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Description 
This module will trace the political and economic history of wealth and income inequality 
from the 19th to the 21st century.  Each seminar is based around a chapter in Thomas Piketty’s 
book, Capital in the 21st Century. In the first part of the course (chapters 1-2 with additional 
journal article material) we will discuss core political economy theories, concepts, indicators 
and measures as they apply to wealth and income inequality. In the second part of the course 
we will trace the structural transformation of capital (wealth) in Europe and the USA from the 
19th century to the present (chapters 3-6, with additional journal articles).   In the third part of 
the course we will discuss the dynamics and structure of wage and income inequality, paying 
particular attention to the 99 versus 1 percent (chapters 7-12, with additional journal articles). 
In the final part of the course we discuss the politics of regulating global financial capital in 
the 21st century, paying particular attention to the politics of public debt (chapters 13-16).  
 
 
Intended learning outcomes 
At the end of this course you will have enhanced theoretical and empirical knowledge about 
how to measure, assess, quantify, discuss and critically evaluate the politics and economics of 
global wealth and income inequality.  
 
 
Assessment 
100% end of term research paper  
 
Book 
Required 
Piketty, Thomas (2014), Capital in the 21st Century, Harvard University Press. 
 
Recommended  
Turner, Adair (2015), between Debt and the Devil: Money, Credit and Fixing Global Finance, 
Princeton University Press.  
 



 
Seminar Plan: 
 
Week 1: Introduction.  

What is the R>G inequality? Why should we care? Is it normatively justified? 
C21. PP 1-39 

 
Week 2: Measuring Income and Wealth.  

What is capital/wealth? What is growth? How has it changed since the 
industrial revolution? Why is the compound interest rate so important? 

  C21. PP 39-113 
 
Week 3: The Transformation of Capital. 

What is the capital/income ratio? How has the structure of capital/wealth 
changed in Britain, France, Germany and the USA since the 19th century?    
C21. PP 113-164       

 
Week 4: The Return of Private Capital. 

What explains rising capital/income ratios since 1970? To what extent is this 
determined by housing capital? How is national income divided?  
C21. PP164-237 
 

Week 5: Measuring Income Inequality. 
What is the difference between income and wealth inequality? How has 
inequality of labour income, capital ownership and total income changed over 
time? Are we observing a new class struggle or centile struggle? 

  C21. PP237-271 
 
Week 6: Reducing Inequality in the 20th Century 

Did the chaos of two world wars reduce inequality? How important is the 
composition of top incomes? Do institutions matter? What is the social state? 

  C21. PP 271-304 
 
Week 7: Rising Inequality in the 21st Century  

Why are some countries more unequal than others? What explains the 
explosion in US inequality after 1980? Is it an Anglo-Saxon phenomenon?  

  C21. PP 304-336 
 
Week 8: The Inequality of Capital Ownership  

What are the consequences of the R>G inequality for wealth distribution? Why 
does Piketty suggest we are returning to 19th century patrimonial capitalism?  
C21. PP 336-377. 
 

 



 
Week 9: Merit and Inheritance in the Long Run 

What is Vautrins lesson? Why does Piketty consider rent and inheritance 
inevitable in a market economy? Is this a problem for democracy? 
C21. PP 377-430. 
 

Week 10: The Global Inequality of Wealth in the 21st Century 
What is the distribution of world capital? Are rich countries really poor? Will 
the gulf Petro monarchies and China control the future? 

  C21. P430-471 
 
Week 11: Debt, Development and Capital Flows  

What is financialisation? What is capital liberalization? What is the 
implication of global finance for the politics of public debt? 
BDD. P 88-149. C21. P540-571 

 
Week 12: Regulating Capital in the 21st Century 

Do we need a new social state for the 21st century? Do we need a global tax on 
capital? Why might this be normatively justified?                        

                        BDD. PP 161-195, C21, PP 471-540 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


