system, which reached a size never before seen in history, played a central role in the Western textile industry. A few decades earlier, up to the end of the eighteenth century, the heart of the plantation economy was French and British. In the 1780s, the French slaveholding islands held the largest concentration of slaves in the Euro-American world—about 700,000—compared with 600,000 in the British possessions, and 500,000 on the plantations in the southern United States.

In the French West Indies, the main concentrations of slaves were in Martinique, Guadeloupe, and especially Saint-Domingue. Renamed Haiti in the Declaration of Independence of 1804, Saint-Domingue was the jewel of the French colonies at the end of the eighteenth century, the most prosperous and most profitable of all French possessions owing to its production of sugar, coffee, and cotton. Santo Domingo, as the colony was previously known, came under French control in 1626 and encompassed the western part of the island of Hispaniola, where Columbus had landed in 1492. The eastern part of the island was a Spanish colony that later became the Dominican Republic. The neighboring island of Cuba also remained under Spanish control, and slavery continued there until 1886–1887, as it did in Brazil. In the Indian Ocean, the two French slaveholding islands were Île de France and Île Bourbon. In the eighteenth century, Île de France was the more important of the two, but it was occupied by British soldiers in 1810 and became a British possession, renamed Mauritius, in 1815. Île Bourbon, however, remained French and was renamed Île de la Réunion. In all, around 1780 there were almost 100,000 slaves on the plantations of these two islands and 600,000 in the French West Indies, almost 450,000 of them in Saint-Domingue.

We must also emphasize that these were truly slave islands, in the sense that the proportion of slaves rose as high as 90 percent of the total population of Saint-Domingue in the 1780s (or even 95 percent if we include free Blacks and métis, those of mixed-race descent). In the course of the period 1780–1830, we find comparable levels in the rest of the British and French West Indies: 84 percent in Jamaica, 80 percent in Barbados, 85 percent in Martinique, 86 percent in Guadeloupe. These are the highest levels ever observed in the history of Atlantic slaveholding societies, and more generally in the world history of slaveholding societies (see Figure 10). In comparison, during the same period slaves represented between 30 and 50 percent of the population of the southern United States and Brazil, and the available sources suggest comparable proportions in Athens and in Rome in antiquity. The British and French West Indies of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries offer the best-documented historical examples of societies in which nearly the entire population consisted of slaves.
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FIGURE 10. Atlantic Slaveholding Societies, Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries

The slaves represented approximately one-third of the population in the southern United States from 1800 to 1860. In Brazil, this proportion declined from almost 50 percent to less than 20 percent between 1750 and 1880. It exceeded 80 percent in the slaveholding islands of the British and French West Indies in 1780–1830, and even reached 90 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) in 1790. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


It is obvious that when the proportion of slaves reaches 80 or 90 percent, the risk of rebellion becomes very high, no matter how ferocious the repressive apparatus might be. The case of Haiti was particularly extreme in that the slave population grew very rapidly, and the number of slaves was significantly greater than on the other islands. Around 1700, the total population of the island was about 30,000 inhabitants, of which barely half were slaves. At the beginning of the 1750s, Haiti had 120,000 slaves (77 percent of the total population), 25,000 Whites (19 percent), and 5,000 métis and free Blacks (4 percent). At the end of the 1780s, the colony had more than 470,000 slaves (90 percent of the population), 28,000 Whites (5 percent), and 25,000 métis and free Blacks (5 percent) (see Figure 11).
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FIGURE 11. A Slaveholding Island in Expansion: Saint-Domingue, 1700–1790

The total population of Saint-Domingue (Haiti) rose from barely 50,000 persons in 1700–1710 (including 56 percent slaves, 3 percent free Blacks and métis, and 41 percent Whites) to more than 500,000 persons in 1790 (including 90 percent slaves, 5 percent free Blacks and métis, and 5 percent Whites). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


On the eve of 1789, about 40,000 Africans had been forcibly transported every year in Port-au-Prince and Cap-Français to replace deceased slaves and replenish the slave trade, which was then growing at an extremely fast pace. The system was in a phase of accelerated expansion when the French Revolution broke out. In 1789–1790, free Blacks claimed the right to vote and to participate in assemblies. This seemed to them logical, given the resounding proclamations regarding equal rights that were being made in Paris, but they were refused that right. The slave uprising began in August 1791, after a meeting at Bois-Caïman on the Northern Plain, in which thousands of maroons took part, those who had over the decades escaped slavery and taken refuge in the mountains. Despite military reinforcements sent from France, the insurgents rapidly gained ground and took control of the plantations, whereupon the planters fled the country. The new commissioners sent from Paris decreed the emancipation of slaves in August 1793, a decision that was extended to all the colonies by the Convention of February 1794, which by declaring the general abolition of slavery marked itself as different from proclamations of earlier and later regimes (even if this decision was, in reality, imposed on the regime by the rebels). There was hardly any time to implement this decision. In 1802, the property owners persuaded Napoleon to reestablish slavery in all the slaveholding islands except Haiti, which declared its independence in 1804, after having once again driven out the French troops sent to take back their property. It was not until 1825 that Charles X recognized Haiti’s independence, and it was only in 1848 that a new law of abolition was adopted and implemented in the other territories, in particular Martinique, Guadeloupe, and La Réunion.



Should the French State Reimburse the Debt Paid by Haiti?

The case of Haiti is emblematic, not only because it was the first abolition of slavery in the modern age after a victorious slave revolt, and the first independence from a European power won by a Black population, but also because this episode ended with a gigantic public debt that undermined Haiti’s development over the following two centuries. Although in 1825 France finally agreed to accept the country’s independence and to put an end to its threats to send troops to invade the island, that was only because Charles X had obtained from the Haitian government a commitment to repay to France a debt of 150 million gold francs to indemnify the slaveholders for the loss of their property. The Port-au-Prince government did not really have a choice, given France’s clear military superiority, the embargo imposed by the French fleet, and the genuine risk that the island would be occupied. This veritable tribute represented more than 300 percent of Haiti’s national income in 1825—more than three years of production—a huge sum that it was materially impossible to repay in a short time. In this case, the treaty stipulated a rapid payment of the whole amount to the Caisse des dépôts et consignation (a banking institution that was created by the Revolution and still exists today), with the Haitian government being responsible for refinancing itself and paying interest to French private banks in order to spread out the repayment. The Haitian debt was the object of multiple, chaotic negotiations, but it was largely repaid (capital and interest), with an average payment of about 5 percent of the Haitian national income per annum between 1840 and 1915, even if the French banks regularly complained about late payments.1 With the support of the French government, the banks finally decided to cede the rest of their receivables to the United States, which occupied Haiti from 1915 to 1934 to reestablish order and safeguard its own financial interests.

The 1825 debt, transferred from one creditor to another, was officially extinguished and definitively repaid by the beginning of the 1950s. For more than a century, from 1825 to 1950, the price that France tried to make Haiti pay for its freedom had one main consequence: the island’s development was overdetermined by the question of the indemnity, which was sometimes violently denounced and sometimes accepted with resignation, according to the ebb and flow of endless political cycles.2

Suppose the French state finally decides to reimburse the debt paid by Haiti, as the Haitian state has been asking it to do for decades. What should the amount of this reparation be? There is no single answer to this question, and it deserves to be the subject of a democratic debate. But it cannot be evaded. A simple, transparent solution might consist in setting the amount at 300 percent of the Haitian national income in 2020, or about 30 billion euros. This proposal is far from being maximalist, in the sense in which it includes the interest due only very partially.3 Other modes of calculation could be used that would lead to similar or higher amounts.4 For France, these 30 billion euros would represent the equivalent of a little more than 1 percent of the current public debt, a negligible amount. For Haiti, on the other hand, they would make an enormous difference in terms of investments and infrastructures. It would really be a new start, making it possible to liquidate a major historical injustice.

The counterargument regularly used by French authorities, that this history is too distant to be indemnified, is not very convincing. There are many processes of compensation that continue to take place today for expropriations and injustices that took place in the first half of the twentieth century. For example, consider the spoliation of Jewish property perpetrated by Nazi authorities during World War II, for which restitution procedures are ongoing, in particular since the creation of the Mattéoli Mission in France in 1997. The heirs of the Hohenzollern (the Prussian royal family, which fell from power in 1918) are currently suing the German state for residences and works of art for which they claim they were insufficiently indemnified. We could also mention the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 in the United States, according $20,000 to each of the Japanese Americans interned during World War II.5 By rejecting any discussion of a debt that Haiti had to pay to France for ending slavery, even though the payments made from 1825 to 1950 are well documented and are not contested by anyone, we risk giving the impression that some injustices are more important than others. This kind of attitude helps create conflict between persons of different origins, whereas we should do all we can to reconcile them on the basis of principles of justice that are as neutral and universal as possible. Let us hope that the French state, under pressure from its citizens, will be able to find a solution before Haiti’s next centennial.6



The British and French Approaches: 1833 and 1848

In addition to the case of Haiti, we must also recall that substantial financial compensation was paid to slaveholders after the British and French abolished slavery in 1833 and 1848, respectively. Following the successful rebellion in Saint-Domingue in 1791, slaveholders were on alert. The great revolt of Guadeloupe in 1802 ended with the execution or deportation of some 10,000 slaves, that is, 10 percent of the population. This was to lead French authorities to authorize slave trading temporarily, from 1810 to 1820, in order to repopulate the island and restart the sugar plantations. A further revolt took place in British Guiana in 1815, which was also put down by bloody repression. The most decisive event was undoubtedly the great revolt in Jamaica at Christmas 1831, a revolt whose gory echoes in the British press made a strong impression on British public opinion and gave a boost to the abolitionists in the debates of 1832–1833. These events helped to convince property owners that it was wiser to accept a generous financial compensation than to risk further confrontations.

In practice, the law of abolition passed by the British Parliament in 1833 put in place full compensation for property owners. Relatively sophisticated scales were drawn up on the basis of the slaves’ age, gender, and productivity, so that the compensation might be as fair and as exact as possible. In this way, some 20 million pounds sterling, or about 5 percent of the United Kingdom’s national income at the time, was paid to 4,000 slaveholders. Today, if a government decided to devote to such a policy the same proportion of the British national income, it would have to pay approximately 120 billion euros, or about 39 million euros, on average, for each of the 4,000 property owners. Here we are talking about owners with very large holdings, often several hundred slaves, and sometimes several thousand. All this was financed by a corresponding increase in the public debt, which was itself repaid by all British taxpayers, but in practice mainly by modest, middle-level households, given the great regressiveness of the fiscal system, which was based principally on indirect taxes.7

The parliamentary archives describing these operations have recently been systematically explored. At the time these operations appeared perfectly reasonable and justified, at least in the eyes of the minority of those citizens who were property owners and held political power. This reexamination has led to the publication of several books, and the complete database, including the names of the slaveholders compensated, is available on the Internet.8 It has thus been found, for example, that among the descendants of the slaveholders generously compensated in the 1830s is a cousin of the Conservative prime minister David Cameron. Demands were made that the sums in question be returned to the Public Treasury. It was pointed out that these sums were the origin of the Cameron family fortune, including the financial and real estate portfolio it still held at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and that the same could be said about many other British family fortunes. Nothing came of the protest, however, and the situation remains unchanged.

A similar compensation was paid to slaveholders after the French abolition of 1848, and the corresponding archives have also been studied and put online.9 For most of the “liberal” elites of the period, the principle behind this kind of compensation was obvious and incontestable. For example, during the French debates of the 1840s Alexis de Tocqueville won fame for proposals he considered both generous (to slaveholders) and ingenious. Part of the cost would be borne by the Treasury, and another part would be borne by the slaves themselves, who would work for low wages for ten or twenty years to reimburse the difference. Victor Schoelcher, who is still remembered as a great abolitionist, said he was embarrassed by the compensations, but that it was impossible to proceed otherwise once slavery had been enshrined in a legal framework.10 In other words, if slaveholders had been despoiled of their property without compensation, then what could be done with those who had sold their slaves a few years earlier, and now had a portfolio of financial securities, a château near Bordeaux, or an apartment building in Paris? Wasn’t one going to end up putting in question the whole social order and the system of private property? In fact, retrospectively, it would have been possible to believe a just abolition would have implied compensation for slaves (and not for their masters) on the basis of their decades of mistreatment and unpaid labor. This compensation would have been financed by everyone who had been enriched by slavery, directly or indirectly—that is, by all the wealthy property owners of the period. Indeed, during the Revolution some actors, like the marquis de Condorcet or Thomas Paine, had defended (without success) the idea of an abolition with compensation for slaves, in the form of a pension paid by the former masters or of a piece of land. But that was not at all the view defended by the dominant elites, who in considering slaves as property swore only by absolute respect for property rights and preferred not to open that dangerous Pandora’s box.

In addition to indemnification of property owners, the decrees of abolition promulgated on 27 April 1848 include articles “punishing vagabondage and begging while calling for disciplinary workshops in the colonies” that were intended to ensure cheap labor for the planters. In other words, not only were compensation of slaves and access to parcels of land not considered, but Schoelcher’s emancipation was accompanied by a system of quasi-forced labor, making it possible to keep the ex-slaves under the control of the planters and the state authorities for additional decades. On La Réunion, the prefect immediately explained how the decrees of abolition would be implemented: the former slaves had to present a long-term labor contract, either as a worker on the plantations or as a domestic employee; if they had neither, they would be arrested for vagabondage and sent to the disciplinary workshops provided for in the decrees.

In 2020, some observers in the United Kingdom and France were astonished when statues of slave traders or of people like Schoelcher, who had indemnified slaveholders, were pulled down as a consequence of the Black Lives Matter movement. Remembering the historical injustices that took place during each country’s abolition may help us to understand this anger better, and also to reflect on solutions. During the debates preceding the vote on the French law of 2001 enshrining Slave Remembrance Day and recognizing the slave trade and slavery as “crimes against humanity,” the deputy from French Guiana, Christiane Taubira, proposed in vain to the majority that they accept the principle of a reparation and create a committee entrusted with examining how it might be implemented.11 Today, beyond the financial reparation owed to Haiti, the principal question remains that of agrarian reform in La Réunion, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French Guiana, so as to finally allow those descended from slaves to gain access to parcels of land when, at present, ownership of land and financial assets remains largely the prerogative of Whites, some of whom are descended from families of planters who benefited from the indemnities of 1848. No matter how complex, it seems to me that this question must be answered.



The United States: The Long March of a Slaveholding Republic

We come now to the case of the United States, where the debate on reparations is particularly intense. Slavery has played a central role in the development of the United States, which at its creation resembled a genuine slaveholding republic. Of the fifteen presidents who preceded Lincoln, no less than eleven owned slaves, including Washington and Jefferson, both of whom were natives of Virginia, the pulsing heart of the young federation. The slave system developed rapidly between 1800 and 1860. But the Northeast and especially the Midwest (from which Lincoln came) developed even more rapidly. These two areas were based on a different economic model, whose foundation was the colonization by free workers of the lands in the West through displacement of Indigenous peoples, and thus these regions tried to block the expansion of slavery to the new territories.

After his victory in 1860, the Republican Lincoln was ready to negotiate with the South a peaceful and gradual end to slavery, with indemnification of slaveholders, as in the British and French abolitions of 1833 and 1848. Moreover, plans for ending slavery had been proposed in the 1820s by Jefferson and Madison: according to them, it would suffice to transfer most of the land in the West to the supporters of slavery, who would thus become large landowners in the new territories, while at the same time sending the slaves back to Africa, because they feared it would be difficult for slaves to live alongside their former masters. In reality, the size of the transfers envisaged made this option unrealistic.12 The Southerners were aware of this, and like some of the White colonists in South Africa and Algeria in the twentieth century, they preferred to play the secession card in the hope of saving their world. The Northerners refused to accept the South’s departure from the Union, and the Civil War began in 1861. Four years later, with 600,000 dead (as many as the cumulative total of all the other conflicts in which the country has taken part, including the two world wars, Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq), the fighting ended with the Confederate surrender in April 1865. But some Northerners did not consider Black people ready to become citizens, and still less property owners. Whites in the South imposed a strict system of racial segregation that allowed them to remain in power for nearly another century, until the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964. In the meantime, the United States became the primary military power in the world, and was able to end destructive cycles of nationalism and genocide among European colonial powers between 1914 and 1945. Democrats, who had historically been the party of slavery in the United States, succeeded in becoming the party of the New Deal.13 Driven by competition from communists and by the mobilization of Black people, they conceded civil rights.

After the damage done by secessionists during the Civil War, on the one hand it would have seemed incongruous to pay compensation to slaveholders, and unsurprisingly, all proposals of this kind were abandoned. On the other hand, in the last months of the war, in January 1865, the Northerners promised the emancipated slaves that after the war was won, they would each receive “forty acres and a mule.” The idea was to motivate them to join the fight, to compensate them for decades of unpaid labor, and to permit them to turn toward a future as free workers. Had it been adopted, this program would have represented an agrarian redistribution of great scope, at the expense, especially, of major slaveholders. But as soon as the fighting stopped, the promise was forgotten; no law providing for compensation was ever passed, and “forty acres and a mule” became a symbol of Northerners’ deception and hypocrisy (to the point that the Black filmmaker Spike Lee ironically made it the name of his production company).

However, the question of reparations remains on the table. In 2021, the city of Evanston, Illinois, adopted a program of reparations to be paid to the Black population, with individual payments of as much as $25,000 in order to help purchase housing. That may seem modest, given the immense concentration of wealth in the United States, and in particular the size of racial inequalities in terms of assets and the magnitude of the damages suffered (during slavery and then segregation), but this may be a start.14 Discussions are ongoing at the federal level, where the comparison is often made with the 1988 law indemnifying Japanese-Americans, which seemed inconceivable for decades before it was finally passed and implemented. The march toward equality and justice continues.



Postslavery Colonialism and the Question of Forced Labor

In addition to the question of reparations, colonial heritage in its entirety must be reexamined. Generally speaking, if we amass the available sources on the distribution of wealth, we see that slaveholding and colonial societies are among the most inegalitarian in history (see Figure 12). For the slaveholding islands such as Saint-Domingue, the historical apogee was reached on the eve of the French Revolution. According to the accounts of the plantations and the archives at our disposal, the slaveholders, colonists, métis, and free Blacks (10 percent of the population) were appropriating about 80 percent of production, while the food and clothing provided to the slaves (90 percent of the population) absorbed scarcely 20 percent.15 In theory, it could be imagined that in the future, hyper-technological societies might succeed in establishing an even more extreme level of inequality: in principle, material abundance makes greater extraction possible, provided that the class of techno-billionaires in power in these hypothetical societies is able to develop adequate tools, in terms of both repression and persuasion. Up to now, however, this has not transpired, and the islands of enslaved people in the French West Indies between 1780 and 1790 continue to hold the prize for inequality in world history.16

[image: ]
FIGURE 12. Extreme Inequality of Income in Historical Perspective: The Peak of Colonial and Slaveholding Societies

Over all of the societies observed, the share of total income going to the top decile (the highest 10 percent of income) varied from 23 percent in Sweden in 1980 to 81 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) in 1780 (which included 90 percent slaves). Colonial societies like Algeria in 1930 or South Africa in 1950 had some of the highest levels of inequality observed in history, with about 70 percent of total income going to the top decile, which included the European population. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


We will also see that colonial societies such as French Algeria in 1930 or South Africa in 1950 are characterized by levels of inequality that are certainly more extreme than those found in slaveholding societies, but they are not totally unrelated (with part of the upper decile reaching 60–70 percent of total income, and not 80 percent). Put another way, in practice, there is a continuum between these different types of inegalitarian systems (see Figure 13).17 In postslavery colonial societies, the mechanisms of inequality take different forms, in particular through a legal, social, fiscal, and educational system that is profoundly discriminatory. Research like that of Emmanuelle Saada on the French Empire has shown how until the middle of the twentieth century, the colonial powers developed specific legal systems in their empires allowing them to grant rights based on ethno-racial categories that they set about codifying with precision, even though with the abolition of slavery these categories were supposed to have been eliminated from metropolitan France.18 In the case of the Dutch East Indies, Denys Lombard has shown the harmful role played by the colonial statute of 1854, which decided to strictly separate “natives” and “oriental foreigners” (a category in which various Chinese, Indian, and Arab minorities were placed).19 In South Africa, discrimination took an extremely brutal form. With the Native Land Act of 1913, the Black population was de facto confined to reserves representing 7 percent of South Africa’s territory. Black workers were forbidden to leave their zone of employment without a special pass. These measures were further radicalized with apartheid, which was officially instituted in 1948 and implemented until 1990. The legal systems in force were not always as extreme as in the South African case, but in the various colonial contexts, the colonized populations were de facto systematically deprived of access to employment, education, and property equal to that enjoyed by colonists.
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FIGURE 13. The Distribution of Income in Metropolitan France and in Its Colonies

In 1780, the share of the highest 10 percent of total income exceeded 80 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti), which was at that time composed of about 90 percent slaves and 10 percent European colonists, as contrasted with more than 65 percent in Algeria in 1930 (which was then composed of about 90 percent “Algerian Muslims” and 10 percent European colonists), and around 50 percent in metropolitan France in 1910. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


We must also remember that in practice there is a continuum between pure slavery and the various forms of more or less forced labor. After the abolition of slavery, the British and French authorities developed new systems allowing them to bring in workers from more distant sources, in particular from India in the case of Réunion and Mauritius, by means of long-term contracts (in the French case they were called “engagés,” in the British case, “indentured workers”). For Indian workers, this “commitment” consisted in paying over a long period (for example, ten years) a large part of their wages to their employers to reimburse the latter for the cost of transporting them. In the event that an employee’s performance was deemed insufficient or, worse yet, lacking in discipline, the repayment obligation could be prolonged by ten additional years or more. The legal archives have been preserved, and it is evident that in a context in which the juridical system is strongly biased in favor of the employers, it can lead to forms of exploitation and arbitrariness that are, to be sure, different from hard-core slavery, but not infinitely distant from it. The available sources also clearly show how employers and courts negotiate, so to speak, the transformation of the system of discipline at work. The property owners gradually agree to reduce the use of corporal punishment, which was common under slavery, but on the condition that the legal authorities help them impose financial sanctions that result in similar subjugation.20

A revealing case is that of the forced labor practiced in a legal form (or at least in a form that tried to make itself look legal) in the French colonies from 1912 to 1946. At the end of the nineteenth century, when Europeans were beginning to penetrate into the interior of the African continent to exploit its natural resources, they resorted largely to forced labor, under conditions that were often very brutal. Controversies erupted over multiple reports of atrocities committed in the Belgian Congo, which since 1885 had been the personal property of King Leopold II. The rubber industry was based on particularly violent methods that sought to exploit and discipline the local labor force: villages were burned, hands were mutilated. Finally, the Europeans demanded the transfer of the territory to Belgium in 1908, in the hope that parliamentary oversight would make this regime less barbaric. Abuses committed in the French colonies were regularly denounced, and it was in this context that the Minister of the Colonies published texts that sought to define a legal framework for the “services” (more commonly called corvées) required of the inhabitants of French Africa.

The logic claimed to be unanswerable: the colonial administration was based on the payment of taxes by all, but some natives lacked sufficient resources to pay these taxes; consequently, they were also required to pay a supplementary tax-in-kind, in the form of unpaid labor for the local colonial authorities. In practice, these corvées were levied on top of very high taxes in cash and in kind (taken from the harvest) already paid by the colonized population. Also, the use of unpaid labor paved the way for all sorts of abuses, and was tantamount to legalizing them in advance. The decree of 1912 “regulating natives’ services in the colonies and territories of French West Africa” established a few safeguards, but they were limited and poorly monitored.21 Forced labor caused a scandal during the tragic construction of the Congo-Ocean Railway between 1921 and 1934. The administration of French Equatorial Africa had initially promised to provide about 8,000 local workers, which it thought it could “recruit” along a hundred-mile-long strip of territory adjoining the rail line. But the exceptionally high mortality on the job and the latter’s proven dangers caused the recruits to flee, and the colonial authorities resorted to seeking “adult males” at the other end of the Middle Congo. Starting in 1925, they had to organize raids into Cameroon and Chad. Reports flowed in regarding the terrible expense of human lives denounced in André Gide’s famous Voyage au Congo in 1927 and in Albert Londre’s book Terre d’ébène in 1929.

International pressure on France grew, in particular on the part of the brand-new International Labour Organization (ILO), which was founded in 1919, at the same time as the League of Nations, and whose constitution began with the following preamble: “Whereas universal and lasting peace can be founded only if it is based upon social justice; And whereas conditions of labour exist involving such injustice, hardship, and privation to large numbers of people as to produce unrest so great that the peace and harmony of the world are imperiled; and an improvement of those conditions is urgently required …; Whereas also the failure of any nation to adopt humane conditions of labour is an obstacle in the way of other nations which desire to improve the conditions in their own countries.”

There follows a series of recommendations and reports regarding the length of the workday and its dangers, the setting of wages, and rights of workers and their representatives. However, the ILO lacked the means and power to impose sanctions to ensure that its recommendations were implemented. In the course of the 1920s, the ILO repeatedly called upon France to cease its practice of unpaid labor and forced transfer of workers from one site to another, which amounted, according to the international organization, to a kind of slave labor. But the French authorities rejected these accusations, emphasizing the fact that they had just extended to all “natives” (and not just the most “evolved”—the term used by the French colonial administration to designate the small minority of natives who had adopted a “European” way of life) the option of paying off their labor obligation with cash. Another of the French administration’s favorite arguments was that many of the alleged offenses, particularly on the Congo-Ocean Railway, concerned not forced labor but rather military conscription, which was one of the few forms of unpaid labor authorized by the ILO, on the condition, however, that the military system not be misused to carry out civilian tasks. In this case, the ILO suspected France of doing just that. Outraged by such an infringement on what they considered to be their “national sovereignty,” the French authorities refused to ratify the ILO’s convention in 1930. That is why unpaid, forced labor, in the form of services and conscriptions, continued in the French colonies up to the eve of World War II, for example on the cocoa plantations in Ivory Coast. The decree of 1912 was finally revoked only in 1946, in response to explicit pressure exercised by Félix Houphouët-Boigny, the future president of Ivory Coast, at a time when France was suddenly ready to make any concession to avoid dismantling its empire.



France, a Colonial Republic That Doesn’t Know It Is One

One of the most insidious and hypocritical forms of discrimination in colonial contexts, as in other inegalitarian systems, concerns access to education. In the southern United States, the prohibition on Black children attending the same schools as White children was one of the central pillars of the system of legal racial discrimination that was in force until 1964–1965. This discrimination was made illegal, but US society still bears the marks of these very profound racial and territorial inequalities, which have still not been completely erased. In Europe, and especially in France, it is sometimes imagined that this heavy legacy of legal racial discrimination in no way concerns continental Europe. In France, its “republican” heritage and “republican” values are ritually invoked, as if the fact that during the 1870s the various monarchical and imperial regimes were definitively replaced by a republic sufficed to guarantee respect for equal rights in general, and racial equality in particular.

In reality, the Third Republic did not hesitate to extract wealth from Haiti for decades, thereby prolonging until 1950 the tribute imposed by the monarchical state in 1825. It had no more qualms regarding the institution of a system of forced labor in 1912, in the form of “services” to be performed by the “natives” in the African colonies, a system that persisted until 1946. In Algeria, as in the rest of the French colonial empire, the republican state imposed a regime based explicitly on profound racial and ethno-religious discrimination until 1962. Concretely, up to the last day of the colonial empire, “Algerian Muslims” and other Indigenous populations never had the same rights as the colonists, whether political rights or social and economic rights.22 In particular, the school system remained deeply segregated right up to the end, in the sense that the schools open to the colonists and the natives were usually strictly separated, in accord with modalities that, if not exactly the same as in the southern United States, were hardly more egalitarian. If the United States was a slaveholding republic, France was for a long time a colonial republic, or, if one prefers, a republic at the head of a colonial empire. The two republics organized the territories they controlled on an explicitly racial and discriminatory basis until the 1960s. If we want to escape this heritage someday, it would be better to start by trying to understand its importance.

Recent studies have enabled us to improve our comprehension of the structure of the colonial budgets used during French colonization and our recognition of these inequalities.23 In Morocco, the primary and secondary schools reserved for Europeans received 79 percent of the total expenditures for education in 1925 (even though Europeans constituted only 4 percent of the population). In the same year, less than 5 percent of native children in North Africa and Indochina were enrolled in school, and less than 2 percent in French West Africa. It is striking to note that this great inequality in expenditures seems not to have decreased after the end of colonization. In Algeria, budget documents show that the schools reserved for colonists received 78 percent of the total expenditures for education in 1925, a proportion that rose to 82 percent in 1955, when the fighting for independence had already begun. The colonial system was so inegalitarian in its functioning that reform seemed largely impossible. Let us add that the fiscal system used to finance these expenses was itself unfair and regressive, and that it bore essentially on the natives (taxes on consumption, indirect taxes, and so on). In short, the colonized populations paid heavy taxes in order to finance expenditures that benefited principally those who had come to dominate them politically and militarily.

The educational system implemented in continental France at the beginning of the twentieth century was, it is true, also extremely hierarchized and inegalitarian, and in large measure it has never ceased to be so. But it is important to realize that that is incommensurate with the level of inequality in educational means that characterized the colonial context (see Figure 14). In 1910, educational stratification was very great in France: the disadvantaged classes rarely went beyond the primary school certificate. If we gather together the available budgetary data, we find that the 10 percent of an age group benefiting from the largest educational investment (by reaching secondary school or, more rarely, higher education) received about 38 percent of the total expenditure, as compared with only 26 percent for the least educated 50 percent of the age group. This is a considerable inequality, insofar as the second group is by construction five times more numerous than the first. In other terms, the most favored 10 percent of the children benefited from an individual educational investment almost eight times higher than the least favored 50 percent. Inequality in expenditure for education has decreased considerably between 1910 and 2020, even if the established system continues to invest almost three times more in public funds per student for the most favored 10 percent than it does for the least favored 50 percent, which is relatively astonishing for a system that is supposed to reduce social reproduction, the tendency for unequal classes to transfer their status from one generation to the next. We shall return to this point. At this stage, let us note simply that educational inequalities in colonial societies like French Algeria were of an incomparably greater magnitude: the ratio between the expenditure for the education of the colonists’ children and the expenditure for the children of the colonized was forty to one.
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FIGURE 14. Colonies for Colonists: The Inequality of Educational Investment in Historical Perspective

In Algeria in 1950, the most favored 10 percent (the colonizers) benefited from 82 percent of the total expenditure for primary, secondary, and higher education. The comparable figure for France was 38 percent in 1910 and 20 percent in 2020, which is, nonetheless, twice as high as their share in the population. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality




The Question of Reparations: Rethinking Justice on a Transnational Scale

Let’s sum up. The current distribution of wealth among the countries of the world and within countries bears the deep mark of the slaveholding, colonial past. Knowledge of this past is indispensable for improving our understanding of the origins and injustices of the present economic system, but in itself it does not suffice to formulate solutions and remedies. The question is complex and requires thorough, detailed examination. Sometimes, the solution involves explicit reparations, as it does in the case of the French debt to Haiti (where they seem inevitable), either agrarian reform and access to land in certain territories, or indemnities in the United States. Rejecting any discussion of reparations, even when other spoliations and injustices that are just as far in the past continue to be indemnified, considerably complicates the development of new norms of universal justice that are acceptable to all. It is time to understand that the logic of remedial justice and universalist justice are complementary and have to move forward in concert, the one supporting the other.

For all that, it is very clear that reparations alone will not allow us to settle all the problems. To repair the damage done by racism and colonialism, we also have to change the economic system on a systematic basis, by reducing inequalities and ensuring that everyone has the most egalitarian access possible to education, employment, and property, independently of his or her origins. To fight discrimination, we must also pursue policies that are as ambitious, coherent, and verifiable as possible, but without rigidifying identities, which are always plural and multidimensional. We shall see to what extent it is possible, on the basis of the experience accumulated thus far, to find a balance between social criteria and criteria related to origins. For similar reasons, we have to go beyond the opposition between redistribution at the national level and redistribution at the international level. In particular, each country, each citizen on the planet, should have some part of the tax revenues derived from multinational companies and the world’s billionaires: first, because each human being should have a minimal equal right to health care, education, and development; and second, because the rich countries’ prosperity would not exist without the poor countries. The growth of wealth in the Western world, like that in Japan or China, has long been based on the international division of labor and the feverish exploitation of natural and human resources worldwide. All these accumulations of wealth that have taken place on our planet depend on a global economic system, and it is at that level that the question of justice should be raised and the march toward equality pursued. Before going further in these various directions, we must nonetheless arrive at a better understanding of how the inequalities of status and class have been transformed since the eighteenth century, on the global scale and in particular within Western countries.
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REVOLUTION, STATUS, AND CLASS


The slave revolt in Saint-Domingue in 1791 paved the way for the end of slavery and colonialism, but the battle for racial equality is still being fought. The same is true of inequalities in status in general: in 1789 the French Revolution took an essential step by abolishing the nobility’s privileges, but it did not do away with the multiple privileges of money—far from it. We shall see that until the beginning of the twentieth century, electoral systems based on wealth qualifications were implemented in many countries, such as Sweden. Other forms of plutocratic systems, slightly toned down, still prevail in many forms today, whether in influencing elections or in concentrating power among stockholders, to the detriment of more competent persons involved in the process of production.


The End of Privileges and Unequal Status?

According to a rather widespread fairy tale, legal equality has been definitively established in Western countries since the Enlightenment and the “Atlantic revolutions.” In this narrative, the French Revolution and the abolition of aristocratic privileges during the night of August 4, 1789, appear to be foundational events. The reality is obviously more complex. The republics of France and the United States were in essence slaveholding, colonial, and legally discriminatory until the 1960s. The same was true of the British and Dutch monarchies. Almost everywhere, the equality of rights proclaimed at the end of the eighteenth century is above all an equality of White men, and especially of property-owning White men.

Although the abandonment of privileges during the night of 4 August remains a seminal event, it must be seen as a long, unfinished battle for equality. There would have been no night of August 4 without the taking of the Bastille on July 14, and especially without the peasant revolts in the summer of 1789. During these revolts farmers and laborers attacked the lords and their châteaux, burning their titles to property. This convinced the deputies gathered in Paris that they had to act quickly to do away with the despised institutions of feudalism. These revolts followed decades of peasant rebellions that the divided government proved increasingly unable to control—the occupation of parcels of land and common goods, violence directed against landowners—particularly during the summer of 1788, when the question of the election of delegates to the Estates-General was finally clearly raised in a nearly insurrectional atmosphere.1

We must also emphasize that if the French nobility definitively lost its fiscal, political, and jurisdictional privileges in 1789, it retained for a long time afterward a privileged social position as a class of property owners. By studying family names in the Paris inheritance archives, we have found that while the nobility represented barely 1 percent of the population of Paris in the nineteenth century, between 1830 and 1840 it included no less than 40 to 45 percent of the wealthiest—just slightly less than it did on the eve of the Revolution. Not until the decades between 1880 and 1910 did the prominence of the nobility among the largest estates finally decrease (see Figure 15).

This persistence is explained by several factors. Exiled in the neighboring European monarchies between 1789 and 1815, the nobility returned en masse to France in 1815 and benefited from very favorable measures during the period of the monarchies, in which electors had to meet a certain tax threshold (1815–1848). We think especially of the emblematic law of the “billion for the emigrés” that transferred to these nobles considerable sums (almost 15 percent of the national income at the time, financed by taxes and public debt) to compensate them for the lands and rents lost under the Revolution. Debated during the first days of the Restoration, this law was adopted in 1825, under the government led by the Count de Villèle, who in that same year imposed on Haiti the indemnity in favor of the slaveowners (many of whom were aristocrats).
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FIGURE 15. The Nobility in Parisian Inheritances, 1780–1910

The share of noble names among the 0.1 percent of the largest inheritances in Paris fell from 50 percent to 25 percent between 1780 and 1810, before climbing to about 40–45 percent during the period of the censitary monarchies (1815–1848), then declining to about 10 percent at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. In comparison, noble names still represented less than 2 percent of the total number of deaths between 1780 and 1910. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


More generally, we must emphasize that the redistributions carried out under the Revolution were more limited than is sometimes imagined. Church properties, which represented almost 25 percent of the kingdom’s total real estate (including the value of ecclesiastical tithes) were, of course, nationalized without compensation. But instead of being redistributed to the landless, they were auctioned off to benefit those who had the means to buy them. Abbé Siéyès, who had sided with the Third Estate in his famous pamphlet published in January 1789,2 was scandalized by this operation, which would, according to him, only enrich property owners, noble or bourgeois, while at the same time drying up financing for the Church’s charitable works, which included help for the poorest people, schools, and hospitals. In England, the dissolution of the monasteries, decreed by Henry VIII in 1536, had also strengthened the property-owning class. Meanwhile, the House of Lords was becoming an almost exclusively noble assembly, whereas the clergy had previously occupied half the seats. In France as in England, we thus move gradually from a trifunctional ideology to an ideology that can be described as “property-owning” or simply as “capitalist.” In a trifunctional ideology, the position of the two dominant classes, the clergy and the nobility, is supposed to be justified by their service to the Third Estate and to society as a whole, through spiritual guidance and charitable works, in the case of the clergy, and order and protection, in the case of the nobility. According to the newer ideology, private property owners have as their sole mission to find the most profitable use for their goods and to enrich themselves, under the protection of the state, without making any contribution to the general welfare.



The Long Exit of Forced and Semiforced Labor

In the end, the French Revolution abolished the nobility’s privileges while at the same time strengthening the rights of property owners. For those who owned nothing, the balance sheet is ambiguous. The fact that they were no longer subject to the lord’s whims and that they benefited from a judicial system that was centralized at the national level and dealt with all citizens in the same way constituted, in theory, genuine progress. But the concentration of property in the hands of the richest 1 percent of the population, including both nobles and bourgeois, scarcely diminished between 1780 and 1800 before it started rising again between 1800 and 1910. For the poorest 50 percent, there was virtually no progress.3

We must also situate the Revolution in a long process of transforming the status of labor in French and other European societies. On the eve of 1789, servitude was supposed to have disappeared from the French countryside centuries earlier. An often-mentioned explanation is that the relative scarcity of labor, along with the collapse of institutions following the Black Death in the middle of the fourteenth century, favored the eviction and emancipation of the serfs. Many historians have emphasized the excessively mechanistic nature of this explanation. In reality, everything depended on the local power relationships, which is evident from the calcification of serfdom in Eastern Europe after the fourteenth century and its belated abolition in the nineteenth century.4 For the most optimistic medievalists, it was the trifunctional Christian ideology that made it possible to put a gradual end to servile labor and to unify workers within a single class of laborers who were free and celebrated as such in Western Europe, in accord with a process that was already well underway even before the Black Death.5 That was perhaps partly the case, but in truth the available sources do not allow us to be very precise, so numerous are the local and regional variations.

What is certain is that pockets of serfdom still existed in France at the time of the Revolution, for example on the lands of the Abbey of St. Claude (a great ecclesiastical seigneury located in the Jura Mountains), and that restrictions on moving around to find work were not definitively and systematically lifted until the Revolution. The peasants generally had freedom of movement (a notion that was often merely theoretical when they had neither goods nor networks), but they owed days of unpaid work to their lord. Under the Revolution, these corvées, or labor obligations, would be the object of very lively debates. During the Revolution’s most egalitarian and redistributive phase, in 1792–1794, the members of the Convention emphasized that the corvées betrayed by their very name their origins in serfdom and feudalism, and consequently they demanded that the corvées be abolished without compensation because they were aristocratic privileges, similar to those targeted on the night of August 4. But during most of the Revolution, in 1789 and then again starting in 1795, with the return of censitary suffrage,6 a much more conservative notion was established, namely that corvées were ultimately only rent payments that should be simply renamed as such in the future, and that any other decision would risk damaging, by osmosis, the whole system of property. That is how the feudal corvées became capitalist rents, in most cases without further ado. One day’s unpaid labor each week for example, could be converted to a rent equivalent to one-fifth or one-sixth of the agricultural product.7

We must also emphasize the harshness of the system of discipline at work and the tendency to strengthen property rights in the course of the eighteenth century and during a large part of the nineteenth century. In the United Kingdom, the Enclosure Acts, which were adopted beginning in 1604 and strengthened repeatedly, especially between 1773 and 1801, resulted in the erection of hedges around parcels of land and put an end to the poor’s right to use common lands and pastures. They also helped fill the roads with unemployed workers who were easy to exploit, and whose labor fed British industrialization. The Black Act of 1723 also weakened the most deprived by instituting capital punishment for timber thieves and small game hunters, people who hunted or gathered at night, their faces blackened to avoid being recognized, on lands that were not their own, and that the property owners now wanted to reserve for their own exclusive use.8 The new proletariat, reduced to poverty, was subject until 1875 to the aptly named Master and Servant Act, which gave employers full rights, including a rule that criminalized efforts to poach servants, making it possible to keep wages extremely low.9

In the colonies, the legal system was even less egalitarian: forced labor is clearly present until at least 1946 and even until independence was achieved. In French cities, labor union and worker mobilization, along with intense social struggles, were to make it possible to impose new norms more quickly. In France, laws on child labor were passed in 1841, on labor union freedom in 1884, on accidents at work in 1898, on collective conventions and the eight-hour workday in 1919, on paid vacations in 1936, and on Social Security in 1945. The establishment of regular salaries and a veritable “salaried society” marks a major advance in civilization that has appeared only gradually, in multiple forms, and over very long periods. For example, it was not until 1969–1977 that monthly salaries (guaranteeing a fixed income each month rather than each day or week) were to be found generally.10 We also know that this evolution is partly reversible, depending on political and economic power relationships. Salarial status has thus diminished significantly of late, with the self-employed worker system introduced into the French 2008 law “modernizing” the economy. The keystone of that law is smaller social contributions and fewer legal protections, a development whose harmful consequences for workers could be noted during the pandemic of 2020 and 2021. The development of digital platforms and gig workers paid by the task now constitutes as much a redoubtable threat to salarial status as to our liberties, and we will be able to fight it only if the public authority regains control of the sector and implements new laws.11 We must also insist on the historical fact that the development of a more protective salarial status has occurred especially within the nation states of the North, sometimes at the price of reinforcing borders. Workers in the South have not been much involved in this movement; on the scale of the global economy, they are just as stuck in their territory of origin at the beginning of the twenty-first century as the serfs of the Abbey of St. Claude were in the eighteenth century. The march toward equality and dignity with regard to work is an ongoing battle that now requires a profound transformation of the world economic system. We will return to it.



Sweden in 1900: One Man, a Hundred Votes

Along with the battles for labor laws and workers’ rights, the campaign for universal suffrage is the other great social and political struggle of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1815, Louis XVIII installed a political system like the one he had observed in England, with a Chamber of Peers reserved for the upper nobility (like the House of Lords) and a Chamber of Deputies elected by census suffrage (like the House of Commons, but in a still more limited way). Specifically, during the first Restoration, only the 1 percent of adult males who paid the most direct taxes had the right to vote. The threshold that had to be met to be a candidate for office was even higher, and concerned only 0.2 percent of adult males.12 Suffrage was slightly broadened after the Revolution of 1830: the number of electors under the July Monarchy rose to a little more than 2 percent of adult males, while the number of those eligible to be candidates for office was raised to about 0.4 percent of adult males. Universal suffrage for men was implemented briefly following the Revolution of 1848, and then definitively starting in 1871, before being finally extended to women in 1944. In the United Kingdom, the march toward universal male suffrage was much more gradual (see Figure 16). The proportion of adult males who had the right to vote was scarcely 5 percent in 1820, then rose to 14 percent following the electoral reform of 1832, 30 percent after the reform of 1867, and especially 60 percent with the electoral law of 1884, which transformed the political situation and led to much more redistributive social and fiscal legislation. Universal male suffrage was finally introduced in 1918, followed by universal female suffrage in 1928.
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FIGURE 16. The Evolution of Male Suffrage in Europe, 1820–1920

In the United Kingdom, the percentage of adult males having the right to vote (taking into account the taxes owed and property held in order to have this right) rose from 5 percent in 1820 to 30 percent in 1870 and 100 percent in 1920. In France, it rose from 1 percent in 1820 to 100 percent in 1880. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


A particularly interesting but little-known case is that of Sweden. From 1527 to 1865, the Swedish monarchy relied on a parliament, the Riksdag, which included representatives of the four orders or estates that then composed the kingdom: the nobility, the clergy, the urban bourgeoisie, and the property-owning peasantry. In 1865, this system was replaced by a censitary parliamentary system composed of two chambers: an upper chamber elected by a small minority of large property owners (scarcely 9,000 electors, or less than 1 percent of the adult male population), and a lower chamber. The lower chamber was also censitary, requiring property ownership, but considerably more open. Suffrage was not expanded in Sweden until the reforms of 1909–1911; property-owning conditions were completely abolished for men only in 1919, and not until 1921 was universal suffrage extended to include women. Around 1900, with a little more than 20 percent of adult men having the right to vote, Sweden was one of the least advanced European nations.

Above all, the great peculiarity of the censitary system used in Sweden between 1865 and 1911 is that the number of votes an elector had depended on how much tax he paid and how much property and income he had.13 Within the 20 percent of men rich enough to be able to vote, electors were divided into about forty groups, each associated with a different electoral weight. Concretely, members of the least wealthy group each had one vote, whereas those in the richest group had as many as fifty-four votes each. The exact scale determining the electoral weight (fyrkar) of each elector was set using a formula that depended on the amount of the taxes he paid, the properties he owned, and his income. A similar system was used for municipal elections, with the additional particularity that corporations also had the right to participate in these local elections, and they also had a number of votes depending on the amount of their taxes and the amount of their goods and profits. However, for urban municipalities, a single elector, whether a private person or an enterprise, could not have more than one hundred votes. For rural municipalities, on the other hand, there was no ceiling of this kind, to the point that during the municipal elections of 1871, there were fifty-four voting districts in Sweden in which a single elector cast more than 50 percent of the votes. The prime minister, Count Arvid Posse, was among these dictators enjoying impeccable democratic legitimacy. In the 1880s, Posse cast the majority of the votes in the district where he lived and where his family owned a vast estate. There were also 414 voting districts in which a single elector cast more than 25 percent of the votes.

Sweden’s astonishing hypercensitary experiment is interesting in more than one way. In a few decades, Sweden moved from an extremely inegalitarian system based on property ownership to a relatively egalitarian society—at least more egalitarian than all other known societies. This change occurred when the Social Democrats came to power in the early 1920s, after an intense campaign by labor unions and workers, and then remained in power on a quasi-permanent basis from 1932 to 2006. On the eve of World War I, the concentration of property was just as extreme in Sweden as it was in France or the United Kingdom (see Figure 17), and Sweden was incontestably the European country that had gone furthest in the constitutional and electoral codification of its inequality.14 Then, during the interwar period, the Social Democrats took control of the Swedish government and put their country’s state power in the service of a completely different political project. Instead of using property registers and incomes to distribute the right to vote, they began to use them to make the richest people pay progressively heavier taxes, all in order to finance public services. These services allowed relatively egalitarian (here again, in comparison to other countries) access to health care and education for the whole of the population. This experiment shows how little anything is fixed. People sometimes imagine that there are cultures or civilizations that tend by nature toward equality or inequality: Sweden is supposed to have always been egalitarian, perhaps because of an ancient passion proceeding from the Vikings, whereas India and its castes are eternally inegalitarian, no doubt for reasons just as mystical that proceed from the Aryans. In truth, everything depends on the institutions and rules that each human community gives itself, contingent on power relationships, mobilizations, and social struggles, within unstable trajectories that would merit close examination.
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FIGURE 17. Extreme Patrimonial Inequality: European Property-Owner Societies in the Belle Époque (1880–1914)

The share of the highest 10 percent of wealth in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) was on average 84 percent in France between 1880 and 1914 (as compared with 14 percent for the following 40 percent and 2 percent for the poorest 50 percent), 91 percent in the United Kingdom (as compared with 8 percent and 1 percent), and 88 percent in Sweden (as compared with 11 percent and 1 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality




The Metamorphoses of Privileges: Democracy and Money

The path followed by Sweden also shows the boundless imagination that the property-owning classes can show in structuring institutions to their advantage. It would be a mistake to think that this ingenuity no longer exists: today’s billionaires would not dare to openly demand rights to vote like the ones Sweden used to have, but they often resort to other methods to arrive at the same ends. In particular, we must emphasize that electoral democracies have never provided a truly satisfactory solution to the problem of financing political campaigns, far from it. Theoretically, we could imagine that an obvious corollary of universal suffrage would have been to set up an egalitarian system in which each citizen would have the same amount to contribute to parties and political movements of his choice, the keystone of the system being an absolute prohibition on larger donations and a strict limitation of electoral expenditures, so as to put all candidates and all voters on an equal footing. We could even imagine that this political equality might be constitutionally guaranteed, and that these arrangements would be protected with as much determination as universal suffrage itself.

However, not only is this not the case, but the opposite is true. Some countries have developed timid systems of public financing for campaigns and political parties—in Germany in the 1950s, in the United States and in Italy in the 1970s and 1980s, and also in France in the 1990s. But these systems are clearly insufficient, and they are usually completely overwhelmed by the flow of private money. This is particularly the case in the United States, where lobbyists have succeeded in convincing judges that no ceiling for political expenditures can be set (and that imposing any ceiling would be equivalent to violating the wealthiest people’s freedom of expression).15 But it is also the case in Europe, India, and Brazil. Almost everywhere, the tax deductions that are granted for political contributions, as well as for other kinds of donations, amount to subsidizing the wealthiest people’s political or cultural preferences with the money of the poorest. In France, a wealthy voter giving 7,500 euros (the current ceiling) to his preferred political party has a right to a tax deduction of 5,000 euros, financed by the rest of the taxpayers. In comparison, the ordinary person has a right to a deduction of about 1 euro per voter in the form of public financing for political parties.16 This example shows the extent to which censitary systems still exist: they have simply become a little less visible.

The question of how to finance the media, think tanks, and other organs that shape public opinion raises the same problems. Laws seeking to limit the concentration of the press or to reduce the power of stockholders relative to that of editors were set up in some countries, often shortly after World War II, but they are notoriously insufficient and have never been adapted to the digital age. In France, a handful of billionaires now owns more than half of the news media. This situation is found everywhere, in poor countries as well as in rich ones. The best solution would be to change the legal framework and adopt a law that truly democratizes the media, guaranteeing employees and journalists half the seats in the governing organs, whatever their legal form might be, opening their doors to representatives from the reading public, and drastically limiting stockholders’ power.17

The essential point is that this critique of contemporary democracy and of its capture by big money must be accompanied by proposals for precise institutional mechanisms making it possible to move toward greater equality. In the course of the twentieth century, the critique of “bourgeois” democracy has too often served as an excuse—by the leaders and bureaucratic classes holding power in the Soviet bloc, but also in some newly independent countries—for doing away with pluralist elections or taking control of the media. The refusal to hold elections is never justified. On the other hand, the establishment of a radically egalitarian way of financing political parties, electoral campaigns, and the media is not only justified but indispensable for being able to speak of a democracy that is truly based on a principle of equality. This must go hand-in-hand with a multiplicity of modes of political participation, notably in the form of citizen assemblies and deliberative referenda. But here as well, the question of how to finance campaigns and achieve equality in the production and diffusion of information must be dealt with rigorously.18

In practice, this protection of democracy and political equality does not exist. In most countries, the constitutions and the courts tend on the contrary to protect the established order, in the sense that they set up very strong legal constraints seeking to prevent a political majority from proceeding, for example, to undertake an ambitious revision of the property system (or even simply to limit the power of stockholders). Redistribution of property is generally subjected to an obligation to indemnify, which in practice makes any genuine transfer impossible. If someone owns everything that can be owned in a country, and if it is necessary to fully indemnify him for any transfer of his properties to other persons or collectivities, that means it is impossible to change anything at all in the initial situation, at least within a legal framework. If we add that the rules governing constitutional amendments tend to make them very difficult (as in France, where the Senate, not a very democratic body, has the right to veto),19 we can see that in some cases this can completely immobilize the situation. Unsurprisingly, each system often tries to prevent the principles it holds dear from being changed, and even attempts to make any effort to challenge them illegal.

The consequence is that these rules have been regularly broken in the course of history. The march toward equality is full of revolutionary moments when political institutions are redefined in order to make it possible to transform social and economic structures. When the Estates General met in 1789, no rule provided that a National Assembly could proclaim itself and give itself the right to abolish the nobility’s privileges and decide to expropriate the clergy’s property while at the same time trampling on the right of veto that the two privileged orders had enjoyed for centuries. We shall note, moreover, that none of the regime changes that have occurred in France since 1789 (there are about ten of them) took place in accord with the rules set forth by their predecessors.20 In the United Kingdom, it was in a climate of extreme tension that the House of Lords, which clearly dominated British bicameralism until the end of the nineteenth century, was forced in 1909–1911 to renounce its right to veto and to yield power to the House of Commons forever, in the eruptive context of the vote on the “People’s Budget” and the creation of a progressive tax on total income.21 In the United States, Roosevelt had to threaten to “pack” the Supreme Court in 1937 so that it would lift the veto by which it was blocking his social legislation in the name of free enterprise, even though he had just been reelected with 61 percent of the vote.22 It is probable that episodes of the same kind will occur in the future in times of crisis—times that it is impossible to foresee. Here, too, this observation must be used not as an excuse for trampling on all legal rules, but on the contrary, to propose new rules that are more profoundly egalitarian and democratic than the preceding ones, without losing sight of the fact that the law must be a tool for emancipation and not for the preservation of positions of power.



The Persistence of Censitary Voting: Economic Plutocracy

If there is a domain where censitary voting continues to reign, it is certainly that of economic power. In joint-stock companies, the stockholders legally have all the power, with voting rights proportional to the number of stocks they hold. It might be said that this is the definition of capitalism, but in fact it is a specific institutional arrangement that is not particularly natural and has been established only gradually, in the context of specific circumstances and power relationships.23 Theoretically, other rules are perfectly conceivable. For example, nothing guarantees that stockholders are more competent to manage an enterprise than a company’s employees, or that they are more invested in its success over the long term. Often, the opposite is true: an investment fund can put capital into an enterprise and withdraw it again in a short period of time, whereas employees generally invest a major part of their lives, their energy, and their skills. In many respects, employees constitute the company’s first long-term investors. If we look at the big picture, we can only be surprised by this persistence of plutocracy in economic matters.

More balanced systems have been tried since the middle of the twentieth century, even in nominally “capitalist” countries. In Germany, the system known as “comanagement” (sometimes still called Mitbestimmung, or “codetermination”) consists in dividing up the seats in a company’s board of directors or supervisory board with one half being representatives of the employees and the other half representatives of the stockholders. This system was introduced in 1951 in the steel and coal industries, and then extended in 1952 to all large companies (all sectors taken together). The 1976 law established the system currently in force in Germany, with one-third of the seats for employees in companies with between 500 and 2,000 employees, and half the seats for those with more than 2,000 employees.24 Comparable arrangements were adopted in Austria, Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, where the rules also apply to small and medium-sized enterprises.25 On the other hand, comanagement is at this time not very widespread outside Germanic and Nordic Europe.26

In practice, the importance of this transformation must not be exaggerated: in the event of a tie vote, it is still the stockholders who make the decision. Nonetheless, it is a clear modification of the usual capitalist rules. It will be noted that 50 percent of the voting rights are attributed to employees as such, as “investors in labor,” independently of any ownership of the capital. If in addition the employees own 10 or 20 percent of the capital, or if a public collectivity holds a 10 or 20 percent share, then a stockholder can find himself in the minority, even if he owns 80 or 90 percent of the stock.27 From the stockholders’ point of view, this amounts to an unacceptable challenge to their natural rights. These measures in Germany were obtained after extremely tense social and political struggles, in a context in which the power relationships clearly favored labor, namely, after the trauma of the 1929 crisis and the compromising of the economic elites on account of their dealings with the Nazis. The German laws of 1951 and 1952 were passed by the Christian Democrats, but in response to intense pressure exerted by the Social Democrats and especially by labor unions, who at that point were making even more ambitious demands, such as their participation, on an equal footing, in regional and federal planning commissions.

We must also stress that these laws could be implemented only because the German constitution of 1949, the Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany, had previously adopted an innovative definition of property considered in terms of its social goal. In particular, the constitution asserts at the outset that the right to property is legitimate only insofar as it “shall … serve the public good” (Article 14). It explicitly mentions that the socialization of the means of production and the redefinition of the system of private property enter into the domain of the law, in terms that open the possibility of measures such as comanagement. This text is situated in the tradition begun by the German constitution of 1919, which was itself adopted in a quasi-insurrectional context, and which made possible redistributions of land and new social and syndical rights, rights that were suspended from 1933 to 1945.28 Employers’ groups repeatedly tried to contest comanagement in the courts, notably following the law of 1976 adopted by the Social Democrats, but their complaint was dismissed by the Constitutional Court, on the basis of the constitution of 1949. Conversely, several countries, including France, have retained in their fundamental texts a definition of property seen as an absolute and natural right, a definition that comes from the end of the eighteenth century, so that the adoption of rules of comanagement in the German fashion without an amendment to the constitution would be very likely to be contested in court.29



Participatory Socialism and Power Sharing

In theory, a deepening of the rules of Germanic and Nordic comanagement is conceivable. All studies show that this system has made it possible to achieve a better involvement of employees in companies’ long-term strategies and greater collective efficiency.30 For example, we can imagine a system in which part of the employees’ representatives would have 50 percent of the votes in all enterprises, including the smallest ones, and in which, on the other hand, the share of the voting rights held by an individual stockholder (within the 50 percent of voting rights reserved for stockholders) cannot exceed a certain threshold in sufficiently large companies. Thus an individual stockholder might have a maximum of 90 percent of the stockholders’ voting rights in small companies (fewer than ten employees), and this threshold would be lowered linearly to 10 percent of the stockholders’ voting rights in larger companies (more than ninety employees).31 In this way, a single stockholder who is also an employee of the company could have a majority of the votes in a very small company (in this case, as many as ten employees) but would have to rely increasingly on collective deliberation with other employees as soon as the company became significantly larger (see Figure 18). In a very small company, the maintenance of a strong connection between the amount of capital contributed and economic power can be justified: if all one’s savings are invested in a life work (for example, opening an organic grocery store or a café-restaurant), there’s nothing abnormal about that person having more votes than an employee hired the day before. These types of investors are more likely to reduce expenditures, for example, in order to develop the project.32 On the other hand, if the project involves many employees and collective resources, such a concentration of power is no longer justified. A single stockholder who is not himself an employee would lose the majority of votes as soon as the first employee was hired in the system outlined here. If the employees themselves have contributed capital, even a minority stake, they would obtain a majority of the votes more rapidly. It goes without saying that all these parameters are given only as illustrations and would have to be the object of vast deliberation and experimentation.

The system of “participatory socialism” described here has only one objective: to illustrate the very great diversity of possible economic systems. On the basis of the historical experience at our disposal, it is clear that the establishment of such a system would require very strong popular support. In most countries, as in France, such a transformation would also involve a substantial revision of the constitution, which could probably be made only during moments of crisis, as has often happened in the past. We shall see that such profound changes would also have to be accompanied by a complete revision of the fiscal system, so as to allow a true circulation of property and economic power, as well as the redefinition of multiple international treaties, in particular those that concern the movement of capital. I am not suggesting that such a system could easily be set up next month, but simply insisting on the fact that no less gigantic transformations of the legal, fiscal, and social system continually occurred between 1780 and 2020, and that this process is not going to stop suddenly now. It is therefore not pointless to inquire into the subsequent stages of participatory socialism on the basis of the experience available.
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FIGURE 18. Participatory Socialism and Power Sharing

In the system of participatory socialism envisioned here, a single stockholder (owning 100 percent of the company’s stock) has 73 percent of voting rights if the company has two salaried employees (including himself), 51 percent if he has ten salaried employees (including himself), and he loses the majority beyond ten salaried employees. A single, unsalaried stockholder has 45 percent of voting rights if the company has fewer than ten salaried employees, and then this share declines regularly and reaches 5 percent with 100 salaried employees.

Note: Salaried employees (whether or not they are stockholders) share 50 percent of voting rights, and within that 50 percent, an individual stockholder cannot hold more than 90 percent (or 45 percent of the votes) in a company with fewer than ten salaried employees; this fraction falls linearly to 10 percent (or 5 percent of the votes) in companies with more than ninety salaried employees (the unattributed stockholders’ votes are reattributed to the salaried employees). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



Concerning the question of power-sharing in enterprises, and more generally the debate on the transformation of the economic system and the emergence of new forms of democratic socialism, it is striking to note to what point discussions have gained new vigor since the financial crisis of 2008. In several countries, especially in the United States and Britain, some important political movements have set out to formulate unprecedented proposals intended to establish rules that are inspired, in one way or another, by the Germanic and Nordic systems of comanagement.33 If approved, the conditions for their adoption worldwide could be created. Within the intellectual and syndical world, ambitious collective and international projects like the “Manifesto for Labour Law” remind us to what extent there are several ways of organizing the economic system, and in particular the power relationships within enterprises.34 In addition to the question of comanagement, the whole of syndical law must be rethought at the European and transnational level, thereby facilitating the support and participation of employees, reserving public markets for enterprises that sign collective agreements, and finally generalizing labor unions’ right to enter the workplace and to organize meetings there.35 Although it is too soon to know their impact, these initiatives indicate the liveliness of the debates. We shall also see that the discussions initiated in Sweden in the 1970s and 1980s on the subject of “employee funds” (called Meidner funds) have recently picked up again. But before we analyze in greater detail the prospects for future transformations, we have to understand better how the very intense compression of economic inequalities that took place in the twentieth century in many countries, and in particular in the world’s main capitalist powers, was produced.
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THE “GREAT REDISTRIBUTION”

1914–1980


Between 1914 and 1980, inequalities in income and wealth decreased markedly in the Western world as a whole (the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Sweden, and the United States), and in Japan, Russia, China, and India, although in different ways, which we will explore in a later chapter. Here we will focus on the Western countries and improve our understanding of how this “great redistribution” took place.

The first factor was the welfare state’s spectacular rise in power. This long-term development was in large measure the result of social struggles and mobilization of the socialist and labor movements since the end of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, it was greatly accelerated by the two world wars and the Depression following the stock market crash of 1929—three events that in the three decades between 1914 and 1945 completely overturned the power relationships between labor and capital. The second factor was the development of a very progressive tax on income and inheritance, which made it possible to massively reduce the concentration of wealth and economic power at the apex of the social hierarchy while at the same time favoring increased mobility and greater prosperity. The progressive tax played a decisive role in defining a new social and fiscal contract. Finally, we shall see the essential role played by the liquidation of foreign and colonial assets, and how the dissolution of public debt helped to reduce inequalities and destroy perceptions of private property as sacred. Rivalries among European powers and the intolerable character of the inegalitarian colonial regime were critical ingredients in the subsequent fall of Belle-Époque societies dominated by property owners. The way in which Europe was reconstructed after World War I, by cancellation of its debts, also imparted lessons for the future.


The Invention of the Welfare State: Education, Health Care, and Social Security

Between 1914 and 1980, the power of the fiscal and social state was to undergo an unprecedented expansion in all Western countries. At the end of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth century, total tax receipts, including taxes, contributions, and obligatory levies of all kinds, represented less than 10 percent of the national income in Europe and the United States. Between 1914 and 1980, this tax burden tripled in the United States and more than quadrupled in Europe. In France, Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, tax receipts have amounted to between 40 and 50 percent of the national income since the 1980s and 1990s. Numerous studies have shown that the fiscal state’s rise in power made a major contribution to the process of economic development. The new receipts did in fact make it possible to finance expenditures that proved indispensable not only for reducing inequalities but also for encouraging growth. These expenditures included a massive and relatively egalitarian investment in education and health care (or, at least, a much more massive and egalitarian investment than any previous); expansion of transportation and other community infrastructure; the replacement income, such as retirement pensions, necessary for supporting an aging population; and reserves, such as unemployment insurance, for stabilizing the economy and society in the event of a recession.1
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FIGURE 19. The Rise of the Welfare State in Europe, 1870–2020

In 2020, tax receipts represented on average 47 percent of the national income in Western Europe and were spent as follows: 10 percent of the national income went for state expenditures (army, police, judicial system, administration, and basic infrastructure, such as roads); 6 percent for education; 11 percent for pensions; 9 percent for health care; 5 percent for social welfare transfers (excluding pensions); 6 percent for other social welfare expenditures, such as housing. Before 1914, state expenditures absorbed virtually all the tax receipts.

Note. “Europe” is an average of France, Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



If we examine the main European nations, we find that the increase in tax receipts is explained almost entirely by the rise of social welfare expenditures related to education, health care, retirement pensions, and other transfers (see Figure 19). This transformation of the role of the state through increased tax receipts and expenditures accelerated between 1914 and 1950. On the eve of World War I as in the nineteenth century, the focus of the European state was centered on the maintenance of order and respect for the right of property, on the domestic terrain as well as on the interstate and colonial scene. State expenses, for the army, the police, the judicial system, general administration, and basic infrastructure, consumed almost all the tax revenues, or about 8 percent of the national income out of a total of scarcely 10 percent. Other expenses, notably social welfare expenses, had to make do with a bare 2 percent of the national income, of which less than 1 percent went for education. Conversely, at the beginning of the 1950s, the essential components of the welfare state were in place in Europe, with total receipts exceeding 30 percent of the national income, and a diversified set of expenditures for education and welfare that then consumed two-thirds of the total. This upward trend for social welfare expenditures continued between 1950 and 1980.

We must emphasize the capital importance of expenditures for education, both as a factor of equality and as a force driving development. At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, schools were extremely elitist and hierarchized. Only a small minority of the population could hope to receive more than a primary education and the first years of secondary education. Expenditures for education began to grow between 1870 and 1910, while generally remaining between 0.5 percent and 1 percent of the national income, with the United States clearly ahead and the United Kingdom just as clearly behind.2 Then the investment in education grew almost tenfold in the course of the twentieth century and reached about 6 percent of the national income in all Western countries during the 1980s and 1990s, making it possible to finance almost universal access to secondary education, with a clear advance in access to higher education. Within this general landscape marked by the expansion of education, the United States’ edge was particularly prominent around the middle of the twentieth century. In the 1950s, the proportion of children aged twelve to seventeen (boys and girls taken together) enrolled in secondary education was already almost 80 percent in the United States. At the same time, the rate of enrollment in secondary schools was between 20 and 30 percent in the United Kingdom and France, and barely reached 40 percent in Germany and Sweden. In these four countries, the high rates of enrollment in secondary schools seen in the United States in the 1950s were not reached until the 1980s and 1990s.3 Japan, in an exacerbated competition with Western powers, had already distinguished itself by its accelerated educational expansion between 1880 and 1930, and soon matched and exceeded Western figures with secondary school enrollments reaching 60 percent in the 1950s and more than 80 percent in the early 1970s.

Generally speaking, at the end of the nineteenth century, governments were beginning to realize that education and training are a factor in national power, and not simply a matter of equality and individual emancipation. The second industrial revolution, which unfolded between 1880 and 1940 in chemical industries, the steel industry, the production of electricity, the automobile industry, and the manufacture of household appliances, required much more job training. During the first industrial revolution, and particularly in the textile and coal industries, one could get along with a relatively mechanized workforce, overseen by foremen and a few engineers. During the second industrial revolution, it became essential that an increasingly large part of the labor force be capable of mastering manufacturing processes that required technical and digital education, and the ability to understand detailed equipment manuals. That was how the United States—followed by Germany and Japan, who were newcomers on the international scene—gradually surpassed the United Kingdom in the new industrial sectors. The considerable gap observed between the United States and the rest of the Western world in terms of the productivity of labor in the middle of the twentieth century can be explained to a considerable extent by the United States’ lead in education. This lead was overcome in the course of the following decades, as was the lead in productivity: since the 1980s–1990s, the GDP per hour worked is almost exactly the same in the United States, Germany, and France. Note in passing the importance of the choice of socioeconomic indicators. Time spent at work is ignored in this kind of comparison—a debatable if widespread choice that fails to account for immense historical progress toward increased leisure time, paid vacations, and a reduced work week, even though this question has been at the heart of popular and labor union mobilizations over the past two centuries.4



The Fiscal State’s Second Leap Forward: An Anthropological Revolution

We must also emphasize the deep difference in nature between the fiscal state’s first leap forward and its second. At the time of the first leap forward, between 1700 and 1850, when the principal European powers had moved from about 1–2 percent of the national income in tax receipts to approximately 6–8 percent, this advance corresponded chiefly to the growth of military and state expenditures.5 The state was controlled by the aristocratic and bourgeois elites and was situated in the vanguard of interstate competition and commercial and colonial expansion. Between 1914 and 1980, growth of the state was led by social welfare expenditures. Considerations of power were never entirely absent, but this unprecedented extension of the state’s role took place primarily for the benefit of the lower and middle classes, and in large measure under their control, or at least under that of the political movements that represented them and that they had elected, under conditions entirely unprecedented in history.

In the United Kingdom, the Labour Party thus won an absolute majority of the seats in the elections of 1945. The National Health Service (NHS) and a vast system of social welfare insurance followed. The most aristocratic country in Europe, which until the constitutional crisis of 1909 had been governed by the House of Lords, it became a country in which a party both authentically popular and labor-focused came to power and put its reforms in place. In Sweden, the country where until 1910 property owners had a hundred voting rights, workers kept the Social Democrats in power more or less continuously starting in 1932. In France, in 1936, the Popular Front set up paid vacations, and the strong presence of communists and socialists in the parliament and the government made it possible to establish a system of social security in 1945. In the United States, a popular coalition carried the Democrats and the New Deal to power in 1932, and posed a long-lasting challenge to the dogmas of laissez-faire and the power of economic and financial elites.6 The anthropological revolution was twofold. For the first time in history on this scale, the state escaped the exclusive control of the dominant classes. This was a result of universal suffrage, parliamentary and representative democracy, the electoral process, and frequent changes of power among different political parties, the whole spurred on by an independent press and the labor union movement. This political system remains eminently perfectible, if necessary by means of major constitutional revisions, but everyone now knows that progress must emanate from egalitarian roots and electoral democracy. Acknowledgment of this fact in the 1970s–1980s contributed to the final delegitimation of the communist counter-model: if the latter produces both less political freedom and less social and economic well-being, then what’s the point?

The second lesson is that it is possible to move beyond not only censitary government, but also capitalism and generalized commodification.7 Vast sectors of the economy, starting with education and health care, and to a considerable extent transportation and energy as well, have been organized outside commercial logic, with various systems of public employment, mutualist or nonprofit structures, subsidies and investments financed by tax revenues. Not only has this worked, but it has worked much more efficiently than in the private capitalist sector. Even if some lobbyists in the United States continue to claim the contrary (for obvious reasons, and unfortunately sometimes with a certain efficacy), everyone who cares about facts now knows that public health-care systems on the European model are both less expensive and more efficient, in terms of well-being and life expectancy, than the private companies in the United States.8 In the education sector, hardly anyone is proposing to replace elementary schools, secondary schools, or higher education with corporations governed by the logic of capitalism.9 Whatever the legitimate criticisms and debates regarding improvements to be made or whether a further expansion is advisable, no political movement of significant scope in countries that have experienced the rise of the fiscal and welfare state in the course of the twentieth century is proposing a return to a pre-1914 situation, when tax receipts represented less than 10 percent of the national income.



The Invention of the Progressive Tax on Income and Inheritance

Let us now come to the question of progressive taxation. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, almost all the world’s fiscal systems were clearly regressive, in the sense that they were usually based on sales taxes and indirect taxes representing a proportionately heavier burden on the poorest people than on the wealthiest. The most extreme case of a regressive tax is the poll tax or capitation, which is a tax of a fixed amount for everyone. By definition, it represents a proportion of a low-paid employee’s income ten times larger than that of a manager with a salary ten times higher.10 A proportional tax is a tax representing a set percentage of income or assets, to be paid by all social classes. Conversely, a progressive tax is characterized by a rate of taxation that rises as income or wealth rises.11

The debates regarding progressive taxes have a long history. They became more important in the eighteenth century, especially during the French Revolution, when many pamphlets proposed systems quite close to the taxes on income that would finally be implemented on a large scale in the twentieth century. In 1767, the town planner Jean-Joseph-Louis Graslin defended the idea of a tax scale in which an income equal to half the average income would be subject to an effective tax rate of 5 percent, whereas a taxpayer with an income equal to 1,300 times the average income would have to pay a tax of 75 percent. In 1792, the tax official Lacoste proposed a similar system for the inheritance tax: small legacies would pay a 6 percent tax and the larger ones a tax of 67 percent (see Table 1). But with the exception of 1793–1794, when progressive tax scales were briefly implemented, the Revolution finally adopted proportional or regressive taxes. All through the nineteenth century, parents’ legacies to their children were taxed at a rate of 1 percent, no matter what the amount. Taxes were higher for legacies to brothers and sisters, cousins, and persons outside the family, but remained independent of the amount. This rejection of progressivity helps explain the increase in the concentration of property up to 1914.





	
TABLE 1

Progressive Tax Proposals in Eighteenth-Century France







	
Graslin: Progressive Income Tax

(Essai analytique sur la richesse et l’impôt, 1767)


	
	
	
Lacoste: Progressive Inheritance Tax

(Du droit national d’hérédité, 1792)





	
Multiple of average income


	
Effective tax rate


	
	
	
Multiple of average estate


	
Effective tax rate





	
0.5


	
5%


	
	
	
0.3


	
6%





	
20


	
15%


	
	
	
8


	
14%





	
200


	
50%


	
	
	
500


	
40%





	
1,300


	
75%


	
	
	
1,500


	
67%





	
Note: In the progressive income tax proposed by Graslin in 1767, the effective tax rate rose gradually from 5 percent on an annual income of 150 livres tournois (roughly half the average income of the time) to 75 percent on an income of 400,000 livres tournois (roughly 1,300 times the average). Lacoste’s proposed inheritance tax exhibits similar progressivity. Source: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality
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FIGURE 20. The Invention of Progressive Taxation: Top Income Tax Rates, 1900–2020

The marginal tax rate applied to the highest incomes was on average 23 percent in the United States from 1900 to 1932, 81 percent from 1932 to 1980, and 39 percent between 1980 and 2020. In the same periods, the top rates were 30, 89, and 46 percent in the United Kingdom; 26, 68, and 53 percent in Japan; 18, 58, and 50 percent in Germany; and 23, 60, and 57 percent in France. Progressive taxation was greatest in the middle of the century, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


It was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that progressive taxes were established more or less everywhere within the space of a few years. In the United States, the top tax rate for the federal income tax, that is, the rate applicable to the highest incomes, rose from 7 percent in 1913 to 77 percent in 1918, and eventually reached 94 percent in 1944 (see Figure 20). From 1932 to 1980, nearly half a century, the average top rate was 81 percent. Although the United States took the lead, we also see spectacular development of both progressive income taxes and progressive inheritance taxes in the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Sweden, and Japan (see Figure 21).

Could progressive taxes have been so quickly established without the shock of World War I, and without the Bolshevik regime’s pressure on the elites in capitalist countries? Strictly speaking, it is impossible to answer that question. The history of the world since 1914 has been so completely altered by World War I and the events that issued from it, starting with the Russian Revolution in 1917, that it no longer makes sense to imagine a twentieth century without the interwar period, the USSR, and the Cold War.12 The invention of progressive taxation must nevertheless be seen as the consequence of both a social and political movement and a long-term protest movement. This process was accelerated, of course, by multiple events (wars, revolutions, economic crises), but the relative importance of the latter varies greatly depending on the country, and we must remember, above all, that these events themselves did not just appear out of the blue: they were in large measure the product of the enormously strong social and inegalitarian tensions of the time.
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FIGURE 21. The Invention of Progressive Taxation: Top Inheritance Tax Rates, 1900–2020

The marginal tax rate applied to the largest inheritances was on average 12 percent in the United States from 1900 to 1932, 75 percent between 1932 and 1980, and 50 percent between 1980 and 2020. During the same periods, the top rates were 25, 72, and 46 percent in the United Kingdom; 9, 64, and 63 percent in Japan; 8, 23, and 32 percent in Germany; and 15, 22, and 39 percent in France. Fiscal progressivity was maximal at the middle of the century, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


In the case of France, it is striking to note that parliamentary groups decided to raise the top tax rate to 60 percent in the early 1920s, even with power held by a conservative majority, the National Bloc, one of the most right-wing political groups in the history of the French Republic. Before the war, the same groups rejected a 5 percent income tax and then used every means at their disposal to block its adoption.13 A few years later, it almost seemed as if political affiliation mattered little in a political context completely transformed by war and destruction, with millions dead and wounded. Postwar workers’ wages still had not recovered the purchasing power they possessed in 1914, nor did they when several waves of strikes threatened the country with paralysis in May and June 1919, nor again in the spring of 1920. Remedies had to be found, and no one imagined that the richest people would be spared. The socialist and communist danger played an obvious role here: elites considered it safer to accept a very progressive tax than to run the risk of someday being faced with general expropriation. But that does not mean, of course, that this same threat might have materialized even without the assassination in Sarajevo or the seizure of the Winter Palace. Movements favoring fiscal progressivity were already becoming more powerful before the war, and the conflict that followed probably only lit the match.14

The crucial importance of social and political movements is confirmed by studies on other countries. Sweden’s hypercensitary system was challenged as early as 1909–1911. The country was relatively little affected by the two world wars, and it was above all the Social Democrats’ coming to power that was decisive for the establishment of both the welfare state and progressive taxation. In the United Kingdom, the People’s Budget of 1909 combined strongly progressive taxation with social welfare programs, overcoming opposition from the House of Lords and ultimately limiting their power in 1911. In the United States, the federal income tax was established in 1913. This event had nothing to do with World War I; rather, it was the outcome of a long process of constitutional amendment that began in 1895. Its passage testifies to the strength of the Progressive movement and the demand for fiscal and economic justice that was being expressed in the country at that time.15 We must also stress the central role played by the stock market crash of 1929, an event more decisive and traumatizing in the United States than World War I or the Russian Revolution. The crisis made clear to everyone the need to regain control of capitalism, and led Roosevelt to push fiscal progressivity to unprecedented levels in the 1930s and 1940s.



Real Progressivity and the Social Contract: The Question of Consent to Taxation

What were the real economic effects of fiscal progressivity? Here we must put an end to a widely accepted notion, that the highest tax rates were never applied to anyone and had no substantial effect. It is true that the 70 percent or 80 percent tax rates affected only a small minority, generally the richest 1 percent (or even 0.1 percent).16 But the fact is that at the beginning of the twentieth century, the distribution of incomes and especially of properties was extremely concentrated: the richest 1 percent held more than half the total wealth in France, and almost two-thirds in the United Kingdom. The richest .01 percent held more than a quarter of the wealth in France, and more than a third in the United Kingdom. If we exclude housing and focus on the ownership of the means of production, the concentration appears even greater. In other words, even if the 70 and 80 percent tax rates concerned only the top hundredth or thousandth, these very restricted groups had considerable weight in the inegalitarian regime that characterized the property-owning societies of the Belle Époque. A meticulous examination of French inheritance archives on the individual level enables us to see to what point progressive taxation of incomes and inheritances has weighed heavily in favor of the deconcentration of property that occurred between 1914 and 1950.17

In the case of the United States, if we take into account all the levies (the federal income tax, but also all the other taxes and duties at all levels of government), we can see that the fiscal system was very strongly progressive between 1914 and 1980. Concretely, the effective tax rates paid by the least wealthy 90 percent were considerably lower than the country’s average tax rate, whereas the effective rates paid by the richest thousandth and ten thousandth reached 60 to 70 percent, or more than three times the average rate (see Figure 22).18 The data available for European countries confirm this conclusion. In other words, during this period effective fiscal progressivity was a massive and inescapable reality.
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FIGURE 22. Effective Tax Rates and Progressivity in the United States, 1910–2020

From 1915 to 1980, the fiscal system was very progressive in the United States, in the sense that the effective tax rates paid by the highest incomes (all taxes combined, in percent of total pretax income) were significantly higher than the average effective rate paid by the population as a whole (and in particular by the least rich 90 percent). Since 1980, the fiscal system has been weakly progressive, with limited differences between effective tax rates. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


This strong progressivity had several consequences. First, it reduced inequality and led to a decline in the concentration of income and property among the most well-off, and second, it altered overall the social contract and increased collective acceptance of higher taxes and greater socialization of wealth. Between 1914 and 1980, modest and middle-level taxpayers (salaried employees, independent workers, or owners of small and medium-sized companies) could be certain that the most well-off economic actors (individuals with large incomes, many assets, and more prosperous companies) would be asked to pay taxes at a rate considerably higher than theirs. Today, the situation is completely different: real progressivity has disappeared when it has not been transformed into regressivity, in the sense that the wealthiest people sometimes succeed in paying taxes at effective rates lower than those paid by the middle and lower classes, and large companies often succeed in paying at a tax rate lower than that of small and medium-sized companies.19 This poses a serious risk to the political acceptability of taxation and the legitimacy of the system of social solidarity as a whole.



Progressive Taxation, a Tool for Reducing Inequalities before Taxes

Here we must underline another essential lesson to be learned from the period 1914–1980, namely that fiscal progressivity made it possible to reduce inequalities not only after taxes, but also and especially before taxes (sometimes called predistribution, in contrast to redistribution).20 This conclusion may seem paradoxical, but in reality, it is rather obvious. It is particularly clear in the case of progressive inheritance taxes, which reduce inequalities in fortune to the following generation. It would be even clearer if the inheritance tax were used to redistribute the legacy to the benefit of all those who inherit next to nothing, and if the annual wealth tax were also used to implement a permanent redistribution of capital. That is also the case for the progressive income tax, especially with almost confiscatory rates of 80 to 90 percent for the highest incomes. If high incomes proceeded from capital (dividends, interest, rents, etc.), as many of them did during the Belle Époque and the interwar period, then such rates compelled the very wealthy to adopt a less extravagant way of life, because if they did not, they ran the risk of finding themselves forced to amputate their capital irremediably by selling off an increasing portion of their enterprises and goods. This effect played a role in the gradual deconcentration of wealth and the replacement of the very top wealth holders by the patrimonial middle class. If we examine incomes from work, and in particular the high remunerations paid to managers, we find that these tax rates drastically decrease the possibility of accumulating large fortunes, and above all, they radically transform the conditions for negotiating and setting these very generous remunerations, and thus in the end benefit those with the smallest remunerations.

The available data show that this second effect was very important, especially in the United States. Concretely, the 80–90 percent tax rates implemented under Roosevelt and during the postwar period led companies to put an end to the most astronomical remunerations, whose cost increasingly appeared to be excessive when compared with the real benefit to the manager and with alternative uses. These super-remunerations melted away, which left more funds to be invested and used to raise lower salaries. The data show that the redistributive effect of confiscatory tax rates was principally the result of predistribution, which also implies that a simple examination of the effective tax rates paid by the various centiles allows us to measure only part of the total effect. Comparison of different countries also indicates that this fiscal mechanism was even more efficient when employees became involved in setting and monitoring remunerations and salary scales (for example, through union representatives on boards of directors in Germanic and Nordic Europe or on the War Labor Board in the United States).21 The data available at the level of the companies and of the different sectors and countries concerned also allow us to establish that beyond a certain level, there is no meaningful relation between managers’ salaries and their economic performance, and that these remunerations have mainly negative effects on low and middle-level salaries.22

On this subject, let us add that the rise in power of strongly progressive taxation seems in no way to have discouraged innovation or productivity. In the United States, the national income per inhabitant rose at a rate of 1.8 percent per annum between 1870 and 1910 without an income tax, and then at 2.1 percent between 1910 and 1950 after its introduction, and at a rate of 2.2 percent between 1950 and 1990, when the top tax rate reached, on average, 72 percent. The top rate was then cut in half, with the announced objective of boosting growth. But in fact, growth fell by half, reaching 1.1 percent per annum between 1990 and 2020 (see Figure 23). Beyond a certain level of inequality, repeatedly increasing differences in income and wealth has clearly had no positive effect on economic dynamism.23 In sum, all the data at our disposal today suggest that virtually confiscatory tax rates have been an immense historical success. They have made it possible to greatly reduce the divergences of fortunes and incomes, while at the same time improving the situation of the middle and lower classes, developing the welfare state, and stimulating better economic and social performance overall. Historically, it is the battle for equality and education that has made economic development and human progress possible, and not the veneration of property, stability, and inequality.24
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FIGURE 23. Growth and Progressive Taxation in the United States, 1870–2020

In the United States, growth of per capita national income increased annually by 2.2 percent from 1950 to 1990, and by 1.1 percent from 1990 to 2020, whereas during the same period the top marginal tax rate applied to the highest incomes fell from 72 percent to 35 percent. The promised resurgence of growth when the top marginal tax rate was lowered did not occur. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality




The Liquidation of Colonial Assets and Public Debts

After the welfare state and progressive taxation, the third factor characterizing the “great redistribution” of the 1914–1980 period is the liquidation of foreign and colonial assets and then of the public debts that had been incurred during that period. On the eve of World War I, property owners’ prosperity seemed unshakeable. The total value of private assets ranged from six to eight years of national income in the United Kingdom, France, and Germany (see Figure 24).25 Moreover, these assets were very concentrated: the richest 10 percent held between 80 and 90 percent of the total. Between 1914 and 1950, we see a veritable collapse of private property: the total value of goods was between two and three years of national income in the 1950s, and then began to increase slowly again up to our own time, without, however, fully returning to its starting point, and especially without ever regaining its earlier concentration.26 This collapse of private property is explained, first, by the destruction of goods (such as factories, buildings, and houses) caused by battles and bombardments during the two world wars: this represented between a quarter and a third of the decline in France and Germany (and a few percent in the United Kingdom). It is also explained by a set of policies that sought deliberately to reduce the power of property owners (rent freezes, nationalizations, financial and economic regulation, and labor union rights, among others). These very diverse policies all sought to reduce the monetary value of goods for private property owners but not their social value for consumers: thus it was a question of redistributing power and not of losing real value. Finally, the third and most important reason—responsible for between a third and half of the collapse in France and Germany (and almost two-thirds in the United Kingdom) was the liquidation of foreign assets and then of public debts.27 There, too, it is essentially a question of redistribution and not destruction: colonized peoples and postwar taxpayers became freer as a result.

[image: ]
FIGURE 24. Private Property in Europe, 1870–2020

The market value of private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) was around six to eight years of national income in Western Europe from 1870 to 1914, before collapsing from 1914 to 1950 and settling at around two to three years of national income from the 1950s to the 1970s, and then increasing again to around five to six years in the period between 2000 and 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


This liquidation took place in two phases: the foreign assets were destroyed or transformed into public debts, and then the latter were themselves liquidated. To properly understand these events, we must first recognize that at the beginning of the twentieth century international assets had reached a level completely unprecedented in history and never attained since (see Figure 25). For instance, in 1914, net foreign assets rose to almost two years of national income for British property owners (or more than a quarter of what they owned), and almost a year and a half for French property owners (nearly a fifth of their possessions). These assets were held in the colonial empires, such as the rubber plantations in Indochina and the timber industry in the Congo, but also in many territories that were not, strictly speaking, colonies, but with which the United Kingdom and France maintained very hierarchized relations—for example, the oil wells in the Ottoman Empire and Persia, the railroads and public and private debt securities in Russia, China, and Latin America. The importance of colonial and international assets is clearly visible at the individual level in Parisian inheritance records. Between 1872 and 1912, foreign investments rose from 6 percent to 21 percent in the total of goods transmitted after a death, with a still greater increase in the largest inheritances.28
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FIGURE 25. Foreign Assets in Historical Perspective: The Franco-British Colonial Apex

Net foreign assets, that is, the difference between foreign asset holdings by residents of each country (including the government) and assets held in each country by property owners in the rest of the world, rose in 1914 to 191 percent of national income in the United Kingdom and to 125 percent in France. In 2020, net foreign assets reached 82 percent of national income in Japan, 61 percent in Germany, and 19 percent in China. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


These international investments returned considerable income in the form of profits, dividends, interest, rents, and royalties to their owners: about 5 percent of supplementary income for France (or the equivalent of the total industrial production of the departments in the country’s north and east, which are the most industrialized), and almost 10 percent for the United Kingdom.29 This is also what allowed the two principal powers of the time to be almost constantly in commercial deficit with regard to the rest of the world between 1880 and 1914, between 1 and 2 percent of the national income, on average: the revenues derived from foreign assets largely covered this deficit, while at the same time leaving considerable financial means that made it possible to continue colonizing the rest of the world and accumulating new assets. In reality, the pace of the accumulation of foreign assets by France and Britain between 1880 and 1914 was so excessive that it simply became untenable in the long term, for reasons both external and internal. The accumulation was so rapid that had it continued a few decades longer, European powers would have been in a position to colonize almost the whole planet. The logic of colonial extraction and of these international possessions was often accompanied by violence. This considerable brutality took the form of virtually forced or poorly paid labor, degraded working conditions, discrimination, and more generally a great indifference to human suffering.30 This treatment could only help feed national liberation movements and favor their final victories, a process the two world wars merely accelerated.

Within Europe, the magnitude of the financial flows and of the profits realized was known to everyone, and colonial assets aroused increasingly ferocious greed and rivalries.31 Germany—which had become, at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, the continent’s leading power, demographically and industrially—was much less well endowed with foreign assets than the United Kingdom and France were. The Moroccan crisis of 1911 almost triggered hostilities, but Germany finally accepted the Franco-British agreement of 1904 regarding Morocco and Egypt, while at the same time obtaining a compensation in Cameroon. This made it possible to delay war for a few years. The next spark ignited the conflict.

The beginning of hostilities led to the collapse of foreign assets. British and French possessions were reconstituted to some extent during the 1920s, partly thanks to the distribution of German colonial assets, but then disappeared definitively following World War II. Between 1914 and the 1950s, history’s greatest international possessions totally disappeared (see Figure 25). This is explained in part by a series of expropriations following revolutionary processes and wars of independence. After the 1917 revolution, the new Soviet state decided to repudiate all the debts accumulated by the czarist regime. In 1918–1920, a military expedition was conducted in northern Russia by the United Kingdom, France, and the United States, in the hope of crushing the revolution, but it failed. At the other end of the period, Egypt decided in 1956 to nationalize the Suez Canal, which had given its Franco-British stockholders solid dividends ever since it was constructed in 1869. Once again, the United Kingdom and France envisioned a military operation, as they had so often done in the past. But this time they were let down by the United States, which could not take the risk of allowing the global South to fall into the hands of the Soviet Union. The colonial powers no longer existed.

In addition to the expropriations, the wars themselves were to cost European property owners dear. To finance an unprecedented level of violence, holders of foreign assets sold an increasing share of their credits to make loans to their governments, which, as was only proper, promised to repay them, cash on the barrelhead, after the war. This promise could never be kept. In the hope of being able to bail out its property owners, the French state imposed an incredible war debt on Germany in the Treaty of Versailles: around 300 percent of the German national income, at a time when the country was already on its knees. (It will be noted that this is approximately the same proportion of the national income as the debt imposed on Haiti in 1825, about 300 percent, with the difference being that Germany had the means to defend itself.) The French authorities considered the amount justified: in 1871, France was obligated to pay the equivalent of 30 percent of its national income to Germany, and the damage caused by the fighting between 1914 and 1918 was far more extensive. In reality, the system had reached the point of breakdown. In Mein Kampf, written in 1924 when French troops were occupying the Ruhr to recover their property, Adolf Hitler constantly refers to this infamous tribute—which was imposed, moreover, by a people in demographic decline—and concludes that only the formation of a superior state power would make it possible for the German people to hold their heads high and finally carve out their own colonial empire.32 The financial crash of 1929, followed by the battles of World War II, led to the ultimate collapse of colonial assets and the powers that had dominated the world until 1914, powers that were inseparably connected to property ownership and colonialism.



The Reconstruction of Europe through the Cancellation of Public Debts

Around 1945–1950, the principal European states were saddled with enormous public debts: between 200 and 300 percent of the national income (see Figure 26). In large part, these were the result, thirty years later, of foreign assets that had been gradually sold to finance wars (see Figure 25). Most of these countries chose not to repay these debts. They instead turned to other economic and social priorities, combining three series of measures that had already been tried after World War I: cancellations pure and simple, inflation, and exceptional levies on private wealth. In France, inflation exceeded 50 percent per annum for four consecutive years, from 1945 through 1948. The public debt was destroyed, as surely as a factory could be destroyed by bombardment. The problem was that millions of ordinary people with small savings accounts were also ruined, whereas wealthier individuals who had sold their public debt securities at the right time and bought stocks or real estate instead were affected little or not at all. This inflation aggravated a poverty already endemic among elderly people in the 1950s and aroused a deep feeling of injustice. In West Germany, where the traumatic memory of the hyperinflation of 1923 was still very near, more sophisticated solutions were tried. The monetary reform of 1948 replaced old debt securities worth a hundred German marks with securities worth 1 mark in the new money, while at the same time protecting the smallest savings with the help of a scale. The debt disappeared without provoking inflation. Above all, in 1952, the Bundestag adopted a mechanism known as “burden-sharing” (Lastenausgleich), which consisted in a levy of up to 50 percent on the largest financial, business, and real estate assets (whatever their nature), making it possible to finance compensations for holders of small and middle-sized fortunes crippled by the destructive effects of war and monetary reform. The system was far from perfect, but it involved considerable sums (about 60 percent of the German national income in 1952, with payments spread over thirty years), and it represented an ambitious and largely successful attempt to reconstruct the country on a more just basis of social equality.33 Germany also benefited from a cancellation of its foreign debt during the London Conference of 1953, which helped increase the margins available for reconstruction, social welfare expenditures, and investments in infrastructure and training.34 In Japan, the exceptional levy implemented in 1946–1947 affected 90 percent of the largest portfolios and also made it possible to accelerate the settlement of war-related accounts.
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FIGURE 26. Fluctuations in Public Debt, 1850–2020

Public debt grew rapidly following the two world wars, reaching between 150 and 300 percent of national income in 1945–1950. It then fell suddenly in Germany and France (debt cancellations, exceptional taxes on private wealth, high inflation), and more gradually in the United Kingdom and the United States. The debt increased sharply again following the financial crises and epidemics of 2008 and 2020.

Note: The German debt issuing from the Treaty of Versailles (1919) is not taken into account here. It amounted to more than 300 percent of the national income at the time, and reimbursement never really began. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



Retrospectively, these policies were very successful, in the sense that they made it possible to get rid of the debts of the past in just a few years and turn toward the future and reconstruction. If it had been necessary to pay off these debts by ordinary means, without cancellation or inflation, without exceptional levies on private wealth, and with budgetary deficits accumulating year after year, then we would still be reimbursing interest to heirs who received colonial and domestic assets from the period before 1914. This strategy of reimbursing property owners over the long term was the one chosen by the United Kingdom in the nineteenth century, though it is true that it is hard to see what government could have imposed this after the war, or, moreover, what government could establish it in future decades. However, we must remember that the decisions made in 1945–1950 involved gigantic political battles and were bitterly debated. After a long and conflict-ridden process, the liquidation of international assets and public debts ultimately played a major role in the reduction of income and property inequalities, enabling the “great redistribution” that took place between 1914 and 1980.
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DEMOCRACY, SOCIALISM, AND PROGRESSIVE TAXATION


Let us turn now toward the future. The “great redistribution” of the period between 1914 and 1980 was no piece of cake, much less a banquet, but from it we’ve gleaned some valuable lessons. The main lesson is the following: the welfare state and progressive taxation are powerful tools allowing us to transform capitalism. The movement toward equality can be resumed only if these institutions become the object of a vast movement and a collective appropriation. It is also crucial to gauge correctly the limits of what these institutions accomplished in the twentieth century and the factors that led to their weakening since 1980. I will emphasize in particular the damage done by financial liberalization and the free circulation of capital, as well as the strategic conclusions that will be required to escape this framework.


The Limits of Equality: The Hyperconcentration of Property

First, we must remember the limited extent of the march toward equality that took place in the course of the past century. The most striking fact is the persistence of a hyperconcentration of property (see Figure 27). Granted, in Europe we see the emergence, over the long term, of a patrimonial middle class. The 40 percent of the population between the poorest 50 percent and the richest 10 percent owned scarcely more than 10 percent of property in 1913; in 2020, they held 40 percent, especially in the form of real estate.1 It remains that in Europe in 2020 the poorest 50 percent still own nothing tangible (5 percent of the total), whereas the richest 10 percent own 55 percent. In other words, the average wealth of the former is 50 times smaller than the average wealth of the latter (their share in the total is more than ten times smaller, even though they are five times more numerous). In the United States, the situation is still more extreme: the poorest 50 percent owned barely 2 percent of the total in 2020, as opposed to 72 percent for the richest 10 percent, and 26 percent for the patrimonial middle class. In terms of the concentration of wealth, in 2020 the United States is in a position between Europe in 1913 and Europe in 2020, and is trending closer to the Europe of 1913.
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FIGURE 27. The Persistence of Hyperconcentration of Property

The share of the richest 10 percent of total private property owners reached 89 percent in Europe (average of France, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) in 1913 (compared to 1 percent for the poorest 50 percent), 56 percent in Europe in 2020 (compared to 6 percent for the poorest 50 percent), and 72 percent in the United States in 2020 (compared to 2 percent for the poorest 50 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


It is striking to note the extent to which the United States and Europe inverted their relative positions in terms of inequality over the course of the twentieth century (see Figure 28). European fortunes were based above all on colonial and international assets (United Kingdom and France) and on inegalitarian, censitary sociopolitical systems (Sweden). When they could, members of the European working class emigrated to the United States to find better wages there. After two world wars, however, European labor unions and political movements established new rules and transformed the face of the Continent. A more extensive and more ambitious welfare state emerged, and this made possible a greater reduction of inequalities than in the United States. In Figure 28, we see the curves cross between 1960 and 1970, reversing the positions of the United States and Europe. Since 1980, the gap has deepened in the other direction. In the United States, the patrimonial middle class, which in wealth was almost equal to its European counterpart at the beginning of the 1980s, was to see its share of the country’s total wealth reduced by more than a quarter between 1985 and 2020. The share of the poorest 50 percent fell to lower and lower levels. In Europe, the deepening of wealth inequality has been less marked, but we also see a gradual weakening of the position of the middle 40 percent and especially of the poorest 50 percent, who had little wealth at any time. No country, no continent is in a position to strut or to lecture others on this subject. Almost everywhere, the economic and financial deregulation at work since the 1980s has favored the largest financial portfolios and benefited hardly at all those in the poorest groups, who have often been saddled with debt.

We find similar developments in inequalities of income, which have also started growing again since 1980, with an appreciably more marked movement in the United States (see Figure 29). There again, all the available data suggest that these developments are explained by a set of political reversals on the social, fiscal, educational, and financial levels. In the United States, the virulence of politicians opposed to labor unions and the collapse of the federal minimum wage have been decisive in the fall of the lowest incomes. The US federal minimum wage has fallen, when adjusted for inflation, from almost 11 dollars per hour in 1970 to 7.25 dollars in 2020, although many Democratic officials would like to raise it. Taking into account transfers in kind connected especially with public health insurance (Medicare and Medicaid) attenuates this diagnosis only minimally.2 The very strong growth of the largest fortunes and the explosion of remunerations for top executives, which is particularly marked in the United States, are explained above all by the obstruction of progressive taxation. Progressive tax rates had climbed from 1932 to 1980 before reversing with the same vigor after 1980, during the “conservative revolution.” In Europe, the welfare state and the fiscal state made it possible to contain the resurgence of inequalities. The share of the richest 10 percent dropped from 52 percent of total income in 1910 to 28 percent in 1980, before climbing to 36 percent in 2020. The share going to the poorest 50 percent increased from 13 percent in 1910 to 24 percent in 1980, and then fell again to 21 percent in 2020. In the end, inequalities of income were thus appreciably smaller in 2020 than in 1910—all this with a considerable increase in the average income in the course of the past century. There again, this must not make us forget that inequalities still remained very great in absolute terms.
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FIGURE 28. Property in Europe and the United States, 1900–2020: The Birth and Fragility of a Patrimonial Middle Class

In Europe as in the United States, we see between 1914 and 1980 a steep decline in the share of the richest 10 percent in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt), to the benefit principally of the middle 40 percent. This movement is partially reversed between 1980 and 2020, notably in the United States.

Note: “Europe” is an average of France, Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



European societies have never ceased to be hierarchical, and the range of material disparities has again begun to broaden significantly over recent decades. Achievements to date must be used to spur future progress, not to fuel self-congratulation, which too often serves as an excuse to justify all kinds of hypocrisies and renunciations.
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FIGURE 29. Income Inequality: Europe and the United States, 1900–2020

In Europe, income inequality has started rising again since 1980, although remaining at levels clearly lower than those of 1900–1910. The increase in inequality has been much greater in the United States. In both cases, inequality has remained high: the richest 10 percent, though five times fewer, still receive a share of total income much larger than the poorest 50 percent receive.

Note: “Europe” is an average of France, Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality





The Welfare State and Progressive Taxation: A Systemic Transformation of Capitalism

To continue the march toward equality, the most natural path seems to be already blazed: we have to deepen and generalize the institutions that made the movement toward equality, human progress, and prosperity possible over the course of the twentieth century, starting with the welfare state and progressive taxation. But to move forward on this path, it is essential to arrive at a better understanding of the limitations encountered by the institutions, as well as the factors that have weakened them since 1980. Between 1914 and 1980, it was social and political struggles that made institutional change possible. Without a powerful social and collective movement supporting further change, the latter will not happen. If the Reagan-Thatcher revolution had such an influence after 1980, it was not only because it benefited from broad support within the dominant classes and a powerful network of influence through the media, think tanks, and political financing (even if these factors obviously played a role). It was also because of the weaknesses of the egalitarian coalition, which failed to produce a convincing alternative narrative and nurture a sufficiently strong popular movement rallying around the welfare state and progressive taxation.

That is why it is vital to construct such a narrative and to show in what way the welfare state and progressive taxation do in fact constitute a systemic transformation of capitalism. When their logic is allowed to fully unfold, these institutions represent an essential stage on the way to a new form of democratic socialism, decentralized and self-managing, ecological and multicultural, making it possible to structure a different world that is far more emancipatory and egalitarian than the present one. Historically, the socialist and communist movements have been constructed around a significantly different platform, namely state ownership of the means of production and centralized planning, both of which have failed and have never really been replaced by an alternative. In comparison, the welfare state and especially progressive taxation have often appeared to be “soft” forms of socialism, incapable of challenging the deep logic of capitalism. Before World War I, progressive taxation was advocated in France by the Radical Party, which called for “social reform respecting private property.” The socialists were skeptical about a reform that was limited to retroactively reducing the inequalities produced by the capitalist system without really getting to the heart of the process of production, without questioning its social relationships—a process and relationships that might even halt workers’ advance toward proletarian revolution. These historical origins and debates continue to permeate representations of democratic socialism. It seems to me urgent to challenge them, for several reasons.

First of all, everything clearly depends on the degree of fiscal progressivity. A progressive tax with a maximal rate of 2 percent is not the same thing as a progressive tax with a rate of 90 percent. Our experience with progressive taxation in the twentieth century has shown us that it is possible to implement successfully almost confiscatory tax rates at the highest level of the wealth hierarchy, but this essential historical lesson remains largely unacknowledged. Second, the question of progressive taxation must be envisioned as inseparable from the question of the welfare state. As we have seen, in the course of the twentieth century the construction of the welfare state took the form of a powerful movement to socialize wealth, with tax receipts increasing from less than 10 percent of the national income before 1914 to about 40–50 percent since the 1980s and 1990s in the main European nations. It thereby demonstrated that it was completely possible to organize, beyond commercial logic, vast sectors of activity, notably in health care and education, but also in culture, transportation, energy, and so on. No one can decide in advance how far such a process will go, whether regarding the list of sectors concerned, the forms of decentralized and participatory organizations that will be developed in these different sectors—hospitals and clinics, schools and universities, associations and foundations, local and state administrations, cooperatives and local, state-owned companies—or how and to what extent they will be collectively financed (perhaps someday 60 or 70 percent of the national income, or even more).3 What seems certain, however, is that it is impossible to envisage a new stage in the socialization of wealth if we do not succeed in reestablishing the conviction that the system of collective financing is based on a rigorous conception of fiscal and social justice. Unless the highest incomes and fortunes are subjected to certified and verifiable levies, and thus unless there is a genuine renewal of progressive taxation, no new stage in the construction of the welfare state and in the historical process of decommodification is conceivable.

We must also remember that progressive taxation, as it functioned in the course of the twentieth century, enabled us not only to more fairly distribute taxes on wealth and income but also to impose narrow limits on inequalities before taxes. This role of predistribution and not just redistribution was absolutely central. It shows to what extent progressive taxation is also a form of intervention at the very heart of the process of production—together, of course, with other practices, such as labor law or the presence of employees on boards of directors. Let us stress that the drastic reduction of the salary scale that progressive taxation permits, particularly the 30–90 percent rates applied to the highest incomes, is also an indispensable tool for confronting the commercial sector on equal terms. If capitalist enterprises in the information technology sector pay extravagant remunerations in order to poach almost all the most expert computer scientists on the market, that can seriously complicate the task of the public agencies entrusted with regulating them (unless they choose to encourage the race toward ever greater differences in pay). The same holds true in finance or law. The fact that salaries have been reduced to a scale of one to five and no longer one to twenty, or even one to a hundred, is not only a matter of distributive justice. It is also a matter of efficiency for public regulation, and it contributes to the construction of alternative modes of economic organization.

Finally, we must take into account the limits of what the welfare state and progressive taxation have allowed us to accomplish in terms of reducing inequalities of income and especially of wealth, and to find ways of moving beyond them. Regarding differences in income, we have already noted that the increase in income inequality since 1980 was explained in part by the thwarting of progressivity. Such levels of inequality would be difficult to justify by considerations of incentives or efficiency. In fact, this development was accompanied by a 50 percent decline in growth. The return of greater fiscal progressivity would make it possible to narrow the range of salaries once again. This action would have to be accompanied by many other tools that would support equality of access to training and negotiating power for employees and their representatives. The basic income systems currently in place in most European countries suffer from multiple insufficiencies, notably regarding access for the youngest and for students, as well as for persons who are homeless or who do not have bank accounts. Moreover, it is essential that the basic income scheme also cover people with low wages and income from work, along with a system of automatic payment on pay stubs and the progressive income tax system, without forcing recipients to ask for a handout. In addition, we must emphasize that the modest amount envisaged for the basic income, generally between half and three-quarters of the minimum wage for full-time work, depending on the offers, can by construction be no more than a partial tool for combating inequalities. This enables us to set a floor, which is essential, but on the condition that we do not stop there.4

A more ambitious tool that could be used along with basic income is the system of guaranteed employment recently proposed in the context of discussions of the Green New Deal. The idea is to make available to all a full-time job at a minimum salary set at a decent level ($15 an hour in the United States). The financing would be provided by the federal government, and the jobs would be offered by public employment agencies in the public and nonprofit sectors. Following in the footsteps of the Economic Bill of Rights proposed by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1944 and the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom at which Martin Luther King Jr. spoke in 1963, such a system could contribute powerfully to the process of decommercialization and to the provision of public services, the transition to alternative energies, and the renovation of infrastructure.5



Property and Socialism: The Question of Decentralization

Let us now come to the question of wealth inequality and the property system. If we adopt a long-term perspective, we may be struck by the persistence of hyperconcentration of property. In particular, the poorest 50 percent have almost never had any substantial possessions. If it were possible to wait until growth diffuses wealth, we would have seen the effects long ago: that argument falls flat. The most natural way of escaping this situation would be to imagine a system of inheritance redistribution that enabled everyone to receive a minimal inheritance (see Figure 30). For example, this minimal inheritance could be equal to 60 percent of the average wealth per adult (120,000 euros if the average is on the order of 200,000 euros, as it currently is in France), paid to each person at the age of twenty-five. This capital endowment could be financed by a combination of a progressive tax on wealth and on inheritances, levying approximately 5 percent of the national income, whereas the financing of the welfare state and ecological programs (including basic income and guaranteed employment) would be financed by a unified system of progressive income taxes, including contributions for social welfare and a tax on carbon emissions, levying about 45 percent of the national income (see Table 2).
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FIGURE 30. Redistribution of Inheritance

The share of the poorest 50 percent in total inheritance was 6 percent in Europe in 2020, as opposed to 39 percent for the middle 40 percent and 55 percent for the richest 10 percent. After implementing an “inheritance for all” (minimum wealth equal to 60 percent of the average inheritance, paid at the age of twenty-five), financed by a progressive tax on wealth and inheritance, it would be 36 percent (as opposed to 45 percent and 19 percent).

Note: “Europe” is an average of France, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality





TABLE 2

Circulation of Property and Progressive Taxation




	
Progressive property tax (financing the capital endowment to each young adult)


	
	
	
	
Progressive income tax (financing basic income, guaranteed employment, and welfare and ecological benefits)







	
Multiple of average wealth


	
Annual property tax (effective rate)


	
Inheritance tax (effective rate)


	
	
	
Multiple of average income


	
Effective tax rate (including social taxes and carbon tax)





	
0.5


	
0.1%


	
5%


	
	
	
0.5


	
10%





	
2


	
1%


	
20%


	
	
	
2


	
40%





	
5


	
2%


	
50%


	
	
	
5


	
50%





	
10


	
5%


	
60%


	
	
	
10


	
60%





	
100


	
10%


	
70%


	
	
	
100


	
70%





	
1,000


	
60%


	
80%


	
	
	
1,000


	
80%





	
10,000


	
90%


	
90%


	
	
	
10,000


	
90%





	
Note: The proposed tax system includes a progressive tax on property (annual tax on net wealth and inheritance tax) financing a capital endowment for each young adult and a progressive income tax (including social contributions and a progressive tax on carbon emissions) financing basic income, social welfare, and ecological measures. These might include health care, education, retirement pensions, unemployment insurance, energy, and so on. This system of circulating property is one of the constituent elements of participatory socialism, with voting rights on corporate boards shared between workers and stockholders.





	
In the example shown here, the progressive tax on property brings in roughly 5 percent of national income (4 percent for the annual income tax and 1 percent for the inheritance tax, allowing a capital endowment equivalent to 60 percent of average wealth at age twenty-five) while the progressive income tax brings in roughly 45 percent of national income (allowing an annual basic income equivalent to 60 percent of average income after taxes—5 percent of national income) and the state’s welfare and ecological programs (40 percent of national income). Source: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality








The primary objective of an inheritance for all is to increase the negotiating power of everyone who owns almost nothing (that is, about half the population). If you have nothing, or worse yet, if you have only debts, then you must accept whatever wages and working conditions you can get, or almost. Basic income and guaranteed employment are valuable tools for changing this situation and rebalancing power relationships, but unfortunately they do not suffice. Having 100,000 or 200,000 euros as a complement to basic income, guaranteed employment, and all the rights associated with the most extensive welfare state possible (free education and health care, retirement pensions and highly redistributive unemployment benefits, labor law, and so on) changes the situation substantially.6 Recipients could reject certain job offers, buy an apartment, engage in a personal project, or create a small business. This freedom, which is certain to delight some, may well frighten employers and property owners.

Several points must be clarified. First, the factors expressed in figures here are purely illustrative and might be set at more ambitious levels. With the parameters used here, those who currently inherit nothing (approximately, the poorest 50 percent) would receive 120,000 euros, while those who inherit a million euros (which corresponds to the average inheritance received by the richest 10 percent, with enormous disparities) would receive 600,000 euros after taxes and endowment. We see that we are still very far from equality of opportunity, a principle often defended at an abstract and theoretical level, but one which the privileged classes fear like the plague as soon as any concrete application is envisaged. In theory, it would be completely possible (and in my opinion, desirable) to increase much further the redistribution of inherited wealth.

It will be noted that the proposed system of financing is based on tax scales similar to those that were already used during the twentieth century, with rates ranging from a few percentage points for assets and income lower than average to 80–90 percent for the highest assets and income. The main novelty is the recourse to a similar scale for taxes for the annual wealth tax, and not solely for taxes on income and on inheritance.7 This is absolutely essential if we want to expand the redistribution of property beyond what was achieved during the twentieth century. Correctly applied and monitored, the annual wealth tax makes it possible to levy receipts far more substantial than those of the inheritance tax, and to improve redistribution in proportion to each individual’s ability to contribute.8 A specific tax scale should ideally be applied to endowments held by foundations and other nonprofit organizations as well, in order to avoid an excessive concentration of power within a small number of entities and to enable less wealthy entities to develop.9

We must also explain that redistribution of property alone does not suffice to transcend capitalism. If the objective were simply to replace large property owners with small and middle-sized property owners who are just as greedy and careless of the social and environmental consequences of their actions, then it would be of limited interest. The project described here is of a quite different nature. The redistribution of property is accompanied by very progressive tax scales that prevent individuals from accumulating or polluting without limits, and that can be made more demanding, if necessary.10 We could also imagine that the function of the inheritance for all might be regulated, for instance by limiting its use to housing purchases or the creation of an enterprise devoted to social or environmental goals. The debate is legitimate, as long as the same rules are applied equally to all inheritances and all heirs, and not only to the lower classes benefiting from a minimal inheritance.

In addition, I assert that the idea of an inheritance for all presented here is meaningful only if it is added to systems of basic income and guaranteed employment, which ought to be established first, and more generally, only if the inheritance for all is added to an existing welfare-state system whose objective is the gradual decommercialization of the economy. In particular, fundamental goods and services in domains such as education, health care, culture, transportation, or energy are by nature to be produced outside the commercial sphere, in the context of public, municipal, group, or nonprofit structures. This vast nonprofit sector is destined to grow, whereas the for-profit sector, in which the inheritance for all might be invested, would gradually be reduced to a limited number of activities, such as housing and small businesses (notably in the craft industry, commerce, hotels and restaurants, repairs, consulting, and so on).

Finally, we must emphasize that the small- and middle-sized properties involved in the inheritance for all must be designed more as social, temporary properties than as strictly private ones. Inheritance would take place within a legal framework based on sharing power with other users of capital, and within the framework of a tax that drastically limits opportunities for accumulation and perpetuation. Regarding power sharing in enterprises in the for-profit sector, as I have already said, I propose to apply the system of “participatory socialism” described above, with the individual voting rights divided 50–50 between employees and stockholders and strict limits on the voting rights of individual stockholders depending on the size of the enterprise, so that a single employee who is also a stockholder would retain the majority of votes in a very small company but would lose it as soon as the company had more than ten employees.11 It could also be imagined that the voting rights would depend on the seniority of the employees, in the same way that renters in an apartment building gradually accumulate rights that give them almost a permanent right of usage.12 The recent debates have also included a renewal of discussion of the proposals for “employee funds” imagined by Rudolf Meidner and his colleagues in the Swedish trade union federation, Landsorganisationen i Sverige (LO), in the 1970s and 1980s. According to this system, reserved mainly for the largest enterprises, employers would be expected to pay part of their annual profits into a fund that enables employees to gradually take control of 52 percent of the capital after twenty years.13 Intended to complete the system of comanagement (which guarantees that employees will have a share of voting rights, independently of any participation in the capital), this proposal aroused fierce opposition among Swedish capitalists, and could not be adopted. It has recently been put back on the agenda by some Democrats in the United States, notably Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and included in the official program of the British Labour Party.14 Other innovative proposals have also been formulated to allow for the development of public investment funds at the local and communal levels.15 The objective is not to close the discussion but rather to widen it: the concrete forms of power and economic democracy still require reinvention, and always will.16



For a Democratic, Self-Managing, and Decentralized Socialism

Let us sum up. The welfare state and progressive taxation, pushed to their logical conclusions, allow us to lay the foundations for a new form of democratic socialism: self-managing, decentralized, and based on the continual circulation of power and property. This system differs entirely from the kind of centralized, authoritarian state socialism that was tried within the Soviet bloc during the twentieth century. It is situated mainly within ongoing social, fiscal, and legal transformations begun in many Western European countries in the past century, through a hard-earned history of changing power relations, popular movements, and multiple crises and moments of great tension.

The democratic socialism described here is only an outline. It includes many weaknesses and limitations. For example, some readers may think that by allowing the continued existence of a limited form of private ownership of the means of production (at the level of small businesses) and housing, we are taking the risk that these changes will be ephemeral, and that the strict limitation of differences in wealth will not last, given the considerable efforts that some people will deploy to ensure that the tax scales are modified and to reject all limits. This fear is legitimate, but must not be instrumentalized: it was this fear that led the Soviet authorities, who at the time talked about “capitalist gangrene,” to criminalize in the 1920s any form of property, including property for very small businesses with a tiny number of employees, and to descend into now well-known authoritarian and bureaucratic excesses. The proper response is to consider a deeper conception of democracy: when we redistribute property, we must also adopt a system of egalitarian financing for political campaigns, the media, and think tanks, in order to prevent electoral democracy from being co-opted by those who are better off. More generally, we have already noted that the system of redistributing property outlined here would require substantial constitutional revisions.17 A supplementary protection would be to assign these collected taxes to a fund that manages the inheritance for all, in the same way that social security contributions are managed by specific social security funds in most countries. Historical experience has shown that strengthening administrative structures makes it difficult for politicians to renege on these choices (for example, by promising decreases in taxes or contributions), because it forces them to make explicit the withdrawal of benefits granted.

Moreover, nothing forbids us to reflect on systems that reject any form of private property, including social and temporary property like the one envisaged here. I am thinking, for example, of the system of “salarial socialism” defended by Bernard Friot.18 To simplify, Friot proposes to extend the model of the social security funds set up in 1945 in France to other socioeconomic arenas, especially those of retirement and health insurance. That would involve in particular the creation of a “salary fund” and an “investment fund,” the former entrusted with classifying people, according to their qualifications, in different levels of “salary for life” (with a scale ranging from one to four), and the latter entrusted with attributing investment credits and rights to use real and business capital in the various units of production and in multiple individual and collective projects. Insofar as these funds would be managed in a participatory and democratic way, in precise forms that would have to be, however, made more explicit (which Friot does not do), such a proposal is full of potential. Generally speaking, the development of new organizational forms based on common property and Friot’s category of “property for use” is to be encouraged, for it complements the system of social and temporary property defended here.19

I simply want to draw attention to this point: the salary and investment funds Friot imagines (or their equivalent in other proposals depriving small private property, social and temporary, of any role) would hold a considerable power over millions of lives and everyday decisions, bearing notably on salary levels and the use of capital with regard to housing and small businesses. The internal organization of these quasi-state, hypercentralized authorities is not at all clear, in particular how they might function in a truly democratic and emancipatory way. It would be premature, to say the least, to assume in advance that this question has been settled and that any risk of bureaucratic and authoritarian excess can be ruled out. Explanations must be given for the systems of voting and power-sharing that might be applied in such institutions and comparisons made with better-known sociohistorical experiences (parliaments, parties, labor unions, social welfare funds, public banks, etc.) and the potential for learning and improvements they may contain.20 In the current state of our knowledge and experience, it seems to me more appropriate to recognize a lasting role for small private properties, particularly in the sector of housing and small businesses, while at the same time encouraging the development of collective and cooperative structures when they correspond to the needs of the actors concerned. Generally speaking, the sometimes excessive faith in the ability of large, centralized organizations to handle internal deliberation and democratic decision-making can lead us to underestimate the emancipatory potential of institutional systems such as small private property, properly supervised and limited in its scope and the rights it confers. The same goes for progressive taxation. If all the major organizational decisions regarding the distribution of salaries and investments are made within a salarial fund and an investment fund at the national level, then the form of the tax matters little: its base and its progressivity have hardly any importance because in any case the distribution of value will be defined collectively at the centralized level.21 Conversely, if we accept the principle of a permanently decentralized socioeconomic organization involving a great diversity of actors, collectivities, and mixed structures, then the concrete forms of taxation are important: they help determine the distribution of value, alongside, of course, other institutional mechanisms such as the systems of voting rights within the different structures.



The Free Circulation of Capital: The New Censitary Power

We now come to an absolutely essential point. The challenge to the welfare state and progressive taxation since the 1980s was not based solely on talk. It was also materialized in a set of rules and international treaties seeking to make the change as irreversible as possible. The heart of the new rules is the free circulation of capital, without any compensation in the form of regulation or common taxation. In sum, states have instituted a legal system in which economic actors have won a quasi-sacred right to enrich themselves by using a country’s public infrastructures and social institutions (such as the educational and health-care systems), and then, with the stroke of a pen or the click of a mouse, to move their assets to another jurisdiction, without any arrangement to follow the wealth in question and to tax it in a way that is fair and coherent with the rest of the tax system. This is, de facto, a new form of censitary power, in the sense that the states that have signed such treaties can, from the moment that they refuse to reconsider the commitments made by earlier governments, wind up explaining in all sincerity to their people that it is strictly impossible to tax the first beneficiaries of international integration (billionaires, multinationals, those with high incomes), and that consequently they must turn once again to taxpayers in the lower and middle classes who have had the good taste to remain quietly where they were. The logic claims to be unanswerable. The reaction of the classes that don’t move their assets around is just as unanswerable: all this leads to a feeling of abandonment and a hatred of globalization.

It is natural to wonder how we got into this situation. Research has revealed a long period of preparatory work by banking lobbies after the war, the role played generally by employers’ groups, banks, and wealth managers in the co-production of the law, and finally implementation of the law in the most advantageous means possible, including evasions and optimizations.22 This level of control exerted over the economy by financiers and investors and the deregulation of financial flows must also be analyzed in the context of a stockholders’ strategy, seeking to restore managers’ control (or rather, to align their interests with those of the stockholders) and to allow more rapid and more profitable reconfigurations of the major units of production (mergers and acquisitions, transfer of assets).23 The idea of using international treaties to depoliticize the economy, to protect property, and to prevent redistribution was, moreover, one of the Hayekian and ordoliberal theses formulated as early as 1940 with a view to structuring the postwar world, theses that ended up being adopted in 1980–1990, thanks to private lobbyists.24 We must also emphasize the central and sometimes paradoxical role played by European governments at the end of the 1980s in the movement to liberalize capital flows. Having had their fingers burned by their economic difficulties, starting in 1984–1985 French socialists decided to stake everything on the construction of Europe. In order to accelerate the implementation of the common currency, they agreed to the demands of the German Christian Democrats, who sought a complete liberalization of capital flows. This demand materialized in a European directive of 1988 that was retranscribed in the Maastricht Treaty of 1992. The terms of this treaty were then adopted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and were to serve as the new global standard. One of the motivations of the actors of that time was also to lower the cost of public borrowing by means of a call for international investments, without there having really been time to explain and discuss these different objectives.25

What is certain is that it seems impossible to resume the movement toward equality without leaving this framework behind. Concretely, each state that wants to do that must free itself from these obligations and set explicit conditions in terms of fiscal and social justice for the circulation of capital and for free trade. The process has already begun, in part. In 2012, at the urging of the Obama administration, Switzerland rewrote its banking laws to require transmission of information about US taxpayers who had accounts in Swiss banks; if they did not, the banks in question would immediately lose their licenses to operate in the United States. In 2021, the Biden administration announced its intention to levy direct taxes on profits in countries with low taxes, billing the enterprises and subsidiaries concerned for the difference between a minimal tax rate set by the United States and the one practiced in the country in question (for example, in Ireland or Luxembourg). In both cases, these unilateral decisions made by the United States openly violated all the earlier rules, and especially intra-European rules: if France or Germany had made similar decisions, the targeted states would easily have had them invalidated by European courts, in the name, precisely, of treaties signed in the past by the French and German states.26 But the fact is that it appears to be the only way to move forward. The problem is twofold. On the one hand, the steps taken up to this point by administrations in the United States are in reality minuscule in comparison with what would be necessary, and it would be completely illusory to wait for the solution to come from the United States alone, given how political life is financed in that country.27 On the other hand, the European states continue to do nothing and to rely on a hypothetical, unrealistic future unanimity to change the rules within the European Union or the OECD. By legalism, or else out of fear of being blacklisted by other countries, financial lobbies, or the media and the think tanks that they influence, they refuse to withdraw unilaterally from the existing framework and to impose anti-dumping sanctions on public and private actors who are making it possible to perpetuate this new censitary power.

There is no other way of escaping this dead end, however. The redefinition of international rules is critical not only for the global North, but also for the global South and the entire planet. The current economic system, based on the uncontrolled circulation of capital, goods, and services, without social or environmental objectives, is akin to a neocolonialism that benefits the wealthiest. We will see that only a project of global transformation, to which each country can make its contribution by practicing a new form of sovereignism with a universalist vocation, that is, by relying on explicit indicators of social justice, can make it possible to overcome these contradictions.
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REAL EQUALITY AGAINST DISCRIMINATION


Let us now return to the question of social and racial discrimination, and especially to equality of access to training and employment. One of the major limits of the movement toward equality that occurred in the course of the past century is that it was too often limited to a formal equality. In short: we have proclaimed the theoretical principle of the equality of rights and opportunities, independent of origins, but without giving ourselves the means to determine whether this principle corresponds to reality or not. If we want to attain real equality, we must develop indicators and procedures that will allow us to fight gendered, social, and ethno-racial discrimination, which is in practice endemic nearly everywhere, in the global North as well as in the South. In practice, one of the biggest difficulties is to succeed in combating tenacious prejudices without rigidifying identities. There is no single answer to this dilemma, and the solution may depend on the national and postcolonial context in question. Only a calm examination and comparison of experiences in Europe, the United States, India, and other parts of the world can allow us to sketch out avenues for understanding, while at the same time resituating the struggle against discrimination in the more general framework of a social policy with universalist objectives.


Educational Equality: Always Proclaimed, Never Realized

We will begin with the question of educational justice: the diffusion of knowledge has always been the central tool enabling real equality, beyond origins. But the problem is that almost everywhere there is a monumental gap between official statements regarding equality of opportunities and the reality of the educational inequalities that the disadvantaged classes face. Access to elementary education, and then secondary school, was extended to the whole of the population in the course of the twentieth century, at least in the global North, and this constitutes considerable progress. But in reality, inequalities of access to the most advantageous courses of study and schools remain very deep, especially in higher education. In the United States, researchers have been able to correlate a student’s educational path with parental tax information. The results are depressing: the parents’ income predicts almost perfectly the child’s chances of going to a university. Concretely, the probability of being admitted to an institution of higher learning is scarcely 30 percent among the 10 percent of young adults whose parents have the lowest income, increasing linearly to more than 90 percent for the young adults whose parents have the highest incomes (see Figure 31).

In addition, the two groups do not go to the same institutions of higher education: the former usually have to be content with summary courses of study in badly financed public universities and community colleges, whereas the latter have access to highly specialized curricula in extremely rich private universities. These latter institutions are, moreover, characterized by the opacity of their admission procedures and a near-absence of public regulation. Although these universities have benefited from multiple sources of governmental financing, they have succeeded in convincing powerful political figures that it is normal to let them do as they please with their admissions algorithms, including giving priority for admission to “legacy students” (that is, the children of alumni or rich donors). In other words, not only do fabulously high tuition fees put the best universities out of reach for the least well-off students (unless they have exceptional grades granting them access to scholarships), but the richest parents can pay a kind of supplement to make up for their offspring’s insufficient grades. Universities explain that the rate of legacy admissions is minimal, even as they deny access to this information and to the formulas used to assess grades and donations.1
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FIGURE 31. Parental Income and Access to Higher Education, United States, 2018

In 2018, the rate of access to higher education (the percentage of persons aged nineteen to twenty-one enrolled in a university, college, or other institution of higher learning) was scarcely 30 percent for children of the poorest 10 percent in the United States, and more than 90 percent for children of the richest 10 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


It is striking to see the number of academics in the United States who have become used to this reality: after all, if it provides supplementary funds from generous billionaires who want to have their offspring admitted, why not? It would be simpler, however, to make them pay the same amount in the form of taxes intended to finance education for all, and principally those most disadvantaged (and not the contrary). In any event, these delicate questions should be decided democratically, after transparent discussion of the pros and cons, and not in the smoke-filled rooms of governing boards dominated by donors.

It would be quite wrong to believe that this massive educational hypocrisy exists only in the United States. Even if education is almost free of charge in many countries, that does not in any way protect it from social selection. The pursuit of extensive training in institutions of higher learning in the absence of an adequate system of minimum income represents a considerable investment for people with lower incomes. Moreover, these students have not always had access to the preliminary training, the social codes, and the networks that provide opportunities for certain courses of study. The French system is an extraordinarily hypocritical one. Under cover of “republican” equality—low to no tuition fees, no official privilege for any rank—it manages to spend three times more in public resources per student for those who have had access to selective courses of study (the grandes écoles) than for those who pursue degrees in ordinary universities. It happens that the former have, on average, social origins far more privileged than the latter, especially within the most sought-after schools.2 That is why people can, with a clear conscience, use public means to strengthen existing social inequalities. On the whole, if we take into account all education expenditures, from nursery school to university, we find considerable inequalities within an age group: the 10 percent of students who benefit from the lowest expenditures receive around 65,000 to 70,000 euros each, whereas the 10 percent who benefit from the highest expenditures receive between 200,000 and 300,000 euros each (see Figure 32). This concentration of expenditures for education to the benefit of a minority is, to be sure, less extreme than it used to be, but it remains considerable, and is hardly in conformity with contemporary talk about equality of opportunity.3
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FIGURE 32. The Inequality of Investment in Education in France

Students reaching the age of twenty in 2020 have benefited, from primary school to higher education, from an average public investment of about 120,000 euros (or about fifteen years of education for an average cost of 8,000 euros each year). Within this generation, the 10 percent of students who benefited from the smallest public investment received about 65,000 to 70,000 euros, whereas the 10 percent who benefited from the largest public investment received between 200,000 and 300,000 euros.

Note: The average costs by track and by year in the French educational system in 2015–2020 ranged from 5,000 euros to 6,000 euros in nursery/primary school, 8,000 to 10,000 euros in secondary school, 9,000 to 10,000 euros in higher education, and 15,000 to 16,000 euros in preparatory classes for advanced studies (at the grandes écoles). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality





For an Affirmative Action Based on Social Criteria

There is only one way to move beyond these hypocrisies: we have to give ourselves the means to measure these realities collectively and democratically, to set quantified, verifiable goals, and to constantly adjust the policies used to reach them. In terms of fiscal justice, it took centuries to define an objective understanding of inequality, with conceptions of income, property, tax scales, and tax rates that would make it possible to construct norms and a common language for comparison. This process is still very far from having reached its end. With regard to educational justice, it is sometimes imagined that we can rely on general principles and declarations of good intentions. Figures 31 and 32 show that this is not the case. To begin, full transparency by public authorities is critical: such quantified facts must made publicly available on an annual basis, not just revealed from time to time by individual researchers. Specifically, it is important that we make public every year the distribution of expenditures for education and the rates of access to the various courses of study in relation to social origins and percentile of parental income, breaking down this information by level of schooling. Broad access to these data would ensure that this information will provide food for a balanced, democratic debate, free of manipulation. The road ahead is long: in practice, governments and public administrations display, regarding these questions, an opacity hardly less extreme than that of private universities. Too often, these actors continue to rely on a vertical conception of public policy and the common interest, and to arrogate to themselves, without restraint, the monopoly on expertise and information that accompanies it.

The production of universally accepted indicators is central, but not sufficient. What matters most is that this exercise in transparency be directly connected with levers of action and policies that permit change on all educational levels. In the case of higher education, many countries have begun to establish centralized procedures for assigning students at the regional or national level (for example, the Parcoursup platform in France). In comparison with systems in which each university does whatever it pleases, this is potentially an improvement, in the sense that it becomes possible to escape from the logic of networks and individual relations (or even, in the United States, donations of money) and to define democratically neutral admission criteria and goals that apply to all in the same way. Thus, we can imagine a system based on students’ wishes, their grades, and their social origins. Inclusion of the latter takes into consideration the fact that poorer secondary school students encounter more difficulties.

It goes without saying that finding the best compromise is not easy: a certain dose of affirmative action based on social criteria may be justified, but if we go too far, it can become counterproductive for everyone. No one can claim to know the ultimate truth regarding such complex judgments. This makes it all the more indispensable to organize the conditions for a vast democratic debate based on transparency and experimentation. Unfortunately, algorithms are regularly applied to students and their parents without any prior consultation or evaluation of the pros and cons. As a result they run the risk of arousing a generalized distrust with regard to such systems, or even to the very idea of educational justice. In France, the Parcoursup platform is supposed to have implemented, since 2018, a form of affirmative action for scholarship students in secondary schools (between 15 and 20 percent of the students, based chiefly on parental income) who are asking for admission to preparatory classes. However, how this is configured remains obscure: no quantified objective was set, and no evaluation has been carried out. In 2021, there was talk about the possibility of introducing more places for scholarship students (between 50 and 60 percent of an age group) in schools of administration, but there again no explanation was given that would make it possible to evaluate the real impact of such a plan.4 Although governments and administrations should without saying respond to the need for transparency and disengage themselves from their vertical and sometimes manipulative culture, the success of such a process requires the participation of citizens, associations, labor unions, elected government officials, and political parties, who must demand full access to data and use it constructively to make policy proposals for improvement. Things will really change only when this new democratic space for public participation has been fully occupied.

Beyond the question of higher education, the exercise in transparency must also enable a radical review of the allocation of resources in primary and secondary education. When a student is entering university, it is generally too late to reduce inequality of opportunities radically: we have to act much earlier. But on this point educational hypocrisy reaches a pinnacle. In many countries, governments claim to have set up systems seeking to “give more to those who have less,” that is, to send supplementary resources to the most socially disadvantaged schools. The problem is that the data often suggest exactly the reverse. For example, when we examine public middle schools in and around Paris, we see that the proportion of teachers who are temporary contract employees (less trained and lower paid than teachers holding permanent positions) or beginners is barely 10 percent in the wealthiest departments (Paris, Hauts-de-Seine) and reaches 50 percent in the most disadvantaged departments (Seine-Saint-Denis, Val-de-Marne). Studies conducted by Asma Benhenda using National Education payroll files have made it possible to confirm the extent to which the proposed system has been reversed. If we calculate the average salary of teachers in the various elementary, middle, and secondary schools, taking into account the paltry premiums paid in priority zones and other forms of remuneration (connected with seniority, degrees held, status as tenured or temporary, and so on), we see that the higher the percentage of privileged students enrolled, the higher the average remuneration.5 In addition, we find this reality in most of the OECD countries: young people coming from advantaged backgrounds are more likely to have tenured, experienced teachers than those from disadvantaged backgrounds, who more often have substitute teachers or teachers hired with short-term contracts, and the small premiums intended to correct this situation are generally insufficient to compensate for the systemic inequality.6

Here we see that in practice the first issue is not to achieve affirmative action using social criteria, but simply to avoid negative discrimination: in primary and secondary schools, as in higher education, we often end up allocating higher public expenditures for privileged students than for others. In theory, it would not be so difficult to adjust the amount of the premiums to ensure that the average salary cannot in any case be an increasing function of the percentage of socially privileged students in a school, at least at the level of the educational system as a whole. We can escape from this situation only through objective, verifiable demographic data and complete transparency regarding government funding of schools, combined with collective action focused on the highly political issue of educational equality.



On the Persistence of the Patriarchy and Productivism

As central as it may be, the question of educational justice does not settle everything. When prejudices concerning certain groups are too deeply rooted, we must resort to other means of acting, including quotas making certain offices and professions—and not only certain courses of study—more accessible. Historically, women have undoubtably been subjected to the most massive and systematic discrimination, in the North as in the South, in the East as in the West, in all dimensions and in all latitudes. Nearly all human societies have been patriarchal societies, in the sense that they were constructed on the foundation of a sophisticated set of gendered prejudices that assigned certain rules to each of the two sexes. The development of the centralized state in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was even accompanied, at times, by a kind of hardening and systematization of the patriarchy. Gendered rules were codified and generalized throughout nations and among social classes, such as the asymmetry of rights between spouses in the framework of the Napoleonic Code or inequality of electoral rights in many countries. Women’s suffrage was obtained as a result of long struggles and battles whose outcome was uncertain: in New Zealand in 1893, in Turkey in 1930, in Brazil in 1932, in Switzerland in 1971, and in Saudi Arabia in 2015. In France, after decades of feminist rallies, and after hopes betrayed in 1789, 1848, and 1871, the Chamber of Deputies approved women’s right to vote in 1919, but the Senate vetoed the law. In France, not until 1944 did women’s suffrage become a reality.7

Despite the establishment of formal equality before the law for women during the second half of the twentieth century, cultural norms promoted the presence of a housewife in the family as a measure of social and financial success during the three postwar decades known as les Trente Glorieuses. In 1970, women received hardly more than 20 percent of total payroll in France. Money matters were seen as issues for men.8 All investigations show, however, that if we include domestic tasks, women have always provided more than 50 percent of total hours spent working (commercial and domestic). If incomes had been distributed between the sexes on the basis of work time, that would have represented a radical transformation of the distribution of income and power in society and within families. The important point is that we are just now exiting this golden age of patriarchy. Women’s share of the payroll reached barely 38 percent in France in 2020, as compared with 62 percent for men, or 50 percent more monetary power for the latter. We point out once again the importance of the choice of indicators. If we limit ourselves to noting that the salary gap is 14 percent for a given job, then we are indulging in understatement, because one of the most important aspects of gendered inequalities is precisely that women and men do not occupy the same jobs.

This is particularly striking with respect to political offices or managerial positions. It is true that in France, the proportion of women among the 1 percent of those receiving the highest remunerations has risen from 10 percent in 1995 to 19 percent in 2020. The problem is that this advance is extremely slow: if we continue at this pace, parity will not be achieved until 2107 (see Figure 33). The data available elsewhere in Europe, in the United States, and in other parts of the world lead to similar conclusions. A central element of the explanation has to do with the strength of certain prejudices against women. In India, research has made it possible to quantify these prejudices by measuring, on a large scale, the reactions aroused by male and female voices reading the same political speeches. The same argument, for example concerning a municipal budget or the construction of a school, is systematically judged less credible when it is given by a female voice. This research has also shown that placing women in leadership roles reduces negative gender stereotypes, which may constitute one of the most convincing proofs of the necessity and potential efficacy of affirmative action policies for overcoming ancient prejudices.9
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FIGURE 33. The Persistence of the Patriarchy in France in the Twenty-First Century

The proportion of women in the top centile of the labor income distribution (salaries and income from unsalaried work) rose from 10 percent in 1995 to 19 percent in 2020, and is expected to reach 50 percent between now and 2107 if the 1995–2020 trend continues. For the top thousandth, parity could be reached by 2145. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Quotas favoring women have multiplied over recent decades, not without arousing strong opposition. An initial law was adopted in France by the Socialist majority in 1982. The measure was modest, since it simply provided that no sex could occupy more than 75 percent of the seats in elections that follow a closed proportional list system, and in particular in municipal and regional elections. That would already have represented a significant advance for women, who at that time represented less than 10 percent of elected officials, but the law was struck by the Constitutional Council for violating the principle of equality, and could not be revisited until the constitutional revision of 1989. For elections based on lists, the law passed in 2000 established complete parity (that is, lists that include equal numbers of men and women and penalize parties that propose too few women in district elections—penalties that have proven insufficient). The government at that time tried to require parity on admission panels as well, but was again overruled by the judges. A second constitutional revision adopted in 2008 extended parity to executive functions in regional and municipal councils. A series of laws adopted between 2011 and 2015 set quotas for women on companies’ boards of directors (20 percent of the seats), and then on juries and the managerial organs of public institutions. In 2021 there are ongoing parliamentary discussions regarding possible extensions of quotas or incentivizing targets for all management positions in private enterprises (which could end up having a measurable impact on the share of women in the upper centile or upper decile of remunerations). Although it is too early to evaluate the complete effect of these measures, this sequence bears witness to the fact that it is possible to move toward real equality and, if necessary, to rewrite constitutional texts when the political will to do so exists.10

Although such measures may prove to be indispensable for advancing toward parity at the level of the highest offices, we must nonetheless underline the limits of an approach that is focused on the top of the hierarchy. Such an approach ignores the issue of parity in less well-paid jobs, which are the common lot of the immense majority of women. In other words, opening up positions for women in management groups must not serve as an excuse to maintain for everyone else a social system that is extremely hierarchized and gendered. The central issues here are wages and salaries, the length of the workday, and working conditions for millions of cashiers, waitresses, housekeepers, and dozens of other jobs usually filled by women. Traditionally female working-class occupations have not always received the same attention from labor unions or in public debate as have traditionally male working-class occupations.11 We must add that many fiscal and social systems that proceeded from les Trente Glorieuses (such as the conjugal quotient, which for tax purposes divides household income by the number of people in the household, or else systems of parental leave) continue today to reinforce a highly gendered distribution of roles and jobs.12 In reality, the exit from social patriarchy can occur only through a general transformation of the connection between production and social reproduction, between occupational life, on the one hand, and family and personal life, on the other. So many who earn the highest salaries hardly ever see their children, their families, or their friends; they often lack time for civic participation, but contribute actively to the consumer rat-race and its resulting environmental damage. Resolving the problem of gender inequality by encouraging women to pursue the same lifestyle is not the solution: instead, we must find a different balance. The issue requires far more attention than enacting a few quotas, even if the latter are part of the solution.



Fighting Discrimination without Rigidifying Identities

Long contested, gender parity and quotas benefiting women have spread in many countries and are now broadly accepted. The same cannot be said about quotas benefiting those who have experienced social, ethno-racial, or religious discrimination, which continue to arouse strong reservations. This reticence is not entirely without foundation and does not proceed solely from the selfishness of those who do not want to give up their jobs (even if this factor can never be neglected). Before considering the application of social or racial quotas, the first priority has to be opposing discrimination as such. In other words, we have to equip ourselves with the means to identify and end discriminatory and racist practices, notably by pursuing legal action against those who engage in them, whether these be employers, the police, sports fans, demonstrators, internet users, or others.

Social or racial quotas involve two serious risks. On the one hand, they can lead to questions about whether those who benefit have “earned” the opportunity, especially from those who believe they would have received the benefit otherwise. On the other, they may pin social or ethno-racial identities, which are by nature plural, mixed, and mutable, and even reinforce the antagonisms connected with identity.13 For all that, there may be countries or regions where prejudices are so deeply rooted (as in the case of prejudices against women) that only quotas can open up the situation. The question is extremely delicate, and there is no single answer: only a detailed, case-by-case examination can enable us to form an opinion.

Let us begin with the case of India, which is the country that has gone furthest in the use of quotas. The “reservations” (the term used in the Indian context) were first applied to the benefit of the “scheduled castes” (SC) and “scheduled tribes” (ST), that is, the former Dalits and Indigenous peoples who were the objects of discrimination in traditional Hindu society. These castes, which represent about 20–25 percent of the population, have benefited since 1950 from quotas granting access to universities and public employment. Starting in 1980–1990, the system was extended to the intermediary classes (“other backward classes, OBC”), or about 40–45 percent of the population, so that in all, 60–70 percent of the Indian population currently benefits from quotas at the federal level (see Figure 34).14 The Constitution of India extended civil protections against discrimination that should have benefited the OBC after 1950, but the establishment of commissions entrusted with defining the corresponding social categories raised major difficulties, so the process took several decades. In 1993, a constitutional amendment also forced the states that had not yet done so to reserve for women one-third of leadership roles in village councils (the panchayat). Discussions are still ongoing to decide whether the Constitution would have to be amended to reserve seats for women in elections for parliament and state legislative assemblies, as was already done for the scheduled castes and tribes in 1950 (in proportion to their share in the population).

The available data lead to a qualified judgment on this experiment. The extreme prejudices and discriminations against socially disadvantaged classes in India are a consequence of both an ancient inegalitarian system and its rigidification by the British colonial government, which relied extensively on caste divisions to establish its domination but also gave them a permanent administrative existence that had not existed previously. Taking into account these ingrained prejudices, it is probable that the members of scheduled castes and tribes would not have gained access as quickly to elective offices, higher education, and public employment without the establishment of quotas. From an economic point of view, the inequalities separating the scheduled castes from the rest of the population remain very strong, but they have been reduced significantly since 1950—more significantly, for example, than the inequalities between Blacks and Whites in the United States (see Figure 35).15 Several studies have also shown that the quotas were a major factor in the construction of Indian electoral democracy: all the parties were led to promote elected officials who came from the scheduled castes, and the reservations played, de facto, an integrating and mobilizing role.16
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FIGURE 34. Affirmative Action in India, 1950–2020

Quotas for access to universities and public employment were put in place in 1950 for the “scheduled castes” (SC) and “scheduled tribes” (ST), former Dalit and Indigenous peoples subject to discrimination, and then extended, during the 1980s, to “other backward classes” (OBC) (former Shudras), by the Mandal Commission in 1979–1980. In all, these quotas benefited about 70 percent of the Indian population between 2010 and 2020. The SC-ST also benefit from quotas for elected positions. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality
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FIGURE 35. Discrimination and Inequality in Comparative Perspective

The ratio between the average income of the lower castes in India (scheduled castes and tribes, SC + ST, former Dalit and Indigenous peoples subject to discrimination) and that of the rest of the population rose from 57 percent in 1950 to 74 percent in 2018. During the same period, the ratio between the average income of Blacks and Whites rose from 54 to 56 percent in the United States, and from 9 to 18 percent in South Africa. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


If the balance sheet on Indian quotas is on the whole positive, this experiment also illustrates the limits of such a policy. This kind of system is not sufficient for eliminating inequality; it must be accompanied by social policies that are more ambitious and have universalist goals. By construction, the places in universities, elected assemblies, and public offices can concern only a small minority of the socially disadvantaged classes. In the Indian context, quotas were often used by the elites as an excuse for not paying the taxes necessary to finance investments in infrastructure, education, and health care that would have been necessary to really reduce social inequalities in India and increase equality for all the disadvantaged classes (and not only a minority within them). In the absence of a sufficiently well-financed welfare state, inequalities did in fact begin to increase quickly again after 1980, despite their decrease over the first decades following independence.17 In addition to education and health care for all, the redistribution of property, particularly in the form of agrarian reform, is another systemic policy that would have made it possible to thwart India’s heavy inegalitarian heritage. That is what was done in certain states run by communist governments, notably in Kerala and West Bengal, with very good results on the social and economic level.18 But nothing like that was tried at the federal level in India: leaders counted heavily on quotas, without even asking the property-owning classes to pay the taxes and cede the properties that would have been necessary for a genuine social redistribution.



Reconciling Social Parity and the Redistribution of Wealth

We come now to lessons for other countries. Note first of all that the Indian system of quotas was itself capable of evolving. In 1993, the Supreme Court introduced an income criterion for the application of quotas: if a caste is included among the OBC, then members of the group whose annual income exceeds a certain threshold are excluded from the benefit of quotas.19 It is possible that the whole system will very gradually evolve toward a system of affirmative action based on other social criteria such as parental income, education, or wealth, and no longer on membership in a caste that has historically been targeted for discrimination. That may be the best that we can hope for it. Ideally, in order to avoid rigidifying categories and antagonisms, a system of quotas should foresee the conditions of its own transformation, to the extent to which it allows the reduction of prejudices against groups that have been discriminated against. For example, in view of the almost complete absence of the disadvantaged classes in elected assemblies in Western democracies, we might imagine the introduction of a form of social parity as a complement to gender parity (finally applied). In other words, half the candidates nominated by political parties for election would come from the disadvantaged classes.20 To the extent that the policies adopted would permit a systematic reduction of differences in wealth, it could be hoped that these rules would gradually become less and less necessary and that the thresholds could be lowered without reducing the equality of representation in the assembly.21

We must emphasize that up to this point, no Western country has ever implemented social or racial quotas in a way comparable to what has been done in India, and that many systems regarding these questions remain to be invented. In the United States, promises of reparations were made to former slaves after the Civil War, but they were never fulfilled. When legal racial discrimination was ended by passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Johnson administration took additional steps, for example, requiring by executive order that federal contractors ensure equal job opportunities. Subsequent amendments have made these protections more inclusive. But contrary to what is sometimes thought, no federal legislation has mandated a specific and formal system of quotas for access to universities, government jobs, or elected offices. Very strong political support and mobilization would be required before the issue of quotas could be considered by Congress, nor is it certain that the Supreme Court, which had upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, would have upheld such an initiative. In any case, the absence of any coherent and consistent federal policies of reparation or quotas explains in part the continuation of very strong racial inequalities in the United States.22 Some states tried to introduce quotas in the 1970s and 1980s, but they were overruled by judges or by referenda, like the one conducted in California in 1996 that forbade a system based on race (or, moreover, on gender). Several states then developed admissions policies in high schools and universities that timidly took into account the applicants’ neighborhood or their parents’ income.23

Generally speaking, affirmative action based on universal social criteria such as income, wealth, or territory has many advantages. In addition to enabling us to put together more easily those political majorities that favor it, it has the merit of avoiding the rigidification of ethno-racial identities. We have also noted that this kind of affirmative action is in its infancy in most countries, including France and the United States. In practice, it would be significant if we were able to avoid negative discrimination. Disadvantaged social classes almost everywhere receive fewer and poorer educational benefits than the privileged classes. The same can be said for the paucity of funding for infrastructure and public services in disadvantaged communities. We begin from a place in which communities have vastly unequal resources. Should we then noisily congratulate ourselves for setting up a few meager compensatory systems that ameliorate only a small part of the systemic inequality that we refuse to challenge? Too often, the concept of affirmative action has been instrumentalized to avoid having to finance broader social policies supporting equality. The idea of affirmative action on the basis of social criteria can be saved, but only if it is supported by an ambitious program of wealth redistribution and if it complements universal measures such as the welfare state, guaranteed employment, or the inheritance for all.



Measuring Racism: The Question of Ethno-racial Categories

No matter how useful it is, affirmative action on the basis of social criteria cannot by itself overcome discriminatory practices that have ethno-racial foundations. These practices can be fought only if we adopt indicators and procedures allowing us to measure and correct them explicitly and directly. For some observers, the only way to proceed is to import in Europe ethno-racial categories like the ones used for many years by the US Census. Whether or not these categories are helpful is uncertain, however. They were initially introduced and used to support racial discrimination, not to combat it. To be sure, for a few decades now they have been used to measure the pervasiveness of racism, and sometimes to fight it, but the results obtained in terms of social and racial equality in the United States are not such as to make the rest of the planet squirm with envy. For all that, however, the rejection of these categories and the ritual critique of the US model do not suffice to define a policy. The truth is that no country is in a position to lecture others regarding racial discrimination or, for that matter, regarding educational justice. For centuries, people of different ethno-racial origins have lived almost without contact with each other except through the intermediary of military domination or slaveholding and colonial relations. The fact that recently we have for some years been cohabiting within the same political communities constitutes a major advance in civilization. But it continues to arouse almost everywhere prejudices and political exploitation that cannot be overcome solely with more democracy and more equality. Everyone has things to learn from the experience of other countries, and it would be wiser to spend more time finding solutions than using this question as a pretext for nationalist self-satisfaction or contrasting different national models without any genuine concern for their efficacy and the problems that they do or do not allow us to solve.

The United Kingdom is the only European country that has introduced ethno-racial categories of the type used in the United States, with the goal of fighting discrimination.24 Since the 1991 census, people have been asked to check a box to indicate their race. Similar categories are used in many investigations and in documents connected with police checks. Even if that has probably helped draw more public attention to certain abuses and excesses, to date no study allows us to say that it has truly made it possible to reduce the amount of racial discrimination in the United Kingdom as compared with other European nations.25 We can also note that there is no single model, and that everything depends on the migratory and postcolonial context in question. In Germany and France, populations of extra-European origin come for the most part from Turkey and the Maghreb. But the fact is that the differences in physical appearance are relatively small all around the Mediterranean: the variations are gradual and continuous, especially since people of different national origins are constantly mixing—far more than in the United States, for example.26 Many individuals with Mediterranean origins have difficulty choosing a single White/Black racial classification,27 and investigations have shown that they often feel ill at ease with having to identify themselves using ethno-racial categories in general.28

Under these conditions, we can legitimately imagine that the introduction of these categories in censuses would have mainly negative effects. But in fact, it is possible to go very far in measuring racism and in detecting and correcting discriminatory practices (or in any case much further than we have so far) without asking people to put themselves in a box based on ethno-racial identities. Concretely, France, Germany, and all the other countries concerned by this question should establish a center that would monitor discrimination objectively and draw up a yearly assessment of the state of the situation to guide policies. In France, researchers have sent false CVs to employers in response to thousands of job advertisements and observed the rates of response in the form of a proposal for a hiring interview. When the name sounds Arab-Muslim, the rate of response is divided by four. Names that sound Jewish are also discriminated against, though less massively.29 The problem is that this study has not been repeated, so that no one knows whether the situation has improved or deteriorated since 2015. Repeated testing on a large scale by a trusted government agency would allow us to make reliable comparisons over time and between regions and sectors. Similar measures could be taken to monitor traffic stops and other police activity for forms of discrimination based on appearance.30 This agency could also compile data and issue annual reports on discrimination inside companies, measuring salaries, rates of promotion, availability of training, and so forth. By combining census data about parents’ country of origin (although currently this data is not recorded in France and several other countries) with salary information provided anonymously by companies under the supervision of a public authority, it would be possible to produce detailed breakdowns by the region, sector, and size of companies.31 These indicators could be used in connection with labor unions to identify possible discriminatory practices and to provide material for further investigation. This system might lead to lawsuits or sanctions in the event of clear under-representation of certain countries of origin in companies of sufficient size. In theory, if it proves indispensable, we could envision introducing a general question about ancestry into the census.32 But international experience suggests that the real goal is not to multiply statistics, but to use the available indicators in the service of a genuine antidiscrimination policy, firm and resolute, transparent and reliable, and involving all the actors (labor unions and employers, political movements and citizen associations). So far, beyond national models, this has never really been done.



Religious Neutrality and the Hypocrisies of French-Style Secularism

Let us conclude by noting that the battle against ethno-racial discrimination also involves the invention of new forms of religious neutrality. There again, no country can claim to have achieved a satisfactory balance. The model of French-style secularism likes to present itself as perfectly neutral, but the reality is more complex.33 Places of worship are not officially subsidized, except when they were built before the law of 1905 separated church and state in France. In practice, this law concerns almost exclusively Christian churches and puts Muslim believers at a disadvantage in relation to Christians. Catholic elementary schools, middle schools, and lycées that were already established at the time the Debré law was approved (1959) continue to be massively financed by the taxpayers, in proportions found in almost no other country. These institutions have also retained the right to choose their pupils freely, without respecting any common rule in terms of social diversity, so that they make a powerful contribution to educational ghettoization.34 Concerning the financing of religions (clergy and buildings), we must add the central role played by fiscal subsidies. In France, as in many countries, donations to religions entitle the giver to tax deductions that constitute, de facto, a mode of extremely inegalitarian public financing, because the public subsidy increases along with the proportion of the donation (in practice, this favors certain new religions with respect to others).35

The same is true for charitable donations in Italy, where every taxpayer can assign a fraction of his taxes to the religion of his choice, or in Germany, where the mechanism takes the form of a supplementary tax collected for the churches. In both cases, there is a bias in favor of religions that have a unified national organization (which in practice excludes the Muslim religion). In comparison, the French model, which treats religious associations in the same way as other associations, is potentially more satisfactory. It amounts to seeing religion as a belief or a cause like others, and favors the renewal and diversity of structures. This system could be made more egalitarian by changing public subsidies into vouchers of equal amounts for all, and each person could then donate to the organization of choice, whether religious, cultural, or humanitarian, according to personal values and beliefs. Such a system would advance real equality and move away from the current climate of suspicion and stigmatization.
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EXITING NEOCOLONIALISM


The battle for equality is not over. It must be continued by pushing to its logical conclusion the movement toward the welfare state, progressive taxation, real equality, and the struggle against all kinds of discrimination. This battle also, and especially, involves a structural transformation of the global economic system. The end of colonialism has made it possible to begin a process of equalization, but the world-economy remains profoundly hierarchical and unequal in its workings. Our current economic organization, which is founded on the uncontrolled circulation of capital lacking either a social or an environmental objective, often resembles a form of neocolonialism that benefits the wealthiest persons. This model of development is politically and ecologically untenable. Moving beyond it requires the transformation of the national welfare state into a federal welfare state open to the global South, along with a profound revision of the rules and treaties that currently govern globalization.


The Trente Glorieuses and the Global South: The Limits of the National Welfare State

If we examine the evolution of the differences in wealth between countries over the past two centuries, we find two clearly distinct phases: first, a long period of increasing inequality between 1820 and 1950, which corresponds to the Western powers’ conquest of the world economy between 1820 and 1910, followed by the maximal extension of colonial empires between 1910 and 1950; then a phase between 1950 and 1980 in which inequalities between countries were highly stable (the Trente Glorieuses in the global North, independence in the global South), followed by an initial diminution between 1980 and 2020. In 1820, the 10 percent of the world population that lived in the world’s richest countries had an average income that was a little over three times greater than that of the 50 percent that lived in the poorest countries. This was not complete equality, but it corresponded to a world in which the differences between countries were relatively small (and in which the average income of the population as a whole was very low). In 1960, the extent of the scale of worldwide incomes was five times greater: from one to sixteen. Despite a clear drop since 1980, the scale still ranges from one to eight in 2020 (see Figure 36).
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FIGURE 36. Differences in Income between Countries, 1820–2020: The Long Exit from Colonialism

The differences in income between countries, as measured by the ratio between the average income of the 10 percent living in the richest countries and the average income of the 50 percent living in the poorest countries, increased steadily between 1820 and 1960–1980, and then began to decrease.

Note: For the calculation of this ratio, the population of countries straddling deciles is distributed between these deciles as if they were several different countries. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Several points are worth stressing. First of all, it is clear that worldwide inequalities remain very great, and that they bear the scars of colonialism and the divergence between the West and the rest of the world between 1820 and 1960. Although inequalities have decreased in recent decades, led in part by gains in total income in China but also in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, this process is very far from over.1 Both the old powers and the new tend to make less wealthy countries permanently dependent on them, without granting them the means to develop autonomously, so that a relationship that is permanently hierarchical is in no way impossible unless there is adequate mobilization and sufficiently strong political opposition. We must also avoid idealizing the postwar period of the Trente Glorieuses (1950–1980), adorned with all the virtues of the global North, whereas the global South was above all marked by wars for independence and difficult struggles to establish sovereignty in situations characterized by great poverty and extreme demographic pressure. The social welfare state of the Trente Glorieuses, apart from the fact that it preferred to be social-patriarchal, was above all a nationalist social welfare state, in the sense that it was developed chiefly in northern nation-states with systems of social protection and investments in education and infrastructure conceived to benefit the people of those nations, without excessive concern about the international and colonial integration in the recent past—all too easily forgotten—that had allowed the West to get rich or about the development of the rest of the planet.2 The populations of the South might be asked to supply the North’s needs for labor, but no one envisaged any outcome other than immediately sending them home once the work was done, or raised the question of a model of codevelopment and the new forms of circulation and regulation that it would have implied.

When the colonies were winning independence, leaders like Léopold Senghor in Senegal were already aware of the fact that the newly created states were going to be much too weak to negotiate their place in the global division of labor. To gain some clout when confronting the multinationals and Western states, and also to avoid reproducing nationalist rivalries like those in Europe, Senghor envisaged the development of a vast federation of West Africa. This project materialized between 1959 and 1961 in the form of the ephemeral Federation of Mali, which briefly grouped together Senegal and the present states of Mali, Benin, and Burkina Faso, after Ivory Coast and Niger had finally withdrawn.3 Other federal projects sporadically appeared, such as the United Arab States (Egypt, Syria, Yemen) or the West Indies Federation (which included Jamaica, Trinidad, and Barbados, among others) between 1958 and 1962.4 When setting up the UN, several delegations tried to give more weight to the countries of the South and to public regulation of commercial flows and investments. The International Trade Organization (ITO) project supported by India and Brazil in 1947–1948 went so far as to propose a multilateral legal framework that would have made it possible to collectively regulate nationalizations and transfers of property. Worried about this interventionism, which could escape their control and threaten their interests, the rich countries rejected this project.5 It was replaced by structures such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), then the World Trade Organization (WTO), which allowed rich countries to keep the upper hand and to impose their conditions on sensitive questions right down to the present day.6



Neocolonialism, Commercial Liberalization, and Tax Havens

The conservative revolution of the 1980s, with its regular attacks on progressive taxation in English-speaking countries and its obsession with the free circulation of capital (a new motto that came from Western Europe as well as from the United States) was also to help redefine the discourse of the wealthy countries and international organizations with regard to the global South. Starting in 1980–1990, what has been called the Washington Consensus permeated the policies the poor countries were advised to adopt: a smaller role for the state, budget austerity, commercial liberalization, and all-around deregulation. In view of the asymmetrical power relationships involved, it is no exaggeration to say that these polices were imposed more than advised, and to see in them a form of neocolonialism (even if the mechanisms of persuasion were not the same as in the colonial period).7 Since the 2008 crisis, it is fashionable to say that this consensus no longer exists, and that the IMF, the World Bank, and Western governments have become aware of the excesses of liberalization, the resurgence of inequalities, and the environmental crisis. In reality, because it has not been replaced by an alternative, liberal orthodoxy continues to have considerable influence, particularly regarding the South.

With the distance we can take on it today, it is clear that this policy of rapid deregulation and commercial liberalization has helped permanently weaken the fragile process of constructing a legitimate government and state power in the global South. Concretely, if we examine their tax receipts as a proportion of GDP, we see that the poorest states on the planet became poorer between 1970–1980 and 1990–2000, before gaining slightly between 2010 and 2020, though never reaching their starting point (which was very low to begin with). The fall in tax receipts is explained almost entirely by the loss of customs duties. Let us acknowledge that reducing taxes on international trade is not necessarily a bad thing in itself, especially if they are replaced by direct taxes on the profits of multinationals and the highest incomes and wealth. But that is not at all what happened: the suppression of customs duties was imposed very rapidly, without giving the countries concerned time to develop alternative receipts, and without any international support for that purpose—quite the contrary. In fact, the very principle of progressive taxation was at the same time denigrated by the Washington Consensus.8 Finally, the divergence in fiscal capacity has clearly grown since 1970: the receipts of poor countries stagnated at about 15 percent of GDP, whereas those of wealthy countries rose from 30 percent to 40 percent (see Figure 37). These are very low levels, and they also conceal large disparities. In many African countries, such as Nigeria, Chad, or the Central African Republic, fiscal receipts amount to 6 to 8 percent of GDP. But as we have noted elsewhere, such receipts are barely sufficient to maintain order and build basic infrastructure. They do not make it possible to envisage financing a significant investment in education and health care, and they cannot adequately fund a social security system. If a state seeks to fulfill all these functions with such small tax receipts, the danger is that none of them will properly function (which is, unfortunately, often the case, so difficult is it to decide to abandon this or that essential function).9 In view of the fact that the process of development in wealthy countries was based on a major increase in the power of the fiscal state (with receipts rising from less than 10 percent to more than 40 percent of the national income between 1914 and 1980), we can naturally wonder why these same countries imposed such a policy on poor countries. This may be explained by historical amnesia, or else by doubts regarding the ability of the ex-colonies to govern themselves on their own and to administer large receipts. Unfortunately, the solution proposed (the impoverishment of countries in the global South) does not exactly favor a virtuous dynamic.10 More trivially, this may also reflect the fact that the rich countries have been especially concerned to liberalize trade in order to open markets for their companies, and they have not been very interested in helping poor countries tax the profits of multinationals or regulate outflows of capital from the South, especially since these funds are usually invested in the banks and capitals of the North.
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FIGURE 37. State Building and Trade Liberalization, 1970–2020

In low-income regions (the poorest third, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia), tax revenue fell from 15.6 percent of the GDP in 1970–1979 to 13.7 percent in 1990–1999 and 14.5 percent in 2010–2019, essentially because of the uncompensated decline of customs duties and other taxes on international trade (which brought in 5.9 percent of GDP in 1970–1979, 3.9 percent in 1990–1999, and 2.8 percent in 2010–2019). In high-income regions (the richest third, such as Europe and North America), customs duties were already very low at the beginning of the period and tax revenues continued to rise, and then stabilized. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


We must stress the magnitude of the damage done to the South by the increasing power of the free circulation of capital, tax havens, and international financial opacity over the last few decades. Of course, this damage is extensive almost everywhere, including in the North, where the uncontrolled circulation of capital has encouraged not only fresh challenges to progressive income taxes but also the establishment of a new censitary power. However, in addition to the fact that it was the states of the North that imposed this new legal system on the rest of the world, the southern countries have been particularly affected by it, given the weakness of the state and the administration. According to the available estimates, the financial assets held in tax havens represent between 10 and 20 percent of the total of the portfolios owned in Europe and in Latin America (which is already considerable), and this share is between 30 and 50 percent in Africa, in South Asia, and in oil-producing countries (Russia, the oil monarchies in the Middle East). In the case of the largest portfolios, everything indicates that the use of tax havens is even greater.11 De facto, this amounts to a massive and generalized evasion of national legal systems to the benefit of offshore jurisdictions, all with the blessing of the highest global authorities, international law, and the local elites. Under such conditions, it is virtually impossible for the poorest states to launch into a viable process of state construction, which is necessarily based on the people’s minimal consent to taxation, and thus on the construction of a credible norm of fiscal and social justice. If the wealthiest openly escape what are meant to be shared burdens, it is very difficult to advance in that direction.



The Pretenses of International Aid and Climate Policies

We must also emphasize the extreme hypocrisy that surrounds the very notion of international aid. First, public aid for development is much more limited than is often imagined: in all, it represents less than 0.2 percent of the global GDP (and scarcely 0.03 percent of the global GDP for emergency humanitarian aid).12 In comparison, the cost of climatic damage inflicted on poor countries by past and current emissions from rich countries amounts by itself to several points of the global GDP.13 The second problem, which is not a detail, is that in most of the countries supposedly “aided” in Africa, South Asia, and elsewhere, the amount of the outflow in the form of multinationals’ profits and capital flights is in reality several times greater than the incoming flows from public assistance, even if we limit ourselves to outgoing flows registered in the official national accounts, and there is every reason to think that they underestimate the real flows.14 Here we are talking about an essential point in the relations between center and periphery on the global scale, one that never ceases to amaze observers: the rich countries claim to be helping those countries from which they are deriving profits. We find this general reality not only in North-South relations, but also in regional relations, for example in Europe. If we examine the difference between the public funds received (for example, in the case of regional investment funds) and the contributions paid into the EU budget, we see that countries like Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia received net public transfers amounting to between 2 and 4 percent of GDP between 2010 and 2018. The problem is that the outgoing flows, in the form of profits, dividends, and other income from property, have been almost twice as high during the same period: between 4 and 8 percent of their GDP (see Figure 38). In Eastern Europe, it is justifiably pointed out that investors from the West (especially the Germans and the French) have used the new member states as a reservoir of cheap labor where they have realized immense profits, while at the same time placing these territories in a state of permanent economic subordination. For their part, Germany and France prefer to ignore the private outgoing flows: they like to see them as a natural compensation for the investments made, and think that only the incoming public flows should be examined. There is a practical element to the dominant actors’ propensity to “naturalize” economic forces and the “market balance” and to concentrate on the transfers set up ex post (that is, after this virtuous balance has been established), transfers that are then seen as an act of generosity on the part of the winners in the market. That the power relationships at work in property relations are in no way natural is sometimes forgotten. The level of salaries and profits depends on multiple mechanisms and social institutions, such as the existence or nonexistence of social and fiscal harmonization at the European level, the rules governing the circulation of capital, and so on, all of which should be included in the discussion.15
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FIGURE 38. Economic Flows In and Out of Eastern Europe, 2010–2018

Between 2010 and 2018, the annual flow of EU net transfers (the difference between total expenditures received and contributions paid into the EU budget) averaged 2.7 percent of GDP in Poland; over the same period, the outgoing flow of profits and other capital income (net of corresponding inflows) averaged 4.7 percent of GDP. For Hungary, these same figures were 4.0 and 7.2 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


The same logic is at work on the global level. By focusing on public assistance, even though it is minuscule, and forgetting to inquire into the magnitude of private flows, a completely distorted view of the international economic system has been constructed. We must add that assistance is always given at the pleasure of the wealthy countries and under their supervision through the intermediary of development agencies or nongovernmental organizations. Although in absolute terms assistance is modest, the amounts are sometimes substantial when compared to the meager tax receipts supervised by the governments of the poorest countries. Studies have shown how the resources provided by agencies and NGOs through distribution networks that circumvent official state networks have helped weaken a little further the process of state construction, especially in the context of the Sahel, where the founding of a territorial sovereignty accepted by the various local actors and social groups has never really had time to establish itself after decolonization. Assistance given to supplement normal tax revenues would have had a positive impact, but intervention in a context of extreme state impoverishment, one which merely delegitimized the state a little bit more, probably did not help much.16



Rights for Poor Countries: Moving Away from the Center-Periphery Logic

To find a way back from these dead ends, we have to begin from the principle that every country should have an equal right to develop itself, and more generally that the distribution of the wealth produced at the global level is an eminently political question that depends entirely on the rules and institutions that have been established. In particular, the poor countries should have the right to receive part of the taxes paid by the planet’s multinationals and billionaires, on the one hand, because every human being has at minimum an equal right to health care, education, and development, and on the other hand, because the prosperity of the richest actors is entirely dependent on the global economic system and the international division of labor. For starters, we can imagine, for example, a worldwide tax of 2 percent on fortunes that exceed 10 million euros, which would bring in considerable sums: around 1,000 billion euros each year, or 1 percent of the global GDP, which could be allocated to each country in proportion to its population.17 By placing the threshold at 2 million euros, it would be possible to levy 2 percent of the global GDP, or 5 percent with a very progressive scale for billionaires.18 If we confine ourselves to the least ambitious option (letting each country make up the rest, when necessary, with its own tax scale on the largest fortunes), that would be amply sufficient to replace entirely all the current public assistance and to provide supplementary means that would make it possible to invest massively in health care, education, and infrastructure in the poorest countries. All this could be complemented by giving poor countries the right to receive part of the tax on the profits of multinationals, in connection with current discussions of that subject.19

The rich countries could, of course, continue to finance their own development agencies and humanitarian organizations in the form of public and private assistance. But that would be in addition to poor countries’ irrevocable right to develop themselves and build their state. To avoid money being misused, we must generalize the tracking of the excessive fortunes accumulated by the leaders of both the South and the North, not only in the government and the public sector but also in the private sector. But this fear must cease to be instrumentalized in order to constantly challenge the very legitimacy of states in the global South. For the fragile process of construction to resume its course in poor countries on a better basis, it is crucial that the states in question escape from the guardianship of northern lenders and that they have automatic fiscal receipts they can count on over the long term.

The biggest problem with the current conception of international assistance is that it presupposes the existence of a fundamentally fair market balance, in which each country is the legitimate owner of the wealth it has produced and accumulated in the past, in splendid isolation. But that is not at all how things happened. The enrichment of the West since the Industrial Revolution could not have occurred without the global division of labor and the frenetic exploitation of the planet’s natural and human resources. In general, the rich countries would not exist without the poor countries and without the resources of the rest of the world: this also holds for both the former Western powers and the new Asian powers (Japan and China). After slaves, cotton, timber, and then coal in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in the course of the twentieth century and the early twenty-first century, economic development has continued to be based on the large-scale use of the world’s resources, through cheap labor in the peripheral countries and reserves of oil and gas that have accumulated underground over millions of years, and which we are burning at an accelerated pace that is threatening to make the planet uninhabitable, to the detriment chiefly of the poorest countries.20

The idea that each country (or worse yet, each person in each country) is individually responsible for its production and its wealth makes little sense from a historical point of view. All wealth is collective in origin. Private property was instituted (or ought to be instituted) only insofar as it serves the common interest, in the context of a balanced set of institutions and rights making it possible to limit individual accumulations, to make power circulate, and to distribute wealth more fairly. The fear of not knowing where to stop in such a political process is understandable, especially on the transnational scale, where prejudices are often considerable and where the social groups concerned do not know each other well and may have difficulty correctly perceiving their respective situations, which makes the quest for a common norm of justice even more complex and uncertain.21 This fear is, however, a bad counselor, because in reality there is no option other than this political and institutional process, which is as fragile as it is indispensable. The compromises and devices that will be found, like reparations or the worldwide taxes discussed here, will always be imperfect and provisional. But the alternative solutions consisting in making the market sacred and in absolute respect for property rights acquired in the past, whatever their magnitude or their origin, are only incoherent constructs seeking to perpetuate injustices and positions of power that are without foundation, and that in the final analysis merely pave the way for new crises.



From the National-Social State to the Federal-Social State

Beyond the poor countries’ right to develop themselves and to receive part of the tax receipts of the multinationals and the billionaires, it is the whole of international organization that must be rethought. For several decades, the global economic system has been based on a twofold postulate. On the one hand, the relations between countries are supposed to be based on the most absolutely free circulation of goods and capital, virtually without any conditions. On the other hand, the political choices made within countries, notably in terms of the fiscal, social, or legal system, concern only these countries, and must be the object of a strictly national sovereignty: that is the principle of the national-social state. The problem is that these two postulates are incompatible: the free, uncontrolled circulating of capital, without any taxation or common regulation, radically biases national choices in favor of the most mobile and most powerful actors, and thus constitutes de facto a new form of censitary power to the benefit of the richest. More generally, free trade without control is accompanied by an increase of inequalities within countries and a headlong rush toward global warming, both of which are now broadly recognized as the two main challenges of globalization.22

In theory, the solution is relatively simple. We have to replace the purely commercial and financial treaties that have up to now organized globalization with treaties that promote genuine, sustainable, and equitable codevelopment. The new types of treaties would set explicit, binding social and environmental goals, with quantified, verifiable targets. These targets would address, for example, tax rates for multinationals, the distribution of wealth, the volume of carbon emissions, and biodiversity. They would subordinate the pursuit of trade to the achievement of these objectives instead of making the former a precondition.23 Obviously, the passage from one kind of treaty to the other will not happen overnight. Patience will be needed to build coalitions of countries that wish to go in this direction, and there is no guarantee that the transition will always go smoothly, even if there is widespread awareness that current globalization is at an impasse. Ideally, codevelopment treaties should also include a major transnational dimension that is democratic. In the case of the classic treaties, the logic of the whole is very vertical: heads of state and their administrations negotiate the rules of free trade among themselves. These rules may be the object of a ratification by parliament, and then everything works on autopilot, without any genuinely democratic supervision. Even the settlement of disputes is possibly subcontracted to private arbitration courts, to the great satisfaction of the multinationals. In the case of codevelopment treaties, there are many genuinely political arbitrages concerning the social, fiscal, and environmental regulations to be applied, and these cannot be entirely determined in advance; they may be delegated, within certain limits, to transnational assemblies representing the different signatory countries (see Table 3).
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A New Organization of Globalization: Transnational Democracy
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In charge of global public goods (climate, research, training, work, etc.) and global fiscal justice (common taxes on the largest fortunes and revenues and on the largest companies, carbon taxes)
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National Assembly


	
National Assembly


	
[…]





	
Country A


	
Country B


	
Country C


	
Country D





	
Note: According to the proposed organization, treaties regulating globalization (circulation of goods, capital, and persons) will henceforth provide for the countries concerned to create a transnational assembly in charge of global public goods (climate, research, training, labor laws, etc.) and global fiscal justice (common taxes on the largest inheritances, highest incomes, and largest firms, and carbon taxes). Countries A, B, C, and D may be states like France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and so on, in which case the transnational assembly would be the European Assembly; or else they could be regional unions like the European Union, the African Union, and so on, in which case the transnational assembly would be the Euro-African Union. The transnational assembly may consist of deputies of national assemblies and / or transnational deputies specially elected for the purpose, as the case may be. Source: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality








Generally speaking, these assemblies can be of two types: they may consist of deputies drawn from the national parliaments of the countries concerned, or they may include transnational deputies specially elected for this purpose. The second formula may seem more ambitious on the democratic level, in the sense that from the outset the goal is to move beyond the political institutions of the nation-state. In practice, however, this may be a delusion. Since 1979, the European Parliament has been elected directly, with universal suffrage, but the real power continues to be exercised by the European Council of heads of states or the Council of ministers, which meet behind closed doors and with a single representative per country. Each country has a veto right on fiscal and budgetary issues, so that the supposed transnational parliamentary democracy is merely spinning its wheels.24 If by some miracle unanimity makes it possible to make a decision, such as the plan to prime the economic pump adopted during the pandemic crisis of 2020, with common borrowing intended to come to the aid of the countries most affected, it will have to be approved by each of the national parliaments. In the current legal framework, national legislative bodies alone are allowed to commit their taxpayers, and this makes the process sluggish and not very reactive. One way out of this impasse could be for countries to establish voluntarily a European Assembly that consists of national deputies (in proportion, for example, to the size of populations and political groups) that would be permitted to make a certain number of budgetary, fiscal, and social decisions by majority vote within limits set by the countries concerned.25



For a Social and Democratic Federalism

The question of the federal-social state does not concern Europe alone—far from it. The construction of new forms of federal socialism, that is, democratic federalism driven by explicit, verifiable social objectives, is a challenge for the planet as a whole. For example, the countries of West Africa are presently engaged in a discussion to redefine their common currency and finally throw off colonial guardianship. This is an opportunity to put the West African currency in the service of a project of development based on investment in young people and infrastructure (and no longer serving solely to increase the mobility of the richest peoples’ capital). This would involve the invention of new forms of fiscal and budgetary federalism, in West Africa and potentially someday in the African Union as a whole, absorbing all the lessons taught by earlier failures, and in particular by conflicts revolving around fiscal transfers that have frequently undermined federal projects in the post-independence period.26

The question of fiscal justice and the taxation of the wealthiest is naturally central to winning support for such projects. The ideal would be to develop a genuine public financial register making it possible to track holders of financial assets at the national and international levels.27 Discussions have been going on since the crisis of 2008, with a view to fighting financial opacity and enabling the automatic transmission of international banking information, but so far little has come of them.28 On this subject, as on others, future progress will also depend on unilateral actions that various countries can make right now, without waiting for worldwide or regional unanimity. In particular, each nation can require holders of real estate, business assets, or production units established on its territory (or involving users in its territory) to transmit the identity of the owners concerned and the profits made, so as to be able apply the tax scales that it has democratically adopted.29 It is by combining unilateral action with federal-social proposals that we can hope to make progress, and not by opposing these different approaches.

On the transcontinental scale, for example on the Euro-African level, the idea of setting up common assemblies may seem naïve and out of reach. In reality, the growing importance of the common stakes in terms of economic development, migratory flows, and environmental degradation is going to make this kind of forum increasingly indispensable. The development of movements like Black Lives Matter, MeToo, and Fridays for Future also shows that many young people see things in a decidedly global and transnational perspective. If, for example, we set out to evaluate the activities of multinational companies like the Total oil group in Uganda or Congo with regard to issues such as working conditions or attacks on biodiversity, then the existence of transnational parliamentary chambers making it possible to debate openly the most appropriate regulations is not necessarily a luxury. Similarly, it would make sense to debate in these protected spaces the circulation of people and the financing of higher education. For example, following a decision the French government made in 2019, European university students will continue to pay the same fees as French students (between 200 and 300 euros), whereas extra-European students will have to pay between 3,000 and 4,000 euros. In theory, why students from Mali or Sudan should pay between ten and twenty times more than students from Luxembourg or Norway is not at all clear. We can imagine that a public, transnational parliamentary debate might lead to adopting a more balanced solution, for example, by taxing the parents or taxpayers in Mali and Luxembourg in proportion to their respective incomes. The important point is that fundamental rights like freedom of movement cannot be conceived in isolation from the systems of public services and collective financing associated with them.

Let us conclude by noting that the refusal to engage with social and democratic federalism may help nourish reactionary projects aimed at compensating, in an authoritarian manner, for the limitations of the nation-state. In The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt as early as 1951 noted that the main weakness of European Social-Democrats during the interwar period was precisely that they had not fully taken into account the need for a world-politics to respond to the challenges of the world-economy.30 In a certain way, they were the only ones: both the colonial empires and the Bolshevik and Nazi political constructions were based on postnational state forms that were adapted to the dimensions of the world-economy and to the internationalization of industrial and financial capitalism. Nature abhors a vacuum: if no democratic post-national project is formulated, then authoritarian constructions will take its place in order to propose more or less convincing solutions to the feelings of injustice engendered by the unrestrained economic and state forces operating on a worldwide scale.

The most dramatic example of this kind of situation in the recent past is no doubt the emergence of ISIS in 2014 (and of its multiple resurgences in the Sahel and elsewhere). According to the available data, the Middle East is the most inegalitarian region of the world, in large part because its oil resources (which should be left in the ground) are concentrated in very thinly populated areas, where oligarchies accumulate unlimited financial reserves on the international markets, with the active support of the West, which is only too happy to be able to sell them weapons or recuperate part of the funds in their banking systems or their sports clubs. During this time, a few hundred kilometers away, a country with 100 million inhabitants like Egypt has completely inadequate resources to educate its youth and to invest in its infrastructure.31 In theory, we could imagine a federal and democratic organization for the region that would make a better distribution and diversification of wealth and investments, as was envisaged in the past, and as a renovated form of the Arab League or the Arab Union might embody in the future. But if the actors involved close these discussions and cling to the economic and territorial status quo, then they will be helping to pave the way for reactionary projects to redefine colonial borders, such as that of ISIS, which hopes that by constructing a superior state power, a violently self-centered identity, and a totalitarian religious ideology, it will be able to respond to what its supporters see as a feeling of humiliation, like that of the Nazi state during the interwar period (but, fortunately, with less power and politico-military success up to this point). Today, as in the past, it is through projects of equitable development and credible objectives of social justice with a universal calling that identitarian and totalitarian excesses can be overcome.
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TOWARD A DEMOCRATIC, ECOLOGICAL, AND MULTICULTURAL SOCIALISM


The battle for equality will continue in the twenty-first century, basing itself chiefly on the memory of past struggles. If a historical movement toward more social, economic, and political equality has been possible over the last two centuries, that is above all thanks to a series of revolts, revolutions, and political movements of great scope. The same will be true in the future. In this last chapter, I would like to discuss certain factors that may help drive change in the course of the coming decades, beginning with the environmental catastrophes that are on our horizon and the competition between statist, ideological powers on the global scale. Specifically, I am interested in the challenges posed by the rise of “Chinese socialism,” a statist, authoritarian model that is opposed on every point to the democratic, decentralized socialism defended in this book, and that, in my opinion, is far less emancipatory. However, the Western powers would be wise to take it seriously. If they persist in defending an obsolete, hypercapitalist model, it is not at all certain they will succeed. The true alternative is democratic socialism, participatory and federalist, ecological and multicultural. It is the logical end of a long-term movement toward equality that has been underway since the end of the eighteenth century. To ensure that everyone can contribute to it in a decentralized way, we must develop new forms of sovereignism with a universalist vocation.


Climate Change and the Battle between Ideologies

All the transformations discussed in this book, whether the development of the welfare state, progressive taxation, participatory socialism, electoral and educational equality, or the exit from neocolonialism, will occur only if they are accompanied by strong mobilizations and power relationships. There is nothing surprising about that: in the past, it has always been struggles and collective movements that have made it possible to replace the old structures with new institutions. Nothing prevents us from imagining peaceful developments, supported by new social and political movements that have succeeded in mobilizing a large majority of voters and rising to power on the basis of platforms proposing ambitious transformations. Nevertheless, past experience suggests that large-scale historical change often involves moments of crisis, tensions, and confrontations. Environmental catastrophes are, of course, among the factors that may help accelerate the pace of change. In theory, we could hope that the mere prospect of these catastrophes, whose future occurrence scientific research has increasingly confirmed, might suffice to provoke adequate mobilization. Unfortunately, it is possible that only tangible, concrete damage greater than that we have already seen will manage to break down conservative attitudes and radically challenge the current economic system.

At this stage, no one can predict the source from which these concrete manifestations will arise. We know that in the course of the twenty-first century the planet is probably heading for a temperature increase of at least three degrees Celsius compared with preindustrial levels, and that only actions much more vigorous than those envisaged up to now might make it possible to avoid such a prospect. With temperatures three degrees higher on the planetary scale, the only certainty is that no model is able to predict the whole set of chain reactions that might result, the speed with which coastal cities will be engulfed, or the desertification of entire countries. In view of the other damage that is already occurring, it is also possible that the first signals of impending cataclysm might come from other sources, such as the accelerated collapse of biodiversity, the acidification of the oceans, or loss of soil fertility.1 In the darkest scenario, the signals will come too late to avoid conflicts between nations over resources, and it will take decades to realize possible, as yet hypothetical reconstructions.2 We can also hope that the next waves of important signals, such as outbreaks of fires and natural calamities, will suffice to trigger a healthy public awareness of climate change and legitimize a profound transformation of the economic system, including new forms of intervention by public authorities, as did the crisis of the 1930s. As soon as enough people have seen the dramatic consequences of the processes occurring in their everyday life, attitudes toward free trade, for example, may change radically. We can also foresee hostile reactions toward countries and social groups whose ways of life have contributed most to the disaster, starting with the richest classes in the United States, but also in Europe and the rest of the world.3

Recall that the global North, despite a limited population (about 15 percent of world population for the United States, Canada, Europe, Russia, and Japan), has produced nearly 80 percent of the carbon emissions that have accumulated since the beginning of the Industrial Age. This is explained by the fact that in Western countries, the annual emissions per inhabitant reached extremely high levels between 1950 and 2000: between twenty-five and thirty tons per person in the United States, and around fifteen tons in Europe. These levels have now begun to decline: in the early 2020s they neared twenty tons in the United States and ten tons in Europe. China’s carbon emissions were below five tons until 2000, yet it emitted between five and ten tons per person between 2000 and 2020. Considering the trajectory we have seen up to now, China should succeed in reaching a Western standard of living without ever passing through a stage of carbon emissions levels as high as those in the West.4 This is certainly to be explained in part by increased awareness of global warming and by the new technologies available. However, we have to qualify the idea that a green Enlightenment will be likely to save the planet. In reality, people have suspected for a long time—indeed, almost since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution—that this accelerated burning of fossil fuels might have harmful effects. If reactions have been slow and remain so limited even today, that is also and especially because the socioeconomic interests at stake are considerable, between countries as well as within them.5 For the countries most affected (in particular in the global South), the attenuation of the effects of a warming climate and financing for measures to adapt to it will require a transformation of the distribution of wealth and the economic system as a whole, and this in turn will involve the development of new political and social coalitions on a global scale. The idea that there might be only winners is a dangerous and anesthetizing illusion that must be abandoned immediately.



Chinese Socialism: The Weak Points of a Perfect Digital Dictatorship

Beyond the environmental issue, rivalries between statist, ideological powers constitute one of the main factors that might accelerate political change. Among the most crucial questions is the future of the Chinese regime, its strengths and its weaknesses. Barring an unexpected collapse, over the coming decades the People’s Republic of China is likely to become the greatest economic power on the planet, even if no one can predict how soon and for how long.6 If we compare the economic structures in force in China and in the West, the most striking difference is without any doubt the property system, and in particular the importance of private property. The share of public capital (all levels of governments and collectivities taken together) was about 70 percent in China in 1978, at the time when reforms were begun. It declined sharply during the years 1980–1990 and until the middle of the 2000s, and has been stable at around 30 percent of the national capital since then (see Figure 39).

It is striking to note that the privatization of property in China ended around 2005–2006: the balance between public and private property has hardly budged since that time. Given the very strong growth of the Chinese economy, capital obviously continues to accumulate in all its forms: new plots of land are being developed, factories and skyscrapers are being constructed, all at breakneck speed. Putting it simply, we can say that the capital being developed under public control is progressing at about the same rate as that in private hands. In this sense, China seems to be stabilizing around a structure of property that could be described as a mixed economy: the country is no longer truly communist, but it is not completely capitalist, either, since public property represents a little more than 30 percent of the total: less than half, of course, but nonetheless a very substantial share. The fact that the Chinese state owns almost a third of everything that can be owned in the country affords it considerable opportunities for intervening in decisions as to where investments are to be made and where jobs are to be created, and for pursuing policies of regional development.
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FIGURE 39. The Declining Share of Public Property, 1978–2020

The share of public property (public assets net of debt including all public collectivities, businesses, buildings, land, and financial holdings and assets) in total property (total public and private) was about 70 percent in China in 1978, and it has stabilized at around 30 percent since the middle of the 2000s. It was 15–30 percent in capitalist countries at the end of the 1970s; it was almost nil or negative in 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


Moreover, it will be noted that this average share of about 30 percent of public capital conceals very important differences, depending on the categories of the assets involved. On the one hand, residential real estate has been almost entirely privatized. In the early 2020s, the state and companies held less than 5 percent of the residential housing stock, which became the private investment par excellence for Chinese households that had the means, and this helped make real estate prices skyrocket, especially since opportunities for financial savings are limited and the public retirement system is underfunded. Conversely, the government currently holds around 55–60 percent of companies’ total capital (including all enterprises, listed and unlisted, all sizes and all sectors taken together). This share has remained virtually unchanged since 2005–2006 and testifies to the state’s maintenance of strict control over the productive system, and even an accentuation of control over the largest enterprises. We also see a significant decline of the share of business capital held by foreign investors, which is compensated by a rise of the share held by Chinese households (see Figure 40).
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FIGURE 40. Ownership of Chinese Firms, 1978–2020

In 2020, the Chinese state (at all levels of government) held about 55 percent of the total capital of Chinese firms (listed and unlisted companies, all sizes and sectors), as compared with 33 percent for Chinese households and 12 percent for foreign investors. The latter’s share has diminished since 2006 and that of Chinese households has risen, whereas the share held by the Chinese state has stabilized at around 55 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality


In addition to this mixed-economy structure and the state’s strong control over enterprises, the other major characteristic of “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” as the Beijing regime likes to style itself, is obviously the dominant role played by the Chinese Communist Party. In 2020, the CCP had more than 90 million members, or about 10 percent of the country’s adult population. In the opinion of the regime, whose official positions are expressed daily in the Global Times, Chinese-style democracy is superior to the Western-style electoral supermarket because it entrusts the country’s destinies to a motivated and determined avant-garde, both selected and representative of the society, and ultimately more profoundly involved in serving the common interest than is the average Western voter, who is fickle and subject to influence.7 In practice, however, the regime increasingly resembles a perfect digital dictatorship—so perfect that no one wants to be like it. The model of deliberation within the Party is all the less convincing insofar as it leaves no trace of anything outside it, whereas conversely, everyone can see with increasing clarity the establishment of a generalized surveillance of the population on social networks, the repression of dissidents and minorities, the brutality of the electoral process in Hong Kong, and the threats made against the electoral system in Taiwan. The ability of such a regime to seduce public opinion in other countries (and not only their leaders) seems limited. We must add the sharp rise in inequalities, along with the extreme opacity that characterizes the distribution of wealth and the feeling of social injustice that flows from it, a feeling that cannot be appeased forever by dismissing a few people or putting them in prison.8 The anticipated demographic decline and accelerated aging of the population are also going to constitute major challenges for the regime, and in the course of the second half of the twenty-first century they may lead to the replacement of China by India as the world’s primary economic power.9

Despite these weaknesses, Chinese socialism nonetheless has many advantages. If the Western powers persist in an outdated hypercapitalist ideology, it is not at all certain that they will succeed in limiting the growing influence of the Chinese regime. In the economic and financial domain, the Chinese state has considerable assets that far outweigh its debts, and this gives it the means to pursue ambitious policies, both domestically and internationally, particularly concerning investments in infrastructure and in the transition to new forms of energy. In contrast, it is striking to note to what point the main Western states all find themselves, in the early 2020s, in a position in which the share of public property is almost nil or even negative (see Figure 39). Having failed to balance their public accounts (which would have required them to raise tax rates for the wealthiest taxpayers), these countries have accumulated public debts, while at the same time selling off an increasing share of their public assets, so that the former have ended up slightly exceeding the latter. Let us be perfectly clear: the rich countries are rich, in the sense that private wealth has never been so great; it is only their governments that are poor. If they continue down that path, they may find themselves with increasingly negative assets, which would lead to a situation in which the holders of debt securities would possess not only the equivalent of all the public assets (buildings, schools, hospitals, infrastructures, etc.), but also a special drawing right on part of the taxes of future taxpayers.10 And yet it would be completely possible to reduce this public debt rapidly, as these same countries did after World War II—for example, by taxing the largest private fortunes and thus giving the government some room to maneuver.11 That involves becoming aware of the multiplicity of possible choices and the political and social mobilizations in support of them, an awareness that may, unfortunately, require a few more crises, given the ambient conservatism.

The Chinese regime has other strong points. When climatic catastrophes occur, it will have no difficulty blaming the West. More generally, China does not hesitate to remind us that it industrialized without resorting to slavery and colonialism, of which it was itself a victim. This allows China to rack up points against what is perceived by the world as the eternal arrogance of Western countries, which are always quick to lecture the whole Earth concerning justice and democracy, but prove incapable of dealing with the inequalities and discrimination that undermine them, even though they manage to come to terms with all the potentates and oligarchs from whom they benefit. On these subjects, the right response to China’s statist, authoritarian socialism would be to promote a form of democratic, participatory socialism that is ecological and postcolonial, one which finally pays attention to the global South and to all the West’s inequalities and hypocrisies. Such an evolution would also make it possible to respond to the fact that neoliberalism is running out of steam, a decline that was accelerated by the financial crisis of 2008 and by the pandemic of 2020, and which can be explained more generally by the failure of Reaganism’s promises to spur growth through deregulation, to the point that the middle and lower classes, who had been promised the moon, have begun to have serious doubts about globalization.12 At first, we can certainly fear that neoliberalism might be replaced by various forms of the neonationalism incarnated by Trumpism, Brexit, and the rise of Turkish, Brazilian, and Indian nationalism, which are different political movements but all blame foreigners and diverse internal minorities for national misfortunes.13 The failure of Trumpism nonetheless shows the limits of this political trend, which may lead to a headlong rush toward exacerbated identitarian conflicts and a new wave of fiscal-social dumping that favors the richest and the most polluting.14 All this is hardly likely to resolve the challenges of the moment and seems everywhere to be likely to reinforce Chinese statist and authoritarian socialism, which also feeds on nationalism, but is based on a public authority that can give it the means to realize its ambitions, at least for a time.



From the War between Capitalisms to the Battle between Socialisms

For these different reasons, it is very possible that future ideological confrontations will be more similar to battles between forms of socialism than to the war between forms of capitalism that people often talk about. More generally, we must insist above all on the very great diversity of economic models observed around the world and throughout history, including systems that claim to adhere to capitalism or to socialism.

In this book, I have defended the possibility of a democratic and federal socialism, decentralized and participatory, ecological and multicultural, based on the extension of the welfare state and progressive taxation, power-sharing in business enterprises, postcolonial reparations, the battle against discrimination, educational equality, the carbon card, the gradual decommodification of the economy, guaranteed employment and an inheritance for all, the drastic reduction of monetary inequalities, and finally, an electoral and media system that cannot be controlled by money. These are only a few of the options: above all, I have sought to show the diversity of possible systems, and the way in which mobilizations around alternative systems have made a powerful contribution to shaping historical trajectories in the past. The debates on alternative systems and the multiple forms of socialism, which had died out for a time in the 1990s following the collapse of Soviet communism, have been revived since the crisis of 2008, and as the inegalitarian and climatic dead ends of the current system were gradually recognized. These debates and these struggles are not about to stop.

I would also like to repeat that democratic socialism, though it may seem very distant from the present world, is in reality embedded in a stream of considerable transformations achieved in the past, sometimes within a few decades. Except for a few formal similarities, the social, legal, fiscal, educational, electoral, and international institutions characterizing the authoritarian and colonial capitalism of 1910 and the mixed social-democratic economy of 1980 have little in common. If the democratic, participatory socialism described here were to be realized between now and 2050, it would be in direct continuity with this movement, and would probably not be any more different from the second model than the latter is from the first one. This reflection on economic systems is also indispensable for nourishing the dialogue between models. If Western countries, or some of them, were to abandon their habitual capitalist and nationalist postures and adopt a discourse founded on democratic socialism and an exit from neocolonialism, with major steps toward fiscal justice and sharing the tax receipts of the multinationals and billionaires all over the world, that would make it possible not only to regain credibility with regard to the global South, but also to drive Chinese authoritarian socialism into a corner in matters of transparency and democracy. On central questions such as ecology, patriarchy, and xenophobia, the truth is that at this point none of the present regimes has any particularly convincing lesson to teach others. Only a dialogue between systems and a healthy emulation might allow us to hope for some progress.



Will Money Creation Save Us?

No matter which economic model we adopt, we must finally insist on the essential role that will be played by the monetary and financial system in the coming decades. The central banks and monetary policy have assumed a decisive importance following the financial crisis of 2008 and the pandemic crisis of 2020–2021. Specifically, the balance sheet of the world’s main banks, that is, the whole of the loans they have granted and the securities they hold, has regained in a little more than ten years a level seen during the historic postwar peak (see Figure 41). In theory, nothing forbids us to go further.15 Today, no currency is defined in relationship to gold or to a material referent: currency is above all an electronic sign on computers, which the central banks can create without limits. There are even plans to set up central bank digital currencies in the near future. Individuals would have digital accounts at their country’s central bank, which would permit banks to directly credit individuals’ accounts, rather than routing through private banks and enterprises, as is now usually the case.16

[image: ]
FIGURE 41. The Size of Central Banks’ Balance Sheets, 1900–2020

The total assets held by the European Central Bank (ECB) rose from 11 percent of eurozone GDP on the last day of 2004 to 61 percent on the last day of 2020. The curve for 1900–1998 indicates the average of the balance sheets for the German and French central banks (with peaks of 39 percent in 1918 and 62 percent in 1944). The total assets of the Federal Reserve (created in 1913) rose from 6 percent of US GDP at the end of 2007 to 36 percent at the end of 2020.

Note: The average for rich countries includes Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Holland, Italy, Japan, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



The spectacular increase in monetary creation since 2008 illustrates once again to what point economic institutions are not unchanging. They are constantly redefined according to crises and power relationships, within unstable and precarious compromises. This new ease in increasing the money supply has nonetheless led to a confusion that it is important to clarify here. In short, money is an indispensable tool of economic, social, and climate policy, on the condition, however, that it is not made sacred and is put back in its place in a coherent institutional framework based especially on the welfare state, progressive taxation, parliamentary deliberation, and democratic supervision.

Let us recall first of all that the only true limit to monetary policy is inflation. So long as there is no substantial increase in consumer prices, there is no solid reason not to increase the money supply if it enables us to finance useful policies such as the struggle for full employment, a guaranteed job, the thermal insulation of buildings, or public investments in health care, education, and renewable energy. Inversely, if inflation flares up in the long term, then that means that the limits of monetary creation have been reached and that it is time to rely on other tools to mobilize resources (beginning with taxes).17 We must also emphasize the fact that in the event of a rapid collapse of the economy connected with a financial crisis, a pandemic, or a natural or climate catastrophe, the central banks are the only public institutions capable of reacting fast enough to avoid a spate of bankruptcies or an explosion of poverty. Fortunately, this role as lender of last resort, which had been rejected in the name of financial orthodoxy during the crisis of 1929 and led the world to the edge of the abyss, is now the object of a positive consensus, which shows that we can learn from history. The problem is that the monetary policies put in place in 2008 and 2020 continue to be inserted into a relatively conservative schema. In conclusion, the monetary weapon has been used frequently to save banks and bankers, but there is much more hesitation when it is a question of saving the planet, reducing inequalities, or relieving the public authority of the considerable debts accumulated as a result of crises and diverse bailouts and plans to jump-start the private sector.

Regarding public debts, the balance in force in the early 2020s is relatively precarious. The central banks have bought back an ever-larger share of state loans, at an interest rate that is almost zero. If the rates start to climb again, or rather when they begin to climb again, the interest burden will be unbearable for citizen taxpayers, and it will be necessary to implement other solutions, like the exceptional levies on private wealth that were applied after World War II. Moreover, current monetary policy poses other problems. For small savers, zero or negative interest rates are not necessarily good news. On the other hand, for those who have the means to borrow at low interest rates and to find good investments, it is possible to obtain excellent yields. In all, monetary creation and the purchase of financial securities have helped boost prices on the stock and real estate markets, and to further enrich the rich. We must add that zero interest rates constitute in large measure a new privilege for rich countries. Investors everywhere are prepared to be content with a small reward for investing their capital in safe currencies and in the debt securities of the principal Western countries (if they are not partly forced to do so by the new banking regulations), but inversely they demand high interest rates when it is a question of lending to southern countries. Rather than marveling at this miracle of zero interest rates, the rich countries would be wise to take a look into international financial cooperation, which might allow all countries to finance themselves at low rates in a time of crisis.

Generally speaking, the emergence of a new monetary tool recognized as such is a powerful factor for change: it makes it very difficult to explain to the public at large that a return to economic and financial orthodoxy is the only possible option. This tool, however, must be placed under democratic supervision. A consensus is now emerging regarding the central banks’ obligation to make their balance sheets greener, indeed, to lead the movement toward durable and equitable development. This is excellent news in itself, except that this new mission will require vast democratic deliberations, in parliamentary precincts and in public forums, on the basis of detailed assessments, pro and con, that will allow us to judge the effects of the different possible monetary policies on multiple social and environmental indicators. However, the current model of the central banks is absolutely not that one: after being appointed by governments and promptly confirmed by parliaments, their leaders limit themselves to meeting behind closed doors and deciding among themselves the best way to use immense amounts of public resources.18 Among the many highly political decisions that will have to be made, we can also mention the question of whether to postpone the repayment of certain long-term debts.19 You can bet that many battles will have to be fought before the central banks become a genuinely democratic tool in the service of equality.



For a Universalist Sovereignism

It is time to close our inquiry. The march toward equality is a battle whose outcome is uncertain, and not a road laid out in advance. Since the end of the eighteenth century, equality has made its way by overturning the rules established by the regimes in power. The same will be true in the future. It would be an illusion to imagine that decisive transformations could take place if we adopt the unanimity of the countries or the social groups concerned as an untouchable principle. Each political community must be able to set the conditions for the pursuit of trade with the rest of the world, without waiting until it has reached agreement with all its partners. That is always how it has been in history: each government must, if it deems it useful, free itself from its predecessors’ commitments, especially if these commitments put social harmony and the survival of the planet in danger. However, it is essential that this form of sovereignism be defined on the basis of universalist and internationalist objectives, that is, by making explicit the criteria of social, fiscal, and environmental justice that can be applied to all countries in the same way.

It would be absurd to claim that such a path is easy to follow and clearly marked out: nearly everything remains to be invented. In practice, this universalist sovereignism will not always be easy to distinguish from nationalist sovereignism, which is founded on the defense of a particular civilizational identity and interests that are supposed to be homogeneous within it. In order to clearly distinguish the two approaches, we have to adhere to several strict principles. Before committing to unilateral measures, it is critical to propose to other countries a model of cooperative development based on universal values and on objective, verifiable social and environmental indicators that make it possible to publicly state the extent to which different classes of income and wealth contribute to public and climatic burdens. We must also describe precisely the transnational assemblies that would ideally be entrusted with global public goods and common policies of fiscal and environmental justice. If these social-federalist proposals are not immediately adopted, the unilateral approach must still remain incentivizing and reversible.20 Finally, the sovereignist-universalist path loses all credibility if it is not based on a constant search for credible international coalitions capable of accelerating the transition toward socialist, democratic federalism, which should remain the ultimate objective.

This kind of universalist sovereignism will also require active citizens. The social sciences can contribute to this, but it goes without saying that they will not suffice. Only powerful social mobilizations, supported by collective movements and organizations, will allow us to define common objectives and transform power relationships. By what we ask of our friends, our networks, our elected officials, our preferred media, our labor union representatives, and by our own actions and participation in collective deliberation and social movements, each of us can make socioeconomic phenomena more comprehensible and help grasp the changes that are occurring. Economic questions are too important to be left to others. Citizens’ reappropriation of this knowledge is an essential stage in the battle for equality. If this book has given readers new weapons for this battle, my goal will have been fully realized.
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		FIGURE 1. Health Care and Education in the World, 1820–2020

Worldwide life expectancy at birth (all births taken together) has risen from about twenty-six years on average in 1820 to seventy-two years in 2020. Life expectancy at birth among persons reaching the age of one has risen from thirty-two years to seventy-three years (infant mortality before the age of one has decreased from about 20 percent in 1820 to less than 1 percent in 2020). The literacy rate in the world population aged fifteen or more has risen from 12 percent to 85 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 2. Population and Average Income in the World, 1700–2020

The world population and the average income per person increased more than tenfold between 1700 and 2020: the former rose from about 600 million in 1700 to more than 7 billion in 2020; the latter, expressed in 2020 euros and in purchasing power parity, rose from scarcely 80 euros per month per person in 1700 to about 1,000 euros per month in 2020. That corresponds in both cases to an average growth of about 0.8 percent per year, accumulated over 320 years. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 3. Worldwide Distribution of Carbon Emissions, 2010–2018

North America’s share (United States and Canada) in total carbon emissions (direct and indirect) was 21 percent on average in 2010–2018; it rose to 36 percent of individual emissions above the global average (6.2 tons of CO2 per year), 46 percent of the emissions above 2.3 times the global average (or the top 10 percent of individual emissions worldwide, responsible for 45 percent of total emissions, versus 13 percent for the least-emitting 50 percent), and 57 percent of the emissions above 9.1 times the average (or the top 1 percent of individual emissions worldwide, responsible for 14 percent of emissions). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 39. The Declining Share of Public Property, 1978–2020

The share of public property (public assets net of debt including all public collectivities, businesses, buildings, land, and financial holdings and assets) in total property (total public and private) was about 70 percent in China in 1978, and it has stabilized at around 30 percent since the middle of the 2000s. It was 15–30 percent in capitalist countries at the end of the 1970s; it was almost nil or negative in 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 40. Ownership of Chinese Firms, 1978–2020

In 2020, the Chinese state (at all levels of government) held about 55 percent of the total capital of Chinese firms (listed and unlisted companies, all sizes and sectors), as compared with 33 percent for Chinese households and 12 percent for foreign investors. The latter’s share has diminished since 2006 and that of Chinese households has risen, whereas the share held by the Chinese state has stabilized at around 55 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 41. The Size of Central Banks’ Balance Sheets, 1900–2020

The total assets held by the European Central Bank (ECB) rose from 11 percent of eurozone GDP on the last day of 2004 to 61 percent on the last day of 2020. The curve for 1900–1998 indicates the average of the balance sheets for the German and French central banks (with peaks of 39 percent in 1918 and 62 percent in 1944). The total assets of the Federal Reserve (created in 1913) rose from 6 percent of US GDP at the end of 2007 to 36 percent at the end of 2020.



		FIGURE 4. A Limited, Impeded March toward Equality: The Concentration of Property in France, 1780–2020

After a slight diminution during the Revolution, the concentration of property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) increased in France in the nineteenth century and until World War I before declining steeply following the world wars and until the 1980s. In all, the share held by the richest 1 percent fell from 55 percent in 1910 to 24 percent in 2020, but this did not much benefit the poorest 50 percent, whose share rose from 2 percent in 1910 to 6 percent in 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 5. The Composition of Property in France, 2020

In France in 2020 (as in all countries for which such data are available), small fortunes are composed principally of cash and bank deposits, middle-sized fortunes of real estate, and large fortunes of financial assets (especially stocks).



		FIGURE 6. The Distribution of Property in France, 1780–2020: The Difficult Emergence of a Patrimonial Middle Class

The share of the richest 10 percent in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets net of debt) was between 80 and 90 percent in France between 1780 and 1910. The deconcentration of wealth began following World War I and ceased in the early 1980s. It benefited primarily the patrimonial middle classes (the middle 40 percent), defined here as the group between the disadvantaged classes (the poorest 50 percent) and the well-to-do (the richest 10 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 7. The Distribution of Income in France, 1800–2020: The Beginning of a Long-Term Movement toward Equality?

The share of the richest 10 percent in total income, including income from unsalaried activity, retirement pensions, and unemployment insurance, and income from capital, including profits, dividends, interest, rents, capital gains, and so on, was about 50 percent in France between 1800 and 1910. The deconcentration of income began following the two world wars and benefited both the disadvantaged classes (the poorest 50 percent) and the middle classes (the middle 40 percent), to the detriment of the well-to-do (the richest 10 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 8. At the Origins of the Great Divergence: The Rise of European States’ Fiscal and Military Capabilities, 1500–1850

Around 1500–1600, the per capita tax receipts in Europe were equivalent to two to four days’ wages for unskilled urban workers; between 1750 and 1850 they were between ten and twenty days’ wages. In comparison, the tax receipts remained stable at around two to five days’ wages in the Ottoman and Chinese Empires. With a national income of around 250 days of urban wages, that means that receipts stagnated at around 1 to 2 percent of national income in the Chinese and Ottoman Empires, whereas they rose from 1–2 percent to 6–8 percent of the national income in Europe. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 9. The Rise and Fall of Euro-American Slavery, 1700–1890

The total number of slaves on Euro-American plantations in the Atlantic sphere reached 6 million in 1860 (including 4 million in the southern United States, 1.6 million in Brazil, and 0.4 million in Cuba). Slavery in the French and British West Indies (to which I have added Mauritius, La Réunion, and the Cape Colony) reached its apogee around 1780–1790 (1.3 million), then declined following the revolt in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) and the abolitions of 1833 and 1848. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 10. Atlantic Slaveholding Societies, Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries

The slaves represented approximately one-third of the population in the southern United States from 1800 to 1860. In Brazil, this proportion declined from almost 50 percent to less than 20 percent between 1750 and 1880. It exceeded 80 percent in the slaveholding islands of the British and French West Indies in 1780–1830, and even reached 90 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) in 1790. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 11. A Slaveholding Island in Expansion: Saint-Domingue, 1700–1790

The total population of Saint-Domingue (Haiti) rose from barely 50,000 persons in 1700–1710 (including 56 percent slaves, 3 percent free Blacks and métis, and 41 percent Whites) to more than 500,000 persons in 1790 (including 90 percent slaves, 5 percent free Blacks and métis, and 5 percent Whites). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 12. Extreme Inequality of Income in Historical Perspective: The Peak of Colonial and Slaveholding Societies

Over all of the societies observed, the share of total income going to the top decile (the highest 10 percent of income) varied from 23 percent in Sweden in 1980 to 81 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) in 1780 (which included 90 percent slaves). Colonial societies like Algeria in 1930 or South Africa in 1950 had some of the highest levels of inequality observed in history, with about 70 percent of total income going to the top decile, which included the European population. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 13. The Distribution of Income in Metropolitan France and in Its Colonies

In 1780, the share of the highest 10 percent of total income exceeded 80 percent in Saint-Domingue (Haiti), which was at that time composed of about 90 percent slaves and 10 percent European colonists, as contrasted with more than 65 percent in Algeria in 1930 (which was then composed of about 90 percent “Algerian Muslims” and 10 percent European colonists), and around 50 percent in metropolitan France in 1910. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 14. Colonies for Colonists: The Inequality of Educational Investment in Historical Perspective

In Algeria in 1950, the most favored 10 percent (the colonizers) benefited from 82 percent of the total expenditure for primary, secondary, and higher education. The comparable figure for France was 38 percent in 1910 and 20 percent in 2020, which is, nonetheless, twice as high as their share in the population. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 15. The Nobility in Parisian Inheritances, 1780–1910

The share of noble names among the 0.1 percent of the largest inheritances in Paris fell from 50 percent to 25 percent between 1780 and 1810, before climbing to about 40–45 percent during the period of the censitary monarchies (1815–1848), then declining to about 10 percent at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. In comparison, noble names still represented less than 2 percent of the total number of deaths between 1780 and 1910. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 16. The Evolution of Male Suffrage in Europe, 1820–1920

In the United Kingdom, the percentage of adult males having the right to vote (taking into account the taxes owed and property held in order to have this right) rose from 5 percent in 1820 to 30 percent in 1870 and 100 percent in 1920. In France, it rose from 1 percent in 1820 to 100 percent in 1880. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 17. Extreme Patrimonial Inequality: European Property-Owner Societies in the Belle Époque (1880–1914)

The share of the highest 10 percent of wealth in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) was on average 84 percent in France between 1880 and 1914 (as compared with 14 percent for the following 40 percent and 2 percent for the poorest 50 percent), 91 percent in the United Kingdom (as compared with 8 percent and 1 percent), and 88 percent in Sweden (as compared with 11 percent and 1 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 18. Participatory Socialism and Power Sharing

In the system of participatory socialism envisioned here, a single stockholder (owning 100 percent of the company’s stock) has 73 percent of voting rights if the company has two salaried employees (including himself), 51 percent if he has ten salaried employees (including himself), and he loses the majority beyond ten salaried employees. A single, unsalaried stockholder has 45 percent of voting rights if the company has fewer than ten salaried employees, and then this share declines regularly and reaches 5 percent with 100 salaried employees.



		FIGURE 19. The Rise of the Welfare State in Europe, 1870–2020

In 2020, tax receipts represented on average 47 percent of the national income in Western Europe and were spent as follows: 10 percent of the national income went for state expenditures (army, police, judicial system, administration, and basic infrastructure, such as roads); 6 percent for education; 11 percent for pensions; 9 percent for health care; 5 percent for social welfare transfers (excluding pensions); 6 percent for other social welfare expenditures, such as housing. Before 1914, state expenditures absorbed virtually all the tax receipts.



		FIGURE 20. The Invention of Progressive Taxation: Top Income Tax Rates, 1900–2020

The marginal tax rate applied to the highest incomes was on average 23 percent in the United States from 1900 to 1932, 81 percent from 1932 to 1980, and 39 percent between 1980 and 2020. In the same periods, the top rates were 30, 89, and 46 percent in the United Kingdom; 26, 68, and 53 percent in Japan; 18, 58, and 50 percent in Germany; and 23, 60, and 57 percent in France. Progressive taxation was greatest in the middle of the century, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 21. The Invention of Progressive Taxation: Top Inheritance Tax Rates, 1900–2020

The marginal tax rate applied to the largest inheritances was on average 12 percent in the United States from 1900 to 1932, 75 percent between 1932 and 1980, and 50 percent between 1980 and 2020. During the same periods, the top rates were 25, 72, and 46 percent in the United Kingdom; 9, 64, and 63 percent in Japan; 8, 23, and 32 percent in Germany; and 15, 22, and 39 percent in France. Fiscal progressivity was maximal at the middle of the century, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 22. Effective Tax Rates and Progressivity in the United States, 1910–2020

From 1915 to 1980, the fiscal system was very progressive in the United States, in the sense that the effective tax rates paid by the highest incomes (all taxes combined, in percent of total pretax income) were significantly higher than the average effective rate paid by the population as a whole (and in particular by the least rich 90 percent). Since 1980, the fiscal system has been weakly progressive, with limited differences between effective tax rates. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 23. Growth and Progressive Taxation in the United States, 1870–2020

In the United States, growth of per capita national income increased annually by 2.2 percent from 1950 to 1990, and by 1.1 percent from 1990 to 2020, whereas during the same period the top marginal tax rate applied to the highest incomes fell from 72 percent to 35 percent. The promised resurgence of growth when the top marginal tax rate was lowered did not occur. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 24. Private Property in Europe, 1870–2020

The market value of private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt) was around six to eight years of national income in Western Europe from 1870 to 1914, before collapsing from 1914 to 1950 and settling at around two to three years of national income from the 1950s to the 1970s, and then increasing again to around five to six years in the period between 2000 and 2020. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 25. Foreign Assets in Historical Perspective: The Franco-British Colonial Apex

Net foreign assets, that is, the difference between foreign asset holdings by residents of each country (including the government) and assets held in each country by property owners in the rest of the world, rose in 1914 to 191 percent of national income in the United Kingdom and to 125 percent in France. In 2020, net foreign assets reached 82 percent of national income in Japan, 61 percent in Germany, and 19 percent in China. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 26. Fluctuations in Public Debt, 1850–2020

Public debt grew rapidly following the two world wars, reaching between 150 and 300 percent of national income in 1945–1950. It then fell suddenly in Germany and France (debt cancellations, exceptional taxes on private wealth, high inflation), and more gradually in the United Kingdom and the United States. The debt increased sharply again following the financial crises and epidemics of 2008 and 2020.



		FIGURE 27. The Persistence of Hyperconcentration of Property

The share of the richest 10 percent of total private property owners reached 89 percent in Europe (average of France, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) in 1913 (compared to 1 percent for the poorest 50 percent), 56 percent in Europe in 2020 (compared to 6 percent for the poorest 50 percent), and 72 percent in the United States in 2020 (compared to 2 percent for the poorest 50 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 28. Property in Europe and the United States, 1900–2020: The Birth and Fragility of a Patrimonial Middle Class

In Europe as in the United States, we see between 1914 and 1980 a steep decline in the share of the richest 10 percent in total private property (real, occupational, and financial assets, net of debt), to the benefit principally of the middle 40 percent. This movement is partially reversed between 1980 and 2020, notably in the United States.



		FIGURE 29. Income Inequality: Europe and the United States, 1900–2020

In Europe, income inequality has started rising again since 1980, although remaining at levels clearly lower than those of 1900–1910. The increase in inequality has been much greater in the United States. In both cases, inequality has remained high: the richest 10 percent, though five times fewer, still receive a share of total income much larger than the poorest 50 percent receive.



		FIGURE 30. Redistribution of Inheritance

The share of the poorest 50 percent in total inheritance was 6 percent in Europe in 2020, as opposed to 39 percent for the middle 40 percent and 55 percent for the richest 10 percent. After implementing an “inheritance for all” (minimum wealth equal to 60 percent of the average inheritance, paid at the age of twenty-five), financed by a progressive tax on wealth and inheritance, it would be 36 percent (as opposed to 45 percent and 19 percent).



		FIGURE 31. Parental Income and Access to Higher Education, United States, 2018

In 2018, the rate of access to higher education (the percentage of persons aged nineteen to twenty-one enrolled in a university, college, or other institution of higher learning) was scarcely 30 percent for children of the poorest 10 percent in the United States, and more than 90 percent for children of the richest 10 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 32. The Inequality of Investment in Education in France

Students reaching the age of twenty in 2020 have benefited, from primary school to higher education, from an average public investment of about 120,000 euros (or about fifteen years of education for an average cost of 8,000 euros each year). Within this generation, the 10 percent of students who benefited from the smallest public investment received about 65,000 to 70,000 euros, whereas the 10 percent who benefited from the largest public investment received between 200,000 and 300,000 euros.



		FIGURE 33. The Persistence of the Patriarchy in France in the Twenty-First Century

The proportion of women in the top centile of the labor income distribution (salaries and income from unsalaried work) rose from 10 percent in 1995 to 19 percent in 2020, and is expected to reach 50 percent between now and 2107 if the 1995–2020 trend continues. For the top thousandth, parity could be reached by 2145. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 34. Affirmative Action in India, 1950–2020

Quotas for access to universities and public employment were put in place in 1950 for the “scheduled castes” (SC) and “scheduled tribes” (ST), former Dalit and Indigenous peoples subject to discrimination, and then extended, during the 1980s, to “other backward classes” (OBC) (former Shudras), by the Mandal Commission in 1979–1980. In all, these quotas benefited about 70 percent of the Indian population between 2010 and 2020. The SC-ST also benefit from quotas for elected positions. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 35. Discrimination and Inequality in Comparative Perspective

The ratio between the average income of the lower castes in India (scheduled castes and tribes, SC + ST, former Dalit and Indigenous peoples subject to discrimination) and that of the rest of the population rose from 57 percent in 1950 to 74 percent in 2018. During the same period, the ratio between the average income of Blacks and Whites rose from 54 to 56 percent in the United States, and from 9 to 18 percent in South Africa. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 36. Differences in Income between Countries, 1820–2020: The Long Exit from Colonialism

The differences in income between countries, as measured by the ratio between the average income of the 10 percent living in the richest countries and the average income of the 50 percent living in the poorest countries, increased steadily between 1820 and 1960–1980, and then began to decrease.



		FIGURE 37. State Building and Trade Liberalization, 1970–2020

In low-income regions (the poorest third, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia), tax revenue fell from 15.6 percent of the GDP in 1970–1979 to 13.7 percent in 1990–1999 and 14.5 percent in 2010–2019, essentially because of the uncompensated decline of customs duties and other taxes on international trade (which brought in 5.9 percent of GDP in 1970–1979, 3.9 percent in 1990–1999, and 2.8 percent in 2010–2019). In high-income regions (the richest third, such as Europe and North America), customs duties were already very low at the beginning of the period and tax revenues continued to rise, and then stabilized. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality



		FIGURE 38. Economic Flows In and Out of Eastern Europe, 2010–2018

Between 2010 and 2018, the annual flow of EU net transfers (the difference between total expenditures received and contributions paid into the EU budget) averaged 2.7 percent of GDP in Poland; over the same period, the outgoing flow of profits and other capital income (net of corresponding inflows) averaged 4.7 percent of GDP. For Hungary, these same figures were 4.0 and 7.2 percent. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/equality
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