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Rent in the Twenty-
First Century
Thomas Piketty’s international 
publishing sensation is, in significant 
part, a manifesto for tax justice.

8LSQEW�4MOIXX] Ẃ�FSSO�Capital 
in the Twenty First Century�MW�½VWX�
ERH�JSVIQSWX�E�ZSPYQMRSYW�ERH�
JEWGMREXMRK�LMWXSVMGEP�EGGSYRX�SJ�
LS[�YRJIXXIVIH�GETMXEPMWQ�XIRHW�
XS[EVHW�I\XVIQI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�
SJ�MRGSQI�ERH�[IEPXL���0IJX�
YREHHVIWWIH��XLIWI�MRIUYEPMXMIW�[MPP�
threaten democratic nation states 
ERH�XLIMV�JSYRHMRK�WSGMEP�ZEPYIW���

8LI�FSSO�MW�VITPIXI�[MXL�XE\�NYWXMGI�
HIFEXI��XLI�IRXMVIP]�EZSMHEFPI�VMWI�SJ�
MRIUYEPMX]��XLI�GEWI�JSV�TVSKVIWWMZI�
XE\EXMSR��IRJSVGIH�XVERWTEVIRG]��ERH�
improved international cooperation. 

book review

Capital in the Twenty-First Century
8LSQEW�4MOIXX]��XVERWPEXIH�F]�%VXLYV�+SPHLEQQIV
4YFPMWLIH��&IPORET�,EVZEVH������
-7&2���������������

8LIWI�EVI�PSRK�WXERHMRK�MWWYIW�JSV�
YW��[LMGL�[I�LEZI��EPFIMX�FVMI¾]
�
discussed with him.

4MOIXX] Ẃ�GSVI�EVKYQIRX�MW�XLEX�
JSV�GIRXYVMIW�VIXYVRW�XS�GETMXEP�
LEZI�FIIR�LMKLIV�XLER�VEXIW�SJ�
IGSRSQMG�KVS[XL�SJ�SYXTYX�ERH�
MRGSQI��8LI�GSVSPPEV]�SJ�XLMW�
argument is that without political 
MRXIVZIRXMSRW�XLI�WLEVI�SJ�REXMSREP�
income going to labour declines.  
8LI�MRIZMXEFPI�SYXGSQI�MW�XLEX�
wealth becomes ever more 
GSRGIRXVEXIH�MR�XLI�LERHW�SJ�E�XMR]�
TVSTSVXMSR�SJ�XLI�TSTYPEXMSR�¯�XLI�
����TIV�GIRX�¯�[LS�GVIEXI�VIRXMIV�
dynasties that dominate the 
TSPMXMGEP�IGSRSQ]���%PXLSYKL�XE\�
LEZIRW�EVI�RSX�E�QENSV�JIEXYVI�SJ�
XLI�FSSO��XLI�[IEPXL�QEREKIQIRX�
MRHYWXV]�XLEX�STIVEXIW�JVSQ�WYGL�
places merely aggravates this 

situation by enabling rentiers to 
HSHKI�EXXIQTXW�XS�XE\�[IEPXL��JSV�
example through inheritance tax, 
[IEPXL�XE\��GETMXEP�KEMRW�XE\��ERH�SJ�
course, income tax.

(VE[MRK�SR�QEWWMZI�HEXE�WIXW�JSV�
*VERGI��+IVQER]��7[IHIR��XLI�
9�/��ERH�XLI�9�7�%���4MOIXX]�WLS[W��
XLEX�FVMIJ�TIVMSHW�SJ�GSRZIVKIRGI�
XS[EVHW�KVIEXIV�IUYEPMX]�MR�XLI�
QMH���XL�GIRXYV]�[IVI�LMWXSVMGEP�
EFIVVEXMSRW�GEYWIH�F]�[EV��½RERGMEP�
crises, trade union power, advances 
in public education, and the rise 
SJ�TVSKVIWWMZI�MRGSQI�XE\IW��8LI�
6IEKER�8LEXGLIV�VIEGXMSR�MR�XLI�
����W�VIZIVWIH�XLMW�QSQIRXYQ��
VIWXSVMRK�GETMXEPMWQ�XS�MXW�TVI������
XVENIGXSV]��8LI�JYXYVI�JSV�)YVSTI�
ERH�2SVXL�%QIVMGE��RSX�XS�QIRXMSR�
poorer countries elsewhere as 
XLI]�TPE]�GEXGL�YT��PSSOW�JVSQ�
LMW�TIVWTIGXMZI�PMOI�*VERGI Ẃ���XL�
'IRXYV]�Belle Époque��&EVVMRK�E�
VIZSPYXMSR��MX�WIIQW��XLI�%QIVMGER�
(VIEQ�MW�HIEH�

8LI�FSSO�QMKLX�LEZI�FIIR�QSVI�
accurately titled Rent in the Twenty-
First Century. It is essentially a 
WXYH]�SJ�LS[�YRIEVRIH�MRGSQIW�
such as dividends, interest and 

TVSTIVX]�VIRXW�EGGYQYPEXI�JEWXIWX�
in periods when growth rates 
WXEFMPMWI�EX�VIPEXMZIP]�PS[�VEXIW���
����XS����	�ERRYEPP]��*EGIH�[MXL�
ecological constraints and a huge 
HIQSKVETLMG�WLMJX�JVSQ�TSTYPEXMSR�
growth to decline, this may well 
FI�XLI�FPIEO�JYXYVI�JEGMRK�XLSWI�
countries already out there on the 
XIGLRSPSKMGEP�JVSRXMIV�

4MOIXX]�LEW�E�PSX�XS�WE]�EFSYX�
XE\��,I�GEPPW�TVSKVIWWMZI�XE\EXMSR�
±MRHMWTIRWEFPI²��EVKYIW�JSV�QEWWMZI�
LMOIW�MR�QEVKMREP�MRGSQI�XE\�
rates, and decries the “endless 
VEGI�XS�XLI�FSXXSQ��PIEHMRK��JSV�
example, to cuts in corporate 
tax rates and to the exemption 
SJ�MRXIVIWX��HMZMHIRHW��ERH�SXLIV�
½RERGMEP�VIZIRYIW�JVSQ�XLI�XE\IW�
to which labor incomes are 
WYFNIGX�²�4MOIXX]�YWIW�XLI�PERKYEKI�
SJ�±XE\�GSQTIXMXMSR²��SV�±½WGEP�
GSQTIXMXMSR²���XLSYKL�MX Ẃ�RSXLMRK�
XS�HS�[MXL�KIRYMRI�GSQTIXMXMSR��E�
JEV�FIXXIV�XIVQ�MW�±XE\�[EVW�²

*EGIH�[MXL�XLMW�ERH�XLI�GPSWIP]�
related trend towards an 
±MRIKEPMXEVMER�WTMVEP²��4MOIXX]�
proposes a progressive annual 
tax on capital, supported by 

comprehensive and automatic 
I\GLERKI�SJ�MRJSVQEXMSR�FIX[IIR�
countries. One suggestion certain 
XS�TVSZSOI�XLI�±WYTIVQEREKIVMEP²�
class and their acolytes is that the 
optimal top tax rate in developed 
GSYRXVMIW�MW�±TVSFEFP]�EFSZI����
TIVGIRX�²�6MKLX�[MRK�GSQQIRXEXSVW�
have reacted predictably to this, 
claiming that high marginal tax 
VEXIW�VIHYGI�[SVO�ERH�IJJSVX��ERH�
VIHYGI�TVSHYGXMZMX]�KVS[XL��8S�
[LMGL�4MOIXX]�VIWTSRHW�VSFYWXP]�

The reduction of top marginal income 
tax rates and the rise of top incomes 
do not seem to have stimulated 
productivity (contrary to the 
predictions of supply-side theory) or at 
any rate did not stimulate productivity 
enough to be detectable at macro 
level.

,I�HIQSPMWLIW�%QIVMGER�
IGSRSQMWX�%VXLYV�0EJJIV�ERH�LMW�
magical mystery curve, which 
GPEMQW�¯�[MXLSYX�IQTMVMGEP�IZMHIRGI�
��XLEX�XE\�GYXW�PIEH�XS�LMKLIV�
tax revenues, through curbing 
avoidance and boosting economic 
KVS[XL��8LI�JIEV�XLEX�LMKLIV�
marginal tax rates on incomes 
EFSZI�º��������[SYPH�PIEH�XS�E�
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¾MKLX�SJ�XST�I\IGYXMZIW�XS�7[MX^IVPERH�SV�
'EREHE��WE]W�4MOIXX]��MW�±not only contradicted 
F]�LMWXSVMGEP�I\TIVMIRGI�ERH�F]�EPP�XLI�½VQ�PIZIP�
data at our disposal; it is also devoid of common 
sense.” Indeed. 

(IWTMXI�XLI�KVERHMSWI�XMXPI��XLMW�MW�RS�VILEWL�
SJ�1EV\´�Das Kapital. Marx argued there 
[EW�ER�MRI\SVEFPI�XIRHIRG]�JSV�TVS½XW�XS�
HIGPMRI��JSVGMRK�XLI�TVSGIWW�SJ�XIGLRSPSKMGEP�
GLERKI�ERH�HIITIV�I\TPSMXEXMSR�SJ�PEFSYV��
and ultimately driving the system to its 
IRH��'ETMXEP�[EW�QSVI�XLER�TL]WMGEP�SV�
½RERGMEP�EWWIXW��MXW�IWWIRGI�PMIW�MR�XLI�TS[IV�
VIPEXMSRW�FIX[IIR�S[RIVW�SJ�GETMXEP��PERH�
owners, the state, the managerial class and 
PEFSYV��4MOIXX]��F]�GSRXVEWX��PSSOW�EX�WSGMIX]�

book review (contd)

XLVSYKL�XLI�PIRW�SJ�[IEPXL�ERH�MRGSQI��
with power disproportionately held not by 
XLI�XST���TIVGIRX�XEVKIXIH�F]�XLI�3GGYT]�
QSZIQIRX��FYX�F]�XLI�QSWXP]�VIRX�WIIOMRK�
QYPXM�QMPPMSREMVIW�ERH�FMPPMSREMVIW�MR�XLI�XST�
����TIVGIRX�

0MOI�.SLR�1E]REVH�/I]RIW��4MOIXX]�[ERXW�
XS�WEZI�GETMXEPMWQ�JVSQ�MXWIPJ���+VS[MRK�
MRIUYEPMX]�MW�WXVYGXYVEPP]�IQFIHHIH�MR�
capitalism, and the solution lies with 
HIQSGVEXMWMRK�QEVOIXW��±-J�[I�EVI�XS�VIKEMR�
GSRXVSP�SJ�GETMXEPMWQ²�LI�WE]W��±[I�QYWX�FIX�
everything on democracy.”  Indeed, again.

4MOIXX]�GSRGPYHIW�XLEX�E�XE\�SR�GETMXEP�MW�XLI�
SZIV�VMHMRK�TVMSVMX]�JSV�XEGOPMRK�MRIUYEPMX]���
,MKL�QEVKMREP�MRGSQI�XE\IW�QMKLX�TEVXMEPP]�
redistribute the extraordinary incomes 
SJ�XLI�FSRYW�KVEFFIVW�FYX�[MPP�HS�PMXXPI�XS�
VIHMWXVMFYXI�MRLIVMXIH�[IEPXL��,I�WYKKIWXW�
GSR½WGEXSV]�ERRYEP�GETMXEP�XE\IW�EX����
TIVGIRX�SV�LMKLIV�SR�FMPPMSREMVIW��4LI[�

%�XE\�SR�GETMXEP��LI�EHHW��QMKLX�TVSQSXI�E�
RIGIWWEV]�SZIVLEYP�SJ�EGGSYRXMRK�WXERHEVHW��
PIEHMRK�YW�XS�XVERWJSVQ�LS[�[I�HI½RI�ERH�
ZEPYI�ZEVMSYW�X]TIW�SJ�EWWIXW��PMEFMPMXMIW�ERH�
RIX�[IEPXL��'YVVIRX�¾E[W�MR�XLI�W]WXIQ��
he notes, “have contributed to the many 
½RERGMEP�WGERHEPW�XLI�[SVPH�LEW�WIIR�WMRGI�
�����²��-�GER�TMGXYVI�4VIQ�7MOOE�ERH�6MGLEVH�
Murphy nodding their vigorous agreement.

The Laffer Curve. Laffer’s theory is that above a 
certain rate, higher taxes lead to lower revenues. 
Piketty estimates this rate is around 80 percent. 
(With thanks to www.and-smith.com.)

4MOIXX] Ẃ�HEXE�WIXW�HS�RSX�MRGPYHI�HIZIPSTMRK�
GSYRXVMIW�MR�ER]�QIERMRKJYP�[E]��XLSYKL�
he does note that people in developing 
GSYRXVMIW�QE]�FI�XLI�FMKKIWX�PSWIVW�SJ�XLI�
W[IITMRK�LMWXSVMGEP�XVERWJSVQEXMSRW�XLEX�
FSSWX�MRIUYEPMX]��8S�LIPT�WXEYRGL�XLI�SYX¾S[W�
SJ�GETMXEP�JVSQ�%JVMGE�ERH�SXLIV�TEVXW�SJ�XLI�
HIZIPSTMRK�[SVPH�¯�[LMGL�SYXTEGI�EMH�F]�E�
[MHI�QEVKMR���LI�YVKIW�½WGEP�GS�STIVEXMSR�
and data sharing to help poorer countries 
“root out the systematic pillage” that has 
IQTXMIH�XLIMV�XVIEWYVMIW��*SVIMKR�GSQTERMIW��
XLIMV�WXSGOLSPHIVW��ERH�XLIMV�IREFPIVW�EVI��
LI�WE]W��±EX�PIEWX�EW�KYMPX]�EW�%JVMGER�qPMXIW�²�-�
GSYPHR´X�LEZI�WEMH�MX�FIXXIV�Q]WIPJ�

,I�EPWS�EHQMXW�XLEX�XLI�XVYI�[IEPXL�ERH�
MRIUYEPMX]�TMGXYVI�±MW�EGXYEPP]�IZIR�PEVKIV�
XLER�[I�IWXMQEXIH�SR�XLI�FEWMW�SJ�SJ½GMEP�
EGGSYRXW²���FIGEYWI�WS�QYGL�[IEPXL�MW�
LMHHIR�FILMRH�SJJWLSVI�XVYWXW�ERH�GSQTERMIW�
MR�XE\�LEZIRW��,I�GMXIW�SYV�PERHQEVO�
study The Price of Offshore, Revisited, with 
MXW�IWXMQEXI�SJ��������XVMPPMSR�SJJWLSVI��
FYX�WIXXPIW�SR�E�WYFWXERXMEPP]�PS[IV�½KYVI�
produced in a study by Gabriel Zucman, 
while admitting that could be merely a 
±PS[IV�FSYRH²��- H́�EVKYI�WXVSRKP]�XLEX�SYVW�MW�
E�JEV�QSVI�VSFYWX�IWXMQEXI��[I´ZI�RSX�WIIR�
ER]�WIVMSYW�IJJSVX�XS�XEOI�HS[R�SYV�RYQFIVW��
XLSYKL�QER]�[SYPH�PMOI�XS��-R�ER]�GEWI��
despite the importance and sheer magnitude 
SJ�XLMW�MWWYI��XLMW�MW�MR�SRI�WIRWI�E�HMWXVEGXMSR�

JVSQ�4MOIXX] Ẃ�EWXSRMWLMRK�
accomplishment with 
its vast historical and 
IQTMVMGEP�W[IIT��8LI�
WXVIRKXL�SJ�LMW�FSSO�PMIW�
elsewhere.

8LMW�FSSO�MW�E�ZIV]��ZIV]�
rich pudding. I have read 
EPP�SJ�MXW�����TEKIW�ERH�
MX Ẃ�GPIEV�XLEX�QER]�SJ�XLI�
reviews out there were 
[VMXXIR�SR�XLI�FEWMW�SJ�E�
UYMGO�WOMQ��EX�FIWX
�ERH�
E�HYWXMRK�HS[R�SJ�SPH�
ideological prejudices. 
4MOIXX]�GEPPW�LMW�XE\�SR�
capital proposal “utopian” 
ERH�LI Ẃ�TVSFEFP]�VMKLX��FYX�

LI Ẃ�SR�SYV�WMHI��JSPOW��MR�[ERXMRK�XS�STIR�YT�
a discussion about economic injustice and 
[LEX�GER�FI�HSRI�XS�XEGOPI�MX�

8LIVI�EVI�QER]��QER]�FEK�GEVVMIVW�SJ�XLI�
wealthy elites who will want to close down 
XLMW�HIFEXI���8LI]�[MPP�HS�[LEXIZIV�MX�XEOIW�
XS�VYFFMWL�4MOIXX]�ERH�LMW�FSSO��;I�WLSYPH�
VIWMWX�XLIQ��6IEH�XLI�FSSO�ERH�HVE[�JVSQ�
its strengths.  

Review by John Christensen


