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The long journey of inequality through economics 
Nowadays inequality is at centre of the public debate and has gained unprecedented attention in 
economics. Indeed, until few years ago inequality was a topic for specialists, at the margin of the 
mainstream discourse in economics. This observation may surprise those familiar with Ricardo's 
famous statement that the principal problem in political economy is to determine the laws which 
regulate the distribution among the proprietors of the land, the owners of the capital and the 
labourers. Yet, it has taken time to bring income distribution in from the cold, to borrow Tony 
Atkinson’s poignant words. In this paper, I sketch my highly idiosyncratic reading of economic 
research on inequality, tracing back the recent resurgence of interest to data availability, factual 
changes, and theoretical failures. 
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