
Student support: what would Thomas Piketty do? 

It may be a while before many of us will honestly be able to say that we have read much, or 

even any, of Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century.   Even so, accounts of the 

book such as the one recently given by Paul Mason in The Guardian are enough to make you 

wonder what Piketty would do, given the chance to redesign any of the various student 

support systems currently in use in the UK.   

Here is Mason’s summary:  “Piketty's argument is that, in an economy where the rate of 
return on capital outstrips the rate of growth, inherited wealth will always grow faster than 
earned wealth. So the fact that rich kids can swan aimlessly from gap year to internship to a 
job at father's bank/ministry/TV network – while the poor kids sweat into their barista 
uniforms – is not an accident: it is the system working normally.  If you get slow growth 
alongside better financial returns, then inherited wealth will, on average, "dominate wealth 
amassed from a lifetime's labour by a wide margin", says Piketty. Wealth will concentrate to 
levels incompatible with democracy, let alone social justice. … 21st-century capitalism is on 
a one-way journey towards inequality – unless we do something”.   

At least one commentator has already suggested that Scotland’s system of free tuition is an 

example of exactly the sort of thing Piketty would approve of. However, once the whole 

Scottish system of student funding is considered as a package, as it should be, the opposite 

seems more likely to be true. Unlike any other part of the UK, Scotland expects the highest 

levels of student debt to fall on those who started out from poorer homes while many from 

better-off backgrounds are likely to leave university with little or no debt at all. They will 

therefore have to forego more of their future earnings than the graduate children of the 

better-off, even if their wages are lower. That is a policy which will clearly make it harder for 

people from poorer families to “amass wealth over a lifetime’s labour” while advantaging 

those with more family money behind them. Piketty would surely see such a system as part 

of the problem rather than the solution. 

Looking beyond Scotland, Piketty’s distinction between “wealth” and “income”, which 

Mason highlights as central to his analysis, is relevant to student support systems across the 

UK.    Living cost grants (and to a lesser extent, loans) in all parts of the UK are means-tested 

on income, to contain and target public spending on those perceived to be most in need.  

Differences in asset-based wealth are ignored.   

It is hard to believe that many working age households with very low incomes have high 

assets, but some students whose parents are retired may be in this position, and once 

incomes reach the sort of levels where means-testing starts to bite (from the mid-£20,000s 

upwards) similar levels of income may well disguise very different levels of asset-based 

wealth.  Also, as John Hills has observed, the accretion of multiple means tests at these sort 

of incomes creates high de facto marginal tax rates for households which are not, by UK 

standards, exceptionally wealthy.  As has been noted by others before, means-testing on 
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income has the potential to benefit some relatively wealthy people while disadvantaging 

others who are struggling to achieve any degree of financial security.   

Piketty’s distinction between income and wealth therefore gives some encouragement to 

those who question our current use of means-testing, as a tool which is not only inexact, but 

also risks placing further stress on some households which are already economically 

vulnerable.   That does not however necessarily make him a proponent of universalism.   

Mason says “One of the most compelling chapters is Piketty's discussion of the near-

universal rise of what he calls the "social state".  The relentless growth in the proportion of 

national income consumed by the state, spent on universal services, pensions and benefits… 

is an irreversible feature of modern capitalism. He notes that redistribution has become a 

question of "rights to" things – healthcare and pensions – rather than simply a problem of 

taxation rates. His solution is a specific, progressive tax on private wealth: an exceptional tax 

on capital, possibly combined with the overt use of inflation.”   On this account, universalism 

without much higher taxation on wealth to back it up is at best a partial answer to 

inequality.   

In the case of student funding, a follower of Piketty might anyway identify a particular 

problem with treating everyone identically. It would take a massive investment of cash to 

provide all students with equal amounts of living cost and fee support, at levels high enough 

to avoid pricing out the poorest.  Within the UK and many other countries, doing so would 

mean investing even more heavily in a system which is currently functioning at least as 

much as a force for entrenching existing advantage as for social mobility.  In Britain, and no 

doubt other places, this is particularly evident in the different and relatively fixed patterns 

of recruitment to different types of institution.    Here there is another salient point in 

Mason’s summary: “the legitimacy of this unequal system is high: because it has found ways 

to spread the wealth down to the managerial class in a way the early 19th century did not.” 

To wealth might arguably be added access to goods such as a university education. 

To render higher education as a force for challenging rather than reinforcing inherited 

inequalities would require a transformation we have yet to achieve in the participation of 

those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly at those institutions 

which have traditionally recruited most heavily from more privileged groups.   To that end, 

as a call on public cash the evidence is accumulating that beyond a certain point student 

support, whether for fees or living costs, universal or otherwise, is a less effective 

investment than targeted access and retention programmes or, even more, investment in 

earlier stages of the education system, helping young people from less privileged families 

stay in education, make subject choices which will open up the system to them rather than 

close it down, and perform to the best of their abilities.  As displacement is hard to achieve, 

increasing provision (or at least not decreasing it, as the number of 18 years olds falls) both 

in higher and further education also needs to be part of the picture. All this will remain true 



wherever access to higher education is economically stratified, independently of the 

pressure is on public budgets. 

Moreover, using loans rather than cash to achieve a universal system would not neutralise 

the equality problem.  Loan is still not free to the state. Also, as Scotland demonstrates, a 

reliance on loan in place of grant carries a risk of furthering inequality in the future, unless 

better-off parents can be persuaded en masse to make their own children borrow as much 

as those of the poor for their basic costs, and not then help them pay back the debt.    

However financed, the argument for spending heavily on universal student funding does not 

look strong, Piketty-wise.    

In short, at minimum Piketty might be expected to prescribe a system which does not itself 

set up further inequalities in future. Perhaps he would also suggest bringing the existence, 

or even absence, of certain types of asset into the equation, to make any system of means-

testing system function better as a measure of real wealth.  Though it seems doubtful he 

would be an advocate of an entirely universal system, he might encourage us to consider 

whether current means-tests put too much pressure on some of those at low to middle 

incomes.  

As an example, a system more sensitive to inequalities in wealth, as opposed to income,  

might still calculate the total upfront help students need by looking at recent income, as an 

indicator of short-term “ability to pay”, but allow the asset-poor some additional income 

disregard, as a savings and pension allowance.  It might then provide the resulting sums of 

support in varying mixes of loan and grant, depending on total household wealth, taking a 

longer-term view of the family’s capacity to help pay off debt. 

This may all however be beside the point.  Mason tells us that, “Piketty's work … challenges 
the narrative of the centre-left under globalisation, which believed upskilling the workforce, 
combined with mild redistribution, would promote social justice. This, Piketty demonstrates, 
is mistaken.  All that social democracy and liberalism can produce, with their current 
policies, is the oligarch's yacht co-existing with the food bank for ever.”   Adjustments to the 
funding of students from families with low to middling wealth might therefore be regarded 
by Piketty as being largely irrelevant.  Piketty, says Mason, is fundamentally an advocate of 
“confiscatory” taxation on extremes of wealth. 

This suggests that the treatment of the extremely wealthy would more likely be Piketty’s 
focus.  What if student funding had a small role in the much more aggressive approach to 
taxation and quasi-taxation Piketty reportedly argues is needed to loosen the increasing grip 
of inherited wealth? 

It has not traditionally been seen as the job of the student support system to take an 
ideological view on income inequality: its relationship with means-testing has always been 
essentially pragmatic.  A more deliberate approach to the relationship with the very rich 
might however see all help whatsoever with the costs of higher education withdrawn from 
the most wealthy.  The risk of higher education being undermined by the flight of the 



wealthiest, the sort of argument often made in the context of maintaining universal free 
access to services such as health,   applies less convincingly in this context.    

Indeed, if the growing global trade in international students proves anything, it is that the 
very wealthy will happily pay large sums, above cost, for higher education if it gets their 
children access to the most desired opportunities.  Rather than worry about how to get 
more disadvantaged people into certain institutions, Piketty might indeed suggest we 
should be more concerned about the role of the higher education system in nurturing a 
globally footloose class, buoyed by family money, and networking largely with itself, making 
the expensive business of youthful international mobility yet another filter for economic 
success. In other words, it is not only the home-grown wealthy whose disproportionate 
occupancy of certain institutions matters. 

All parts of the UK embrace international student recruitment with enthusiasm: indeed, the 
threat to that from UK immigration policies was one of the three higher education issues on 
which the recent White Paper on Scottish independence chose to focus.  Yet the more that 
our universities recruit from what is, on any realistic assessment, an unusually privileged 
group, and come to rely on the significant resources those students bring, the more they 
risk being implicated in reinforcing exactly the global networks of inherited wealth and 
power which Piketty describes.  The potential tension between promoting higher education 
both as a force for social justice and a growing international business deserves at least to be 
acknowledged by those who seek to achieve both.    

Mason’s report suggests that one radical implication of Capital might be that we ought 
actively to prevent the concentration of super-rich students in any one place.  Instead of 
targets for disadvantaged post-codes, perhaps more urgent on this analysis would be a cap 
on how many children of millionaires can be recruited to any single course or institution.  
Unilateral action would of course have limited impact: to work effectively as a counter-
weight to the grip of inherited wealth such a policy would need to be pursued 
internationally, requiring the higher education equivalent of a non-proliferation treaty. 

It is impossible in current circumstances to imagine any mainstream political party in any 
part of the UK advancing such a proposal, or that the universities most likely to be affected 
would ever let it happen.  Even more modest reductions in the availability of student 
support for the most well-off would be fiercely resisted, in Scotland at least.   Referring to 
Piketty may be popular right now. Reading the whole work is likely to be less so, and 
following his arguments to their logical consequences even less so again. As Mason puts it: 
“[Piketty] calls some of [his solutions] "utopian" and he is right. It is easier to imagine 
capitalism collapsing than the elite consenting to them.” 
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