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Remarkable Persistence of Norman Elites in England

Yesterday Clark and Cummins (2014) have shown us that elites in
England are remarkably persistent:

Figure 1: Estimates of b, 1170–2012. Relative representation at Oxbridge of Norman surnames of landowners in
the Domesday Book (Norman), Inquisition Post Mortem (IPM), and those of locative origin. The suggested
underlying intergenerational mobility is consistent with the analysis of the rare names from 1800 to 1829



From William the Conqueror to Mister Darcy...

William the Conqueror on the

Bayeux Tapestry

(Source: Bayeux Museum)

Mr Darcy in the 2005 version of

’Pride and Prejudice’

(Source: BBC)

https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/the-characters/
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-38918958


Persistence acrossCritical Junctures

The years from 1200 to 2000 were tumultuous:
I Black Death and Plague
I Wars
I Colonization
I Industrialization
I Rise of the Middle Class

And yet the Norman Elites seem remarkably persistent.



What areCritical Junctures?

Robinson (2012) describes the role of Critical Junctures as
follows:

"Once a set of institutions comes to dominate society it
tends to persist for long periods of time though the insti-
tutional path can certainly change in the context of major
`critical junctures'. These could include factors external
to a society such as the imposition of colonial rule, inter-
state war, or globalization, but they also include changes
endogenous to society such as revolution, or industrializa-
tion and the rise of the middle class."
(Robinson, 2012, p. 30)



Today's Focus:Critical Juncturesin the History of
Inequality

Did Clark and Cummins (2014) uncover a speci�city of the
English case or does the same hold for other societies?



Plan for Today

Today we will:
I Look at di�erent cases of elite persistence;
I Look at di�erent possibleexplanations for that persistence;
I Look at di�erent critical juncturesand their e�ects on

inequality;
I Look towards the future of inequality.



Is Britain a Special Case?

At least since the Glorious Revolution 1688, Britain was
characterized by:

I Absence of political revolutions
I Relative political stability
I Very secure property rights
I No radical change in the ownership structure
I Very rich
I An absence of radical 'critical junctures' in general.

What about societies that were characterized by the absence
of these characteristics?



Is Britain a Special Case?

We will look at �ve extreme cases very di�erent from
Britain:

I China in the 20th Century
I Tsarist Russia - TheSoviet Union - Modern Russia
I The US South before, during, and after the Civil War and

Emancipation
I Sierra Leone
I The sugar islandsof the Danish West Indies



Critical Junctures:Case Studies

I China in the 20 th Century
I Tsarist Russia - The Soviet Union - Modern Russia
I The Ante- and Postbellum US South
I Sierra Leone
I The Danish West Indies



Alesina et al. (2020): China - Two Radical Revolutions

(Source: Britannica)

(Source: Wesleyan University)

Two back to back revolutions:
I Chinese Communist

Revolution, 1927-1949
I Cultural Revolution, 1966

to 1976

Aim to shut down critical two
critical channels of
intergenerational persistence:

I Transmission of physical
capital through
inheritance;

I Transmission of human
capital through formal
education.



Alesina et al. (2020): China - Two Radical Revolutions

"Thus, the Communist and Cultural Revolutions represent
some of themost radical attempts in human history to
eliminate the advantages of the elite , and to eradicate
inequality in wealth and formal education."

(Alesina et al., 2020, p. 1)



China: Communist and Cultural Revolutions

What measures did the Chinese State take during the
Communist and Cultural Revolutions?

I Land Reform: Expropriation and Redistribution of land
assets

I Close channel of transmission of status via transmission
of physical assets.

I Education: Closure of Schools and Universities
I Close channel of transmission of status via formal

education and human capital.
I Culture: Stigmatization of values associated with wealth and

education.
I Close channel of transmission of status via transmission

of cultural capital.



Alesina et al. (2020)

Alesina et al. (2020) look at three generations in rural China:

I 1) The Grandparents:
Born before 1940, grew up before the Revolution.

I 2) The Parents:
Born 1940-1965, experienced the revolutionary shocks.

I 3) The Children:
Born after 1965, were teenagers when revolutions were over.

They look at several outcomes:
I Pre- and post-revolution land ownership;
I Contemporary inequality in housing from the 2000 census;
I Socioeconomic outcomes and attitudes from the China Family

Panel Studies.

Link individuals in the survey to land ownership
pre-revolution using "class labels".



Alesina et al. (2020) - Results

The Revolutions are successful in homogenizing "parents":
I County-level Gini coe�cient decreased from .5 to .1.
I Individuals from elite backgrounds did not achieve a higher

level of education than people from non-elite backgrounds.

But the pre-revolutionary elites "grandchildren" manage to
bounce back. By 2010 individuals with pre-revolutionary elite
grandparents...

I Earn 16-17% higher incomes than individuals from non-elite
backgrounds.

I Have completed 11% additional years of schooling than
individuals from non-elite backgrounds.

I Have a 14.5% chance of staying in the top income decile.
Which is higher than the equivalent for the top 10% income
deciles in the US (14.1%) or Canada (11.1%).
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