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Introduction
Two British epidemiologists – Richard Wilkinson and Kate Picket – published in March 2009: “The
Spirit Level: Why more equal societies almost always do better”. The last part was then changed to
“Why equality is better for everyone”. This book came with an astonishing idea. In rich countries,
economic growth wasn’t anymore sufficient to get healthier or happier. Instead of that, certain
countries were experiencing more serious social problems. Wilkinson and Picket linked directly the
major health and social problems to levels of income inequality through a scientific analysis of the
richest countries in the world. People living in unequal societies were several times more likely to be
in jail, be mentally ill, be obese, be murdered, have higher infant mortality, etc. Redistribution of
wealth is the solution. It is not because there are more poor people in societies but it is only due to
inequality. Inequality is often compared to a virus spreading in all the society leading people to look
how much the others have money. This race to catch up the rich is responsible for all the breakage of
unequal societies according to the authors. People are getting less trusting, more anxious, less
community-minded… Even the rich are subject to these feelings. They always have to be prepared to
protect their social status, their job, face the jealousy of other people. This type of society is harmful
for all. For centuries, in all societies, philosophers have argued about if it is right or not to
redistribute resources from wealthy people who worked hard to poor people in order to have a more
equal society. The authors suggest that redistribution is everybody’s interest.
The book was well received. Polly Toynbee from The Guardian described it as “groundbreaking
research” (1) comparing Richard Wilkinson to “a kind of Darwin figure” (2). For Ken Livingstone, this
book is providing the “proof that most of the ills of our ‘broken society’ arise out of the growing
inequality of the past 30 years” (3). A famous columnist from The Independent - Yasmin AlibhaiBrown – wrote “As a social democrat perhaps I am viscerally (and irrationally) repulsed by the superaffluent and their show-off lifestyles. But others have looked at their effect coolly, and tested the
model. What they find is worse than anyone could have predicted. The most recent study is the most
compelling and shocking. All free marketeers should be made to memorise it from cover to cover.”
(4)
In the House of Lords, 9 months after publication, Baroness Royal discussing about the government’s
Equality Bill said “A number of noble Lords referred on Second Reading to the work of the Equality
Trust, which was summarised in a book, The Spirit Level, much quoted in this Chamber. The gist of
the authors’ impressive research is that societies that are more equal in terms of income distribution
tend to be better societies in every way—richer, healthier, happier, more cohesive, and less prone to
violent crime and so on. I concur with that analysis, which is why we need the socio-economic duty.”
(5).The power of the book and its consequences are though dramatic. Roy Hattersley in the New
Statesman said it “demonstrates the scientific truth of the assertion that social democrats have made
for a hundred years-sometimes more out of hope than intellectual certainty” (6). The authors don’t
hesitate to say “Understanding the effects of inequality means that we suddenly have a policy handle
on the wellbeing of whole society”, p. 33 of The Spirit Level.
This book has the pretention to be a scientific demonstration that inequality is responsible for more
social and health problems in societies. Usually scientific ideas and data are published in journals and
are reviewed by other colleagues who question the consistency of data and ideas. Since it wasn’t
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published in a journal, I propose to test the merits of their ideas and their scientific value. I want to
say from the start, the critic I propose to do is not based on any opinion. Using data coming from
different sources, I want to test how robust Wilkinson and Pickett’s conclusions are.

Methodology
Cherry-picking countries?
Wilkinson and Pickett are looking at the 50 richest countries in world, discarding countries without
reliable data in inequality. Countries with less than 3 million people were discarded because they are
tax havens according to the authors. Excluding tax havens makes perfectly sense, but basing it on the
population is not reliable at all. Slovenia (46th richest country) is not a tax haven but was discarded.
Hong Kong and South Korea were discarded without any reason. Both are very rich countries with a
population above 3 million. Singapore is not always included; Wilkinson and Picket explain they
couldn’t get reliable data. It would have been very interesting to have all these Asiatic countries and
not only Japan to compare if there is a cultural effect. Japan is very equal but Hong Kong and
Singapore are very unequal. The Czech Republic which is wealthier than Portugal was discarded. The
Czech Republic, Portugal, Slovenia, Hungary have a close Gross National Income per capita (Figure 1),
but Portugal is the only one which is very unequal and the only one used in The Spirit Level. Using all
of these countries would enable to check if Portugal is lacking of wealth or equality to explain why it
performs badly in the social and health topics compared to these other countries. Discarding these
countries is not consistent with their cut-off. Wilkinson and Pickett selected the countries of the
study because they are “on the flat part of the curve at the top right in Figure 1.1”, p. 7 (Figure 1),
“where life expectancy is no longer related to differences in Gross National Income” (p. 280). Picking
the 50 richest doesn’t make sense in that case. They should strictly respect their criteria, which is a
good reason for selection. Even when using their 50 cut-off, the 2005 World Bank’s figures give Hong
Kong, Slovenia, South Korean, Portugal, Czech Republic respectively rank 9, 45, 46, 48, 50. When
looking the 2008 figures, Portugal should be discarded since it is ranked 59. Using this 50 cut-off is
not efficient to try to find robust correlations and conclusions. The selection of the data is the ground
of the analysis, so it is important to strictly respect a reasonable threshold. A statistic analysis of the
relation between national income and life expectancy should be done to find the threshold, that way
it is not dependant on someone’s choice of picking the 50 richest countries because 50 is a round
number. To test the robustness of their analysis, I show some graphs from The Spirit Level Delusion,
where Christopher Snowdon includes Hong-Kong, Slovenia, Hungary, South Korean and Czech
Republic.
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Figure 1: National income doesn't improve anymore life expectancy. In red are the countries selected in The Spirit Level.
Blue color underlines countries that are discarded. The green line serves as the limit for the richest countries studied.

Measure inequality
The measure of inequality used in the book corresponds to the gap of the average of the richest and
poorest 20% of the population. A first reaction to this type of definition is that you can be richer and
richer; the amount you can get is almost infinite. But when you are poor, you cannot go under 0. That
may not be the best way to measure inequality. The very rich are lifting the average higher than the
very poor are decreasing it. Using the median income may give a totally different value and
correlation. Nevertheless, it is a way to measure inequality and we have to keep it in mind.
There are actually many more ways to measure inequality of a country. According to Wilkinson and
Pickett “they are all so closely related to each other that it doesn’t usually make much difference
which you use” (p. 17). That is actually not the case. If they were all really the same, everybody
would use the same. The measure of inequality depends on what you want to look for; all the
measures behave differently. I would like to quote Ichiro Kawach: “Obviously, there is no single
"best" measure of income inequality. Some measures (e.g., the Atkinson Index) are more "bottomsensitive" than others, i.e., more strongly correlated with the extent of poverty. The measures
perform differently under various types of income transfers. For instance, the Gini is much less
sensitive to income transfers between households if they lie near the middle of the income
distribution compared to the tails. The Robin Hood Index is insensitive with respect to income
transfers between households on the same side of the mean income, and so on. Investigators should
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select the measures based on the hypothesis to be addressed.” (7). Saying that everything is the
same is not correct. We will see later that Wilkinson and Pickett’s correlation are not robust, so using
another definition of inequality can deeply change the correlation.

Data treatment and their consistency
To measure inequality, Wilkinson and Pickett combined a four year time period for which they gave
the mean value, which is the inequality measure for every country they use in The Spirit Level. Then
data for the different question were chosen as nearly as possible to the same time frame they used
to calculate the inequality. This is actually quite complicated to understand what is motivating them
to do so. At least they should do the same for all the data they are studying. That is not the case.
They plot life expectancy against national income (p. 7). For the national income data, they used the
2002 version, it would have been normal to use the 2002 data for life expectancy. Instead of that, the
UN Human Development Report data for 2004 were used. Interestingly when they look at inequality
and life expectancy (p. 82) they use the 2002 data for life expectancy. It actually seems that some
data fit better than others…When looking at the major critics done on Wilkinson’s work (not only in
The Spirit Level) it seems to be a recurrent mistake:
"He [Wilkinson] gives no satisfactory explanation about why "the poorest 70%" should be chosen,
and the suspicion must be that the choice is derived from the data." (8)
"The strength of association between absolute income and life expectancy seems quite sensitive to
which countries are included. What constitutes an appropriate set of countries of this sort is
certainly open to debate. Nevertheless, we have shown that compared with Wilkinson's selection of
23 countries, the addition of the other 10 equally wealthy nations that constitute the full sample,
significantly
changes
the
results."(9)
"Although many aspects of this debate are still unresolved, it has recently become clear that the
findings of that paper [Wilkinson, BMJ, 1992] were an artifact of the selection of countries... the
evidence for a correlation between income inequality and the health of the population is slowly
dissipating.”(10)
For their defense, Wilkinson insisted that other recent studies concluded that there is a relationship
between inequality and health, quoting Kondo et al. The conclusion from Kondo is quite different:
“The results suggest a modest adverse effect of income inequality on health, although the population
impact might be larger if the association is truly causal.”
That leads us to another problem. How are they using other people’s data and conclusions?

The misuse of others conclusions or data
Misleading us
Talking about community life and the weaker links in unequal countries, they quote Putman to
answer “But does inequality create low levels of trust, or does mistrust create inequality?”:
“Community and equality are mutually reinforcing... Social capital and economic inequality moved in
tandem through most of the twentieth century. In terms of the distribution of wealth and income,
America in the 1950s and 1960s was more egalitarian than it had been in more than a century.
...those same decades were also the high point of social connectedness and civic engagement.
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Record highs in equality and social capital coincided. Conversely, the last third of the twentieth
century was a time of growing inequality and eroding social capital. By the end of the
twentieth century the gap between rich and poor in the US had been increasing for nearly
three decades, the longest sustained increase in inequality for at least a century. The timing of the
two trends is striking: somewhere around 1965-70 America reversed course and started becoming
both less just economically and less well connected socially and politically."(12). Wilkinson and
Pickett use this quotation as the proof that Putman believed that increasing income equality leads to
increasing social capital. That is not the case, Wilkinson and Pickett selected the part that fits what
they want and misuse what Putman really says. At the beginning of the quotation it is actually
“Community and equality are mutually reinforcing, not mutually incompatible." Wilkinson and
Pickett stop their quotation before: "This pair of trends illustrates that fraternity and equality are
complementary, not warring values." This is totally misleading, using selective quotations give this
impression that the author concludes something that he actually don’t.
Evolution to serve Wilkinson and Pickett
To give more strength to their data and their ideas, Wilkinson and Pickett tend to use a classical
scientific literature dealing with biological theories like the thrifty phenotype, evolution to support
their claims. It is surprising that they are not critical with the examples they use. To support the idea
that we are intrinsically egalitarian, which is our primitive nature, they us, among others, the
example of “the ultimatum game”. A proposer is given a certain amount of money and has to give a
part of it to the responder. The responder then decides if he/she takes the money or not. If the
responder agrees to take the money, everybody keep the money: the responder gets what the
proposer gave and the proposer what is left. Otherwise everybody loses it. Both the responder and
the proposer know the rules that the responder decides and the consequences of the choice. They
are said that this happens once and only once. If we just reason like machines, the proposer should
give the less and the responder should take anything. In facts people tend to give between 43 and
48% (13), the responder reject usually when it is under 20%, it is the “altruistic punishment”.
Wilkinson and Pickett use these famous results to support that we are profoundly egalitarian. First, it
is not 50%! The fact that it is less than 50% can be interpreted as being totally selfish. The proposer
knows that the responder has the right to say no and in that case everybody loses the money. The
best tactic is to give something close to 50% but of course less if you want to be a little selfish.
Another objection is the amount used, if you give the proposer $10 or $1.000.000.000. In the first
case if I am given 10% I will refuse but in the other case I won’t. This game with these rules is more
like a deal between two people, totally selfish. It tends to be fair because it is very selfish. The
evolutionary interpretation is that this type of fairness would have been selected to ensure social
cohesion between peers. Indeed, if you are fair with someone, this one will be fair either with you or
your relatives; at least it is what we hope. This way you improve your fitness. Further in the text,
Wilkinson and Pickett try to keep an evolutionary vision. They use the work of Dewaal and Lanting on
Chimps and Bonobos (14). Bonobos are better at co-operative tasks than chimps. “If, of the twin
concept of sex and power, the chimpanzee has an appetite for the second, the bonobo clearly has
one for the first. The chimpanzee resolves sexual issues (disputes) with power; the bonobo resolves
power issues with sex” (p. 32). Wilkinson and Pickett seem to support that the only reason to this
difference is a DNA fragment important in the regulation of social, sexual and parenting behavior;
they quote: a Science paper (15). They conclude that we are comforted to know that we have this
section, so we should make love and not war! What does that mean? First it is very difficult to
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imagine that a small piece of DNA can make the difference, in numerous studies in human autism
many fragments and other aspects were found to play a role in social behavior: FoxP2, Drd4,
circulating hormones levels, receptor density, etc. (16). This article (16) comes from the laboratory of
Larry J. Young, the last author of the Science paper cited by Wilkinson and Pickett. Now if we look at
the reference they quote; it is a respectable Science paper that shows that this DNA section has a
role in regulation of social behavior in the prairie vole! They then compare the sequence of humans,
chimps and bonobos. They conclude that humans and bonobos share a high homology of this DNA
section not the chimps. That’s it! Reading Wilkinson and Pickett it is the only reason of the
difference; they found the social gene! NB: high homology doesn’t mean equality. In genetics, even
with a high homology you can have very different things. We share 99% of DNA sequence homology
with the chimps but we are very different. The authors of the Science paper say: “Perhaps in primate
species, as in vole species, both inter- and intraspecific variation in regulatory microsatellites of the
avpr1a gene can give rise to behavioral variation via altered regulation of the distribution of this gene
product across individuals.” Why Wilkinson and Pickett need to suggest more than the author of the
paper can do? It is another misleading and misuse of people’s conclusions and data. Without being
geneticists they suggest implicitly to the reader that there is a gene of social behavior. This is false
and dangerous! These types of considerations conducted societies like the famous egalitarian
societies: Finland, Swede and Norway to adopt eugenics laws to prevent mentally ill people to have
children by ordering massive sterilization! They believed that all the mental diseases were genetic
and a way to eradicate it and improve the society was to stop these people from having progeny!
These laws were mostly applied in egalitarian countries and until the 70’s.
Looking for our ancestors: paradise lost!
After being geneticists, Wilkinson and Pickett suddenly adopt an anthropologist approach to argue
that we are indeed, at least at the beginning, intrinsically fair. They say: “the last 2 million years
covering the most time we have been “anatomically modern” (that is to say, looking much as we do
now), human beings lived in remarkably egalitarian hunting and gathering - or foraging - groups” (1720) and “Modern inequality arose and spread with the development of agriculture” (p. 208). So we
spent the major part of our time over the last 2 million years being egalitarian, and we turned out to
be more unequal 10.000 years ago with the apparition of agriculture. What does that really mean
“looking much as we do now”? It is something very subjective! 2 million years ago Homo erectus
appeared, the anatomical characteristics are quite different even if this is our anatomically closest
species. Homo sapiens (our species), appeared 0.2 million years ago and replaced the pre-existing
Homo species. When you look at this type of groups of hunter and gather you will see that they are
small (30 individuals) and highly related. It is like a huge family and of course, in family, you tend to
be more egalitarian, help the others. This is exactly what happens in minorities of different countries.
As soon as you share some characteristics you cluster against the others. This implies that when
these groups found other hunting and gathering groups they tend to avoid each other or to compete
for food. They can in some occasions make alliance or make war; this was the case for Native
Americans. It is obvious that when you are small groups you keep fairness and trust inside but not
necessarily with other groups. Another factor of this egalitarian state is the necessity to have very
few things since you need to move. So you don’t create jealousy among the different people of the
group. Regarding nowadays tribes, there is a hierarchy. Even if it is not based on richness, it is based
on age or a kind of respect. The transition between the Middle and the Upper-Paleolithic (80.000
years ago) corresponds to another revolution: the division and specialization of work! (21).
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Specialized tools were created that considerably improved the gathering and hunting techniques
increasing food quantities and so comfort. This may be the beginning of inequalities between
individuals. Agriculture is in the continuity of these revolutions. Agriculture needs a fight for better
lands (as it was for hunting), more people to plant, cultivate, cook and protect the goods. That leads
inevitably to the creation of a higher hierarchy to control all these tasks. Wilkinson and Pickett forgot
to give all these details and give us the impression that our species has always been a perfect
egalitarian species.

Statistics
When reading The Spirit Level people need to have in mind that doing statistics and having
meaningful results on countries is very complicated. It is not trivial to compare rich countries using
only one criterion: inequality. There are many cultural, political, economical differences between
countries. Forgetting all the rest, as Wilkinson and Pickett do, is a mistake. They don’t even want to
take it into account, they point out only inequality so that it becomes the only explanation in readers’
minds.
Wilkinson and Pickett spend their entire book doing linear regressions. This is totally weird coming
from two epidemiologists that should have way more appropriate statistics than a simple linear
regression. Using a multiple regression could give the influence of many different factors that could
explain all the studied parameters. A principal component analysis could help to see if there are any
group effects. Let’s come back to the basic linear regression. The aim is to fit the equation Y=a+bX. Y
and X are two variables, X is usually inequality in the book, Y can be trust, life span, etc, b is the slope,
a the intersection with Y axis. To test how close the model is with the data, the coefficient of
correlation (R) is used. R2 gives you the percentage of the variability that you can explain with your
model (values are in [0-1]). A low R2 means that you cannot use a line to describe your data
repartition. A high R2 means that your model can predict the data repartition.
The table 1 gives the R2 for some of their data. Giving R instead of R2 hides the poor explanation of
the model. We have to conclude that their model of inequality explains only partially the data.
Sometimes it is a very partial explanation but they don’t hesitate to conclude that there is a
correlation. We have to admit that it is very difficult to have very high R2 in these types of studies.
That strongly support that the observation is multi-faceted. The best correlation is for Index, we will
come on it later. The US data show globally less correlation. Even in the same country, with the same
federal laws and very similar way of thinking, the hypothesis of inequality fails to be robust.
Moreover, the Rs are shown for only a couple of the graphs they present, not for all the figures.
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Table 1: Correlation coefficients and the explained variation by the model. Inter data: data for the set of countries used
by in The Spirit Level. US data: relative to the American states.

Trust

Life expectancy

Infant mortality

Obesity

Mental illness

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

R

-0,66

-0,70

-0,44

-0,45

0,42

0,43

0,57

0,47

0,73

0,18

2

0,44

0,49

0,19

0,20

0,18

0,18

0,32

0,22

0,53

0,03

R

Teenage birth
rate

Homicides

Imprisonment

Education score

Index

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

Inter
data

US
data

R

0,73

0,46

0,47

0,42

0,75

0,48

-0,45

-0,47

0,87

0,59

2

0,53

0,21

0,22

0,18

0,56

0,23

0,20

0,22

0,76

0,35

R

Then we need to test the slope (b). The null hypothesis is used (b=0), with a t-test. A low p-value
means that b is significantly different from 0. Globally Wilkinson and Pickett’s data have a
significantly different b from 0. The next step is to see the value of b, which gives you an idea of how
flat is the line. When you compare the 2 extremes: Japan and Singapore, there is a ∆Inequality=6.3.
Depending on the value of b, the increase or decrease is b*∆Inequality. If b is very low, even if you
have a good correlation, does that make sense to point that? Imagine b=0.1, so b*∆Inequality=0.63,
that means you increase/decrease 0.63 units (%, years, etc) from one to the other side of the
inequality scale. They need to show us the values. They like to represent in Y axis “high”, “low” (p.59,
71, 60, 106, 139, 160, 174, 180,188). Does that hide a change of scale? They like to play with the
scales to enlarge the differences. This is the question I ask about their “Index for health and social
problems” even if the correlation is good. I tried to find how they established this index but it is not
explained in the book, how do they normalize?
Some tests are needed to show how robust is the model. That is the answer to: does the model rely
on single points or is it a global trend? How sensible is your model when you discard or add other
points? If the correlation is lost when you remove one single point that means your model is not
robust even if your correlation is quite good or your p-value is significant. Pete Saunders wrote “Of
20 statistical claims examined, 14 are shown to be spurious or invalid, and in only one case (the
association internationally between infant mortality and income inequality) does the evidence
unambiguously support Wilkinson and Pickett’s hypothesis” (22). Pete Saunders insists that their
correlation is strongly dependent on outliers. That makes the correlation less robust.
It is quite obvious that their methodology seems to have some artifacts, let’s see what their
conlusions are and how robust they are.

Breakage of our social links and our happiness
The quality of your social relations is strongly affected by inequality. This is a strong point of
Wilkinson and Pickett’s theory. This disruption of our social relation is also associated to a low
happiness and well-being.
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Trust and life community
The quality of our social life is deeply affected by the way we are looking the others and how the
others are considering us. Trust is a way to measure this phenomenon. People trust more each other
in equal societies. People are asked if they agree to: “most people can be trusted” (p. 52). We can
note that there is a cluster of Nordic countries that are very trustful. Using data from the different US
states, they conclude that in more equal states, more people agreed with that statement. Robert
Putnam noted that when inequality is increasing in the USA, the social cohesion and trust are eroding
(12). To show that, Wilkinson and Pickett represent the evolution of inequality over the 1960-1998
time period against level of trust and conclude “as inequality increased, so trust declined” (p. 56).
Two comments on Figure 4.1: 1) They use the Gini index of inequality, 2) The level of trust is:
“percent of people who can be trusted”. Figure 4. 1,2 and 3 are not consistent in between! They ask
different questions. Totally different things are plotted. Regarding Wilkinson and Pickett’s
conclusions, it seems to be all the same.
The data used by Wilkinson and Pickett for the trust levels are 15 years old, using recent data (23)
doesn’t really alter the trend they pointed out but confirm that this trend seems exclusively due to
the four Nordic countries Norway, Sweden, Finland and Denmark that share similarities in their way
of thinking. Their high levels of trust can also be attributed to their high ethnic homogeneity (23).
Another remark is the way the survey was done. The World Value Survey gave two choices: “most
people can be trusted” and “you can’t be too careful”.

The World Value Survey
measured the community life
by looking at how many
people are involved in charity,
clubs, sports groups, etc. Note
that religious groups were
discarded. Figure 2 shows
that more unequal countries
tend to be more implicated in
community association. That
doesn’t fit their data.
Figure 2: Involvement in community association is higher in more unequal countries. Snowdon.

Wilkinson and Pickett try to use a corollary of their conclusion that egalitarian countries are more
trustful. If they are, they should give more to charity and be more generous to spend money on
foreign developing countries. Using data from the OECD, they show that more egalitarian countries
spend a higher percentage of national income on foreign aid (p. 61). This graph is a rare graph with a
strong R2. It is actually mixing what people think and politics. This graph only shows that
governments in more egalitarian countries give more of their GDP to foreign aid. When looking at
people’s donation according to Charities Aid Foundation, countries with fewer taxes like the USA
tend to give more and are encouraged by the government thanks to taxes-break to donate
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voluntarily. As an example for 2005, Americans gave 1.73% of GDP to charity versus 0.14% for
France. The American government gave only 0.18% of GDP versus 0.39% for France (24). All together
Americans gave 4 times more than France to foreign aid. There is clearly a misleading in Wilkinson
and Pickett’s reasoning. People might think that more egalitarian societies give more to charity
because people are more trustful. This is not necessary the case. Actually people with higher taxes
tend to give less (24); this is the case for egalitarian countries. Taken together, voluntary and
governmental donations may not be correlated to inequality; it may be even the contrary to what
Wilkinson and Pickett assume.

People’s quality of life
Wilkinson and Pickett say about Portugal:“Imagine living somewhere where 90 per cent of the
population mistrusts one another and what that must mean for the quality of everyday life – the
interactions between people at work, on the street, in shops, in school” (p. 54). It really seems to be
the hell to live in unequal societies,
people are so mistrusting that all
the quality of life seems to be lost.
Let’s look at the quality of life! The
Economist
Intelligence
Unit
developed a quality of life index
including well-being, health, family
relations, job security, social and
community
activities,
political
freedom and gender equality. Figure
3 shows that there is no correlation
between quality of life index and
inequality.
Figure 3: Quality of life index doesn't correlate with inequality. Snowdon.

The OECD (Economic Co-operation
and Development) developed the
better life index to measure wellbeing in terms of quality of life
(governance, safety, community,
health, education, environment and
work-life balance) and material living
conditions (jobs, housing, income).
We can ask if the OECD data support
Wilkinson and Pickett’s hypothesis.
Figure 4 shows the Better Life Index.
There are no correlation at all
between inequality and the better
life index.
Figure 4: OECD better life index
http://spiritleveldelusion.blogspot.com/

doesn't

support
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Wilkinson

and

Pickett's

results.

Snowdon,

If we go further and try to see the different aspects of the Better Life Index, they don’t support
Wilkinson and Picket’s hypothesis. They put in center that stronger social support networks in more
equal countries create a happier and healthier environment. According to the OECD data on quality
of social support network (Figure 5A), there is no correlation. The same conclusion comes for life
expectancy and life satisfaction (Figure 5B and D). Self-reported health (Figure 5C) shows the
contrary of Wilkinson and Pickett’s hypothesis. These data are consistent with the previous work on
quality of life done by The Economist. They concluded: “There is no evidence for an explanation
sometimes proffered for the apparent paradox of increasing incomes and stagnant life-satisfaction
scores: the idea that an increase in someone’s income causes envy and reduces the welfare and
satisfaction of others. In our estimates, the level of income inequality had no impact on levels of life
satisfaction. Life satisfaction is primarily determined by absolute, rather than relative, status (related
to states of mind and aspirations).” (25).

Figure 5: OECD better life index decomposition. Snowdon, http://spiritleveldelusion.blogspot.com/

These graphs include all the countries richer than Portugal that were discarded in The Spirit Level.
Singapore is not an OECD member so it’s not represented in the graphs; in most Wilkinson and
Pickett’s graphs it not represented as well.

Happiness
Another corollary of more trustful societies should be more happiness. Wilkinson and Pickett used
happiness to demonstrate that “happiness levels fail to rise further as countries get still richer” (p. 8).
They plot the percent of “very happy” or “quite happy” against gross national income (p. 9). Of
course you cannot increase levels of happiness above 100%! Since rich countries are already close to.
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Nevertheless happiness is a measure of
our quality of life. Figure 6 shows that
happiness is not correlated to
inequality.

Figure 6: No relation between happiness and
inequality. Snowdon.

Prisons and punishments
They argue that more equal societies are living better and have better social interactions. The other
sides are the social problems that should be more frequent in more unequal societies. An example of
a high social problem is prison.
The number of prisoners depends on the rate crimes, tendency to send in prison and length of
imprisonment. The USA and the UK tended recently to sentence minor crimes or to send people
longer to prison. Instead of being fined with money, they are more likely to be imprisoned (p. 238240).
Bizarrely this interpretation is not sufficient for Wilkinson and Pickett to explain the crime rate. Using
the UN survey on crime trends and the operations of criminal justice systems (26) they show a strong
correlation between inequality and prisoners’ number (p. 148). This is another rare graph with a high
correlation coefficient, “more people are imprisoned in more unequal countries”. They conclude
exactly the same way for the different US states. There is a huge difference of methodology. When
comparing the countries they use a log scale, what does that really mean? Since when comparing the
American states they use a linear scale. On the first graph they show that there is an exponential
correlation and on the second it is linear. So the effects of imprisonment cannot be attributed to the
same reasons. There is a more important problem: is the imprisonment rate really indicative of a
high crime rate? If it is, in that case only they can argue that inequality leads to social problems. A
high imprisonment rate is not necessarily a social problem; crime rate is the social problem. As they
stated above, the length of imprisonment and the rates people are sent in prison are very important
for the number of prisoners. When a society is more punitive it tends to have more prisoners and
vice-versa. It is bizarre that Wilkinson and Pickett don’t take it into account since they dedicated a
subpart of their chapter 11 writing about that. Figure 7A shows the recorded crimes are inversely
correlated to inequality. The data are coming from the UN’s Survey of Crime Trends, it is the
following edition, the 9th, of (26) that Wilkinson and Pickett used. When compared to the graph of
prisoners’ number vs. inequality, there is clearly a different way to punish crimes. Egalitarian
countries tend not to punish that much crimes or sentences length are short. This is the opposite for
unequal countries that tend to be more punitive and more severe. The higher crime rates are in
egalitarian countries like Sweden and Finland. The correlation is kept when looking at thefts Figure
7B.
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Figure 7: Rates of crimes are higher in more egalitarian countries. Snowdon.

Figures for robbery, sexual assault, theft fraud and hate crimes are above the EU average for
Denmark and Sweden (27). Sweden has the higher incidence rape in Europe, even higher than in the
USA (28). It is tempting to note that Sweden is a country where people are highly trustful.
Wilkinson and Pickett argue that imprisonment is not the best way to solve the problem.
Interestingly over the past decades the number of imprisoned in the USA and the UK increased but
the crime rates diminished (29). Other social and economical reasons could explain the drop of crime
rates. Wilkinson and Pickett point out the difficult conditions of imprisonment and use the example
of the “supermax” prisons (30) and the famous Sheriff Joe Arpaio’s “tent city” in the Arizona desert
(31). They quote Gilligan to highlight that prison is not the solution; it is the best way to turn a nonviolent to a violent person (30). Moreover the prison system is given more money than for education
(32). It is actually a common debate between punishment and help for reinsertion. It is difficult to
choose between both. The Americans have indeed a punitive way of thinking. When your daughter is
raped or a relative killed or robbed, it is not easy to say that the society has to help him/her and to
provide him/her good conditions for spending his time in prison. The aim is not necessarily to deter
but is first to punish.

Looking at homicides Wilkinson and
Pickett
conclude
that
more
inequality is associated with more
homicide (p. 135). It is a correlation
that relies only on the USA. The USA
is clearly an outlier, when removed
the correlation is lost (Figure 8). The
correlation is not robust at all.

Figure 8: Homicide correlation relies on an outlier, the USA. Snowdon.

Wilkinson and Pickett have to face another problem. Inequality is rising over the past 1990’s and
2000’s years but the murder rate almost halved over the two decades. They write: “Homicide rates in
America, after rising for decades, peaked in the early 1990’s, then fell to their lowest level in the
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early 2000s. In 2005, they started to rise again.” (p. 142). The pick in 1991 is true (9.8 per 100,000).
But they mislead the reader. Their “started to rise again” is actually a change from 5.5 to 5.6! What
an increase! The overall trend is hidden by Wilkinson and Pickett. In 2008, the homicide rate was 5.4,
the lowest since 1965 (33). Wilkinson and Pickett fail to explain how homicide rate can decrease
whereas inequality is rising. Worse, they make us think intentionally the contrary of what is really
happening. The 2008 data was available when they published the first edition of The Spirit Level.
Even if there may be some technical problems they should have corrected the mistakes with the new
data available when they published the recent edition. They did not. This is a serious fault for a real
scientist!

Education and teenage birth
In the major democracies, education is seen as being the way for social improvement. Education is
supposed to give the same chances to everybody. Wilkinson and Pickett suggest that inequalities play
a role in giving children the best education. Unequal countries have lower scores in math and literacy
among the 15-year old (p. 106). School drop-out is higher in unequal states (p. 108). They insist on
children’s environment, they do better when parents are skilled and rich. Parents’ income plays an
important role for providing the children the best education and a higher rate of success (34). They
also call for “stereotype threat” (35) which consists in saying that if you are reminded your social
class you will do worse. NB: The article they are referring to is a study on women. But for Wilkinson
and Pickett it seems to be the same for both sexes. When an environment provides you the feeling of
success, you can do better. They use the example of Indian children of different castes. They ask
them to do a task (solve mazes); there are no differences. Then they ask them publicly to which caste
they belong to and ask them to do the task. Children from higher castes perform better and children
from lower castes perform badly (p. 114). The fact to remind them to which social class they belong
to influences strongly their performance. A problem with the graph they show is the reproducibility.
There are no error bars, so no statistics to comfort the differences observed. They finally relate the
aspiring to low-skilled work of 15-year-olds to inequality. Children from more unequal countries have
more unrealistic hopes. If Japan is removed from Figure 8.6, the trend would be lost.
Teenage birth is related to inequality according to Wilkinson and Pickett and is more frequent when
household income is low. For the American states they combine both births and abortions and show
a correlation with income inequality. This is not consistent with the other graphs. Do you still keep
the same correlation when you plot only the births? That leads us to policy considerations on
abortion. Usually the English-speaking countries tend to have more puritan policies concerning
abortion. That can have a major impact on the statistics. Moreover abortion was illegal in Portugal
until 2007. Culturally, English-speaking countries tend to marry younger than the other countries.
Even if the average age of first marriage doesn’t corresponds to teenagers’ that shows a trend to
begin a familial life younger (Table 2). This is to be considered as indicative since average first
marriage is not synonymous of first baby.
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Table 2: Average age of first marriage between English speaking countries and the other studied countries. –Portugal
means Portugal was removed. A t-test was used to test the difference between English speaking countries and the
others.

English speaking The others The others(-Portugal) p-value p-value (-Portugal)
men

30,1

32,0

32,3

0,019

0,007

women

28,2

29,6

29,8

0,056

0,028

mean

29,1

30,8

31,1

0,032

0,014

Moreover the data Wilkinson and Pickett use are for women aged 15-19 years this is actually post
teenage period for girls. A best way to show the correlation would be to narrow the period 15-16
years for example. By adding the 18 and 19 years old, they add a normal phenomenon of beginning
familial life earlier.
Wilkinson and Pickett explain the early maturity with J. Belsky work (36). When you can rely on your
mate you tend to have few children to take care more of each, but when you cannot you adopt a
quantitative strategy and you have babies earlier. This is consistent with their theory that more
egalitarian countries are more trustful. In that case the birth rate should be correlated with
inequality. Since inequality is rising in the USA and the UK so should be the fertility rate. For the
period 1970-2000, the birth rate in the USA and the UK decreased (37). The UK has in 2000 lower
fertility rate than Norway, Finland, Netherlands, Denmark or Belgium. This is not consistent with the
explanation Wilkinson and Pickett give.

Mental illness
A good proportion of children in the USA and the UK were diagnosed to be mentally hill. The Daily
Mail titled “the disturbed generation” (38). Different degrees of severity are reported. About 10% of
children have a mental illness (39, 40). These illnesses have serious economical drawbacks on their
societies. The cost for England’s health care is important, over £400 million (41) and for the USA $100
billion. In 1998, the World Mental Health Survey Consortium (WMH), set up by the World Health
Organization (WHO), established a set of questions to estimate the numbers of mental illnesses in
different countries (not all studied). Using the WHO 2004 and other data to complete, Wilkinson and
Pickett concluded that “more people suffer from mental illnesses in more unequal countries” (p. 67).
The same graph was used by James in both Affluenza and The Selfish Capitalist. He concluded that
the English-speaking world was more subject to mental diseases. This is not really obvious on
Wilkinson and Pickett’s graph 5.1 (p. 67) since they discarded Singapore which has about 17% of
mental illness. But there seem to be a cluster of English-speaking world, that’s the James’ conclusion.
The data Wilkinson and Pickett used are not consistent, they come from different sources and so the
measure is different and the comparison is not really possible. Interestingly, the WHO did another
survey: the International Consortium in Psychiatric Epidemiology (ICPE), 2003 that gave different
results. According to the WHM, Netherlands had 14.9%, Germany 9.1% of mental illness; according
to the ICPE figures were respectively: 23.3% and 24%. Figures are totally different. The WHM
underestimates the figures for European countries (8-19%) compared to the ICPE and the national
surveys (20-40%) (42, 43).
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It is quite surprising to note that within a year about 20% of people experienced a mental illness. Of
course the major parts of these illnesses are minor. The Diagnostic and statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM), is actually the bible for all psychiatrists. It was first published in 1952 by Dr Robert
Spitzer and it reported all the 106 mental disorders known at that moment. The second edition
(1968) had 82 new disorders; the third edition (1980) had 265 mental disorders. For this last edition a
list of symptoms for each mental disorder was provided. From that point it became for everybody
easy to diagnose any disorder. People were encouraged in the USA to self-diagnose, of course that
led to many people thinking they are ill and demanding to be prescribed antidepressant like Prozac
for not related disorders. Even worse, the US National Institute of Mental Health surveyed randomly
the population using a set of questions concluding to mental disorders among the population. These
types of surveys are actually creating the disorders. These types of surveys were used to evaluate the
proportion of mental illness by the WHO. Even the author Dr Spitzer wrote: “(the DSM-III’s)
diagnostic criteria specified the symptoms that must be present to justify a given diagnosis, but
ignored any reference to the context in which they developed. In so doing, they allowed normal
responses to stressors to be characterised as symptoms of disorder”. The DMS is meant to be used
by psychiatrists and not to screen a population. It seems more likely that there are no much
differences between the wealthy countries regarding their mental illness.

Stress and society: consequences?
The high stress levels and mental illness that are pointed out in highly unequal countries should be
compatible with other consequences. When someone is highly stressed one can try to distress by
different ways. The best way would be to do sport but this is not likely to be the case in unequal
societies since the obesity rate would be lower. Keeping in mind their theory of eating for comfort
and trying to be consistent with their ideas, we should expect to see more consumption of alcohol or
cigarettes, at least legal things one could use to distress. Figure 9A shows the consumption of alcohol
per capita in liters. There is no correlation between inequality and alcohol consumption, the trend
seems actually to be the opposite. When looking at the egalitarian countries such as Norway and
Sweden, their consumption is low and it may be due to their high taxes and their restrictive policies
(44). This encourages cross-border sales especially in Denmark from the Nordic states. In turn
Denmark buy to Germany for very cheap. Figure 9B shows the smoking prevalence among men. Data
were collected for the 2001-2004 time period. Again, there is no correlation between higher smoking
prevalence and higher inequality; it seems to be the other way. Both these legal ways to distress fail
to be consistent with Wilkinson and Pickett’s ideas.

Figure 9: Alcohol consumption and smoking are higher in more egalitarian countries. Snowdon.
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Nevertheless, Wilkinson and Pickett are concluding that unequal societies are totally breaking apart
regarding all the social aspects. People’s minds are totally sick. That strongly affects our body. It’s
under our skin.

Mens sana in corpore sano
The infections and diseases related to low income have been replaced by chronic diseases such as
heart diseases, cancers, obesity, etc. According to Wilkinson and Pickett these new diseases are more
important and frequent in unequal societies. This not new since Wilkinson published in 1991:
Towards equality in health: income and health, arguing that “economic growth no longer ensures
rising standards of health”, in 1996: Unhealthy Societies: The Affliction Of Inequality and in 2006: The
Impact Of Inequality: How To Make Sick Societies Healthier.

Life expectancy
The relation between low life expectancy and high inequality was already studied. The author of this
theory is Wilkinson himself. He published “Income distribution and life expectancy” in January 1992,
BMJ where he demonstrated that more egalitarian countries have higher life expectancies. The “vast
literature” Wilkinson and Pickett are referring to is usually the work of Wilkinson. It is not very robust
when you can only refer to your own work. In 1995 Ken Judge published in BMJ a response to the
1992 article. Judge criticizes the use of the poorest 70% of families as a measure of inequality for the
study of the repartition of the national income. Judge goes further: it “must be that the choice is
derived from the data” (45). When using the bottom 10 or 20 %, the correlation disappeared. This
was confirmed by several studies, in 2002 a study performed in Europe concluded to no association
between inequality and life expectancy (46). Other factors were proposed to link life expectancy like
education (47) and underinvestment (48).
It was pointed in the Methodology section that there was no consistency between the date of the
data for life expectancy and the dates for calculation of inequality (2003-2006). Depending on which
set of data you use, you see a different correlation. The 2006 UN Human Development Report data
show something totally different (Figure 10). The correlation is lost and the trend is the contrary to
their claim. If we look at the 2009 report, the conclusion is the same. NB: in that case the data is out
of the period they used to average inequality. Not depending on who is right or who is wrong, the
change of date and the change of the set of countries used have a major effect on the correlation.
That suggests that the correlations and the conclusions are not robust at all!

Figure 10: Life expectancy correlation is dependent on the year you use. From left to right: 2004, 2006 and 2009 data.
Snowdon.
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Even the assumption made by Wilkinson that life expectancy is not related to economic growth (49)
wasn’t true. This claim was made in 1984 and the main critic was on the choice of countries that are
included in the study (48). Wilkinson was criticized for cherry-picking his data.
To bypass this problem, Wilkinson and Pickett claim that life expectancy is not improved when health
expenditure is higher (Figure 6.2 p. 80, Figure 11). First, they should draw the linear regression to let
us appreciate if we do or not see the correlation. Second, they like to use two by two comparisons
like Greece with the USA to show that Greece performs better than the USA with much less health
expenditure. Babies in the USA have a 40% higher risk of dying within their first year compared to
Greece. But you can see that
egalitarian countries cluster
with very unequal countries
(the UK and Finland) and that
sometime unequal society does
better. Of course a two by two
comparison gives some ideas
but is not a rule! If we think
about the different health
systems, we may have an
answer to the differences
between Greece and the USA.
Even if you spend a lot of
money on your equipments in
the USA, few people really
have access to it.
Figure 11: Life expectancy is unrelated to spending on health care in rich countries. The Spirit Level.

Obesity
Obesity is another major disease that hits rich societies and is more frequent in unequal societies in
both adults and 13 to 15 year-olds (Figure 7.1 and 7.2 p. 92-93, Figure 12). Japan does best and the
USA worst. If we look at Greece and the USA, the percentage of obese is very close for adults. These
two countries are very different culturally. The first one has a Mediterranean type of food, which is
well known to be very healthy. Despite the fact that Greece is an average unequal country and its
food regime, we have to make another hypothesis. Education and culture may explain these
differences. Japan is well known to be a culture where you stop eating before you are full. People are
eating for comfort; it is “stress-eating” according to Wilkinson and Pickett. It is interesting that they
never try to explain these differences according to different cultures. Usually the English speaking
countries do the worst concerning obesity. If you look at their habits, you will see that these
differences stem from their way of life and their considerations for food. In the USA for example,
cooking is something rare. It is more like an upper class activity. That implies that you have time.
Speaking with Americans, the major part of the middle-class prefers to eat-out, cooking is a waste of
time. This is very encouraged by the low prices for fast-foods. By fast-food I don’t mean only
McDonalds, Burger King, but all the small shops selling you food for cheap. If you look at this food, it
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is commonly fatter than the one someone could cook. Even in restaurants it is saltier and fatter.
When you go to a supermarket, cheap aliments are full of high corn syrup and so on. Vegetables and
fruits are expensive. If you want to buy good and healthy food you have to pay way more. For
comparison you have on one hand healthy food with Whole Markt and on the other hand the
opposite with Walgreens, CVS, Vons. Farmer markets are rare and expensive. Regarding all these
facts, it is not surprising to have more obese people in these states. Of course this can be encouraged
by “eating for comfort”, to show off that you eat out as said by Wilkinson and Pickett. But is it really
showing off to say “I can afford a $3 carne assada burrito every day!”? It is more cultural and a way
of life. The only way to prevent it is to teach children to choose better among all the sweat-fat-cheap
food.

Figure 12: Adult and children's obesity is related to inequality. The Spirit Level.

If we go further with their analysis, they use a theory “the thrifty phenotype” which says that
mothers under stress transmit this signal through hormones to their progeny during the pregnancy.
This signals lead to babies with lower birth weight and metabolic rates. Evolutionary this is to face an
environment where food is scarce. They try to keep it consistent with their theory that unequal
societies tend to create more stress. Since food is not actually scarce, these babies tend to be more
subject to obesity. Their metabolic rate is low. Wilkinson and Pickett like to stress that inequalities
are rising especially in the USA and the UK. In this case, children should be more subject to obesity
than parents. If we compare Figure 7.1 and 7.2 p. 92-93 (Figure 12), there is no proof of that. It
seems to be the contrary (the scale is smaller for children than parents).
Now if we look at the data collection for adults; it is very heterogeneous and inconsistent. The
International Obesity Task Force (IOTF) collected data sometimes using only one city like for Sweden
(50). The IOTF passed the value from 30% to 17.5% for Greece (51). The data are coming from a twodecade collection with different groups. Recent updates have been made for the USA and the UK and
not for the others. Differences between recent and older data can be expected. Moreover, studies
asking people’s weight and height were conducted in some countries underestimating the real
figures in some groups of the society. So it is very difficult to compare the data and try to find a
correlation.

20

Heart-attacks
A corollary of Wilkinson and
Pickett’s correlation with obesity
should be heart-attack; since
obesity is a major risk of heartattacks (52). If higher inequality
leads to higher rate of obesity so it
should be the case of heart-attacks.
Figure 13 shows that there are no
strong reasons to believe that
ischemic heart diseases mortality is
related to inequality.
Figure 13: Heart-attacks are not related to inequality. Snowdon

Why is it so urgent to be more equal?
Evolution of income inequalities
Evolution of income inequality during the last 30 years in the UK and the USA shows an increase of
about 40% (p. 240). They compare the gap between the incomes of the richest and the poorest 10%.
This is a way to measure inequality. But this is a different way they used to measure inequality. In all
the rest of the book they used the definition of inequality as being the gap between the incomes of
the richest and the poorest 20%. It is inconsistent with the rest of their data. The incomes of the
richest 10% are more likely to change a lot. You can still go higher and higher, but you cannot go
under 0! Using the 20%, I bet, would show a smaller increase.
Let’s look at Piketty and Saez (2003) data on income inequality evolution (53). Figure 14A shows the
income share of the top decile in the USA, which corresponds to families with market income above
$104,700. Looking at the income share is another way to look at the income inequality. This figure
shows an increase of income share (~50%), suggesting that inequalities are rising in the USA during
that time period. This is completely consistent with Wilkinson and Pickett’s data. Figure 14B shows
the top decile decomposed into top percentile (income above $382,600 in 2006) and the next 4
percent (families with income between $148,400 and $382,600 in 2006), and the bottom half of the
top decile (families with income between $104,700 and $148,400 in 2006). There is almost no
evolution for the top 5-1% and especially for the top 10-5%. Only the top percentile is playing an
important role in income inequality evolution over the past decades. We can go further and examine
trends in real income growth per family between the top 1 percent and the 99 other for 1993-2006
time-periods. The average real income per family grew at a 1.9 percent annual rate (28% of growth
during these thirteen years). When the top 1% is excluded, the annual rate growth drops to 1.1
percent (15% during the thirteen years). The top 1% had a 5.7 percent annual growth rate (105%
during the thirteen years). Half of the overall economic growth was captured by this top 1 percent.
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Figure 14: The increase of inequality is mainly due to the top 1%

These data strongly support the idea that you wouldn’t see much increase if you use the definition of
inequality based on the comparison of the 20% richest and poorest. I wouldn’t say that society is
getting more unequal, but a very small part is getting richer and richer. Except this small fraction of
people, the American society seems to be quite equal. So going back to Wilkinson and Pickett’s ideas,
this small fraction would responsible for the entire American’s society misfortune. It is very unlikely
to be the case.

Global warming: a hot topic!
Wilkinson and Pickett are persuaded that their theory can solve everything even global warming and
improve sustainability.
Consume less and keep your quality of life
Wilkinson and Pickett start with a good point plotting life expectancy against CO2 emissions per
capita (p. 219). The main conclusion is that different countries achieve low CO2 emissions and have a
very good life expectancy. That means that every country can reduce its CO2 emissions without
deteriorating their life expectancy. The problem is that they go too far with this graph and say that it
would be possible to reduce dramatically carbon emissions without any loss of health and wellbeing.
They never showed if it was possible or not. Health and wellbeing are not synonymous of life
expectancy. The main point is that all the countries can act to reduce carbon emissions without
changing their life expectancy. It is crucial because it doesn’t make any difference if you are or not an
egalitarian country.
Actually, among the high carbon consumers, egalitarian states such as Norway, Finland and Denmark
have higher carbon emissions than Portugal, France and similar amount as the UK. Egalitarian don’t
seem to do very good for carbon emissions.
Continuing to see the potential consequences of consuming less, they plot the ecological footprint
per capita against the UN Human Development Index (HDI) (2003). They draw a 0.8 threshold for HDI
according to what WWF uses and another threshold for ecological footprint that corresponds to
what is the world capacity available for one person. The only one country that performs the best is
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Cuba with a HDI above 0.8 and low ecological footprint. But the 0.8 HDI threshold is only a threshold,
it is indicative but it can be lowered (other countries would be added) or increased (no countries
would be found). There are numerous countries on the threshold of the world biocapacity available
per person. The HDI may not be the best measure to use. Even if the health care system, education
are one of the best n Cuba, does it explain why so many Cubans are fleeing their country in the USA?
Cuba is renowned for: low press liberty (54), political opponents are imprisoned (55), the society is
controlled by the regime, human rights are not respected (56, 57). Is a dictatorship the answer
Wilkinson and Pickett found to solve all of our problems? They were writing about how Japanese
prisons were havens. I am sure these prisons meet the best living standards: best food (elaborated by
dieticians), free health care, education, work but I doubt that prisoners would agree to live there
forever.
Again when looking at egalitarian countries such as Sweden, Finland; their ecological footprint is
higher than the major countries they studied for inequality. Finland’s ecological footprint is the
second highest after the USA. Regarding all these data, Wilkinson and Pickett are not afraid to
conclude: “With the advantages of power generation from renewable, environmentally friendly new
technologies and greater equality, we can be confident that it is possible to combine sustainability
with high quality of life” p. 221.

How to solve the problem?
A first attempt to solve the problem is to create individual carbon ratios. Everybody will be given a
certain right to consume carbon. For those who consume more carbon they have to buy it to the
ones that don’t consume a lot. Basically rich consume a lot and poor people a little. Does that really
solve the problem of consumerism? No, it doesn’t. You give an overall right to consume. Rich people
can afford to consume more. They are as well the ones that can save on carbon emissions by buying
new cars, better heat isolation, better equipments… in order to consume more. So basically you
encourage people to consume even more, you don’t change their mind. Moreover it is easy to think
that poor people don’t consume a lot. They don’t have necessarily the money to buy better
equipments, a new car that saves more carbon emission, a better heat isolation of their house. Even
when you look at food, the cheap vegetables are coming from quite far away and they represent high
carbon consumption. Rich can afford to buy organic food or vegetables cultivated without fertilizer
and/or coming from the local farms that are more expensive. It may have the contrary effects! They
quote Richard Layard, Happiness, “the consumption of the rich reduces everyone else’s satisfaction
with what they have, by showing it up as inferior – as less than the best”. With their carbon ratios
Wilkinson and Pickett encourage the consumption of the rich.
Where is inequality in solving the problem? The problem is to use our limited resources and get
more. This implies to develop more tools, be more innovative. The only countries that can do that
are egalitarian countries since there are more patents per people in more egalitarian countries (p.
225). This is the ultimate link between inequalities and environmental problems. Only the egalitarian
countries are able to solve the problem! It is tempting to note that Norway, Finland, Austria, Sweden
have either high CO2 consumption or high ecological footprint. Why these innovative countries do so
badly?
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The problem of global warming can be solved only by a world-co-operation. This totally true! The
only way to do it is to be more equal since more equal societies are more cohesive, trustful and
public-spiritedness. The illustration proposed by Wilkinson and Pickett is that they recycle more (p.
232)! When looking the graph, there are clearly two groups! There is no correlation. Japan, Sweden,
Germany, Switzerland recycle more than France, Spain, Italy, Australia, Portugal, the UK and the USA.
Moreover France, Spain, Switzerland and Germany are very close on the inequality ranking. In Japan
it is compulsory to sort your rubbish, otherwise you are severely fined. In Switzerland you pay for
your household garbage. Recycling is free. Similar systems apply to Germany and Sweden. This is the
reason of these two groups and not inequality. This is a governmental action not a spontaneous
reaction of people. Furthermore, 6% of the population in the USA, the UK and Canada are involved
actively in environmental organizations, versus less than 2% in Scandinavian states (58).
The levels of public-spiritedness, trust, etc are not related to equality. Using a sensitive subject such
as global warming to argue in favor of more equality is too much.
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Conclusion
During the entire book, Wilkinson and Pickett are restricting themselves to inequality. No other
explanation is suggested. All the cultural, economical, political differences between countries are
forgotten for the benefit of inequality. They quote massively somebody else’s data, conclusions. A lot
of the referred authors are actually Wilkinson; at least he is consistent with himself. When referring
to the few other authors, Wilkinson and Pickett tend to use partial quotations or interpret data for
their benefit. They like, deliberately or not, to mislead the reader. Things are made so that the reader
has no other choice than to accept what they claim even if there is no support for that. Of course
when you write something and you have your own hypothesis you want it to be believed. But it was
sometimes dishonestly done. This is an important book since it is quoted even by politicians. It could
have dramatic consequences on political life and consequences on society.
Their data fail to correlate clearly inequality and the major health and social issues. The weak
correlation they found relies only on the presence or absence of some countries. Data are not
consistent in between. The choice of the year plays a role in having one or the reverse trend. The way
data are selected and analyzed gives a bad impression of cherry-picking. The conclusions don’t fit
with other data. Their conclusions are not robust. Even the corollaries are not arguing in their sense.
They are not enough critical with their data. They conclude without explaining what the limits are. It
is important to underline that, the impression Wilkinson and Pickett give is that their conclusions are
the reference and there is no alternative to that. It really important for a scientist to show to what
extent the conclusions can be applied. They never do that. Trying to combine science and sociology is
something very difficult and their work is impressive, but it is definitely a book with a very poor
scientific power.
Importantly, Wilkinson and Pickett fail to find the causality between inequality and all the problems
they point out. Nevertheless they point fingers on the capitalist system as being the driver of
inequalities and its encouragement for consumerism and extravagancies. Adam Smith was one of the
firsts to point out the extravagancy of rich people to buy in the 18th century (59). Consumerism was
then disparaged: Thomas Carlyle in 1862 (60). The more modern critic of consumerism began with
J.K. Galbraith’s The affluent Society. Advertising is pushing pressure on people to buy artificial ‘needs’
says Galbraith (61). Among these artificial needs are vacuum cleaners, televisions and wall-to-wall
carpets. Adam Smith cited linen shirts, leather shoes. What seem luxuries today may be tomorrow’s
essentials, which was Smith’s conclusion. He wasn’t disparaging capitalism. Consuming aims first at
buying necessary goods that could raise our living standards and save us time.
What is alimenting consumerism? Wilkinson and Pickett keep saying that because of David
Beckhams, Paris Hiltons extravagances we try to keep up with the Jones and because we cannot, we
feel second-class. Does that make sense to even try to keep up with David Backam or Paris Hilton?
Nobody is saying: I will work all my life to afford the last earrings Paris Hilton bought.
The recent “increase” of inequalities in the UK and the USA is, at least for the USA, due to the top 1%
that is richer and richer. Not considering this top 1%, there are almost no differences between 1975
and 2006 regarding inequality! Following Wilkinson and Pickett’s logic, if there is an increase in
consumerism and more social and health problems this would be because we are trying to keep up
with these guys. We cannot keep up with the Beckams, why should we keep up with Bill Gates?
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Not being able to explain how inequality leads to social and health problems, Wilkinson and Pickett
propose yet to tax more and to redistribute more equally in order to have higher equality (this is how
Nordic countries get egalitarian). They cite Japan which has already egalitarian incomes so there is no
need to tax after. No matter how it is done, the important thing is to reach equality. More dangerous
they propose that the state should own all the rights on movies, music, books, the Internet, etc.
basically all the knowledge would be in State’s possession. This is something very dangerous and that
will for sure considerably limit our liberty to access what we want and to encourage people to do
other things that won’t be financed at that point by the State. The State will have the power to
influence and even choose which type of movies, books can be produced.
Again, this report aims to show how the conclusions are not robust. It is important to be critic no
matter how is right or wrong. Wilkinson and Pickett’s conclusions are not to be used as statements.
They are very sensitive!
To conclude I would like to cite Max Webber: “The ultimately possible attitudes towards life are
irreconcilable, and hence their struggle can never be brought to a final conclusion... Science is
organized in the service of self-clarification and knowledge of interrelated facts. It is not the gift or
grace of seers and prophets dispensing sacred values and revelations... As science does not, who is to
answer the question, 'What shall we do, and how shall we arrange our lives?'...Only a prophet or
saviour can give the answers. If there is no such man, then you will certainly not compel him to
appear on this earth by having thousands of professors, as privileged hirelings of the state, attempt
as petty prophets to take over his role.” (62)
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Data summary
Average age of first marriage
Table 3: Average age of first marriage for both sexes and sources

men

women

year

source

United States

28,4

26,5

2009

US Census Bureau

Portugal

28

26,4

2002

European Council

United Kingdom

30,7

28,5

2005

UK office for national statistics

Australia

29,6

27,7

2008

Australian institute for family studies

New Zealand

29,2

27,3

1999

New Zelandian Goverment

Italy

32,8

29,7

2007

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Greece

31,8

28,9

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Ireland

32,1

30,4

2006

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Switzerland

31,4

29,1

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Canada

30,6

28,5

2003

Statistics Canada 2007

France

31,6

29,6

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Spain

32

29,8

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Netherlands

31

28,5

2000

Statistics Netherlands Statline, 2002

Germany

33

30

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Austria

31,7

28,9

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Belgium

30,7

28,5

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Denmark

34,8

32,4

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Sweden

35,1

32,5

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Norway

33,4

31,1

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Finland

32,5

30,2

2008

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (2011)

Japan

30,2

28,5

2008

Japanese Ministry of health labor and welfare
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