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The World Inequality Report 2026 opens with a sentence that should trouble anyone
who cares about democracy or economic justice:

Inequality is a political choice. It is the result of our policies, institutions, and
governance structures.

That is not an ideological claim. It is the conclusion of more than 200 researchers
working with “the largest database on the historical evolution of global inequality”. And
it demands that we ask a straightforward question: if inequality is a political choice,
why does the UK keep making that choice?

Now I am recovering from my cold or 'flu, let me unpack what the report says, and then
consider what it means.

Inequality is extreme

First, inequality is now extreme by any measure. The report says this plainly, with the
following being representative of the data included within it:

* 
“The top 10% of the global population’s income-earners earn more than the remaining
90%.”

* 
“The wealthiest 0.001%… control today three times more wealth than half of humanity
combined.”

* 
Wealth concentration is so great that the bottom half of the world “holds only 2% of
global wealth”.

Those numbers are not abstract. They describe a world in which economic power is held
by a group so small that they could fit into a football stadium, while billions share what
amounts to nothing.
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The UK is not exempt. In fact, it has always been one of the global pioneers of the
policy framework that has produced this outcome.

Inequality is not an accident

Second, inequality is systemic and not accidental. The authors are clear about this: they
say that these outcomes “are not inevitable. They are the outcome of political and
institutional choices”.

That matters, because for forty years successive UK governments have pretended
otherwise. We have been told that globalisation, technology, the markets or “natural
incentives” explain inequality. But the evidence says something very different.

It was choices that created this:

* 
Choices to privatise public assets, shrinking public wealth.

* 
Choices to deregulate finance, empowering financial extraction.

* 
Choices to design tax systems that favour income from wealth over income from work.

* 
Choices to suppress wages while treating rent-seeking as productivity.

The inequality we live with is, quite literally, the political economy our politicians chose
to build.

Inequality undermines everything 

Third, inequality now undermines everything else, including climate action. One line in
the summary is especially significant in this regard:

The top 10% account for 77% of emissions associated with private capital ownership.

Add this:

The wealthiest 1% alone account for 41%.

And then note this:

The poorest half of the global population accounts for only 3%.

If you want a single illustration of why our climate policy fails, here it is. We load costs
onto households with no power to change structural emissions, while refusing to
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confront those who generate most of the carbon and own most of the capital.

This is not a climate problem. It is a power problem. And refusing to face that
guarantees policy failure.

The same is true of gender equality issues, where the report notes:

Gender inequality also looks starkly different if we take into account invisible, unpaid
labor, which is disproportionately undertaken by women.

When unpaid domestic and care labor is included, the gap widens sharply. On average,
women earn only 32% of what men earn per working hour, accounting for both paid
and unpaid activities; compared to 61% when not accounting for unpaid domestic labor.

These findings reveal not only persistent discrimination but also deep inefficiencies in
how societies value and allocate labor.

The conclusion that inequality is structural and deliberate is unavoidable, most
especially as the report notes:

Wealthy economies continue to benefit from an “exorbitant privilege”: each year,
around 1% of global GDP (approximately three times as much as development aid)
flows from poorer to richer nations through net foreign income transfers associated with
persistent excess yields and lower interest payments on rich-country liabilities.
Reversing this dynamic is central to any credible strategy for global equity.

That could be done, but it is not happening.

One chart summarises the consequences of all these impacts:

The threat to democracy
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Fourth, inequality is now dismantling democracy. The Executive Summary warns that
inequality “reshapes democracies, fragmenting coalitions and eroding political
consensus”.

This is very obvious in the UK:

* 
Inequality is dividing the country geographically.

* 
Educational divides too often determine voting patterns.

* 
Wealth determines political access.

* 
Austerity is fracturing societal solidarity.

* 
Mistrust is corroding institutions.

When wealth is this concentrated, political capture is not an accident. It is a foregone
conclusion.

Other options are available

Perhaps the most critical point within the report is that none of this is necessary. As the
report notes:

Progressive taxation and redistributive transfers have significantly reduced inequality in
every region, particularly when systems are well designed and consistently applied.

In other words, the tools exist, although the report's reliance on a wealth tax and the
idea that tax funds public spending is predictable, but also disappointing. That said, the
economics is not the problem. The political will is.

What should the UK conclude?

Three things seem obvious.

Firstly, inequality is the result of deliberate choices and can be undone by deliberate
decisions. If inequality is a political construction, reversing it requires political
reconstruction. That means:

* 
A tax system that treats wealth as taxable.

* 
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A state that invests, not a state that apologises.

* 
Fiscal rules that build public wealth instead of enforcing manufactured scarcity.

Secondly, climate policy must confront inequality or fail. You cannot decarbonise an
economy in which those who emit the most also hold the most political influence,
financial leverage, and legal protections.

A climate transition that protects wealth will never be a just transition.

Thirdly, democracy cannot survive if economic power remains this concentrated. A
society in which fewer than 60,000 people own more than half of humanity can only be
governed in one of two ways:

* by deep democracy, which redistributes power, or
* by hardening authoritarianism, which protects it.
The UK appears dangerously close to choosing the second path, dressed up as fiscal
discipline.

More broadly

The report’s final message is blunt:

The costs of escalating inequality are clear… But the possibilities of reform are equally
clear.

The question is therefore not technical. It is political. We can:

* 
Tax wealth, and the income and gains derived from it, both progressively and seriously.

* 
Restore public ownership where markets have failed.

* 
Rebuild public capital so society has a foundation on which private prosperity can
actually stand.

* 
Demand transparency from corporations, financial institutions and asset owners.

* 
Fund public services at the level required to sustain a functioning society.

* 
And treat inequality itself as the macroeconomic constraint that it plainly is.
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But we will do none of these things until we abandon the comforting myth that
inequality is an act of nature. It is not. It is the result of choices. If we want a fairer,
greener and more democratic country, then we must choose differently. And that,
above all, is what the World Inequality Report 2026 demands that we recognise.

Comments 

When commenting, please take note of this blog’s comment policy, which is available
here. Contravening this policy will result in comments being deleted before or
after initial publication at the editor’s sole discretion and without explanation
being required or offered.
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