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income surveys. National accounts based on dividend and interest 
data provided by fi rms and banks yield a higher estimate of the 
share of capital income in total  house hold income, on the order of 
10  percent (INSEE, 1996b, pp. 26–29). In any case, all sources agree 
that  labor income accounts for at least six or seven times as large a 
share of total  house hold income as capital income. Th is is a general 

Table 1.1
Sources of household income in France, 2000 (percent)

 Self-employment
 Wages income Pensions Transfers Capital

Average 58.8 5.8 21.3 9.5 4.6
D1 17.9 1.7 43.2 34.2 3.1
D2 30.0 2.3 44.6 20.7 2.4
D3 38.3 2.9 40.8 15.1 2.9
D4 44.3 2.7 35.7 14.3 3.1
D5 50.6 2.6 28.9 14.6 3.4
D6 58.4 3.6 22.0 12.4 3.6
D7 63.3 3.4 19.8 10.4 3.2
D8 66.5 3.3 18.7 7.6 3.9
D9 68.6 4.6 16.6 5.6 4.6
P90–95 70.2 7.0 13.4 4.1 5.3
P95–100 63.6 16.4 8.4 2.9 8.8

Notes: “D1” represents the poorest 10 percent of households, “D2” the next 10 percent, and 
so on. “P95–100” represents the wealthiest 5 percent and “P90–95” the preceding 5 percent. 
Wages account on average for 58.8 percent of the total income of all households but only 17.9 
percent of the income of the poorest 10 percent, 30.0 percent for the next 10 percent, and 63.6 
percent for the wealthiest 5 percent.
 Self-employment income includes profi ts from farming, industry, commerce, and other 
small business activities. Transfers include family allowances, unemployment insurance, 
and basic income. Capital income includes stock dividends, interest, and rent. All income 
 fi gures are net of social charges (including the Generalized Social Contribution [CSG] and 
Contribution to Repayment of the Social Debt [CRDS]—see text).
 Source: “2000 Family Budget Survey,” INSEE (author’s calculations).
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limit of the fi rst decile. In the case of France in 2000, the P90/P10 
ratio was 2,720/900 or roughly 3.0: to belong to the top- earning 
10  percent, one had to make at least three times as much as the least 
well paid. Th is indicator should not be confused with the D10/D1 
ratio, that is, the ratio of the average wage of the tenth decile to that 
of the fi rst decile, which is by defi nition always higher and which in 
France in 2000 was 4,030/890, or 4.5: the best- paid 10  percent in 
France earned on average 4.5 times as much as the worst- paid 
10  percent.  Table 1.2 also allows us to calculate the total wages paid to 
the top 10  percent: since the average wage of D10 was 2.37 times the 
average wage (4,030/1,700 = 2.37) and the number of workers in D10 

Table 1.2
Wage inequality in France, 2000

Average monthly wage in euros

Average 1,700
D1 890 900 P10
D2 1,100
D3 1,110
D4 1,210
D5 1,310 1,400 P50
D6 1,450
D7 1,620
D8 1,860
D9 2,340 2,720 P90
D10 4,030

Note: D1 represents the worst-paid 10 percent; D2 the next 10 percent, and so on. P10 is the 
limit dividing D1 and D2, P50 the limit dividing D5 and D6, and P90 the limit dividing D9 and 
D10. In other words, the worst paid all earned less than €900 a month, with an average income 
of €890, whereas the best-paid 10 percent all earned more than €2,720, with an average income 
of €4,030. Th ese fi gures represent monthly wages excluding bonuses net of social charges (and 
CSG/CRDS) for full-time, private-sector workers.
 Source: DADS (Annual declaration of social data), INSEE, 2002, p. 10.
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France in 2000) systematically leads to larger P90/P10 ratios. For ex-
ample, the OECD fi gures including intermittent and part- time 
workers in the United States in 1990 give a P90/P10 ratio of 5.5, but 
only 4.5 when these workers are left  out (Katz et  al., 1995, fi g.  1; 
Lefranc, 1997,  table 1), as is the case with other countries (OECD, 
1993, p. 173). In short, P90/P10 ratios range from 2 to 4.5, which is con-
siderable variation for countries at very similar levels of economic 
development.

Table 1.3
Wage inequality in OECD countries in 1990, measured by the

P90/P10 ratio

 Ratio between best-paid and 
Country worst-paid 10 percent

Norway 2.0
Sweden 2.1
Denmark 2.2
Netherlands 2.3
Belgium 2.3
Italy 2.4
Germany 2.5
Portugal 2.7
Japan 2.8
France 3.1
United Kingdom 3.4
Austria 3.5
Canada 4.4
United States 4.5

Note: For example, in Germany the best-paid 10 percent earn at least 2.5 times as much as the 
worst-paid 10 percent.
 Sources: OECD, 1993, pp. 170–173; US data, Katz et al., 1995, fi g. 1.
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Income In e qual ity

How does this in e qual ity between workers translate into in e qual ity 
of  house hold income? Th e answer is not  simple, because one has to add 
nonwage compensation of the self- employed (some 3 million individ-
uals in France in 2000), social transfers, and capital income, and then 
individual wage earners, non– wage earners, and their children have 
to be grouped together to form  house holds.  Table 1.4 pre sents the re-
sults for France in 2000.

Th e average monthly  house hold income in France was €2,280, but 
10   percent of  house holds had less than €790 of monthly income, 

Table 1.4
Income inequality in France, 2000

Monthly income in euros

Average 2,280
D1 540 790 P10
D2 930 1,070 P20
D3 1,190 1,330 P30
D4 1,480 1,610 P40
D5 1,760 1,920 P50
D6 2,080 2,240 P60
D7 2,430 2,630 P70
D8 2,880 3,150 P80
D9 3,570 4,090 P90
P90–95 4,520 5,100 P95
P95–100 7,270

Notes: See Tables 1.1 and 1.2. Th e poorest 10 percent of households have income of less than €790 
per month, averaging €540. Th e wealthiest 5 percent have income above €5,100 per month, with 
an average of €7,300. Monthly income calculated by dividing annual income by twelve, includ ing 
wages, self-employment income, pensions, transfers, and capital income. Income is net of 
social charges (including CSG/CRDS) but not of other direct taxes (income tax, housing tax).
 Source: “2000 family budget survey,” INSEE (author’s calculations).
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have income ratios of 3.8–5.9, with the United States topping the 
chart at 5.9. France again occupies an intermediate position.

It is extremely diffi  cult to compare these fi gures with the few avail-
able in e qual ity indicators from outside the developed world. Condi-
tions vary widely: the South American countries stand out for having 
even higher levels of in e qual ity than the most inegalitarian Western 
countries, whereas most Asian countries, as well as the less- developed 
countries of Africa, generally have levels of income in e qual ity equal 
to or less than those found in the least inegalitarian Western coun-
tries (Morrisson, 1996, pp. 145–172). It is also diffi  cult to compare levels 
of in e qual ity found in the Communist bloc, because income oft en in-
cludes compensation in kind in one form or another and is diffi  cult 
to quantify in monetary terms. Th e available indicators seem to 
show real income gaps quite comparable to the average in cap i tal ist 

Table 1.5
Income inequality in OECD countries

Country P90/P10 ratio

Sweden 2.7
Belgium 2.8
Norway 2.9
Germany 3.0
France 3.5
United Kingdom 3.8
Italy 4.0
Canada 4.0
United States 5.9

Notes: In Sweden, to belong to the top 10 percent in income, one must earn at least 2.7 times 
as much as anyone in the bottom 10 percent. Th e table shows the P90/P10 ratio for disposable 
income adjusted for household size (Atkinson et al., 1995). Years: 1984 (Germany, France), 1985 
(Australia), 1986 (US, Italy, Norway, UK), 1987 (Canada, Sweden), 1988 (Belgium).
 Source: LIS, Atkinson, Rainwater, and Smeeding, 1995, p. 40.
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countries and generally greater than in the more egalitarian cap i tal ist 
countries (Morrisson, 1996, p. 140).

Inequalities in Time and Space

Are P90/P10 wage and income ratios of 3:1 or 4:1 between  people 
living in one country at one point in time negligible compared with 
the gap between a citizen of an advanced country in 1990 and of the 
same country in 1900 or a citizen of India in 1990?  Table 1.6 indicates 
the average purchasing power of a French blue- collar worker and of 
an executive from 1870 to 1994 mea sured in 1994 francs (that is, ac-
counting for changes in the cost of living).

Th ese fi gures should obviously be viewed cautiously: the further 
back we go in time, the more problematic the idea of a synthetic cost 
index becomes, because modes of consumption change so much. Still, 
 orders of magnitude may be taken as signifi cant: between 1870 
and  1994, the purchasing power of a worker increased roughly 

Table 1.6
Inequality in France from 1870–1994

 Blue-collar White-collar Middle
Year workers workers managers Executives

1870 960   4,360
1910 1,760   6,820
1950 2,200 2,615 3,740 7,330
1994 7,250 7,180 10,740 20,820

Note: Purchasing power in 1994 francs of average net monthly wages of diff erent categories of 
workers.
 Sources: For 1950 and 1994, DADS, INSEE, 1996a, pp. 44, 56. For blue-collar workers in 
1870 and 1910, Lhomme, 1968, p. 46. Th e 1910–1950 comparison is based on Kuczynski’s series 
for wages and General Statistics of France (SGF) for prices (INSEE, 1994, pp. 142, 152). Wage 
ratios of executives and workers of 3.9 in 1910 and 4.6 in 1870 were calculated on the basis of 
ratios between laborers, skilled workers, and executives in Morrisson, 1991, p. 154.
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1914–1945 (wars, infl ation, the Great Depression). Th e concentration 
of wealth and capital income did not return to the astronomical level 
achieved on the eve of World War I, however. Th e most likely expla-
nation involves the fi scal revolution of the twentieth  century. Th e im-
pact of the progressive income tax (created in France in 1914) and the 
progressive estate tax (created in 1901) on the accumulation and re-
constitution of large fortunes seems to have prevented a return to 
nineteenth- century rentier society. If contemporary socie ties have be-
come socie ties of managers— that is, socie ties in which the top of the 
income distribution is dominated by the “working rich” ( people who 
live mainly on their  labor income rather than on income derived from 
capital accumulated in the past), it is primarily a consequence of par-
tic u lar historical circumstances and institutions. Th e Kuznets curve 
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Figure 1.1. Th e fall of rentiers and the stability of the wage hierarchy in France, 
1913–2005. Sources: Piketty, 2001; Landais, 2007.
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of the pack in in e qual ity. In the Nordic countries, in e qual ity held 
steady, with P90/P10 ratios on the order of 2–2.5, despite a slight up-
ward trend. France was a somewhat special case, since French wage in-
equal ity was the highest in the Western world in 1970 before decreasing 
rapidly in the 1970s and then stabilizing between 1980 and 1990, 
with a very slight increase since 1983–1984: the P90/P10 ratio was 3.1 in 
1984, then  rose to 3.2 in the period 1984–1995 (INSEE, 1996a, p. 48). 
Hence it was only in the 1970s that the wage distribution in the United 
States became more unequal than in France, while the United Kingdom 
did not surpass France  until the late 1980s, and then by just a hair 
( Table 1.7). Although wage in e qual ity in Italy was signifi cantly lower 
than in France initially, its evolution in the period 1970–2000 resem-
bled that of France:  aft er decreasing rapidly in the 1970s and early 
1980s, the P90/P10 ratio began to climb again in 1984 (Erickson and 
Ichino, 1995).

Table 1.7
Th e growth of wage inequality since 1970, as measured by the 

P90/P10 ratio

Country 1970 1980 1990

Germany – 2.5 3.5
United States 3.2 3.8 4.5
France 3.7 3.2 3.2
Italy – 2.3 2.5
Japan – 2.5 2.8
United Kingdom 2.5 2.6 3.3
Sweden 2.1 2.0 2.1

Note: To belong to the best-paid 10 percent in the United States, one had to earn at least 3.2 
times as much as anyone in the worst-paid 10 percent in 1970, compared with 4.5 times as much 
in 1990.
 Sources: Germany, Italy, Japan, Sweden: OECD, 1993, pp. 170–173. France: INSEE, 1996a, 
p. 48. United States, United Kingdom: Katz et al., 1995, fi g. 1.
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Capital- Labor In e qual ity

From Share of Value- Added to House hold Income

Consider fi rst the relation between this one- third– two- thirds split 
of income between capital and  labor and the distribution of house-
hold income discussed in Chapter 1.  Table 2.1 shows the split of pri-
mary income between  labor and capital, that is, the sum of all wages 

Table 2.1
Capital and labor shares of value added in the United States, France, 

and the United Kingdom from 1920 to 1995 (percent)

 United States France United Kingdom

Year Capital Labor Capital Labor Capital Labor

1920 35.2 64.8 33.7 66.3 38.1 61.9
1925 35.1 64.9 34.9 65.1 38.1 61.9
1930 37.9 62.1 32.5 67.5 38.1 61.9
1935 32.9 67.1 30.5 69.5 35.8 64.2
1940 36.9 63.1 31.3 68.7 36.3 63.7
1945 30.9 69.1    
1950 34.9 65.1 37.8 62.2 33.2 66.8
1955 34.9 65.1 34.1 65.9 32.5 67.5
1960 32.9 67.1 34.4 65.6 31.2 68.8
1965 35.9 64.1 32.4 67.6 32.5 67.5
1970 30.9 69.1 33.6 66.4 32.4 67.6
1975 30.9 69.1 29.7 70.3 28.3 71.7
1980 33.9 66.1 28.3 71.7 29.2 70.8
1985 34.0 66.0 32.0 68.0 32.2 67.8
1990 33.8 66.2 37.6 62.4 28.2 71.8
1995 33.5 66.5 39.7 60.3 31.5 68.5

Note: See box, “Measuring Capital’s Share.”
 Sources: For 1980–1995: OECD, 1996, p. A27. For 1920–1975: United States, Atkinson, 1983, 
p.  202 and Duménil and Lévy, 1996, statistical appendix; France, INSEE, 1994, pp.  84–153 
(author’s calculations based on series cse, ebe, edve, and mse); United Kingdom, Atkinson, 
1983, p. 201.
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Wages continued to improve in the 1970s owing to the infl uence of 
social movements and substantial increases in the minimum wage. 
Th e last major increment to the minimum wage occurred in 1981. 
 Aft er 1983, wages ceased to be indexed to prices, and increases to the 
minimum wage  were minimal. In fact, the purchasing power of the 
average net wage increased 53  percent between 1968 and 1983 but only 
8  percent between 1983 and 1995 (INSEE, 1996a, p. 48). True, GDP 

Table 2.2
Capital’s share in value added in the OECD 

from 1979 to 1995 (percent)

  United   United
Year Germany States France Italy Kingdom OECD

1979 30.5 35.0 30.0 35.5 31.3 32.8
1980 28.5 33.9 28.3 36.0 29.2 32.2
1981 28.2 34.5 28.2 35.3 28.9 32.1
1982 28.6 33.6 28.5 35.4 30.7 31.8
1983 30.8 33.3 29.2 34.5 32.3 32.2
1984 31.8 34.0 30.7 36.4 31.9 33.2
1985 32.4 34.0 32.0 36.6 32.2 33.7
1986 33.1 34.0 34.9 38.6 31.0 34.1
1987 32.7 33.2 35.5 38.4 31.4 33.8
1988 33.8 33.1 36.9 38.8 30.9 34.2
1989 34.6 34.4 38.1 38.3 29.6 34.9
1990 35.6 33.8 37.6 37.3 28.2 34.5
1991 34.0 33.3 37.9 36.6 26.8 33.9
1992 33.3 33.6 38.2 36.6 27.7 34.0
1993 33.4 33.6 37.8 36.9 29.9 34.2
1994 35.0 33.8 39.4 39.8 31.0 34.8
1995 36.0 33.5 39.7 42.5 31.5 35.0

Note: See box, “Measuring Capital’s Share.”
 Source: OECD, 1996, p. A27.
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point). Figure 4.1 shows the average and eff ective marginal rates for 
 diff erent deciles of the wage distribution in France in 1996, taking ac-
count of income taxes, social charges, and social benefi ts (guaranteed 
minimum income, housing allowances, and so on) for single individ-
uals (Piketty, 1997a).

Th e Absence of Re distribution between Workers

Figure 4.1 shows that eff ective average rates are positive for all wage 
levels: other than a very small housing allowance for those earning 
close to the minimum wage, a worker with no children receives no di-
rect monetary transfer. Th e eff ective average rate is also positive for 
low- wage workers with children, because the  family allowance received 
is always very much smaller than the tax paid,  unless the number of 
children is very high. Last but not least, Figure 4.1 shows that eff ec-
tive rates do not vary much from one wage level to another: they are 

Wage distribution deciles (see Table 1.2)

Pe
rc

en
t

Average rate Marginal rate 

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 D10 infinite

Figure  4.1. Eff ective marginal and average rates in France in 1996. Source: 
Piketty, 1997a.




