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ABSTRACT

A vast literature suggests that economic inequality has important consequences for politics and 
public policy. Higher inequality is thought to increase demand for income redistribution in 
democracies and to discourage democratization and promote class conflict and revolution in 
dictatorships. Most such arguments crucially assume that ordinary people know how high 
inequality is, how it has been changing, and where they fit in the income distribution. Using a 
variety of large, cross-national surveys, we show that, in recent years, ordinary people have had 
little idea about such things. What they think they know is often wrong. Widespread ignorance 
and misperceptions emerge robustly, regardless of data source, operationalization, and 
measurement method. Moreover, perceived inequality-not the actual level-correlates strongly 
with demand for redistribution and reported conflict between rich and poor. "\¥e suggest that 
most theories about political effects of inequality need to be reframed as theories about effects of 
perceived inequality.
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Figure A1: Inequality--Perceptions and Reality, 2009

Sources: SWIID (Solt 2014) and ISSP (2009).
Note: Actual Gini is for post-tax-and-transfer income. Perceived Gini is reconstructed from responses to ISSP 
question 14a. Correlation: r = .37.      
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Figure A3: Trend in Poverty--Perceptions and Reality, Europe 2007-2010

Sources: Eurobarometer (74.1) and Eurostat.  

r = -.23
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