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There is a growing sense that the world is not functioning in the way people were taught 
to expect. The assumptions that once underpinned ordinary life - that stability follows 
effort, that progress is broadly accessible, that the basics remain within reach - no 
longer align with the conditions many now encounter.  

This shift is not dramatic in the way crises are dramatic. It is quieter, more structural, 
and visible in the practical details of daily living. 

The usual explanations focus on individual behaviour: better planning, greater 
discipline, improved decision-making. But these explanations do not account for the 
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scale or consistency of the change. Something broader is at work, something 
embedded in the way modern societies define value and organise their priorities. 

At the centre of this is the modern idea of wealth. 

Not wealth as in resources or wellbeing, but wealth as a comparative measure - a 
ranking system based on accumulation.  

This definition is so familiar that it is rarely questioned. It is treated as a natural feature 
of the world rather than a human construction. Yet it shapes almost every aspect of 
economic and social life. 

Wealth, in this form, is not about having enough. It is about having more. 

Its value depends on scarcity. 

Its meaning depends on hierarchy. 

Its logic depends on comparison. 

Once this definition becomes the organising principle of a society, the consequences 
extend far beyond finance. The essentials of life - housing, food, energy, time - are 
gradually drawn into the same competitive framework. They become assets rather than 
foundations. Their stability becomes tied to market incentives rather than human 
needs. 

This shift explains much of the tension present in modern life. When the basics behave 
like financial instruments, they fluctuate in ways that do not reflect the realities of 
ordinary living. The traditional expectation that effort leads to security becomes harder 
to sustain when the essentials themselves are unstable. 

This instability is not the result of personal shortcomings. It is the predictable outcome 
of a system that has redefined value in a way that prioritises accumulation over 
sufficiency. 

Contribution and Reward 
As the essentials become more volatile, another shift becomes visible: the weakening 
connection between contribution and reward.  

Work that is essential to society does not necessarily provide stability. Work that 
extracts value rather than creating it can be rewarded disproportionately.  

The link between effort and outcome - once a central assumption of modern life - has 
become inconsistent. 

This is not a matter of declining work ethic or changing attitudes. It is a structural 
feature of a system that allocates reward according to the logic of accumulation rather 
than the logic of contribution.  
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Activities that generate profit within the competitive framework are prioritised, even 
when their social value is limited. Activities that sustain communities or support 
wellbeing may be undervalued, even when they are indispensable. 

The result is a form of dissonance. 

The story society tells about how value is created no longer matches the way value is 
distributed. The assurances that once guided expectations - that hard work leads to 
stability, that contribution is recognised, that progress is attainable - no longer align 
with the outcomes many experience. 

This disconnection is not a temporary distortion. 

It is a sign that the system has drifted away from the needs of the people living within it. 

How wealth became a proxy for human value, and why that creates 
systemic instability. 
When wealth becomes the dominant measure of value, it gradually takes on a role it 
was never designed for.  

It begins to stand in for qualities it cannot meaningfully represent: capability, 
contribution, character, intelligence, even moral worth. The number becomes a proxy 
for the person.  

This shift happens quietly, not through explicit statements but through the way 
institutions operate and the way society responds to those who have more and those 
who have less. 

The problem is not that wealth exists, or that it plays a role in organising economic life. 
The problem is that it has expanded beyond its practical function and begun to shape 
perceptions of human value.  

A person’s position within the hierarchy of accumulation becomes a shorthand for their 
place in the social order.  

This is not a reflection of reality; it is a reflection of the system’s priorities. 

Wealth, as currently defined, measures access to resources, not the qualities of the 
individual who holds them.  

It reflects structural advantages, historical conditions, and the mechanics of 
accumulation far more than it reflects personal merit. Yet the system treats it as if it 
were a reliable indicator of worth.  

This creates a distortion that affects both those who have wealth and those who do not. 



©2026 Adam Tugwell    Why Wealth isn’t What You Think it is PDF_Vers1_29May26 P a g e  | 4 
 

For those with significant wealth, the system often attributes abilities or insights that 
may or may not exist. For those without it, the system can imply a lack of capability or 
effort, even when neither is true.  

In both cases, the measure obscures more than it reveals. It reduces complex human 
lives to a single metric that was never intended to carry such weight. 

This distortion becomes particularly visible when the essentials of life are unstable. 

When housing, food, and energy behave like financial assets, access to them becomes 
a function of position within the hierarchy rather than a reflection of contribution or 
need.  

The system begins to treat the basics of human existence as rewards rather than rights. 

This is not a moral argument; it is a structural observation. 

Once wealth is used as a proxy for human value, the system’s instability becomes 
self-reinforcing. Those with greater access to resources are better positioned to 
accumulate more, while those with less face increasing difficulty securing the basics. 

The hierarchy deepens, not because of differences in ability or effort, but because the 
structure channels value upward. 

This is the point at which the illusion becomes clear. 

Wealth appears to measure worth, but it measures position. 

It appears to reflect contribution, but it reflects access. 

It appears to reward effort, but it rewards alignment with the logic of accumulation. 

Understanding this does not diminish the importance of resources in practical terms. It 
simply clarifies that the system’s definition of wealth is not a reliable guide to human 
value. It is a mechanism of organisation, not a measure of worth. 

How the pressures people experience emerge from the system’s 
design rather than individual shortcomings. 
When the system uses wealth as a proxy for value, the pressures that emerge are not 
random or personal. They are structural.  

They arise from the way the system allocates resources, rewards certain forms of 
activity, and interprets worth.  

The strain many experience is not a sign of individual inadequacy; it is a reflection of the 
gap between human needs and the incentives that drive the economic framework. 
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A system organised around accumulation naturally concentrates advantage. Those 
positioned to benefit from the mechanics of growth gain access to stability, while those 
outside that position face increasing volatility.  

This pattern is not the result of personal decisions. It is the outcome of rules that 
channel value toward those who already hold the means to capture it. 

As this dynamic intensifies, the essentials of life become more sensitive to market 
forces. Housing responds to investment trends rather than demographic need. Food 
supply chains prioritise efficiency over resilience. Energy markets fluctuate according to 
global speculation. Time - once a basic condition of living - becomes something that 
must be purchased back through services designed to offset the demands of work. 

These pressures accumulate quietly. They do not announce themselves as crises. They 
appear in the form of narrowing margins, reduced buffers, and the sense that ordinary 
life requires more calculation than it once did.  

The system continues to function, but it functions in a way that places increasing strain 
on those who are not positioned to benefit from the logic of accumulation. 

This strain is often interpreted through the lens of personal responsibility, but that 
interpretation does not align with the scale or consistency of the pattern.  

When the same pressures appear across different regions, professions, and 
demographics, the explanation cannot reasonably be individual. It must be structural. 

Recognising this does not diminish the importance of personal agency. It simply 
clarifies the context in which that agency operates.  

A person can make sound decisions and still encounter instability if the foundations of 
the system are shifting beneath them. The presence of individual effort does not negate 
the influence of structural forces. 

Understanding the structural nature of the strain allows for a clearer view of the system 
itself. It becomes possible to see that the pressures are not anomalies or temporary 
distortions. They are features of a model that has prioritised comparative wealth over 
collective stability.  

And once this is understood, the illusion that wealth reflects human value begins to 
lose its authority. 

What becomes visible once the illusion is seen clearly - and how that 
shifts the understanding of human value. 
When the illusion surrounding wealth begins to lose its authority, certain patterns 
become easier to see.  
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The system’s behaviour becomes more legible. The pressures that once felt inexplicable 
start to align with the logic that produced them. What previously appeared as a series of 
disconnected difficulties reveals itself as the predictable outcome of a model built on 
comparative value. 

One of the first things that becomes visible is the extent to which instability is 
embedded in the structure.  

The volatility in housing, food, energy, and time is not a malfunction; it is a consequence 
of treating these essentials as assets within a competitive framework.  

Their behaviour reflects the incentives of the system rather than the needs of the 
population. Once this is understood, the fluctuations that shape daily life no longer 
appear random. They follow the logic of accumulation. 

Another pattern that becomes clearer is the widening gap between contribution and 
reward.  

The system does not distribute stability according to the importance of a person’s work 
or the effort they expend. It distributes stability according to alignment with the 
mechanisms that generate comparative wealth.  

This explains why essential roles can be undervalued while speculative activities can be 
disproportionately rewarded.  

The system is not measuring contribution; it is measuring position. 

A further insight emerges when examining how the hierarchy sustains itself. Those with 
access to assets that appreciate under the logic of accumulation are positioned to 
benefit from the system’s design. Those without such access face increasing difficulty 
securing the basics.  

This is not a reflection of personal merit or capability. It is a reflection of structural 
placement.  

The hierarchy deepens because the system channels value upward by design. 

Once these patterns are visible, the narrative that attributes instability to individual 
behaviour becomes harder to sustain. The pressures are too consistent, too 
widespread, and too closely aligned with the system’s incentives to be explained by 
personal shortcomings.  

The strain is structural, not personal. 

This clarity does not resolve the challenges, but it does change the frame through which 
they are understood.  
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It becomes possible to separate human value from economic position, and to recognise 
that the system’s definition of worth is not a reliable guide to the qualities of the 
individuals living within it.  

Wealth measures access, not character. It measures position, not contribution. It 
measures alignment with a particular set of incentives, not the inherent value of a 
human life. 

Seeing this distinction clearly is a turning point. It allows for a more accurate 
understanding of the world as it is, rather than the world as the narrative describes it. 
And it opens the way to a more grounded conception of human value - one that is not 
dependent on the mechanics of accumulation. 

A return to human value, and the distinction between structural 
metrics and inherent worth. 
When the mechanics of the system are separated from the qualities of the people living 
within it, a different picture of value begins to emerge.  

Human worth does not fluctuate with markets. It does not rise and fall with asset prices. 
It does not depend on alignment with the logic of accumulation.  

These are structural metrics, not measures of the individual. 

A person’s value is not determined by their position within an economic hierarchy. It is 
not defined by purchasing power, by the ability to acquire assets, or by the capacity to 
participate in competitive accumulation.  

These indicators describe access to resources, not the substance of a human life.  

They reflect the structure, not the person. 

This distinction matters because it clarifies the nature of the pressures many 
experience. The strain is not a verdict on individual capability. It is a consequence of a 
system that has elevated a narrow definition of wealth to a position it cannot 
meaningfully occupy.  

Wealth can organise transactions. It can allocate resources. It can signal economic 
position. But it cannot measure character, contribution, or inherent worth. 

Once this is understood, the narrative that equates wealth with value begins to lose 
coherence. The hierarchy remains, but its authority weakens. The system continues to 
function, but its claims about what it represents become less persuasive. The gap 
between structural metrics and human reality becomes visible. 

This visibility does not resolve the structural issues, but it does restore clarity. It allows 
for an understanding of the world that is not distorted by the assumptions built into the 



©2026 Adam Tugwell    Why Wealth isn’t What You Think it is PDF_Vers1_29May26 P a g e  | 8 
 

economic framework. It makes it possible to see that the instability in the essentials of 
life is not a reflection of personal failure, but of a system that has prioritised 
comparative wealth over collective stability. 

And in that clarity, a simple truth becomes evident: 

human value is inherent. 

It does not need to be earned. 

It does not depend on accumulation. 

It is not granted by the system and cannot be withdrawn by it. 

The system measures position. 

It measures access. 

It measures alignment with its own incentives. 

But it does not, and cannot, measure worth. 

Recognising this distinction is not an act of optimism or defiance. It is an act of 
accuracy. It allows the world to be seen as it is, without the distortions created by a 
metric that was never designed to carry the weight it has been given. 

And once that distinction is clear, the illusion of wealth loses its power to define the 
individual. The system remains, but its claims about value no longer stand 
unchallenged.  

What remains is a more grounded understanding of human worth - one that exists 
independently of the structures built around it. 
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Further Information 
To explore more of Adam Tugwell’s writing, including the online edition of this post, 
please visit: 
www.adamtugwell.blog 
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