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Foreword by Owen Jones

For too long – outside the circles of the political left – ‘equality’ 
has often been seen as an abstraction, a wishy-washy concept. To 
some, equality is something out-of-touch do-gooders spend their 
lives talking about. But the case for greater equality – as this 
book wonderfully shows – is hard-headed. Greater equality is 
good for all of us. Societies with greater equality tend to do better 
on a whole range of metrics: from their educational performance 
to their well-being, from levels of crime to financial stability. 
Higher levels of inequality breed mistrust, segregation and 
division. They are bad for aspiration: whether for your children 
to have a better life than you had or for your own chances of 
finding a secure job in communities where the old industries 
have been stripped away.

The distribution of wealth 
matters. Britain’s ruling Con-
servative government once 
promised that ‘we’re all in 
this together’. Even if that 
were true, this Labour Party 
poster from the 1930s sums up 
why equality of sacrifice does 
not mean quite the same for 
everyone.

But the West’s ruling 
ideology justifies and ration-
alizes inequality. Those at the 
top deserve to be there, so this 
ideology suggests, because they 
are more intelligent, more 
capable, harder working, and so on. Those at the bottom are lazy 
and feckless and thick. The truth is this: wealthy business owners 
depend on the state to provide infrastructure like road and rail; 
to fund research and development which can be appropriated for 
innovative products; to provide an education system to train up 
their workforce; to sustain law and order to protect their property; 
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to subsidize low wages with in-work benefits; and so on. Without 
the largesse of the state, innovation – which is appropriated to make 
profit – is impossible.

And then there is the fact that some are born with odds stacked 
against them from day one. The birth weight of a child from 
a poorer background is lower than a child from more affluent 
circumstances. Some are born with more ‘cultural capital’: 
parents with a broader vocabulary, in houses full of books, who 
are better placed to help with homework. Repeated studies show 
that children with more affluent parents have much broader 
vocabularies from an early age than those born into poorer 
families. Living in an overcrowded house damages educational 
prospects, health and wellbeing. A poor diet, or hunger, equally 
damages your potential at school. The stresses of poverty can 
inflict significant damage.

Years before the financial crash, living standards in the US and 
the UK stagnated, even as corporations posted healthy profits. 
What did that mean? It meant workers took on more personal 
debt to sustain their living standards, damaging the economy. The 
government had to spend more money on in-work benefits, all at 
a cost to the taxpayer – money that would have been better spent 
on services and jobs and houses. It was damaging to the worker, 
to the taxpayer, and to society as a whole.

Equality matters: the wealth that is collectively produced by 
the hard graft of workers, supported by the contribution of the 
state, should be far more equitably distributed. This is not just the 
right thing to do: it’s for the good of society as a whole. Here is a 
book which details – with irrefutable evidence – both the damage 
caused by inequality, and the benefits we all derive from living in 
more equal societies. We should all learn from it – and, above all 
else, act on it.


