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                                                     EQUALITY AND INEQUALITY 

                                                                 Workshop Notes  

                                                                    April 2020 

 

Overview 

In December 2013 President Obama said “Inequality is the defining challenge of our time.” 

 ‘Equality’ and ‘Inequality’ are words used every day but what do they mean? Are they mutually 

exclusive? Both will be considered in their broadest sense and not solely in monetary terms. The 

Workshop will look at works as diverse as Kurt Vonnegut and Thomas Piketty. 

Each participant will be expected to make a 20- minute presentation on a subject. The focus will on 

breaking EQUALITY and INEQUALITY down into ‘bite- sized’ manageable issues such as fairness, 

affirmative action programs, universal basic income, dignity, education, race, social mobility and 

wealth. 

 

The Academy states “Discussion time trumps presentation time in Academy Workshops.” 

Presentations must not take longer than 20 minutes. Presenters should consider ways of meeting this 

requirement- for example sending information out ahead of time to participants to save time, handouts 

etc. For those using power point presentations, the number of slides should be kept to a minimum (say 

10 slides) to ensure that the time limit is met. 

 

We can appreciate that that the subject is complicated but we should strive to get well beyond platitudes 

like ‘There should be less inequality’ and ‘Equality is a good thing’. 

 

One thing to consider is can I cover the chosen topic properly in the 20 minutes allocated? It may be 

necessary to concentrate on one aspect of the topic in order to meet the time limitation. Try to find two 

or three issues for consideration by the participants. 

 

The hourly sessions can be classified into addressing: 

(1) Conceptual Issues 

(2) Non- Monetary Topics 

(3) Monetary and Economic Topics 

(4) Measurement 

 

(1) Conceptual Issues 

Is it possible (or desirable) to have both equality of outcomes and equality of opportunities? Marxists 

and others argue for equality of outcomes whereas the majority tend to support individual freedom of 

action (a proxy in a sense for equality of opportunity) and some levelling of outcomes through taxation 

and the provision of services (e g. education and healthcare) funded by the state. This is a balancing act 

whereby actions going too much in a direction can have an overall negative effect and be 

counterproductive. 

 

It is relatively easy to have equality of outcomes but this typically requires extreme state force (e g. Pol 

Pot in Cambodia) and the result is poverty and the likelihood of imprisonment and death. The 

Scandinavian countries may be an exception and this model should be explored. 

 

Creating a society where there is equality of opportunity is very difficult and probably impossible 
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because of different family circumstances and many other reasons. However healthy societies provide 

the environment for individuals to have opportunities to prosper. One way of measuring this is to look 

at the level of social mobility in a society. 

 

Philosophers, such as John Rawls and Elizabeth Anderson, have interesting views on how equality 

should be considered. What impact does inequality have on democracy? 

 

Which inequalities should society address and how? Gender and race are hot topics. There are 

inequalities in other physical attributes which are not hot topics such as beauty, intelligence, height and 

sporting ability differences- Kurt Vonnegut has provided thoughts on these in his works of science 

fiction. 

 

Economic inequality focuses on how the pie is to be cut up. What is often forgotten in the cutting up 

process is consideration of how big the pie is and will be in the future. Some people argue that more 

inequality in a society reduces its future economic growth. This is a complex question because we can 

see that the growth of a developing economy such as China today results in the reduction of inequality 

between China and the developed nations but also results in increasing inequality within China. It is 

probably more realistic to say that economic growth is assisted by allowing inequality to occur 

although if the level of inequality becomes ‘excessive’ it could be a drag on the economy. It is 

important to find out where the level of ‘excessive’ is. 

 

(2) Non- Monetary Topics 

Non- Monetary topics cover many aspects of society- education, healthcare, race, gender etc. Providing 

everyone with internet access is considered by many as an essential good and should be a basic right. 

 

Many remedies have been considered and implemented in addressing inequalities such as affirmative 

action, quotas (boardrooms, Federal cabinet ministers). A number of these remedies have been in 

operation for years and it is useful to measure their effectiveness. 

 

Surprisingly India may be the leader in affirmative action. Over 60 years ago, India introduced ‘special 

provisions’ for certain groups or castes. The Economist of January 12, 2019 has an article titled ‘Quotas 

for all- almost all Indians will soon qualify for affirmative action’. 

 

Michael Young coined the term ‘Meritocracy’ in his book ‘The Rise of the Meritocracy’. The odd thing 

is that ‘Meritocracy’ is thought of as a good thing whereas Young was being satirical. He considered it 

to be a sham and it was the existing class system in sheep’s clothing. It is important to decide whether 

‘Meritocracy’ is a sham and statistics on social mobility will assist in that determination. 

  

(3) Monetary Topics 

Monetary topics can be classified as being either of income or wealth in nature. Inequality can be 

between countries and within countries. As a result of economic growth in many developing countries 

(China and India for example), inequality at a global level is declining but increasing within those 

countries. 

 

On ways of achieving income equalization, progressive rates of income tax probably come to mind 

first. The idea that a top marginal tax rate of over 50% may result in lower tax revenue and negatively 
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affects the economy should be examined. Thomas Piketty thinks a much higher marginal rate has merit. 

 

 In addition to the taxation regime there is legislation to ensure equal pay for equal work. Also, the idea 

of a Universal Basic Income has become more familiar. While it may be thought of as a new left- wing 

concept, it has been under consideration for decades by academics and policymakers of all stripes. 

 

 Wealth topics tend to be centred on inheritance and, arguably, on envy. On inheritance there are many 

tax considerations and also the growing trend among the very wealthy (e g. Bill Gates and Warren 

Buffett) to give most of their money to charitable endeavours rather than to their families. One aspect 

for examination is whether the use of family foundations (particularly in the US) is for benevolent 

purposes or sophisticated tax planning or a combination of both. 

 

Some people think that the important factor in inequality to consider is consumption rather than income 

and wealth. They consider it is more important that everyone has a TV and a fridge and access to 

healthcare than that someone can buy many more fridges than someone else. 

 

(4) Measurement 

 

This is an important section of the workshop but it can be a little dry. How do we measure inequality 

and the effectiveness of programs to reduce inequalities? 

 

For any program there needs to be an objective or objectives that are measurable and can be achieved.  

When we look at a program (e g. affirmative action programs) we need to know whether the objective 

is close or far away. What happens to the program when the objective is met? For example, women 

now comprise about 60% of university graduates between the age of 25 and 29 (2006 Canadian 

Census): now what, if anything, should be done? 

 

Social mobility can be measured and this can be used to assess whether there is a reasonable level of 

opportunities or whether equal opportunity is an illusion. Social mobility measurements can also be 

compared with economic indicators to determine the optimum level of inequality for economic growth. 

 

Economic inequality in a country is usually measured by Gini coefficients. There are various Gini 

coefficients and they can be viewed as two general types: income coefficients and wealth coefficients. 

Some people, including Thomas Piketty, consider that there are flaws in these measurements and we 

should examine these concerns. 

 


