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(consumers, money-lenders) did not adapt 
their behaviour to the new environment of 
a stable currency. In the meantime, howev-
er, they seem to have learned this lesson 
and, therefore, the prospects for the euro 
look much more positive. To see the EU as 
a community of law would also imply a 
role different from the one foreseen by 
Giddens, which is to be a new powerful ac-
tor on the global scene, on a par with the 
USA and China, and backed by military 
power. Rather, it would confi rm the old 
idea of Europe as a ’Civil Power’, focusing 
upon peaceful negotiations instead of mili-
tary interventions and the strengthening of 
such methods and institutions (such as the 
United Nations) around the world. The EU 
has a world-wide positive image just be-
cause it limits itself (maybe willy-nilly) to 
such a role. 

Thus, in my view there exist a series of 
objections against the vision that the EU 
should become a federal state. Neverthe-
less, the ideas proposed by Giddens have 
sharpened such a vision and they also 
force one to clarify the counter-arguments. 
In so doing, this book is an important con-
tribution to an ongoing, pivotal question 
for Europe.

Max Haller
University of Graz

max.haller@uni-graz.at
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In his Gifford lectures (If you’re an egalitari-
an, how come you’re so rich? [Cohen 2000]), 
G.A. Cohen described a philosophical prob-
lem which polarised the philo sophy de-
partments at Harvard and Oxford. Mem-
bers of those departments, headed by 
Quine and Ayer, prided themselves on their 
ability to think analytically and logically. 
Yet Cohen points out that what, without 
 exception, determined their views of the 
issue was only which institution they be-
longed to. The book under review—Chang-
ing Inequalities (henceforth CI)—mentions a 
disagreement on trends in intergeneration-
al mobility. Despite analysing exactly the 
same data from two UK birth cohort stud-
ies, economists and sociologists came to op-
posite conclusions as to whether social mo-
bility had increased or decreased. 

CI reports on a project funded by 
the European Commission. It analysed 
trends in income distribution, their causes, 
effects, and possible policy responses. Its 
contributors are predominantly econo-
mists but include a few sociologists. But 
over the last 30 years, research on the soci-
etal and health effects of wider or narrow-
er income differences has come predomi-
nantly from specialists in public health 
and epidemiology. Disagreements between 
economists and epidemiologists on these 
issues have already attracted academic at-
tention [Kawachi 2001]. Trained in eco-
nomic history and epidemiology, I might 
claim impartiality, but because the damag-
ing effects of inequality, which Kate Pickett 
and I showed in The Spirit Level (henceforth 
SL), are disputed in several chapters of CI, 
I am a protagonist. 



Book Reviews

551

In SL we show that most of the health 
and social problems that tend to be more 
prevalent lower down the social ladder are 
also much more common in countries with 
bigger income differences between rich and 
poor. We demonstrate this relationship in-
ternationally and among the 50 states of 
the USA. Our data cover poor physical and 
mental health, lower levels of child well-
being, lower levels of social cohesion, vio-
lence, bullying in schools, teenage births, 
the proportion of the population impris-
oned, low social mobility, drug abuse, and 
lower maths and literacy scores [Wilkinson 
and Pickett 2010]. 

CI also reports fi nding signifi cant as-
sociations between greater inequality and: 
higher teenage birth rates, lower social mo-
bility, low social cohesion, higher rates of 
imprisonment, status anxiety, happiness, 
infant and child mortality, lower political 
participation and lower support for de-
mocracy. But the authors usually fi nd rea-
sons to doubt causality. Sometimes rela-
tionships are sensitive to the inclusion of 
particular control variables, or they weak-
en when time series associations are ana-
lysed, or expected interaction effects are 
not found.

The disagreement boils down to con-
ceptual models. As the editors of CI say, 
’arriving at a causal interpretation of the 
consequences of inequality … requires de-
ductive theory building and hypothesis 
formulation and testing’ (p. 6). Why then is 
there no proper discussion of what might 
lie on the causal pathway and should not 
be controlled out, or of what might be con-
founders and should be controlled? Why 
no discussion of lag times in time series 
analyses and no recognition of previous 
work on this? The best paper on lag times 
is Zheng [2012]. It uses a multilevel model 
controlling for income education, work sta-
tus, age, gender, and marital status. Con-
trolling in turn for a series of previous 
lagged changes in inequality, it fi nds the 
effects of inequality start to come in after 

about 4 years, and continue to accumulate 
until around 12 years after a change in in-
equality. Although Zheng reviews—and 
makes sense of—previous fi ndings from 
time series analyses, it is not referenced 
in CI. Nor is the largest meta-analysis of 
multilevel models of income inequality 
and health, many using panel data [Kondo 
et al. 2009]. And the question, even where 
inequality is increasing, is not simply 
whether health got better or worse, but 
whether it got better faster or slower than 
it otherwise would have done. 

But there is a more fundamental prob-
lem. There are now over 60 papers on the 
relation between inequality and violence 
and at least 250 on inequality and health. 
Although a small proportion have negative 
fi ndings, they overwhelming support the 
view that more unequal societies have 
more violence and worse health [Wilkin-
son and Pickett 2006]. More recently, there 
has been a growing literature on how other 
outcomes may also be related to inequality. 
Indeed, commenting on replications of the 
fi nding that inequality was related to teen-
age birth rates and to depression, Paul 
Krugman commented that ’this is another 
sign that Wilkinson-type views about the 
corrosive effects of inequality are going se-
riously mainstream’ [Krugman 2012]. 

In this situation, it is likely that a bet-
ter understanding would be gained from 
looking for a consistent interpretation of 
all the evidence rather than from produc-
ing another few analyses of data. Too often 
researchers think primarily about their 
own data and how their results fi t with 
other work on the same outcomes—homi-
cides, or teenage births, or anything else. 
But we are now seeing associations be-
tween inequality and a very wide range of 
outcomes. The common factor seems to be 
that they are all outcomes with social gra-
dients making them more common further 
down the social ladder. We tested this us-
ing death rates from causes of death which 
do and do not have social gradients: those 
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with stronger social gradients were also 
more strongly associated with inequality 
[Wilkinson and Pickett 2008]. 

Is the task then to explain results con-
cerning—separately—health, or homicides, 
or child well-being, or social cohesion? Or 
is it to explain why outcomes with negative 
social gradients are more common in more 
unequal societies? Take, for example, the 
USA. It is one of the most unequal of the 
rich nations and has amongst the lowest life 
expectancy, the highest homicide rates, the 
highest teenage birth rates, the highest im-
prisonment rates, the highest obesity, al-
most the lowest UNICEF child wellbeing 
scores, amongst the poorest mental health 
and amongst the lowest rates of social mo-
bility. Many studies—though not all—
show these outcomes graded internation-
ally according to levels of inequality. At the 
opposite end from the USA are the more 
equal Scandinavian countries and Japan, 
which do well on most of these outcomes. 
Should we treat the USA as if it were just 
chance that it suffers such a high preva-
lence of so many apparently unrelated 
problems with social gradients? And is it 
merely luck that more equal countries tend 
to do well? Should we turn to unrelated ex-
planatory factors for each problem—to nu-
trition and smoking, to school systems, 
family relationships, penal systems and so 
on? Or do we look for a more general ex-
planation to do with social differentiation 
itself? 

The prize is surely an understanding 
of why some countries do systematically 
better than others. If the only common fac-
tor, shared by all the apparently very dif-
ferent problems related to inequality, is 
that they all have common roots in low so-
cial status, then that has surely to be the fo-
cus of attention. (Despite ignoring key 
multi-level studies controlling for all indi-
vidual incomes, CI does at least show that 
more unequal countries do not have more 
poverty—defi ned in terms of material 
standards.) 

So what about causal models? Re-
search on income inequality and popula-
tion health arose from research on health 
inequalities and the social determinants of 
health. Measures of social position were 
initially assumed to be proxies for more 
specifi c underlying material determinants 
of health, but the evidence increasingly 
suggested that social status differences are 
themselves close to the real determinants 
of health [Marmot 2004]. That emerging 
picture has gone hand in hand with a rec-
ognition of the power of psychosocial in-
fl uences on health. Working through the 
biology of chronic stress, these act as gen-
eral vulnerability factors producing effects 
analogous to more rapid ageing [Pickett 
and Wilkinson 2015]. 

A meta-analysis of hundreds of exper-
iments on how stress hormones respond to 
different situations shows that the most 
potent sources of stress are situations 
which include ’social evaluative threat’—
’threats to self-esteem or social status … in 
which others could negatively judge per-
formance’ [Dickerson and Kemeny 2004]. 
The insecurities and anxieties about how 
we are valued by others perhaps explains 
why the most powerful psychosocial infl u-
ences on population health are so highly 
social—hinging on social status, lack of 
friendship networks, and a diffi cult early 
childhood social environment. 

Across species, social ranking systems 
have determined differential access to re-
sources and reproductive opportunities. 
It should not therefore surprise us that 
psychologists and neurologists have shown 
that the human brain has an evolved ’dom-
inance behavioural system’ [Zink et al. 
2008]. A major review of psychological re-
sponses to hierarchy identifi es various 
forms of psychopathology relating vari-
ously to the struggle for dominance, the 
struggle against inferiority, and to the ac-
ceptance of either dominance or inferiority 
[Johnson, Leedom and Muhtadie 2012]. 
Perhaps because of disciplinary bounda-
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ries, none of this research is discussed or 
referenced in CI and there is little or no 
mention of social or psychological stress.

Bigger differences in material wealth 
make social hierarchy more important: 
they increase social distances and feelings 
of superiority and inferiority and strength-
en the downward prejudices against those 
seen as inferior. Money, as the key to mate-
rial differences, provides the framework 
in which the cultural markers of status 
and distinction grow. Most fundamentally, 
what the association between a society’s 
income inequality and a range of health 
and social problems tells us is merely that 
problems which are related to social status 
within a society get worse if you increase 
social status differences. And the causal 
processes are simply that bigger material 
differences strengthen all the ways (known 
and unknown) in which social position im-
prints itself on us from early childhood on-
wards. The only possible surprise is that, 
although the effects of inequality tend to 
be greatest lower down the social ladder, 
the better off do not escape its effects. 
When status becomes more important as a 
social yardstick, it affects us all. Hence, if 
politicians want to reduce the salience of 
class in society, or to improve social mobil-
ity or strengthen community life, there is 
no more powerful policy lever than reduc-
ing the differences in income and wealth.

Relations of friendship are almost the 
opposite of relations of dominance and 
subordination. Friendship is based on rela-
tive equality and sharing, but dominance 
hierarchies are about gaining privileged 
access to resources. This is why gifts are a 
symbol of friendship. And just as low so-
cial status gives rise to poor health, friend-
ship is highly protective of health: a review 
of 150 studies showed that friendship net-
works are as important to survival as 
whether or not you smoke [Holt-Lunstad, 
Smith and Layton 2010]. 

The philosopher of science, Professor 
Sir Karl Popper, taught that the mark of a 

good theory is whether it makes novel pre-
dictions which are confi rmed when tested. 
Early evidence that income inequality and 
population health were related internation-
ally was fi rst explicitly tested and indepen-
dently confi rmed by groups at Harvard 
and Michigan. Both looked to see if similar 
relationship existed among the 50 states of 
the USA [Kaplan et al. 1996; Kennedy, 
Kawachi and Prothrow-Stith 1996]. There 
are now very large numbers of replications 
of these fi ndings in many different set-
tings. The tendency for more unequal soci-
eties to have higher homicide rates has also 
been replicated many times. 

Following evidence of association, it 
was suggested that the causal mechanism 
linking greater equality to better health, 
might be that more equal societies were 
more cohesive and enjoyed better social 
relations [Wilkinson 1996]. A year later that 
prediction was tested: path analysis showed 
that the relationship between greater equal-
ity and lower death rates among the US 
states was mediated by social capital 
[Kawachi et al. 1997]. The effects of ine-
quality on various aspects of social cohe-
sion have since been confi rmed many 
times. The hypothesis that rising inequali-
ty would strengthen the ’social evaluative 
threat’ causing narcissism to replace mod-
esty has also been confi rmed [Loughnan et 
al. 2011; Twenge et al. 2008]. 

Each time a new observation has aris-
en after a relationship between inequality 
and an outcome has been published, the 
new data are in effect a test of that relation-
ship. When data on social mobility and 
mental illness rates became available for 
several additional countries, the new data 
were found to fi t previously established re-
lationships between those outcomes and 
inequality [Wilkinson and Pickett 2010]. 
Lastly, the fi rst evidence that mental illness 
was more common in more unequal so-
cieties used general measures of mental ill-
ness. That relationship has since been con-
fi rmed by papers showing that more 



Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2015, Vol. 51, No. 3

554

specifi c forms of mental illness—depres-
sion, schizophrenia and psychotic symp-
toms—are more common in more un equal 
societies [Messias, Eaton and Grooms 2011; 
Burns, Tomita and Kapadia 2013; Johnson 
2014]. 

There is a widespread assumption that 
economists are the right people to do re-
search on income distribution. But when it 
comes to understanding its social effects, 
a deeper understanding of the social sourc-
es of stress, its psychology and physiology, 
is required. Economics cannot be neatly 
separated from all that surrounds it. As 
an example, take the tendency towards in-
creasingly ’assortative’ mating (the ten-
dency to live with a partner with whom 
you share characteristics such as educa-
tion, class, earnings capacity). This is often 
described (as it is in CI) as an important 
contributor to rising inequality because 
it leads to more households in which both 
partners earn good salaries and others 
where neither is employed. But if class 
and status become more important indica-
tors of personal ’worth’ in more unequal 
societies, then perhaps it is a response to, 
rather than an initial cause of, rising in-
equality. An analysis of data from 44 coun-
tries concluded that ’household income 
tends to have a much stronger effect on 
class identifi cation in societies with a high 
level of income inequality compared to so-
cieties that are more economically equal 
[Anderson and Curtis 2012]. Similarly, 
a study of data from 56 countries showed 
a strong association between greater in-
equality and people placing more empha-
sis on status over love when choosing po-
tential mates [Lim, Bond and Bond 2005]. 
This means that increasing assortative mat-
ing is a response to inequality, one which 
provides feedback, rather than being an in-
dependent cause.

Economic analysis seems most at home 
with the mechanics of how income differ-
ences widened and what might reduce 
them, but it is less at home with the likely 

political and ideological forces which may 
be the real drivers of trends in inequality. 
The chapters of CI which set out to explain 
the causes of the almost universal increas-
es in inequality show how much was due 
to widening earnings differences and how 
much to changes in the tax and benefi t sys-
tem. But there is little mention of the politi-
cal forces behind the mechanics. If, howev-
er, you look at the major changes in income 
distribution throughout the 20th century, it 
is clear that inequality began to decline 
from the 1920s or 1930s and went on de-
clining until sometime in the 1970s, after 
which the modern rise in inequality be-
gins. This ’U’ shaped pattern almost cer-
tainly refl ects the strengthening and then 
the weakening of the labour and social 
democratic movement as a countervailing 
voice almost everywhere, probably supple-
mented by the rise and fall of the commu-
nist threat. That view is supported by soci-
ological research showing very strong 
cross-sectional and time-series correlations 
between trade union membership (as an 
indicator of the waxing and waning of the 
labour movement) [Gustafsson and Jo-
hansson 1999]. Similarly, the World Bank’s 
Asian Miracle puts the decline of inequality 
in the former ’tiger economies’ during the 
1960s and 1970s down to ’crises of legitima-
cy’ in the face of communist rivals—South 
Korea in relation to North Korea, Tai wan 
and Hong Kong in relation to China, etc. 
[World Bank 1993]. If, as Krugman also ar-
gues [Krugman 2009], political forces were 
key to the major changes in inequality, 
then these issues should also have been 
discussed in the chapters on policies to re-
duce inequality. CI has very little to say 
about the political forces behind changes 
in inequality. While failing to give proper 
weight to the effect of politics on inequali-
ty, it has a whole chapter on the effects of 
inequality on politics—particularly the de-
cline in support for democracy. 

The discussion of policies to reduce in-
equality is divided in CI between a chapter 
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dealing with redistribution and another 
dealing with reductions in pre-tax incomes. 
As elsewhere in the book, there is interest-
ing material on the mechanics—on the fail-
ure of increases in employment to reduce 
inequality and the diffi culty of reducing 
in-work poverty. But conspicuous by its 
absence is a proper discussion of what can 
be done to bring down the infl ated salaries 
at the top which have played such an im-
portant part in the rise in inequality. The 
book is silent on whether companies 
should publish their pay ratios, or on 
whether it would help to have more em-
ployee representatives on company boards 
or to ensure the recognition of trade un-
ions. And what about policies to prevent 
tax avoidance? Where is the discussion of 
whether the OECD’s attempts to close 
down tax havens is likely to be successful? 
Until progress is made there, governments 
will remain reluctant to raise top tax rates 
and income tax will continue to be unpro-
gressive. As a subject, inequality is inher-
ently political. Analyses of changes in ine-
quality are not well served by a desire to 
stay out of politics. Subjects like this do not 
respect the boundaries between academic 
disciplines. But the academic fear of aban-
doning the appearance of impartiality is 
surely based on a misunderstanding of 
how science works. As Popper also point-
ed out, it is not the sources of theories 
which have to be unbiased, but the meth-
ods of testing them.

Richard Wilkinson
University of Nottingham (emeritus) 

and The Equality Trust
richard@richardwilkinson.net
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The ability of humans to reason, judge, and 
decide plays a key role in our understand-
ing of social interactions and is a corner-
stone for any conception of democratic rule. 
In this book, Milton Lodge and Charles 
S. Taber, two Stony Brook political psychol-
ogists, present a new perspective regarding 
the ways attitudes and behaviours are con-
structed in political and social contexts. The 
main argument, thoroughly presented, is 
that unconscious spontaneous feelings im-
pressively condition subsequent conscious 
deliberative processes. In the authors’ own 
words: ’This is a book about why the fi rst 
100 milliseconds of thought matters.’

The opening chapter presents the main 
argument. Political behaviour and judge-
ment are driven by unconscious spontane-
ous affective reactions that condition con-
sequent memory retrieval and reasoning. 
The authors review fi ndings in psycholo-
gy and neuroscience which attest to the 
strong effects of unconscious primes. Giv-
en that consequent reasoning only rarely 
and partly shapes decisions, its main func-
tion is to rationalise an existing judgment, 
rather than determine it. In the second 
chapter the authors present their theory—
the ’John Q. Public’ (JQP) model. Their 
starting point is the limited capacity of our 
working memory (conscious thought), 
which requires a highly selective retrieval 
process of information from long-term 
memory (LTM). This process is determined 
by the associative organisation of LTM. 
Their model rests on ’seven postulates’. 
The fi rst proposition, ’automaticity’, draws 
on the affect-driven, dual-process modes 
of thinking and reasoning [Evans 2008] 
that have crystallised over the recent three 
decades in cognitive and social psychology 
and in the neuroscience literature. Central 
to such dual-process models is the distinc-
tion between unconscious (system I) and 


