WHAT IS WEALTH?

A household’s wealth, or net worth, is defined as

the sum of its assets minus its debts. Assets are all
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ot since the Gilded Age has this country seen such a yawning gap be-

tween the very rich and those with little wealth. Wealth concentration THE SUPER-RICH nomic cycle, as wealth assets may be drawn down 17.9% | 18.0% | 18.5% | 18.0%

has spiked since the 1970s: whereas in 1971, the top 1% of households = d“r"_‘g pef‘°d5 of CT'S'S (ajob 'f’ss' for example)-.- Source: Edward N. Wolff, “Recent Trends in

held less than 20% of total household wealth, by 1998 the top percent Financial assets include savings, bonds, certifi- Wealth Ownership, 1983-98," Jerome Levy
owned 38%. According to the most recent Survey of Consumer Finances, the PERCENTAGE SHARE OF HOUSEHOLD WEALTH HELD BY THE TOP 1%, 1917-1998 cat.es of dePOSlt._ stocks, mutu?l fund ln)lestm.ents, Ec.onomlcs Ins'tltute. April 2000. '
bottom 50% of the U.S. population claimed just 2.8% of total private wealth retirement pensions, and the like. Nonfinancial as- Note: Different studies of wealth ownership
. . o ) . . define wealth differently. Because Wolff
in 2001, while the top 5% held 58%. 44.2 sets may include homes, other real estate, vehi subtracts the value of automobiles,

cles, ownership of a privately held business, and his figures show a higher percentage of
the population with zero or negative
wealth than studies that include

cars as wealth.

The racial wealth gap persists (it far exceeds the racial income gap), evidence
of the country’s long legacy of discrimination. Data show that African-American 36.7 36.4 3
wealth holdings actually fell during the boom years of the 1990s, even while
the black-white income gap closed a bit.

Few other periods have reached such extremes of wealth inequality. Those
that have include the Gilded Age and the years preceding the Great Depres-
sion. Inequalities not only undermine opportunity—they fuel economic and
political instability.
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are liabilities—credit card balances, mortgages,
and other loans—that are owed. —Adfria Scharf
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