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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book is in large part a sequel to Capital in the Twenty-First Century
(French edition, 2013; English, 2014), but it can be read independently. Like
the previous work, it is the culmination of a collective effort in the sense that
it would never have seen the light of day without the help and support of
numerous friends and colleagues. I am of course solely responsible for the
interpretations and analyses developed in the pages that follow, but by myself
I would never have been able to assemble the historical sources on which this
research rests.

I rely in particular on the data collected in the World Inequality Database
(http://WID.world). This project represents the combined effort of more than
a hundred researchers in more than eighty countries around the world. It is
currently the largest database available for the historical study of income and
wealth inequality both between and within countries. For the purposes of this
book I have also collected numerous other sources and documents concerning
periods, countries, and aspects of inequality not well covered by WID.world,
including, for example, data on preindustrial and colonial societies; on
inequalities of education, gender, race, religion, and status; and also on
religious beliefs, political attitudes, and electoral behavior.

Only the principal references are cited in the text and footnotes. Readers
interested in detailed information regarding the whole range of historical
sources, bibliographic references, and methods used in this book are urged to
consult the online technical appendix at http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Interested readers will also find in the online appendix many graphs and
data series not included in the text due to space limitations. I sometimes refer
to these sources in the footnotes.

The glossary at the end of this book contains definitions for several terms
that may be unfamiliar to readers, which are marked with an asterisk in the
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text.

I am particularly grateful to Facundo Alvaredo, Lucas Chancel,
Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel Zucman, with whom I codirected the
WID.world project and the World Inequality Lab at the Paris School of
Economics and the University of California at Berkeley. Out of this joint
venture came the recent World Inequality Report 2018 (http://wir2018.wid
.world), of which I make abundant use in this book. I also wish to thank the
institutions that made this project possible, first and foremost the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (EHESS), where I have taught since
2000—one of the few institutions in the world where social scientists of all
stripes can listen to and exchange ideas with one another. I also wish to thank
the Ecole Normale Supérieure and all the other institutions that joined forces
in 2007 to create the Paris School of Economics, which I hope will contribute
to the development of the economics of the twenty-first century, an
economics that is at once political and historical, multipolar and
multidisciplinary.

For their invaluable assistance I also wish to thank Lydia Assouad,
Abhijit Banerjee, Adam Barbé, Charlotte Bartels, Erik Bengtsson, Asma
Benhenda, Yonatan Berman, Nitin Bharti, Thomas Blanchet, Cécile
Bonneau, Manon Bouju, Jérome Bourdieu, Antoine Bozio, Cameron
Campbell, Guillaume Carré, Guilhem Cassan, Amélie Chelly, Bijia Chen,
Denis Cogneau, L.éo Czajka, Anne-Laure Delatte, Mauricio De Rosa, Richard
Dewever, Mark Dincecco, Esther Duflo, Luis Estevez-Bauluz, Ignacio
Flores, Juliette Fournier, Bertrand Garbinti, Amory Gethin, Jonathan
Goupille-Lebret, Yajna Govind, Julien Grenet, Jean-Yves Grenier, Malka
Guillot, Pierre-Cyrille Hautcoeur, Stéphanie Hennette, Simon Henochsberg,
Cheuk Ting Hung, Thanasak Jemmama, Francesca Jensenius, Fabian Kosse,
Attila Lindner, Noam Maggor, Clara Martinez Toledano, Ewan McGaughey,
Cyril Milhaud, Eric Monnet, Marc Morgan, Mathilde Munoz, Alix
Myczkowski, Delphine Nougayrede, Filip Novokmet, Katharina Pistor,
Gilles Postel-Vinay, Jean-Laurent Rosenthal, Nina Rousille, Guillaume
Sacriste, Aurélie Sotura, Alessandro Stanziani, Blaise Truong-Loi, Antoine
Vauchez, Sebastien Veg, Marlous van Waijenburg, Richard Von Glahn,
Daniel Waldenstrém, Li Yang, Tom Zawisza, and Roxane Zighed as well as
all my friends and colleagues at the Centre Francois-Simiand d’Histoire
FEconomique et Sociale and the Centre de Recherches Historiques of the
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EHESS and the Paris School of Economics.

I also owe special thanks to Arthur Goldhammer. Every time I go through
the pages of the English version of Capital in the Twenty-First Century or
Capital and Ideology, 1 realize how fortunate I was to have Art as my
translator. Without his help, I would never have been able to communicate
with English-speaking readers with the same precision and elegance.

This book has also benefited from the numerous debates and discussions
in which I have had the good fortune to participate since the publication of
Capital in the Twenty-First Century. 1 spent much of 2014-2016 traveling
around the world, meeting readers, researchers, dissenters, and citizens eager
to join the debate. I participated in hundreds of discussions about my book
and the questions it raised. From these many encounters I learned an
immense amount, which has helped me to delve deeper into the historical
dynamics of inequality.

Among the many shortcomings of my previous book, two deserve special
mention. First, that work focused too exclusively on the historical experience
of the wealthy countries of the world (in Western Europe, North America,
and Japan). This was due in part to the difficulty of accessing historical
sources adequate for the study of other countries and regions. It was
nevertheless a choice that sharply restricted my focus and thinking. Second,
the earlier book tended to treat the political and ideological changes
associated with inequality and redistribution as a sort of black box. I did
propose a number of hypotheses concerning, for example, changes in
political ideas and attitudes in regard to inequality and private property as a
result of the two world wars of the twentieth century, economic crises, and
the communist challenge, but I never tackled head-on the question of how
inegalitarian ideologies evolved. In this new work I attempt to do this much
more explicitly by examining the question in a much broader temporal,
spatial, and comparative perspective.

Thanks to the success of the earlier book and the support of numerous
citizens, researchers, and journalists, I was able to gain access to tax records
and other historical documents previously restricted by the governments of
Brazil, India, South Africa, Tunisia, Lebanon, Ivory Coast, Korea, Taiwan,
Poland, Hungary, and many other countries around the world. Access to
similar records in China and Russia was unfortunately more limited, but we
were nevertheless able to make some progress. With this information it was



possible to break out of the largely Western framework of the previous book
and develop a deeper analysis of the nature of inequality regimes* and their
possible trajectories* and switch points. Importantly, these years of
encounters, discussions, and reading gave me an opportunity to learn more
about the political and ideological dynamics of inequality and thus to write a
book that is, I believe, richer than the one it follows. The result is now in your
hands, and you, the reader, are free to judge for yourself.

None of this would have been possible without my close family. Six years
of happiness have passed since the publication of Capital in the Twenty-First
Century. My three darling daughters have become young adults (or almost:
just two more years, Hélene, and you will join the club with Déborah and
Juliette!). Without their love and energy, life would not be the same. And
Julia and I have not stopped traveling, meeting people, exchanging ideas,
rereading and rewriting each other’s work, and remaking the world. She
alone knows how much both this book and its author owe to her. And the best
is yet to come!



Introduction

Every human society must justify its inequalities: unless reasons for them are
found, the whole political and social edifice stands in danger of collapse.
Every epoch therefore develops a range of contradictory discourses and
ideologies for the purpose of legitimizing the inequality that already exists or
that people believe should exist. From these discourses emerge certain
economic, social, and political rules, which people then use to make sense of
the ambient social structure. Out of the clash of contradictory discourses—a
clash that is at once economic, social, and political—comes a dominant
narrative or narratives, which bolster the existing inequality regime.

In today’s societies, these justificatory narratives comprise themes of
property, entrepreneurship, and meritocracy: modern inequality is said to be
just because it is the result of a freely chosen process in which everyone
enjoys equal access to the market and to property and automatically benefits
from the wealth accumulated by the wealthiest individuals, who are also the
most enterprising, deserving, and useful. Hence modern inequality is said to
be diametrically opposed to the kind of inequality found in premodern
societies, which was based on rigid, arbitrary, and often despotic differences
of status.

The problem is that this proprietarian* and meritocratic narrative, which
first flourished in the nineteenth century after the collapse of the Old Regime
and its society of orders* and which was radically revised for a global
audience at the end of the twentieth century following the fall of Soviet
communism and the triumph of hypercapitalism, is looking more and more
fragile. From it a variety of contradictions have emerged—contradictions
which take very different forms in Europe and the United States, in India and
Brazil, in China and South Africa, in Venezuela and the Middle East. And yet
today, two decades into the twenty-first century, the various trajectories* of



these different countries are increasingly interconnected, their distinctive
individual histories notwithstanding. Only by adopting a transnational
perspective can we hope to understand the weaknesses of these narratives and
begin to construct an alternative.

Indeed, socioeconomic inequality has increased in all regions of the world
since the 1980s. In some cases it has become so extreme that it is difficult to
justify in terms of the general interest. Nearly everywhere a gaping chasm
divides the official meritocratic discourse from the reality of access to
education and wealth for society’s least favored classes. The discourse of
meritocracy and entrepreneurship often seems to serve primarily as a way for
the winners in today’s economy to justify any level of inequality whatsoever
while peremptorily blaming the losers for lacking talent, virtue, and
diligence. In previous inequality regimes, the poor were not blamed for their
own poverty, or at any rate not to the same extent; earlier justificatory
narratives stressed instead the functional complementarity of different social
groups.

Modern inequality also exhibits a range of discriminatory practices based
on status, race, and religion, practices pursued with a violence that the
meritocratic fairy tale utterly fails to acknowledge. In these respects, modern
society can be as brutal as the premodern societies from which it likes to
distinguish itself. Consider, for example, the discrimination faced by the
homeless, immigrants, and people of color. Think, too, of the many migrants
who have drowned while trying to cross the Mediterranean. Without a
credible new universalistic and egalitarian narrative, it is all too likely that the
challenges of rising inequality, immigration, and climate change will
precipitate a retreat into identitarian* nationalist politics based on fears of a
“great replacement” of one population by another. We saw this in Europe in
the first half of the twentieth century, and it seems to be happening again in
various parts of the world in the first decades of the twenty-first century.

It was World War I that spelled the end of the so-called Belle Epoque
(1880-1914), which was belle only when compared with the explosion of
violence that followed. In fact, it was belle primarily for those who owned
property, especially if they were white males. If we do not radically transform
the present economic system to make it less inegalitarian, more equitable, and
more sustainable, xenophobic “populism” could well triumph at the ballot
box and initiate changes that will destroy the global, hypercapitalist, digital



economy that has dominated the world since 1990.

To avoid this danger, historical understanding remains our best tool.
Every human society needs to justify its inequalities, and every justification
contains its share of truth and exaggeration, boldness and cowardice, idealism
and self-interest. For the purposes of this book, an inequality regime will be
defined as a set of discourses and institutional arrangements intended to
justify and structure the economic, social, and political inequalities of a given
society. Every such regime has its weaknesses. In order to survive, it must
permanently redefine itself, often by way of violent conflict but also by
availing itself of shared experience and knowledge. The subject of this book
is the history and evolution of inequality regimes. By bringing together
historical data bearing on societies of many different types, societies which
have not previously been subjected to this sort of comparison, I hope to shed
light on ongoing transformations in a global and transnational perspective.

From this historical analysis one important conclusion emerges: what
made economic development and human progress possible was the struggle
for equality and education and not the sanctification of property, stability, or
inequality. The hyper-inegalitarian narrative that took hold after 1980 was in
part a product of history, most notably the failure of communism. But it was
also the fruit of ignorance and of disciplinary division in the academy. The
excesses of identity politics and fatalist resignation that plague us today are in
large part consequences of that narrative’s success. By turning to history
from a multidisciplinary perspective, we can construct a more balanced
narrative and sketch the outlines of a new participatory socialism for the
twenty-first century. By this I mean a new universalistic egalitarian narrative,
a new ideology of equality, social ownership, education, and knowledge and
power sharing. This new narrative presents a more optimistic picture of
human nature than did its predecessors—and not only more optimistic but
also more precise and convincing because it is more firmly rooted in the
lessons of global history. Of course, it is up to each of us to judge the merits
of these tentative and provisional lessons, to rework them as necessary, and
to carry them forward.

What Is an Ideology?

Before I explain how this book is organized, I want to discuss the principal



sources on which I rely and how the present work relates to Capital in the
Twenty-First Century. But first I need to say a few words about the notion of
ideology as I use it in this study.

I use “ideology” in a positive and constructive sense to refer to a set of a
priori plausible ideas and discourses describing how society should be
structured. An ideology has social, economic, and political dimensions. It is
an attempt to respond to a broad set of questions concerning the desirable or
ideal organization of society. Given the complexity of the issues, it should be
obvious that no ideology can ever command full and total assent: ideological
conflict and disagreement are inherent in the very notion of ideology.
Nevertheless, every society must attempt to answer questions about how it
should be organized, usually on the basis of its own historical experience but
sometimes also on the experiences of other societies. Individuals will usually
also feel called on to form opinions of their own on these fundamental
existential issues, however vague or unsatisfactory they may be.

What are these fundamental issues? One is the question of what the
nature of the political regime should be. By “political regime” I mean the set
of rules describing the boundaries of the community and its territory, the
mechanisms of collective decision making, and the political rights of
members. These rules govern forms of political participation and specify the
respective roles of citizens and foreigners as well as the functions of
executives and legislators, ministers and kings, parties and elections, empires
and colonies.

Another fundamental issue has to do with the property regime, by which I
mean the set of rules describing the different possible forms of ownership as
well as the legal and practical procedures for regulating property relations
between different social groups. Such rules may pertain to private or public
property, real estate, financial assets, land or mineral resources, slaves or
serfs, intellectual and other immaterial forms of property, and relations
between landlords and tenants, nobles and peasants, masters and slaves, or
shareholders and wage earners.

Every society, every inequality regime, is characterized by a set of more
or less coherent and persistent answers to these questions about its political
and property regimes. These two sets of answers are often closely related
because they depend in large part on some theory of inequality between
different social groups (whether real or imagined, legitimate or illegitimate).



The answers generally imply a range of other intellectual and institutional
commitments: for instance, commitments to an educational regime (that is,
the rules governing institutions and organizations responsible for transmitting
spiritual values, knowledge, and ideas, including families, churches, parents,
and schools and universities) and a tax regime (that is, arrangements for
providing states or regions; towns or empires; and social, religious, or other
collective organizations with adequate resources). The answers to these
questions can vary widely. People can agree about the political regime but
not the property regime or about certain fiscal or educational arrangements
but not others. Ideological conflict is almost always multidimensional, even if
one axis takes priority for a time, giving the illusion of majoritarian
consensus allowing broad collective mobilization and historical
transformations of great magnitude.

Borders and Property

To simplify, we can say that every inequality regime, every inegalitarian
ideology, rests on both a theory of borders and a theory of property.

The border question is of primary importance. Every society must explain
who belongs to the human political community it comprises and who does
not, what territory it governs under what institutions, and how it will organize
its relations with other communities within the universal human community
(which, depending on the ideology involved, may or may not be explicitly
acknowledged). The border question and the political regime question are of
course closely linked. The answer to the border question also has significant
implications for social inequality, especially between citizens and
noncitizens.

The property question must also be answered. What is a person allowed
to own? Can one person own others? Can he or she own land, buildings,
firms, natural resources, knowledge, financial assets, and public debt? What
practical guidelines and laws should govern relations between owners of
property and nonowners? How should ownership be transmitted across
generations? Along with the educational and fiscal regime, the property
regime determines the structure and evolution of social inequality.

In most premodern societies, the questions of the political regime and the
property regime are intimately related. In other words, power over individuals



and power over things are not independent. Here, “things” refers to possessed
objects, which may be persons in the case of slavery. Furthermore, power
over things may imply power over persons. This is obviously true in slave
societies, where the two questions essentially merge into one: some
individuals own others and therefore also rule over them.

The same is true, but in more subtle fashion, in what I call ternary or
“trifunctional” societies (that is, societies divided into three functional classes
—a clerical and religious class, a noble and warrior class, and a common and
laboring class). In this historical form, which we find in most premodern
civilizations, the two dominant classes are both ruling classes, in the senses
of exercising the regalian powers of security and justice, and property-
owning classes. For centuries, the “landlord” was also the “ruler” (seigneur)
of the people who lived and worked on his land, just as much as he was the
seigneur (“lord”) of the land itself.

By contrast, ownership (or proprietarian) societies* of the sort that
flourished in Europe in the nineteenth century drew a sharp distinction
between the property question (with universal property rights theoretically
open to all) and the power question (with the centralized state claiming a
monopoly of regalian rights*). The political regime and the property regime
were nevertheless closely related, in part because political rights were long
restricted to property owners and in part because constitutional restrictions
then and now severely limited the possibility for political majorities to
modify the property regime by legal and peaceful means.

As we shall see, political and property regimes have remained
inextricably intertwined from premodern* ternary* and slave societies to
modern postcolonial and hypercapitalist ones, including, along the way, the
communist and social-democratic societies that arose in reaction to the crises
of inequality and identity that ownership society provoked.

To analyze these historical transformations I therefore rely on the notion
of an “inequality regime”* which encompasses both the political regime and
the property regime (as well as the educational and fiscal regimes) and
clarifies the relation between them. To illustrate the persistent structural links
between the political regime and the property regime in today’s world,
consider the absence of any democratic mechanism that would allow a
majority of citizens of the European Union (and a fortiori citizens of the
world) to adopt a common tax or a redistributive or developmental scheme.



This is because each member state, no matter how small its population or
what benefits it derives from commercial and financial integration, has the
right to veto all forms of fiscal legislation.

More generally, inequality today is strongly influenced by the system of
borders and national sovereignty, which determines the allocation of social
and political rights. This has given rise to intractable multidimensional
ideological conflicts over inequality, immigration, and national identity,
conflicts that have made it very difficult to achieve majority coalitions
capable of countering the rise of inequality. Specifically, ethno-religious and
national cleavages often prevent people of different ethnic and national
origins from coming together politically, thus strengthening the hand of the
rich and contributing to the growth of inequality. The reason for this failure is
the lack of an ideology capable of persuading disadvantaged social groups
that what unites them is more important than what divides them. I will
examine these issues in due course. Here I want simply to emphasize the fact
that political and property regimes have been intimately related for a very
long time. This durable structural relationship cannot be properly analyzed
without adopting a long-run transnational historical perspective.

Taking Ideology Seriously

Inequality is neither economic nor technological; it is ideological and
political. This is no doubt the most striking conclusion to emerge from the
historical approach I take in this book. In other words, the market and
competition, profits and wages, capital and debt, skilled and unskilled
workers, natives and aliens, tax havens and competitiveness—none of these
things exist as such. All are social and historical constructs, which depend
entirely on the legal, fiscal, educational, and political systems that people
choose to adopt and the conceptual definitions they choose to work with.
These choices are shaped by each society’s conception of social justice and
economic fairness and by the relative political and ideological power of
contending groups and discourses. Importantly, this relative power is not
exclusively material; it is also intellectual and ideological. In other words,
ideas and ideologies count in history. They enable us to imagine new worlds
and different types of society. Many paths are possible.

This approach runs counter to the common conservative argument that



inequality has a basis in “nature.” It is hardly surprising that the elites of
many societies, in all periods and climes, have sought to “naturalize”
inequality. They argue that existing social disparities benefit not only the
poor but also society as a whole and that any attempt to alter the existing
order of things will cause great pain. History proves the opposite: inequality
varies widely in time and space, in structure as well as magnitude. Changes
have occurred rapidly in ways that contemporaries could not have imagined
only a short while before they came about. Misfortune did sometimes follow.
Broadly speaking, however, political processes, including revolutionary
transformations, that led to a reduction of inequality proved to be immensely
successful. From them came our most precious institutions—those that have
made human progress a reality, including universal suffrage, free and
compulsory public schools, universal health insurance, and progressive
taxation. In all likelihood the future will be no different. The inequalities and
institutions that exist today are not the only ones possible, whatever
conservatives may say to the contrary. Change is permanent and inevitable.
Nevertheless, the approach taken in this book—based on ideologies,
institutions, and the possibility of alternative pathways—also differs from
approaches sometimes characterized as “Marxist,” according to which the
state of the economic forces and relations of production determines a
society’s ideological “superstructure” in an almost mechanical fashion. In
contrast, I insist that the realm of ideas, the political-ideological sphere, is
truly autonomous. Given an economy and a set of productive forces in a
certain state of development (supposing one can attach a definite meaning to
those words, which is by no means certain), a range of possible ideological,
political, and inequality regimes always exists. For instance, the theory that
holds that a transition from “feudalism” to “capitalism” occurred as a more or
less mechanical response to the Industrial Revolution cannot explain the
complexity and multiplicity of the political and ideological pathways we
actually observe in different countries and regions. In particular, it fails to
explain the differences that exist between and within colonizing and
colonized regions. Above all, it fails to impart lessons useful for
understanding subsequent stages of history. When we look closely at what
followed, we find that alternatives always existed—and always will. At every
level of development, economic, social, and political systems can be
structured in many different ways; property relations can be organized



differently; different fiscal and educational regimes are possible; problems of
public and private debt can be handled differently; numerous ways to manage
relations between human communities exist; and so on. There are always
several ways of organizing a society and its constitutive power and property
relations. More specifically, today, in the twenty-first century, property
relations can be organized in many ways. Clearly stating the alternatives may
be more useful in transcending capitalism than simply threatening to destroy
it without explaining what comes next.

The study of these different historical pathways, as well as of the many
paths not taken, is the best antidote to both the conservatism of the elite and
the alibis of would-be revolutionaries who argue that nothing can be done
until the conditions for revolution are ripe. The problem with these alibis is
that they indefinitely defer all thinking about the postrevolutionary future.
What this usually means in practice is that all power is granted to a
hypertrophied state, which may turn out to be just as dangerous as the quasi-
sacred property relations that the revolution sought to overthrow. In the
twentieth century such thinking did considerable human and political damage
for which we are still paying the price. Today, the postcommunist societies of
Russia, China, and to a certain extent Eastern Europe (despite their different
historical trajectories) have become hypercapitalism’s staunchest allies. This
is a direct consequence of the disasters of Stalinism and Maoism and the
consequent rejection of all egalitarian internationalist ambitions. So great was
the communist disaster that it overshadowed even the damage done by the
ideologies of slavery, colonialism, and racialism and obscured the strong ties
between those ideologies and the ideologies of ownership and
hypercapitalism—no mean feat.

In this book I take ideology very seriously. I try to reconstruct the internal
coherence of different types of ideology, with special emphasis on six main
categories which I will call proprietarian, social-democratic, communist,
trifunctional,* slaveist (esclavagiste), and colonialist ideologies. I start with
the hypothesis that every ideology, no matter how extreme it may seem in its
defense of inequality, expresses a certain idea of social justice. There is
always some plausible basis for this idea, some sincere and consistent
foundation, from which it is possible to draw useful lessons. But we cannot
do this unless we take a concrete rather than an abstract (which is to say,
ahistorical and noninstitutional) approach to the study of political and



ideological structures. We must look at concrete societies and specific
historical periods and at specific institutions defined by specific forms of
property and specific fiscal and educational regimes. These must be
rigorously analyzed. We must not shrink from investigating legal systems,
tax schedules, and educational resources—the conditions and rules under
which societies function. Without these, institutions and ideologies are mere
empty shells, incapable of effecting real social change or inspiring lasting
allegiance.

I am of course well aware that the word “ideology” can be used
pejoratively, sometimes with good reason. Dogmatic ideas divorced from
facts are frequently characterized as ideological. Yet often it is those who
claim to be purely pragmatic who are in fact most “ideological” (in the
pejorative sense): their claim to be post-ideological barely conceals their
disdain for evidence, historical ignorance, distorting biases, and class
interests. This book will therefore lean heavily on “facts.” I will discuss the
history of inequality in several societies, partly because this was my original
specialty and partly because I am convinced that unbiased examination of the
available sources is the only way to make progress. In so doing I will
compare societies which are very different from one another. Some are even
said to be “exceptional” and therefore unsuitable for comparative study, but
this is incorrect.

I am well placed to know, however, that the available sources are never
sufficient to resolve every dispute. From “facts” alone we will never be able
to deduce the ideal political regime or property regime or fiscal or
educational regime. Why? Because “facts” are largely the products of
institutions (such as censuses, surveys, tax records, and so on). Societies
create social, fiscal, and legal categories to describe, measure, and transform
themselves. Hence “facts” are themselves constructs. To appreciate them
properly we must understand their context, which consists of complex,
overlapping, self-interested interactions between the observational apparatus
and the society under study. This of course does not mean that these
cognitive constructs have nothing to teach us. It means, rather, that to learn
from them, we must take this complexity and reflexivity into account.

Furthermore, the questions that interest us, which pertain to the nature of
the ideal social, economic, and political organization, are far too complex to
allow answers to emerge from a simple “objective” examination of the



“facts,” which inevitably reflect the limitations of past experiences and the
incompleteness of our knowledge and of the deliberative processes to which
we were exposed. Finally, it is entirely conceivable that the “ideal” regime
(however we interpret the word “ideal”) is not unique and depends on
specific characteristics of each society.

Collective Learning and the Social Sciences

Nevertheless, my position is not one of indiscriminate relativism. It is too
easy for the social scientist to avoid taking a stand. So I will eventually make
my position clear, especially in the final part of the book, but in so doing I
will attempt to explain how and why I reached my conclusions.

Social ideologies usually evolve in response to historical experience. For
instance, the French Revolution stemmed in part from the injustices and
frustrations of the Ancien Régime. The Revolution in turn brought about
changes that permanently altered perceptions of the ideal inequality regime as
various social groups judged the success or failure of revolutionary
experiments with different forms of political organization, property regimes,
and social, fiscal, and educational systems. What was learned from this
experience inevitably influenced future political transformations and so on
down the line. Each nation’s political and ideological trajectory can be seen
as a vast process of collective learning and historical experimentation.
Conflict is inherent in the process because different social and political
groups have not only different interests and aspirations but also different
memories. Hence they interpret past events differently and draw from them
different implications regarding the future. From such learning experiences,
national consensus on certain points can nevertheless emerge, at least for a
time.

Though partly rational, these collective learning processes nevertheless
have their limits. Nations tend to have short memories (people often forget
their own country’s experiences after a few decades or else remember only
scattered bits, seldom chosen at random). Worse than that, memory is usually
strictly nationalistic. Perhaps that is putting it too strongly: every country
occasionally learns from the experiences of other countries, whether
indirectly or through direct contact (in the form of war, colonization,
occupation, or treaty—forms of learning that may be neither welcome nor



beneficial). For the most part, however, nations form their visions of the ideal
political or property regime or just legal, fiscal, or educational system from
their own experiences and are almost completely unaware of the experiences
of other countries, particularly when they are geographically remote or
thought to belong to a distinct civilization or religious or moral tradition or,
again, when contact with the other has been violent (which can reinforce the
sense of radical foreignness). More generally, collective learning experiences
are often based on relatively crude or imprecise notions of the institutional
arrangements that exist in other societies (or even within the same country or
in neighboring countries). This is true not only in the political realm but also
in regard to legal, fiscal, and educational institutions. The usefulness of the
lessons derived from such collective learning experiences is therefore
somewhat limited.

This limitation is not inevitable, however. Many factors can enhance the
learning process: schools and books, immigration and intermarriage, parties
and trade unions, travel and encounters, newspapers and other media, to
name a few. The social sciences can also play a part. I am convinced that
social scientists can contribute to the understanding of ongoing changes by
carefully comparing the histories of countries with different cultural
traditions, systematically exploiting all available resources, and studying the
evolution of inequality and of political and ideological regimes in different
parts of the world. Such a comparative, historical, transnational approach can
help us to form a more accurate picture of what a better political, economic,
and social organization might look like and especially what a better global
society might look like, since the global community is the one political
community to which we all belong. Of course, I do not claim that the
conclusions I offer throughout the book are the only ones possible, but they
are, in my view, the best conclusions we can draw from the sources I have
explored. I will try to explain in detail which events and comparisons I found
most persuasive in reaching these conclusions. I will not hide the
uncertainties that remain. Obviously, however, these conclusions depend on
the very limited state of our present knowledge. This book is but one small
step in a vast process of collective learning. I am impatient to discover what
the next steps in the human adventure will be.

I hasten to add, for the benefit of those who lament the rise of inequality
and of identity politics as well as for those who think that I protest too much,



that this book is in no way a book of lamentations. I am an optimist by
nature, and my primary goal is to seek solutions to our common problems.
Human beings have demonstrated an astonishing capacity to imagine new
institutions and develop new forms of cooperation, to forge bonds among
millions (or hundreds of millions or even billions) of people who have never
met and will never meet and who might well choose to annihilate one another
rather than live together in peace. This is admirable. What is more, societies
can accomplish these feats even though we know little about what an ideal
regime might look like and therefore about what rules are justifiable.
Nevertheless, our ability to imagine new institutions has its limits. We
therefore need the assistance of rational analysis. To say that inequality is
ideological and political rather than economic or technological does not mean
that it can be eliminated by a wave of some magic wand. It means, more
modestly, that we must take seriously the ideological and institutional
diversity of human society. We must beware of anyone who tries to
naturalize inequality or deny the existence of alternative forms of social
organization. It means, too, that we must carefully study in detail the
institutional arrangements and legal, fiscal, and educational systems of other
countries, for it is these details that determine whether cooperation succeeds
or fails and whether equality increases or decreases. Good will is not enough
without solid conceptual and institutional underpinnings. If I can
communicate to you, the reader, a little of my educated amazement at the
successes of the past and persuade you that knowledge of history and
economics is too important to leave to historians and economists, then I will
have achieved my goal.

The Sources Used in This Book: Inequalities and Ideologies

This book is based on historical sources of two kinds: first, sources that
enable us to measure the evolution of inequality in a multidimensional
historical and comparative perspective (including inequalities of income,
wages, wealth, education, gender, age, profession, origin, religion, race,
status, etc.) and second, sources that allow us to study changes in ideology,
political beliefs, and representations of inequality and of the economic,
social, and political institutions that shape them.

Regarding inequality, I rely in particular on the data collected in the



World Inequality Database (WID.world). This project represents the
combined effort of more than a hundred researchers in eighty countries
around the world. It is currently the largest database available for the
historical study of wealth and income inequality both within and between
countries. The WID.world project grew out of work I did with Anthony
Atkinson and Emmanuel Saez in the early 2000s, which sought to extend and
generalize research begun in the 1950s and 1970s by Atkinson, Simon
Kuznets, and Alan Harrison.! This project is based on systematic comparison
of available sources, including national accounts data, survey data, and fiscal
and estate data. With these data it is generally possible to go back as far as
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when many countries
established progressive income and estate taxes. From the same data we can
also infer conclusions about the distribution of wealth (taxes invariably give
rise to new sources of knowledge and not only to tax receipts and popular
discontent). For some countries we can push the limits of our knowledge
back as far as the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. This is true,
for instance, of France, where the Revolution established an early version of
a unified system of property and estate records. By drawing on this research I
was able to set the post-1980 rise of inequality in a long-term historical
perspective. This spurred a global debate on inequality, as the interest
aroused by the publication in 2013 of Capital in the Twenty-First Century
illustrates. The World Inequality Report 2018 continued this debate.2 People
want to participate in the democratic process and therefore demand a more
democratic diffusion of economic knowledge, as the enthusiastic reception of
the WID.world project shows. As people become better educated and
informed, economic and financial issues can no longer be left to a small
group of experts whose competence is, in any case, dubious. It is only natural
for more and more citizens to want to form their own opinions and participate
in public debate. The economy is at the heart of politics; responsibility for it
cannot be delegated, any more than democracy itself can.

The available data on inequality are unfortunately incomplete, largely
because of the difficulty of gaining access to fiscal, administrative, and
banking records in many countries. There is a general lack of transparency in
economic and financial matters. With the help of hundreds of citizens,
researchers, and journalists in many countries, I was able to gain access to
previously closed sources in Brazil, India, South Africa, Tunisia, Lebanon,



Ivory Coast, Korea, Taiwan, Poland, and Hungary and, to a lesser extent,
China and Russia. One of many shortcomings of my previous book, Capital
in the Twenty-First Century, included a too-exclusive focus on the historical
experience of the wealthy countries of the world (that is, in Western Europe,
North America, and Japan), partly because it was so difficult to access
historical data for other countries and regions. The newly available data
enabled me to go beyond the largely Western framework of my previous
book and delve more deeply into the nature of inequality regimes and their
possible trajectories. Despite this progress, numerous deficiencies remain in
the data from rich countries as well as poor.

For the present book I also collected many other sources and documents
dealing with periods, countries, or aspects of inequality not well covered by
WID.world, including data about preindustrial and colonial societies as well
as inequalities of status, profession, education, gender, race, and religion.

For the study of ideology I naturally relied on a wide range of sources.
Some will be familiar to scholars: minutes of parliamentary debates,
transcripts of speeches, and party platforms. I look at the writings of both
theorists and political actors to see how inequalities were justified in different
times and places. In the eleventh century, for example, bishops wrote in
justification the trifunctional society, which consisted of three classes: clergy,
warriors, and laborers. In the early 1980s Friedrich von Hayek published
Law, Legislation, and Liberty, an influential neo-proprietarian and semi-
dictatorial treatise. In between those dates, in the 1830s, John Calhoun, a
Democratic senator from South Carolina and vice president of the United
States, justified “slavery as a positive good.” Xi Jinping’s writings on China’s
neo-communist dream or op-eds published in the Global Times are no less
revealing than Donald Trump’s tweets or articles in praise of Anglo-
American hypercapitalism in the Wall Street Journal or the Financial Times.
All these ideologies must be taken seriously, not only because of their
influence on the course of events but also because every ideology attempts
(more or less successfully) to impose meaning on a complex social reality.
Human beings will inevitably attempt to make sense of the societies they live
in, no matter how unequal or unjust they may be. I start from the premise that
there is always something to learn from such attempts. Studying them in
historical perspective may yield lessons that can help guide our steps in the
future.



I will also make use of literature, which is often one of our best sources
when it comes to understanding how representations of inequality change. In
Capital in the Twenty-First Century 1 drew on classic nineteenth-century
novels by Honoré de Balzac and Jane Austen, which offer matchless insights
into the ownership societies that flourished in France and England between
1790 and 1840. Both novelists possessed intimate knowledge of the property
hierarchies of their time. They had deeper insight than others into the secret
motives and hidden boundaries that existed in their day and understood how
these affected people’s hopes and fears and determined who met whom and
how men and women plotted marital strategies. Writers analyzed the deep
structure of inequality—how it was justified, how it impinged on the lives of
individuals—and they did so with an evocative power that no political speech
or social scientific treatise can rival.

Literature’s unique ability to capture the relations of power and
domination between social groups and to detect the way in which inequalities
are experienced by individuals exists, as we shall see, in all societies. We will
therefore draw heavily on literary works for invaluable insights into a wide
variety of inequality regimes. In Destiny and Desire, the splendid fresco that
Carlos Fuentes published in 2008 a few years before his death, we discover a
revealing portrait of Mexican capitalism and endemic social violence. In This
Earth of Mankind, published in 1980, Pramoedya Ananta Toer shows us how
the inegalitarian Dutch colonial regime worked in Indonesia in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; his book achieves a brutal
truthfulness unmatched by any other source. In Americanah (2013),
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie offers us a proud, ironic view of the migratory
routes her characters Ifemelu and Obinze follow from Nigeria to the United
States and Europe, providing unique insight into one of the most important
aspects of today’s inequality regime.

To study ideologies and their transformations, I also make systematic and
novel use of the postelection surveys that have been carried out since the end
of World War II in most countries where elections are held. Despite their
limitations, these surveys offer an incomparable view of the structure of
political, ideological, and electoral conflict from the 1940s to the present, not
only in most Western countries (including France, the United States, and the
United Kingdom, to which I will devote special attention) but also in many
other countries, including India, Brazil, and South Africa. One of the most



important shortcomings of my previous book, apart from its focus on the rich
countries, was its tendency to treat political and ideological changes
associated with inequality and redistribution as a black box. I proposed a
number of hypotheses concerning, for example, changing political attitudes
toward inequality and private property owing to world war, economic crisis,
and the communist challenge in the twentieth century, but I never really
tackled head on the question of how inegalitarian ideologies evolve. In the
present work I try to do this much more explicitly by situating the question in
a broader temporal and spatial perspective. In doing so I make extensive use
of postelection surveys and other relevant sources.

Human Progress, the Revival of Inequality, and Global Diversity

Now to the heart of the matter: human progress exists, but it is fragile. It is
constantly threatened by inegalitarian and identitarian tendencies. To believe
that human progress exists, it suffices to look at statistics for health and
education worldwide over the past two centuries (Fig. 1.1). Average life
expectancy at birth rose from around 26 years in 1820 to 72 years in 2020. At
the turn of the nineteenth century, around 20 percent of all newborns died in
their first year, compared with 1 percent today. The life expectancy of
children who reach the age of 1 has increased from roughly 32 years in 1820
to 73 today. We could focus on any number of other indicators: the
probability of a newborn surviving until age 10, of an adult reaching age 60,
or of a retiree enjoying five or ten years of good health. Using any of these
indicators, the long-run improvement is impressive. It is of course possible to
cite countries or periods in which life expectancy declined even in peacetime,
as in the Soviet Union in the 1970s or the United States in the 2010s. This is
generally not a good sign for the regimes in which it occurs. In the long run,
however, there can be no doubt that things have improved everywhere in the
world, notwithstanding the limitations of available demographic sources.3
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FIG. I.1. Health and education in the world, 1820-2020

Interpretation: Life expectancy at birth worldwide increased from an average of 26 years in 1820 to 72
years in 2020. Life expectancy at birth for those living to age 1 increased from 32 to 73 years (because
infant mortality before age 1 decreased from roughly 20 percent in 1820 to less than 1 percent in 2020).
The literacy rate of those 15 years and older worldwide rose from 12 to 85 percent. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

People are healthier today than ever before. They also have more access
to education and culture. UNESCO defines literacy as the “ability to identify,
understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and
written materials associated with varying contexts.” Although no such
definition existed at the turn of the nineteenth century, we can deduce from
various surveys and census data that barely 10 percent of the world’s
population aged 15 and older could be classified as literate compared with
more than 85 percent today. This finding is confirmed by more precise
indices such as years of schooling, which has risen from barely one year two
centuries ago to eight years today and to more than twelve years in the most
advanced countries. In the age of Austen and Balzac, fewer than 10 percent
of the world’s population attended primary school; in the age of Adichie and
Fuentes, more than half of all children in the wealthiest countries attend
university. What had always been a class privilege is now available to the



majority.

To gauge the magnitude of these changes, it is also important to note that
the world’s population is more than ten times larger today than it was in the
eighteenth century, and the average per capita income is ten times higher.
From 600 million in 1700 the population of the world has grown to more than
7 billion today, while average income, insofar as it can be measured, has
grown from a purchasing power of less than 100 (expressed in 2020 euros) a
month in 1700 to roughly 1,000 today (Fig. 1.2). This is a significant
quantitative gain, although it should be noted that it corresponds to an annual
growth rate of just 0.8 percent (extended over three centuries, which proves,
if proof were needed, that earthly paradise can be achieved without a growth
rate of 5 percent). Whether this increase in population and average monthly
income represents “progress” as indubitable as that achieved in health and
education is open to question, however.
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FIG. 1.2. World population and income, 1700-2020

Interpretation: Global population and average national income increased more than tenfold between
1700 and 2020: population rose from 600 million in 1700 to more than 7 billion in 2020; income,
expressed in terms of 2020 euros and purchasing power parity, increased from barely 80 euros per
month per person in 1700 to roughly 1,000 euros per month per person in 2020. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

It is difficult to interpret the meaning of these changes and their future



implications. The growth of the world’s population is due in part to the
decline in infant mortality and the fact that growing numbers of parents lived
long enough to care for their children to the brink of adulthood. If this rate of
population growth continues for another three centuries, however, the
population of the planet will grow to more than 70 billion, which seems
neither desirable nor sustainable. The growth of average per capita income
has meant a very substantial improvement in standards of living: three-
quarters of the globe’s inhabitants lived close to the subsistence threshold in
the eighteenth century compared with less than a fifth today. People today
enjoy unprecedented opportunities for travel and recreation and for meeting
other people and achieving emancipation. Yet several issues bedevil the
national accounts I rely on to describe the long-term trajectory of average
income. Because national accounts deal with aggregates, they take no account
of inequality and have been slow to incorporate data on sustainability, human
capital, and natural capital. Because they try to sum up the economy in a
single-figure, total national income, they are not very useful for studying
long-run changes in such multidimensional variables as standards of living
and purchasing power.*

While the progress made in the areas of health, education, and purchasing
power has been real, it has masked vast inequalities and vulnerabilities. In
2018, the infant mortality rate was less than 0.1 percent in the wealthiest
countries of Europe, North America, and Asia, but nearly 10 percent in the
poorest African countries. Average per capita income rose to 1,000 euros per
month, but it was barely 100—200 euros a month in the poorest countries and
more than 3,000-4,000 a month in the wealthiest. In a few tiny tax havens,
which are suspected (rightly) of robbing the rest of the planet, it is even
higher, as is also the case in certain petro-monarchies whose wealth comes at
the price of future global warming. There has been real progress, but we can
always do better, so we would be foolish to rest on our laurels.

Although there can be no doubt about the progress made between the
eighteenth century and now, there have also been phases of regression, during
which inequality increased and civilization declined. The Euro-American
Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution coincided with extremely
violent systems of property ownership, slavery, and colonialism, which
attained historic proportions in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth
centuries. Between 1914 and 1945 the FEuropean powers themselves



succumbed to a phase of genocidal self-destruction. In the 1950s and 1960s
the colonial powers were obliged to decolonize, while at the same time the
United States finally granted civil rights to the descendants of slaves. Owing
to the conflict between capitalism and communism, the world had long lived
with fears of nuclear annihilation. With the collapse of the Soviet empire in
1989-1991, those fears dissipated. South African apartheid was abolished in
1991-1994. Yet soon thereafter, in the early 2000s, a new regressive phase
began, as the climate warmed and xenophobic identity politics gained a
foothold in many countries. All of this took place against a background of
growing socioeconomic inequality after 1980-1990, propelled by a
particularly radical form of neo-proprietarian ideology. It would make little
sense to assert that everything that happened between the eighteenth century
and today was somehow necessary to achieve the progress noted above.
Other paths could have been followed; other inequality regimes could have
been chosen. More just and egalitarian societies are always possible.

If there is a lesson to be learned from the past three centuries of world
history, it is that human progress is not linear. It is wrong to assume that
every change will always be for the best or that free competition between
states and among economic actors will somehow miraculously lead to
universal social harmony. Progress exists, but it is a struggle, and it depends
above all on rational analysis of historical changes and all their
consequences, positive as well as negative.

The Return of Inequality: Initial Bearings

Among the most worrisome structural changes facing us today is the revival
of inequality nearly everywhere since the 1980s. It is hard to envision
solutions to other major problems such as immigration and climate change if
we cannot both reduce inequality and establish a standard of justice
acceptable to a majority of the world’s people.

Let us begin by looking at a simple indicator, the share of the top decile
(that is, the top 10 percent) of the income distribution in various places since
1980. If perfect social equality existed, the top decile’s share would be
exactly 10 percent. If perfect inequality prevailed, it would be 100 percent. In
reality it falls somewhere between these two extremes, but the exact figure
varies widely in time and space. Over the past few decades we find that the



top decile’s share has risen almost everywhere. Take, for example, India, the
United States, Russia, China, and Europe. The share of the top decile in each
of these five regions stood at around 25-35 percent in 1980 but by 2018 had
risen to between 35 and 55 percent (Fig. 1.3). How much higher can it go?
Could it rise to 55 or even 75 percent over the next few decades? Note, too,
that there is considerable variation in the magnitude of the increase from
region to region, even at comparable levels of development. The top decile’s
share has risen much more rapidly in the United States than in Europe and
much more in India than in China.
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FIG. 1.3. The rise of inequality around the world, 1980-2018

Interpretation: The share of the top decile (the 10 percent of highest earners) in total national income
ranged from 26 to 34 percent in different parts of the world and from 34 to 56 percent in 2018.
Inequality increased everywhere, but the size of the increase varied sharply from country to country at
all levels of development. For example, it was greater in the United States than in Europe (enlarged
European Union, 540 million inhabitants) and greater in India than in China. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

When we look more closely at the data, we find that the increase in
inequality has come at the expense of the bottom 50 percent of the



distribution, whose share of total income stood at about 20-25 percent in
1980 in all five regions but had fallen to 15-20 percent in 2018 (and, indeed,
as low as 10 percent in the United States, which is particularly worrisome).

If we take a longer view, we find that the five major regions of the world
represented in Fig. 1.3 enjoyed a relatively egalitarian phase between 1950
and 1980 before entering a phase of rising inequality since then. The
egalitarian phase was marked by different political regimes in different
regions: communist regimes in China and Russia and social-democratic
regimes in Europe and to a certain extent in the United States and India. We
will be looking much more closely at the differences among these various
political regimes in what follows, but for now we can say that all favored
some degree of socioeconomic equality (which does not mean that other
forms of inequality can be ignored).

If we now expand our view to include other parts of the world, we see
that inequalities were even greater elsewhere (Fig. [.4). For instance, the top
decile claimed 54 percent of total income in sub-Saharan Africa (and as much
as 65 percent in South Africa), 56 percent in Brazil, and 64 percent in the
Middle East, which stands out as the world’s most inegalitarian region in
2018 (almost on a par with South Africa). There, the bottom 50 percent of the
distribution earns less than 10 percent of total income.® The causes of
inequality vary widely from region to region. For instance, the historical
legacy of racial and colonial discrimination and slavery weighs heavily in
Brazil and South Africa as well as in the United States. In the Middle East
more “modern” factors are at play: petroleum wealth and the financial assets
into which it has been converted are concentrated in very few hands thanks to
the workings of global markets and sophisticated legal systems. South Africa,
Brazil, and the Middle East stand at the frontier of modern inequality, with
top decile shares of 55-65 percent. Despite deficiencies in the available
historical data, moreover, it appears that inequality in these regions has
always been high: they never experienced a relatively egalitarian “social-
democratic” phase (much less a communist one).

To sum up, inequality has increased in nearly every region of the world
since 1980, except in those countries that have always been highly
inegalitarian. In a sense, what is happening is that regions that enjoyed a
phase of relative equality between 1950 and 1980 are moving back toward
the inegalitarian frontier, albeit with large variations from country to country.
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FIG. L.4. Inequality in different regions of the world in 2018

Interpretation: In 2018, the share of the top decile (the highest 10 percent of earners) in national
income was 34 percent in Europe, 41 percent in China, 46 percent in Russia, 48 percent in the United
States, 54 percent in sub-Saharan Africa, 55 percent in India, 56 percent in Brazil, and 64 percent in the
Middle East. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

The Elephant Curve: A Sober Debate about Globalization

The revival of within-country inequality after 1980 is by now a well-
established and widely recognized phenomenon. There is, however, no
agreement on what to do about it. The key question is not the level of
inequality but rather its origin and justification. For instance, it is perfectly
possible to argue that the level of income inequality was kept artificially and
excessively low under Russian and Chinese Communism before 1980. Hence
there is nothing wrong with the growing income inequality observed since
then; inequality has actually stimulated innovation and growth for the benefit
of all, especially in China, where the poverty rate has decreased dramatically.
But to what extent is this argument correct? Care is necessary in evaluating
the data. Was it justifiable, for example, for Russian and Chinese oligarchs to
capture so much natural wealth and so many formerly public enterprises in
the period 2000-2020, especially when those oligarchs frequently failed to
demonstrate much talent for innovation, except when it came to inventing



legal and fiscal stratagems to secure the wealth they appropriated? To fully
answer this question one cannot simply say that there was too little inequality
prior to 1980.

A similar argument could be made about India, Europe, and the United
States—namely, that equality had gone too far in the period 1950-1980 and
had to be curtailed for the sake of the poor. Here, however, the problems are
even greater than in the case of Russia or China. Even if this argument were
partly correct, would it justify a priori any level of inequality whatsoever,
without so much as a glance at the data? Growth rates in both Europe and the
United States were higher, for example, in the egalitarian period (1950-1980)
than in the subsequent phase of rising inequality. This casts doubt on the
argument that greater inequality is always socially useful. After 1980,
inequality increased more in the United States than in Europe, but this did not
lead to a higher rate of growth, much less benefit the bottom 50 percent of the
income distribution, whose standard of living stagnated in absolute terms and
fell sharply compared to that of top earners. In other words, overall growth of
national income decreased in the United States, as did the share of the bottom
half. In India, inequality increased much more sharply after 1980 than in
China, but India’s growth rate was lower so that the bottom 50 percent was
doubly penalized by both a lower growth rate and a decreased share of
national income. Clearly, then, the argument that the income gap between
high and low earners had been compressed too much in the period 1950—
1980, thus calling for a corrective, has its shortcomings. Nevertheless, it
should be taken seriously, up to a point, and we will do so in what follows.

One clear way of representing the distribution of global growth in the
period 1980-2018 is to plot the cumulative income growth of each decile of
the global income distribution. The result is sometimes referred to as “the
elephant curve” (Fig. 1.5).” This can be summarized as follows. The sixth to
ninth deciles of global income (comprising people who belonged to neither
the bottom 60 percent nor the top 10 percent of the income distribution or, in
other words, the global middle class) did not benefit much at all from global
economic growth in this period. By contrast, the groups above and below this
global middle class benefited a great deal. Some relatively poor households
(in the second, third, and fourth deciles of the world income distribution) did
improve their position; some of the wealthiest households in the wealthiest
countries gained even more (namely, those in the tip of the elephant’s trunk,



the ninety-ninth percentile or top 1 percent, and especially the top tenth and
one-hundredth of a percent, whose incomes rose by several hundred percent).
If the global income distribution were stable, this curve would be flat: each
percentile would progress at the same rate as all the others. There would still
be rich people and poor people as well as upward and downward mobility,
but the average income of each percentile would increase at the same rate.? In
other words, “a rising tide would lift all boats,” to use an expression that
became popular in the postwar era, when the tide did seem to be rising. The
fact that the elephant curve is so far from flat illustrates the magnitude of the
change we have been witnessing over the past three decades.

0]
= 240%
ol
5 220% | The bottom 5o percent The top 1 percent have
S 200% have captured 12 captured 27 percent
= a8s0h percent of growth. of growth.
g -
= 160% T
g 140%
< 120% Decline of lower and
- iddle classes i
® 100% - middle classes in
ED — Coowtiin wealthy countries
= emergin
o [V —| g g o =
S 60% At gl Prosperity of top
S 40% 1 percent in all
> :
S 20% A countries
:Ej O% I | I | T T | | T | | | T | I T | | I | | I |
=
O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 99  99.9 99.99

Percentile of the global per adult income distribution

FIG. I.5. The elephant curve of global inequality, 1980-2018

Interpretation: The bottom 50 percent of the global income distribution saw substantial growth in
purchasing power between 1980 and 2018 (60-120 percent). The top centile saw even stronger growth
(80—240 percent). Intermediate categories grew less. In sum, inequality decreased between the bottom
and middle of the income distribution and increased between the middle and the top. Sources and
series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

The elephant curve is fundamental because it explains why globalization
is so politically controversial: for some observers the most striking fact is that
the remarkable growth of certain less developed countries has so dramatically
reduced global poverty and inequality while others deplore the sharp increase



of inequality at the top due to the excesses of global hypercapitalism. Both
sides have a point: inequality between the bottom and middle of the global
income distribution has decreased, while inequality between the middle and
top has increased. Both aspects of the globalization story are real. The point
is not to deny either part of the story but rather to figure out how to retain the
good features of globalization while getting rid of the bad. Here we see the
importance of choosing the right terminology and conceptual framework. If
we tried to describe inequality using a single indicator, such as the Gini
coefficient,* we could easily deceive ourselves. Because we would then lack
the means to perceive complex, multidimensional changes, we might think
that nothing had changed at all: with a single indicator, several disparate
phenomena can cancel one another out. For that reason, I avoid relying on
any single “synthetic” index. I will always be careful to distinguish the
various deciles and percentiles of the relevant wealth and income
distributions (and thus the social groups to which they correspond).®

Some critics object that the elephant curve focuses too much attention on
the top 1 or 0.1 percent of the global population, where the gains have been
highest. It is foolish, they say, to arouse envy of such a tiny group rather than
rejoice in the manifest growth at the lower end of the distribution. In fact,
recent research confirms the importance of looking at top incomes; indeed, it
shows that the gains at the top are even larger than the original elephant curve
suggested. Between 1980 and 2018, the top 1 percent captured 27 percent of
global income growth, versus just 12 percent for the bottom 50 percent (Fig.
[.5). In other words, the tip of the pachyderm’s trunk may concern only a tiny
segment of the population, but it has captured an elephant-sized portion of the
world’s growth—its share is twice as large as that of the 3.5 billion
individuals at the bottom end.!® In other words, a growth model only slightly
less beneficial to those at the top would have permitted a much more rapid
reduction in global poverty (and could still do so in the future).

Although this type of data can clarify the issues, it cannot end the debate.
Everything depends on the causes of inequality and how it is justified. How
much can the growth of top incomes be justified by the benefits the wealthy
contribute to the rest of society? If one believes that greater inequality always
and everywhere leads to higher income and better living standards for the
poorest 50 percent, can one justify the 27 percent of world income growth
captured by the top 1 percent—or perhaps even at higher percentages—why



not 40 or 60 or even 80 percent? The cases mentioned earlier—the United
States versus Europe and India versus China—suggest that this is not a very
persuasive argument, however, because the countries where top earners
gained the most are not those where the poor reaped the largest benefits.
Analysis of these cases suggests that the share going to the top 1 percent
could have been reduced to 10 or 20 percent, or perhaps even less, while still
allowing significant improvement in the living standards of the bottom 50
percent. These issues are important enough to call for more detailed
investigation. In any case, the data suggest that there is no reason to believe
that there is just one way to organize the global economy. There is no reason
to believe that the top 1 percent must capture precisely 27 percent of income
growth (versus 12 percent for the bottom 50). What the global growth figures
reveal is that the distribution of gains is just as important as overall growth.
Hence there is ample room for debate about the political and institutional
choices that affect distribution.

On the Justification of Extreme Inequality

The world’s largest fortunes have grown since 1980 at even faster rates than
the world’s top incomes depicted in Fig. I.5. Great fortunes grew extremely
rapidly in all parts of the world: among the leading beneficiaries were
Russian oligarchs, Mexican magnates, Chinese billionaires, Indonesian
financiers, Saudi investors, Indian industrialists, European rentiers, and
wealthy Americans. In the period 1980-2018, large fortunes grew at rates
three to four times the growth rate of the global economy. Such phenomenal
growth cannot continue indefinitely, unless one is prepared to believe that
nearly all global wealth is destined to end up in the hands of billionaires.
Nevertheless, the gap between top fortunes and the rest continued to grow
even in the decade after the financial crisis of 2008 at virtually the same rate
as in the two previous decades, which suggests that we may not yet have seen
the end of a massive change in the structure of the world’s wealth.!!

In the face of such spectacular change, many justifications of wealth
inequality have been proposed, some of them quite surprising. In the West,
for example, apologists like to divide the rich into two categories. On the one
hand, there are Russian oligarchs, Middle Eastern oil sheiks, and billionaires
of various nationalities, be they Chinese, Mexican, Guinean, Indian, or



Indonesian. Critics question whether such people “deserve” their wealth,
which they allegedly owe to close ties to the powers that be in their respective
countries: for example, it is often insinuated that these fortunes originated
with unfair appropriation natural resources or illegitimate licensing
arrangements. The beneficiaries supposedly did little to stimulate economic
growth. On the other hand, there are entrepreneurs, usually European or
American, of whom Silicon Valley innovators serve as a paradigmatic
example. Their contributions to global prosperity are widely praised. If they
were properly rewarded for their efforts, some say, they would be even richer
than they are. Society, their champions argue, owes them a moral debt, which
it should perhaps repay in the form of tax breaks or political influence (which
in some countries they may already have achieved on their own). Such hyper-
meritocratic, Western-centric justifications of inequality demonstrate the
irrepressible human need to make sense of social inequality, at times in ways
that stretch credulity. This quasi-beatification of wealth often ignores
inconvenient facts. Would Bill Gates and his fellow techno-billionaires have
been able to build their businesses without the hundreds of billions of dollars
of public money invested in basic research over many decades? Would the
quasi-monopolies they have built by patenting public knowledge have reaped
such enormous profits without the active support of legal and tax codes?

Most justifications of extreme wealth inequality are less grandiose,
however. The need for stability and protection of property rights is often
emphasized. In other words, defenders admit that inequality of wealth may
not be entirely just or invariably useful, especially when it reaches the level
observed in places like California. But, they argue, challenging the status quo
might initiate a self-reinforcing process whose effect on the poorest members
of society would ultimately be negative. This quasi-religious defense of
property rights as the sine qua non of social and political stability was
characteristic of the ownership societies that flourished in Europe and the
United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The need for
stability also figured in justifications of trifunctional and slave societies.
Lately, the stability argument has been augmented by the claim that states are
less inefficient than private philanthropy—an old argument that has recently
regained prominence. All of these justifications of inequality deserve a
hearing, but they can be refuted by applying the lessons of history.



Learning from History: The Lessons of the Twentieth Century

To understand and learn from what has been happening in the world since
1980, we must adopt a long-term historical and comparative perspective. The
current inequality regime, which I call neo-proprietarian, bears traces of all
the regimes that preceded it. To study it properly, we must begin by
examining how the trifunctional societies of the premodern era, which were
based on a ternary structure (clergy, nobility, and third estate), evolved into
the ownership societies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and then
how those societies collapsed in the twentieth century in the face of
challenges from communism and social democracy, world war, and, finally,
wars of national liberation, which put an end to centuries of colonial
domination. All human societies need to make sense of their inequalities, and
the justifications given in the past turn out, if studied carefully, to be no more
incoherent than those of the present. By examining them all in their concrete
historical contexts, paying close attention to the multiplicity of possible
trajectories and forks in the road, we can shed light on the present inequality
regime and begin to see how it might be transformed.

The collapse of ownership and colonialist society in the twentieth century
plays an especially important role in this history. It radically transformed the
structure and justification of inequality, leading directly to the present state of
affairs. The countries of Western Europe—most notably France, the United
Kingdom, and Germany, which had been more inegalitarian than the United
States on the eve of World War [—became more egalitarian over the course
of the twentieth century, partly because the shocks of the period 1914-1945
resulted in a greater compression of inequalities there and partly because
inequality increased more in the United States after 1980 (Fig. 1.6).12 In both
Europe and the United States, the compression of inequality in the period
1914-1970 can be explained by legal, social, and fiscal changes hastened by
two world wars, the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, and the Great Depression
of 1929. In an intellectual and political sense, however, those changes were
already under way by the end of the nineteenth century, and it is reasonable
to think that they would have occurred in one form or another even if those
crises had not occurred. Historical change takes place when evolving ideas
confront the logic of events: neither has much effect without the other. We
will encounter this lesson numerous times in what follows, for example,



when we analyze the events of the French Revolution or changes in the
structure of inequality in India since the end of the colonial era.
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FIG. 1.6. Inequality, 1900-2020: Europe, United States, and Japan

Interpretation: The top decile’s share of total national income was about 50 percent in Western Europe
in 1900-1910 before decreasing to roughly 30 percent in 19501980 and then rising again to more than
35 percent in 2010-2020. Inequality grew more strongly in the United States, where the top decile
share approached 50 percent in 2010-2020, exceeding the level of 1900-1910. Japan was in an
intermediate position. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Among the changes that contributed to the reduction of inequality in the
twentieth century was the widespread emergence of a system of progressive
taxation of both income and inherited wealth. The highest incomes and
largest fortunes were taxed more heavily than smaller ones. In this the United
States led the way: in the Gilded Age (1865—-1900) and beyond, as industrial
and financial wealth accumulated, Americans worried that their country
might one day become as inegalitarian as the societies of the Old World,
which they viewed as oligarchic and therefore at odds with the democratic
spirit of the United States. The United Kingdom also turned to progressive
taxation. Although the United Kingdom experienced much less destruction of
wealth than either France or Germany between 1914 and 1945, it



nevertheless chose (in calmer political circumstances than prevailed on the
continent) to reject its highly inegalitarian past by imposing steeply
progressive taxes on income and estates.

In the period 1932-1980, the top marginal income rate averaged 81
percent in the United States and 89 percent in the United Kingdom compared
with “only” 58 percent in German and 60 percent in France (Fig. 1.7). Note
that these rates include only the income tax (and not other levies such as
consumption taxes). In the United States they include only the federal income
tax and not state income taxes (which can add 5-10 percent on top of the
federal tax). Clearly, the fact that top marginal rates remained above 80
percent for nearly half a century did not destroy capitalism in the United
States—quite the opposite.

As we will see, highly progressive taxation contributed strongly to the
reduction of inequality in the twentieth century. We will also analyze in detail
how progressive taxation was undone in the 1980s, especially in the United
States and United Kingdom, and investigate what lessons can be drawn from
this. The drastic reduction of top tax rates was the signature issue of the
“conservative revolution” waged by the Republican Party under Ronald
Reagan in the United States and the Conservative Party under Margaret
Thatcher in Britain in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The ensuing political
and ideological shift had a marked impact on taxes and inequality not only in
the United States and United Kingdom but also around the world. Moreover,
the turn to the right was never really challenged by the parties and
governments that followed Reagan and Thatcher. In the United States the top
marginal federal income tax rate has fluctuated between 30 and 40 percent
since the end of the 1980s. In the United Kingdom it has ranged from 40 to
45 percent, with a slight upward trend since the crisis of 2008. In both cases,
the top rate between 1980 and 2018 has remained at roughly half that of the
period 1932-1980 (40 percent compared with 80 percent; see Fig. 1.7).
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FIG. .7. Top income tax rates, 1900-2020

Interpretation: The top marginal tax rate applied to the highest incomes averaged 23 percent in the
United States from 1900 to 1932, 81 percent from 1932 to 1980, and 39 percent from 1980 to 2018.
Over the same period, the top rates averaged 30, 89, and 46 percent in the United Kingdom; 18, 58, and
50 percent in Germany; and 23, 60, and 57 percent in France. The tax system was most progressive in
the middle of the century, particularly in the United States and United Kingdom. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

For champions of the fiscal turn, the spectacular decrease of progressivity
was justified by the idea that top marginal rates had risen to unconscionable
levels prior to 1980. Some argued that high top rates had sapped the
entrepreneurial spirit of British and American innovators, allowing the United
States and United Kingdom to be overtaken by West European and Japanese
competitors (a prominent campaign issue in both countries in the 1970s and
1980s). In hindsight, these arguments cannot withstand scrutiny. The issue
deserves a fresh look. Many other factors explain why Germany, France,
Sweden, and Japan caught up with the United States and United Kingdom in
the period 1950-1980. Those countries had fallen seriously behind the
leaders, especially the United States, and a growth spurt was all but
inevitable. Growth was also spurred by institutional factors, including
relatively ambitious (and egalitarian) social and educational policies adopted



after World War II. These policies helped rivals catch up with the United
States and surge ahead of the United Kingdom, where the educational system
had been seriously neglected since the late nineteenth century. And once
again, it should be stressed that productivity growth in the United States and
United Kingdom was higher in the period 1950-1990 than in 1990-2020,
thus casting serious doubt on the argument that reducing top marginal tax
rates spurs economic growth.

In the end, it is fair to say that the move to a less progressive tax system
in the 1980s played a large part in the unprecedented growth of inequality in
the United States and United Kingdom between 1980 and 2018. The share of
national income going to the bottom half of the income distribution
collapsed, contributing perhaps to the feeling on the part of the middle and
lower classes that they had been abandoned in addition to fueling the rise of
xenophobia and identity politics in both countries. These developments came
to a head in 2016, with the British vote to leave the European Union (Brexit)
and the election of Donald Trump. With this recent history in mind, the time
has come to rethink the wisdom of progressive taxation of both income and
wealth, in rich countries as well as poor—the latter being the first to suffer
from fiscal competition and lack of financial transparency. The free and
unchecked circulation of capital without sharing of information between
national tax authorities has been one of the primary means by which the
conservative fiscal revolution of the 1980s has been protected and extended.
It has adversely affected the process of state building and the development of
just tax systems everywhere. Which raises another key question: Why have
the social-democratic coalitions that emerged in the postwar era proved so
unable to respond to these challenges? In particular, why have social
democrats been so inept at constructing a progressive transnational tax
system? Why have they not promoted the idea of social and temporary
private ownership? If there were a sufficiently progressive tax on the largest
holders of private property, such an idea would emerge naturally, because
property owners would then be obliged to return a significant fraction of what
they owned to the community every year. This political, intellectual, and
ideological failure of social democracy must count among the reasons for the
revival of inequality, reversing the historic trend toward ever greater equality.



On the Ideological Freeze and New Educational Inequalities

To understand what is happening, we will also need to look at political and
ideological changes affecting other political and social institutions that have
contributed to the reduction and regulation of inequality. I am thinking
primarily of economic power sharing and employee involvement in business
decision making and strategy setting. In the 1950s, several countries,
including Germany and Sweden, were pioneers in this area, but until recently
their innovations were not widely adopted or improved on. The reasons for
this failure surely have to do with the specific histories of individual
countries. Until the 1980s, for instance, the British Labour Party and French
Socialists favored programs of nationalization, but after the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the collapse of communism they abruptly gave up on redistribution
altogether. Moreover, in no region has enough attention been paid to
transcending private property in its present form.

Everyone is familiar with the effects of the Cold War on the system of
international relations, but its consequences did not end there. In many ways
the Cold War also created an ideological freeze, which discouraged new
thinking about ways of transcending capitalism. The anticommunist euphoria
that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall similarly discouraged fresh thinking
right up to the Great Recession of 2008. Hence it is only recently that people
have begun to think once again about imposing firmer social controls on
capitalist economic forces.

This is particularly true when it comes to the crucial issue of investment
in and access to education. The most striking fact about the increase of
inequality in the United States is the collapse of the share of total national
income going to the bottom 50 percent, which fell from about 20 percent in
1980 to a little more than 12 in 2018. Such a dramatic collapse from an
already low level can only be explained by a multiplicity of factors. One such
factor was the sharp decrease in the federal minimum wage (in real terms)
since 1980. Another was significant inequality of access to education. It is
striking to discover the degree to which access to a university education in
the United States depends on parental income. It has been shown that the
probability of access to higher education (including two-year junior college
degrees) was just slightly above 20 percent for the 10 percent of young adults
whose parents had the lowest income, increasing linearly to more than 90



percent for those whose parents had the highest income (Fig. 1.8).13
Furthermore, access to higher education does not mean the same thing for
those at the top and bottom of the distribution. The concentration of
educational investment in elitist institutions is particularly extreme in the
United States, where admissions procedures are opaque and public regulation
is almost entirely lacking.
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FIG. 1.8. Parental income and university access, United States, 2014

Interpretation: In 2014, the rate of access to higher education (percentage of individuals age 19-21
enrolled in a college, university, or other institution of higher education) was barely 30 percent for
children of the poorest 10 percent in the United States and 90 percent for the richest 10 percent. Sources
and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

These results are striking because they illustrate the wide gap that
separates official meritocratic pronouncements (which emphasize—
theoretically and rhetorically, at any rate—equality of opportunity) from the
realities facing the most disadvantaged students. Inequality of access to and
financing of education is somewhat less extreme in Europe and Japan, and
this may account for part of the extreme gap between top and bottom incomes
in the United States. Nevertheless, educational inequality and absence of
democratic transparency in this area are issues everywhere. And here again,
as with rethinking private property, social democracy has failed.



The Return of Multiple Elites and the Difficulty of Forging an
Egalitarian Coalition

In what follows we will try to understand the conditions under which
egalitarian coalitions came to exist in the mid-twentieth century and why,
after a period of success in reducing inequality, they ultimately stalled. We
will also try to imagine the conditions under which new egalitarian coalitions
might emerge today.

We must first be clear about one thing. The broadly social-democratic
redistributive coalitions that arose in the mid-twentieth century were not just
electoral or institutional or party coalitions but also intellectual and
ideological. The battle was fought and won above all on the battleground of
ideas. It was of course essential that those ideas found embodiment in
political parties, whether explicitly social-democratic parties such as the
Swedish SAP or the German SPD (which both occupied key positions in the
1920s)4 or parties like Labour (which won an absolute majority in the United
Kingdom in 1945) or the Democrats (who held the presidency in the United
States from 1932 until 1952 under Roosevelt and then Truman). In France
and elsewhere, moreover, one finds alliances of one kind or another between
socialists and communists (who came to power in France, for example, in
1936 and 1945). Details aside, however, the fact remains that the real seizure
of power was ideological and intellectual before it was political. In the period
1930-1980, even right-wing parties were influenced by ideas for reducing
inequality and transforming legal, fiscal, and social systems. This
transformation of politics depended not only on mobilizing (broadly) social-
democratic coalitions but also on the involvement of civil society (including
unions, activists, media, and intellectuals) and on a sweeping transformation
of the dominant ideology, which throughout the long nineteenth century had
been shaped by a quasi-religious theology of markets, inequality, and private
property.

The most important factor in the emergence of this new coalition of ideas
and new vision of the state’s role was the discrediting of the system of private
property and free markets. This began in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries owing to the enormous concentration of industrial wealth
and the consequent sense of injustice; it picked up speed after World War I
and the Great Depression. The existence of a communist countermodel in the



Soviet Union also played a crucial role, not only by obliging reluctant
conservatives to embrace an ambitious redistributive agenda but also by
accelerating decolonization in Europe’s empires and spurring the extension of
civil rights in the United States.

When we look at the evolution of (broadly) social-democratic electorates
after 1945, it is striking to see how similar developments were in Europe and
the United States. In view of the very different histories of national party
systems, it is by no means obvious why this should have been the case.
Between 1950 and 1970, the Democratic Party’s share of the vote in the
United States was especially high among less educated voters with relatively
low incomes and little if any wealth, whereas the Republican vote share was
higher among the more highly educated with relatively high incomes and
large fortunes. We find the same electoral structure in France, in almost
identical proportions: between 1950 and 1970 the Socialist, Communist, and
Radical parties attracted more votes among less educated, lower-income, and
less wealthy voters and conversely for the parties of the center-right and
right. This electoral structure began to change in the late 1960s and 1970s,
and in the period 1980-2000 we find a noticeably different structure, once
again almost identical in France and the United States: both the Democrats
and the Socialist-Communist alliance began to attract voters who were better
educated but not among the highest earners. This pattern did not last,
however. In the US presidential election of 2016, not only the best educated
but also the highest-income voters preferred the Democrats to the
Republicans, thus completely reversing the social structure of the vote
compared with the period 1950-1970 (Fig. 1.9).

In other words, the decomposition of the left-right cleavage of the
postwar era, on which the mid-twentieth-century reduction of inequality
depended, has been a long time coming. To see it properly, we must view it
in long-term historical perspective.

We find similar transformations (at least with respect to education levels)
in the Labour vote in the United Kingdom and the social-democratic vote in
various places in Europe.’> Between 1950 and 1980 the (broadly) social-
democratic vote corresponded to the workers’ party; between 1990 and 2010
it mainly reflected the choice of the educated. Nevertheless, the wealthiest
voters continued to be wary of social-democratic, workers, and socialist
parties, including the Democratic Party in the United States (though to a



diminishing extent). The key point is that these different dimensions of social
inequality (education, income, and wealth) have always been imperfectly
correlated. In both periods one finds many people whose position in the
educational hierarchy is higher than their position in the wealth hierarchy and
vice versa.'® What matters is the ability of a political party or coalition to
integrate or differentiate the various dimensions of social inequality.
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FIG. 1.9. Transformation of political and electoral conflict, 1945-2020: Emergence of a multiple-elites
party system, or great reversal?

Interpretation: In the period 1950-1970 the vote for the Democratic Party in the United States and for
the left-wing parties in France (Socialists, Communists, Radicals, Ecologists) was associated with less
educated and lower-income voters; in the period 1980-2000, it became associated with more educated
voters, and in the period 2010-2020 it has also become associated with higher-income voters,
especially in the United States. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.



Concretely, in the period 1950-1980 the various dimensions of social
inequality were politically aligned. The people at the bottom of the social
hierarchy on all three axes (education, income, and wealth) tended to vote for
the same party or coalition. Standing at a lower position along several axes
had a cumulative effect on a person’s vote. Political conflict was therefore
structured along class lines, in the sense that classes placed lower in the
social hierarchy opposed classes placed higher, no matter what axis one
chose to define their class (even though class identity is in practice highly
complex and multidimensional, which is why forging majority coalitions is
so complicated).

In the period 1980-2000, however, the various dimensions of social
inequality ceased to line up with one another. The resulting division of the
elite changed the structure of political conflict: one party or coalition attracts
the votes of the more highly educated (the intellectual and cultural elite),
while another draws the votes of the wealthiest and also (to some extent) of
the highest income group (the commercial and financial elite). From this
came many problems, including the fact that people without either an
advanced degree, a large fortune, or a high income began to feel entirely left
out, which may explain why voter turnout has collapsed in this group in
recent decades in contrast to the period 1950-1970, when people in this
group were as likely to vote as their better-off counterparts. If one wants to
explain the rise of “populism” (a catch-all term frequently used by elites to
discredit political movements they deem to be insufficiently under their
control), it might not be a bad idea to begin by looking at the rise of “elitist”
political parties. Note, too, that the modern multiple-elites regime bears a
certain resemblance to the old trifunctional regime, in which the clerical elite
and warrior elite counterbalanced each other, although the discourse of
legitimation was obviously different in the distant past.

Rethinking Justice in Ownership, Education, and Immigration

We will attempt to delve in detail into the origins and implications of these
changes in political cleavage structures and voting patterns after 1970. The
story is complex, and one can analyze the relevant political changes as either
a cause or a consequence of rising inequality. To deal with this in a totally
satisfactory way would require drawing on a wider range of documents and



research than I have been able to do in this book. On the one hand, one might
argue that inequality increased because of the conservative revolution of the
1980s and the social and financial deregulation that followed, with a
significant assist from the failure of social-democratic parties to devote
sufficient thought to alternative ways of organizing the global economy and
transcending the nation-state. As a result, the existing social-democratic
parties and coalitions gradually abandoned any real ambition to reduce
inequality and redistribute wealth. Indeed, they themselves helped to promote
greater fiscal competition and free movement of goods and capital in
exchange for which they received nothing in the way of fiscal justice or
greater social benefits. As a result, they forfeited the support of the least well-
off voters and began to focus more and more on the better educated, the
primary beneficiaries of globalization.

On the other hand, however, one might also argue that deep racial and
ethno-religious divisions developed within the working class, first in the
United States in the wake of the civil rights movement of the 1960s and later
in Europe, as issues connected with immigration and postcolonialism gained
prominence in the 1980s. Ultimately, these divisions led to the breakup of the
egalitarian coalition that had prevailed from 1950 until 1980, as the white
native-born working class succumbed to nativist xenophobia. In short, the
first argument holds that the social-democratic parties abandoned the working
class, while the second holds that it was the other way around.

Both arguments are partly correct, but if we compare many different
national histories, we find that both can be subsumed in a more general
argument, namely that the egalitarian social-democratic coalition of the
postwar era proved incapable of revising and renewing its program and
ideology. Instead of blaming either liberal globalization (which did not fall
from the sky) or working-class racism (which is no more inevitable than
elitist racism), we would do better to explore the ideological failures of the
egalitarian coalition.

Prominent among those ideological failures was the inability to
conceptualize or organize progressive taxation and redistribution at the
transnational level. During the period of successful redistribution at the
national level, social democrats largely avoided this issue. To date they have
never really grappled with it even at the level of the European Union, much
less globally. They also failed to grapple with the issue of ethnic diversity as



it relates to redistribution—an issue that did not really arise prior to 1960,
because people of different national, racial, or ethno-religious backgrounds
seldom came into contact within national borders except in the context of
colonial rule or conflict between states. Both ideological failures point to the
same fundamental question: What defines the boundaries of the human
community in terms of which collective life is organized, especially when it
comes to reducing inequality and establishing norms of equality acceptable to
a majority? As technological advances in transportation and communication
bring formerly remote parts of the world into closer contact, the frame within
which political action is imagined must be permanently rethought. The
context of social justice must be explicitly global and transnational.

Furthermore, social democrats never really reconsidered the issue of just
ownership after the collapse of communism. The postwar social-democratic
compromise was built in haste, and issues such as progressive taxation,
temporary ownership, circulation of ownership (for example, by means of a
universal capital grant financed by a progressive tax on property and
inheritances), power sharing in firms (via co-management or self-
management), democratic budgeting, and public ownership were never
explored as fully or systematically as they might have been.

When higher education ceased to be limited to a tiny elite, moreover, new
issues of educational justice arose. Progressive educational policy was simple
when it involved nothing more than allocating the resources necessary to
ensure that all students would receive first primary and later secondary
schooling. Expanding access to higher education then raised new problems.
An ideology said to be based on equal opportunity quickly emerged, but its
real purpose was to glorify the winners of the educational sweepstakes, with
the result that educational resources were allocated in a particularly unequal
and hypocritical fashion (Fig. 1.8). The inability of social democrats to
persuade the less well-off that they cared not only about elite institutions for
their own children but also about schools for the rest helps to explain why
social-democratic parties became parties of the educated elite. In view of the
failure to develop a just and transparent set of educational policies, none of
this is surprising.

In the final part of this book, I reflect on how we might use the lessons of
history to achieve greater justice in ownership, education, and immigration.
My conclusions should be taken for what they are: incomplete, tentative, and



provisional. Together they point toward a form of participatory socialism and
social federalism. One of the most important lessons of this book is the
following: ideas and ideologies count in history, but unless they are set
against the logic of events, with due attention to historical experimentation
and concrete institutional practices (to say nothing of potentially violent
crises), they are useless. One thing is certain: given the profound
transformation of political cleavage structures and voting patterns since 1980,
a new egalitarian coalition is unlikely to emerge in the absence of a radical
redefinition of its intellectual, ideological and programmatic basis.

The Diversity of the World: The Indispensability of the Longue
Durée

Before returning to these recent changes, this book begins with a lengthy
detour in which I delve into the history of several different inequality
regimes. Specifically, I look first at how premodern trifunctional societies
were transformed into ownership societies and then at how contact with
European ownership and colonialist societies influenced the development of
non-European societies. I have already explained why this detour via the
longue durée is necessary. It will allow us to explore the political and
ideological diversity of inequality regimes that followed numerous different
trajectories. Human beings have demonstrated great creativity in devising
ways to justify and organize social inequality, and it would be wrong to view
the resulting ideological and political constructs as mere veils intended only
to conceal the perpetual domination of ruling elites. In fact, these constructs
reflect struggles between contending social visions, each of which is to some
extent sincere and plausible. From them we can therefore draw useful
lessons. Large-scale social organization is never simple, and criticism of an
existing regime is never enough to ensure that something better will replace
it. The ideological constructs of the past must be taken seriously in part
because they are not always more incoherent than those of the present and in
part because our distance from them offers an opportunity for more objective
analysis. We will also discover that many current debates have roots in the
remote past: during the French Revolution, for example, people were already
discussing progressive taxation and redistribution. We need to study this
genealogy to gain a better understanding of how to deal with future conflicts.



Above all, a long detour through history is indispensable because the
various regions of the world have only gradually come into contact with one
another. For centuries most societies had little to do with foreigners. Trade in
goods and ideas broke down barriers, and some states conquered others or
established colonies on foreign soil. Only since the end of the Cold War and
the era of decolonization have the various parts of the world become
intimately intertwined, however, not only through financial and economic
interactions but also to a greater degree through human and cultural
exchange. Before 1960-1970, for example, many European countries had
little contact with people from other continents or different religious
backgrounds. The migrant flows of the postcolonial era changed this, and the
effect on ideological and political conflict within Europe has been
considerable. Other parts of the world such as India, the United States, Brazil,
and South Africa have had longer experience with the mingling of
populations that see themselves as radically different for religious, social, or
religious reasons. To one degree or another they have dealt with the ensuing
problems through compromise and intermarriage, yet hostility has in some
cases proved to be persistent and difficult to overcome. Without studying
such encounters and the inequality regimes that developed from them in
historical perspective, we have no hope of imagining the next stages of this
long shared history of interconnected human societies.

On the Complementarity of Natural Language and Mathematical
Language

I next want to clarify a point about method. This book will rely primarily on
natural language (about which there is nothing particularly natural). To a
lesser degree I will also make use of the language of mathematics and
statistics. For instance, I will frequently refer to deciles and percentiles when
discussing inequality of income, wealth, or education. My intent is not to
replace class warfare with war between the deciles. Social identities are
always flexible and multidimensional. In each society various social groups
use natural language to designate professions and occupations and identify
the qualifications, expectations, and experiences associated with each. There
is no substitute for natural language when it comes to expressing social
identities or defining political ideologies. By the same token there is no



substitute for natural language when it comes to doing research in social
science or thinking about the just society. Those who believe that we will one
day be able to rely on a mathematical formula, algorithm, or econometric
model to determine the “socially optimal” level of inequality are destined to
be disappointed. This will thankfully never happen. Only open, democratic
deliberation, conducted in plain natural language (or rather in several natural
languages—not a minor point), can promise the level of nuance and subtlety
necessary to make choices of such magnitude.

Nevertheless, this book relies heavily on the language of mathematics,
statistical series, graphs, and tables. These devices also play an important role
in political deliberation and historical change. Once again, however, it bears
repeating that the statistics, historical data, and other quantitative measures
presented in this book are imperfect, provisional, tentative social constructs. I
do not contend that “truth” is found only in numbers or certainty only in
“facts.” In my view, the primary purpose of statistics is to establish orders of
magnitude and to compare different and perhaps remote periods, societies,
and cultures as meaningfully as possible. Perfect comparison of societies
remote in space and time is never possible. Despite the radical uniqueness of
every society, however, it may not be unreasonable to attempt comparisons.
It may make sense, for example, to compare the concentration of wealth in
the United States in 2018 with that of France in 1914 or Britain in 1800.

To be sure, the conditions under which property rights were exercised
were different in each case. The relevant legal, fiscal, and social systems
differed in many ways, as did asset categories (land, buildings, financial
assets, immaterial goods, and so on). Nevertheless, if one is aware of all these
differences and never loses sight of the social and political conditions under
which the source documents were constructed, comparison may still make
sense. For instance, one can estimate the share of wealth held by the
wealthiest 10 percent and the poorest 50 percent in each of these three
societies. Historical statistics are also the best measure of our ignorance.
Citing data always reveals the need for additional data, which usually cannot
be found, and it is important to explain why it cannot. One can then be
explicit about which comparisons are possible and which are not. In practice,
some comparisons always make sense, even between societies that think of
themselves as exceptional or as so radically different from others that
learning from them is impossible. One of the main goals of social science



research is to identify possible comparisons while excluding impossible ones.

Comparison is useful because it can extract lessons from different
political experiences and historical paths, analyze the effects of different legal
and fiscal systems, establish common norms of social and economic justice,
and build institutions acceptable to the majority. Social scientists too often
settle for saying that every statistic is a social construct. This is of course true,
but it cannot be left at that, because to do so is to abandon key debates—on
economic issues, for example—to others. It is fundamentally a conservative
attitude or at any rate an attitude that betrays deep skepticism about the
possibility of deriving lessons from imperfect historical sources.

Many historical processes of social and political emancipation have relied
on statistical and mathematical constructs of one sort or another. For instance,
it is difficult to organize a fair system of universal suffrage without the
census data necessary to draw district boundaries in such a way as to ensure
that each voter has identical weight. Mathematics can also help when it
comes to defining rules for translating votes into decisions. Fiscal justice is
impossible without tax schedules, which rely on well-defined rules instead of
the discretionary judgments of the tax collector. Those rules are derived in
turn from abstract theoretical concepts such as income and capital. These are
difficult to define, but without them it is hard to get different social groups to
negotiate the compromises needed to devise an acceptably fair fiscal system.
In the future, people may come to realize that educational justice is
impossible without similar concepts for measuring whether the public
resources available to less favored groups are at least equivalent to those
available to the favored (rather than markedly inferior, as is the case today in
most countries). When used carefully and in moderation, the language of
mathematics and statistics is an indispensable complement to natural
language when it comes to combating intellectual nationalism and
overcoming elite resistance.

Outline of the Book

The remainder of this book is divided into four parts comprising seventeen
chapters. Part One, entitled “Inequality Regimes in History,” consists of five
chapters. Chapter 1 is a general introduction to what I call ternary (or
trifunctional) societies, that is, societies comprising three functional groups



(clergy, nobility, and third estate). Chapter 2 is devoted to European
“societies of orders,” based on an equilibrium between intellectual and
warrior elites and on specific forms of ownership and power relations.
Chapter 3 looks at the advent of ownership society, especially in the symbolic
rupture of the French Revolution, which attempted to establish a radical
division between property rights (theoretically open to all) and regalian rights
(henceforth the monopoly of the state) but which came to grief over the issue
of persistent inequality of wealth. Chapter 4 examines the development of a
hyper-inegalitarian form of ownership society in nineteenth-century France
(up to the eve of World War I). Chapter 5 studies European variants of the
transition from trifunctional to proprietarian logics, focusing on the British
and Swedish cases. This will illustrate the variety of possible trajectories as
well as the importance of collective mobilizations and help us to understand
the influence of political and ideological differences on the transformation of
inequality regimes.

Part Two, entitled “Slave and Colonial Societies,” consists of four
chapters. Chapter 6 looks at slave society, the most extreme type of
inequality regime. I focus particularly on the abolition of slavery in the
nineteenth century and on the types of compensation offered to slaveowners.
This will help us to appreciate the power of the quasi-sacred ownership
regime that existed in this period, which has left its stamp on the world we
live in today. Chapter 7 looks at the structure of inequality in postslavery
colonial societies, which, though less extreme than the slave societies they
supplanted, nevertheless also profoundly influenced the structure of today’s
inequality, both between and within countries. Chapters 8 and 9 examine the
way in which non-European trifunctional societies were affected by contact
with European colonial and proprietarian powers. I focus first on the case of
India (where ancient status divisions proved unusually tenacious, partly
because of their rigid codification by the British colonizers). I then take a
broader Eurasian perspective, looking at China, Japan, and Iran.

Part Three, entitled “The Great Transformation of the Twentieth
Century,” has four chapters. Chapter 10 analyzes the collapse of ownership
society in the wake of two world wars, the Great Depression, the communist
challenge, and decolonization, combined with popular and ideological
mobilizations (including the rise of trade unions and social democracy) that
had been brewing since the late nineteenth century. The result was a type of



society less unequal than the ownership society that preceded it. Chapter 11
looks at the achievements and limitations of postwar social democracy.
Among social democracy’s shortcomings were its failure to develop a more
just idea of property, its inability to confront the challenge of inequality in
higher education, and its lack of a theory of transnational redistribution.
Chapter 12 considers the communist and postcommunist societies of Russia,
China, and Eastern Europe, including the postcommunist contribution to the
recent rise of inequality and turn to identity politics. Chapter 13 views the
current global hypercapitalist inequality regime in historical perspective, with
an emphasis on its inability to respond adequately to the two crises that are
undermining it: the crisis of inequality and the environmental crisis.

Part Four, entitled “Rethinking the Dimensions of Political Conflict,”
consists of four chapters, in which I study the changing social structure of
party electorates and political movements since the mid-twentieth century
and speculate about changes yet to come. Chapter 14 looks at the historical
conditions under which an egalitarian coalition first developed and later fell
apart. In France the redistributive program of social democracy was
convincing enough to draw support from working-class people of different
backgrounds. Chapter 15 considers the disaggregation, gentrification, and
“Brahminization” of postwar social democracy in the United States and
United Kingdom and finds common structural causes in both countries.
Chapter 16 extends the analysis to other Western democracies as well as to
Eastern Europe, India, and Brazil. I also consider the emergence of a social-
nativist trap in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Today’s
identity politics is fueled, I argue, by the lack of a persuasive internationalist
egalitarian platform—in other words, by the absence of a truly credible social
federalism. Chapter 17 derives lessons from the historical experiences
recounted in the previous chapters and envisions a participatory form of
socialism for the present century. In particular, I consider a possible basis for
a just property regime resting on two main pillars: first, authentic power
sharing and voting rights within firms as steps beyond co-management and
self-management and toward true social ownership, and second, a strongly
progressive tax on property, the proceeds of which would finance capital
grants to every young adult, thereby instituting a system of provisional
ownership and permanent circulation of wealth. I also look into how
educational and fiscal justice might be guaranteed by citizen oversight.



Finally, I investigate what is necessary to ensure a just democracy and a just
border system. The key issue here is how to reorganize the global economy
along social federalist lines so as to allow the emergence of new forms of
fiscal, social, and environmental solidarity, with the ultimate goal of
substituting true global governance for the treaties that today mandate free
movement of goods and capital.

Hurried readers might be tempted to turn directly to the final chapter and
conclusion. Although I cannot stop them, I warn them that they may find it
difficult to follow the argument without at least glancing at Parts One through
Four. Others may feel that the material presented in Parts One and Two deals
with such ancient history that they fail to grasp its relevance and therefore
prefer to focus on Parts Three and Four. I have tried to begin each section and
chapter with enough recapitulations and references to allow the book to be
read in more than one way. Each reader is thus free to choose a path, even
though the most logical sequence is to read the chapters in the order they are
presented.

Only the principal sources and references are cited in the text and
footnotes. Readers seeking more detailed information about the historical
sources, bibliographic references, and methods used in this book are invited
to consult the online technical appendix at http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.”

1. See the fundamental work of S. Kuznets, Shares of Upper Income Groups in Income and Savings
(National Bureau of Economic Research [NBER], 1953) (based on US data from the period 1913—
1948, drawn from income tax records and national accounts data, which Kuznets helped to
create), and A. Atkinson and A. Harrison, Distribution of Personal Wealth in Britain (Cambridge
University Press, 1978) (based on British estate records for the period 1923-1972). See also T.
Piketty, Top Incomes in France in the Twentieth Century, trans. S. Ackerman (Belknap, 2018); A.
Atkinson and T. Piketty, Top Incomes over the 20th Century: A Contrast Between Continental-
European and English-Speaking Countries (Oxford University Press, 2007); Top Incomes: A
Global Perspective (Oxford University Press, 2010); T. Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First
Century, trans. A. Goldhammer (Harvard University Press, 2014), pp. 16-20.

2. See F. Alvaredo et al., World Inequality Report 2018 (Harvard University Press, 2018); also
available online at https://wir2018.wid.world/.

3. Circa 1820, the life expectancy of a child who survived to the age of 1 was roughly 30 years in
Africa and Asia and 41 in Western Europe, for a global average of about 32. In 2020 it was 56 in
sub-Saharan Africa and more than 80 in the wealthiest countries of Europe and Asia, for a world
average of about 73. Although these estimates are imperfect, the orders of magnitude are clear.
All life expectancies are based on mortality by age in the year considered (the life expectancy of a
person born in that year is therefore slightly higher). See the online appendix.


http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology
https://wir2018.wid.world/

10.

11.
12.

13.
14.

. National income is defined as gross domestic product (GDP) minus capital depreciation (which in

practice amounts to 10-15 percent of GDP), plus net income from abroad (which can be positive
or negative for a given country but sums to zero globally). See Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-
First Century, chaps. 1-2. I will return several times to the social and political issues raised by
national accounts and their various shortcomings, especially in regard to durable and equitable
development. See esp. Chap. 13.

. For the purposes of Fig. 1.3 (and in the remainder of the book unless otherwise specified), Europe

is defined as the European Union plus allied countries such as Switzerland and Norway, with a
total population of 540 million, roughly 420 million of whom live in Western Europe, 120 million
in Eastern Europe, and 520 million in the European Union as such, including the United
Kingdom. Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus are not included. If attention is focused on Western
Europe alone, the difference from the United States is even more marked. See Fig. 12.9.

. The estimates for the Middle East (and other regions) should be considered as lower bounds,

given that income amassed in tax havens cannot be accurately accounted for. For alternative
estimates, see Chap. 13. The Middle East is defined here as the region extending from Egypt to
Iran and Turkey to the Arabian Peninsula, with a population of roughly 420 million.

. The “elephant curve” was first formulated by C. Lakner and B. Milanovic in “Global Income

Distribution: From the Fall of the Berlin Wall to the Great Recession,” World Bank Economic
Review, 2015. The estimates given here are from the World Inequality Report 2018 and the
WID.world database, which give a better picture of the top end of the distribution.

. The elephant curve plots the growth of average income for a given percentile of the distribution

between two dates. Of course, a given percentile group does not contain the same individuals at
both dates, as a given individual may move to a different group or be born or die between the start
and end dates.

. The Gini coefficient was invented in the early twentieth century by the Ttalian economist and

statistician Corrado Gini, who shared with his compatriot Vilfredo Pareto a relatively conservative
view of inequality as a permanent feature of all economies. See Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-
First Century, pp. 266-270. I will have more to say about the importance of statistical indices and
the ambiguous role played in these debates by national and international statistical agencies (see
Chap. 13). All Gini coefficients for distributions of wealth and income mentioned in this book are
available in the online appendix. Simply stated: the Gini coefficient, which by definition always
lies between zero (total equality) and one (total inequality), generally lies between 0.8 and 0.9
when the top decile’s share is 80-90 percent, and falls to 0.1-0.2 when the top decile’s share
drops to 10-20 percent. We learn much more, however, from the shares captured by different
groups (such as the bottom 50 percent, the top 10 percent, and so on), so I urge the reader to think
in these terms, focusing on orders of magnitude rather than on Gini coefficients.

The scale adopted in Fig. 1.5 overstates the size of the top 1 percent in terms of population but
understates its share of total growth. See the World Inequality Report 2018 (wir2018.wid.world).
See Fig. 13.1.

For the purposes of Fig. 1.6, Western Europe is defined as the average of the United Kingdom,
France, Germany, and Sweden. See Figs. 10.1-10.3 for a separate analysis of long-term
developments in the various countries of Europe. See also the online appendix, Fig. S0.6, for the
corresponding annual series.

This is based on the work of Raj Chetty and Emmanuel Saez. See the online appendix.

The SAP (Sveriges Socialdemokratiska Arbetareparti) first came to power in the early 1920s and
ruled more or less continuously after 1932. The SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands)
was the party of Friedrich Ebert, the first president of the Weimar Republic. The party has usually
been either in opposition or part of a governing coalition, especially during the long period of



Christian Democratic domination between 1949 and 1966.

15. See Chaps. 14-16. One observes similar transformations by comparing not the top 10 percent and
the bottom 90 percent (as we do in Fig. 1.9) but rather the top 50 percent and the bottom 50
percent or, for that matter, any other division of the distribution of educational degrees, income, or
wealth.

16. The correlation of education, income, and wealth does not appear to have changed substantially
during the period under study. See Chap. 14.

17. All statistical series, graphs, and tables in this book are also available online at http://piketty.pse
.ens.fr/ideology.
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PART ONE

INEQUALITY REGIMES IN
HISTORY
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Ternary Societies: Trifunctional Inequality

The purpose of Parts One and Two of this book is to set the history of
inequality regimes in a long-term historical perspective. More specifically,
we will look at the transition from the ternary and slave societies of the
premodern era to the ownership and colonial societies of the nineteenth
century. This was a complex process, which followed a number of different
pathways. In Part One we look at European societies of orders and their
transformation into ownership societies. Part Two will examine slave and
colonial societies and at the way in which the evolution of trifunctional
societies outside Europe was affected by contact with European powers. Part
Three will analyze the twentieth-century crisis of ownership and colonial
society precipitated by world war and the challenge of communism. In Part
Four we will look at their regeneration and possible transformation in the
postcolonial and neo-proprietarian world of the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries.

The Trifunctional Logic: Clergy, Nobility, Third Estate

We begin our investigation by looking at what I call “ternary societies.” The
oldest and most common type of inequality regime, the ternary model has left
a durable imprint on today’s world. There is no way to study later political
and ideological developments without first examining the ternary matrix that
gave social inequality its initial shape and justification.

The simplest type of ternary society comprised three distinct social
groups, each of which fulfilled an essential function of service to the
community. These were the clergy, the nobility, and the third estate. The
clergy was the religious and intellectual class. It was responsible for the



spiritual leadership of the community, its values and education; it made sense
of the community’s history and future by providing necessary moral and
intellectual norms and guideposts. The nobility was the military class. With
its arms it provided security, protection, and stability, thus sparing the
community the scourge of permanent chaos and uncontrolled violence. The
third estate, the common people, did the work. Peasants, artisans, and
merchants provided the food and clothing that allowed the entire community
to thrive. Because each of these three groups fulfilled a specific function,
ternary society can also be called trifunctional society. In practice, ternary
societies were more complex and diverse. Each group could contain a
number of subgroups, but the justification of this type of social organization
generally referred to these three functions. In some cases, the formal political
organization of society also invoked the same three functions.

The same general type of social organization could be found not only
throughout Christian Europe down to the time of the French Revolution but
also, in one form or another, in many non-European societies and in most
religions, including Hinduism and both Shi’a and Sunni Islam. At one time
anthropologists believed that the “tripartite” social systems found in Europe
and India had a common Indo-European origin, traces of which could be seen
in mythology and language. More recent theories, still incomplete, suggest
that tripartite social organization is actually far more general, thus casting
doubt on the old idea of a single origin. The ternary pattern can be found in
nearly all premodern societies throughout the world, including China and
Japan. Many variants exist, however, and the differences between them are
ultimately more interesting than the superficial similarities. Astonishment at
what is taken to be intangible often reflects a certain political and social
conservatism; historical reality is always various and changeable, full of
unexpected possibilities and surprising and tenuous institutional experiments,
unstable compromises, and abortive offshoots. To understand this reality and
to anticipate future developments, we must analyze historical change as well
as continuity. This is true not only for ternary societies but also for societies
in general. It will therefore be useful to compare social dynamics observed
over long periods in a variety of contexts, primarily in Europe and India but
more generally in a comparative transnational perspective. This will be the
task of this and subsequent chapters.



Ternary Societies and the Formation of the Modern State

Ternary societies differ from later historical forms in two important and
closely related ways: first, the justification of inequality in terms of a
trifunctional schema, and second, the fact that these premodern societies
preceded the advent of the modern centralized states. In ternary societies
political and economic powers were inextricably intertwined and initially
exercised at the local level, often over a small territory, and in some cases
with relatively loose ties to a more or less distant monarchical or imperial
power. A few key institutions—village, rural community, castle, fortress,
church, temple, monastery—defined the social order, which was highly
decentralized, with limited coordination between different territories and
centers of power. Rudimentary means of transportation meant that
communication among dispersed power centers was difficult. Despite this
decentralization of power, social relations of domination were nevertheless
brutal, but the modalities and configurations were different from those found
in modern centralized states.

In concrete terms, property rights and regalian functions in traditional
ternary societies were inextricably intertwined with power relations at the
local level. The two ruling classes—clergy and nobility—were of course
propertied classes. They generally owned the majority (and sometimes nearly
all) of the cultivatable land, which is the basis of economic and political
power in all rural societies. In the case of the clergy, property was often held
by ecclesiastical institutions (such as churches, temples, bishoprics, religious
foundations, and monasteries), which existed in one form or another in
Christian, Hindu, and Muslim regions. By contrast, noble property was
generally held by individuals or, more commonly, associated with a noble
lineage or title. Ownership was in some cases subject to entail or other
restrictions intended to prevent dispersal of wealth and loss of rank.

In all cases the important point is that the property rights of clergy and
nobility went hand in hand with essential regalian powers necessary for
maintaining order and exercising military and police functions (which in
theory were monopolized by the warrior nobility but could also be exercised
on behalf of an ecclesiastical lord). Property rights also went hand in hand
with judicial powers: justice was normally rendered in the name of the local
lord, whether noble or religious. In medieval Europe and pre-colonial India,



the masters of the land were also the masters of the people who worked the
land, regardless of whether they were French seigneurs, English landlords,
Spanish bishops, Indian Brahmins or Rajputs, or their equivalents elsewhere.
They were endowed with both property rights and regalian rights of various
and changing types.

Thus, in all premodern ternary societies, whether in Europe, India, or
elsewhere, and regardless of the class (clerical or noble) to which the lord
belonged, we find that power and property relations were very deeply
intertwined at the local level. In their most extreme form this meant forced
labor or serfdom, implying that the mobility of most if not all workers was
strictly limited: workers were not free to leave one place to go work in
another. In this sense they belonged to their noble or religious lord, even if
the ownership relationship was of a different nature from the one we will
study in the chapter devoted to slave societies.

Less extreme and potentially more benevolent forms of control also
existed, and these could give rise to quasi-state formations at the local level,
with the clergy and nobility sharing the leading roles in various ways. In
addition to powers of police and justice, the most important forms of social
control in traditional ternary societies included supervision and registration of
births, deaths, and marriages. This was an essential function bearing on the
perpetuation and regulation of the community; it was closely linked to
religious ceremonies and rules pertaining to marriage and family life
(especially in all things related to sexuality, paternal power, the role of
women, and child-rearing). This function was generally the monopoly of the
clerical class, and the relevant registers were kept in the churches or temples
of the relevant religious authority.

The registration of transactions and contracts was another important
function. It played a key role in the regulation of economic activity and
property relations and could be exercised by either a noble or a religious lord,
generally in association with the local judicial authority, which dealt with
civil, commercial, and successoral* disputes. Other collective functions and
services such as teaching and medical care (often rudimentary but sometimes
more elaborate) also played important roles in traditional ternary societies;
infrastructure such as mills, bridges, roads, and wells should also be
mentioned. Note that the regalian powers exercised by the clergy and nobility
were seen as the natural counterpart of the services those two orders rendered



to the third—services having to do with security and spirituality and, more
generally, with structuring the community. Everything fit together in
trifunctional society: each group had its place in a structure of closely
interrelated rights, duties, and powers at the local level.

To what extent did the rise of the modern centralized state spell the end of
ternary societies? As we will see, the interactions between these two
fundamental political-economic processes were too complex to be described
in a mechanical, deterministic, or unidirectional fashion. In some cases, the
trifunctional ideological scheme found durable support in the structures of the
centralized state, redefining itself in such a way as to survive, for a time at
any rate, in this new setting. Think, for instance, of the British House of
Lords, a noble and clerical institution directly descended from medieval
trifunctional society, which nevertheless played a central role in the
government of the first global colonial empire through most of the nineteenth
and into the twentieth century. Think, too, of Iran’s Shi’ite clergy, which
constitutionalized its role in the late-twentieth-century Islamic Republic with
the creation of the Guardian Council and Assembly of Experts (an elected
chamber reserved for clergy and charged with choosing the Supreme Leader).
This historically unprecedented regime remains in place to this day.

The Delegitimation of Ternary Societies: Between Revolutions and
Colonizations

Nevertheless, the advent of the modern state inevitably tends to undermine
the trifunctional order and generally gives rise to rival ideological forms, such
as the ideologies of ownership, colonialism, or communism. In the end these
competitors usually replace or even eradicate the trifunctional scheme as the
dominant ideology. Once the centralized state can guarantee the security of
people and goods throughout a sizable territory by mobilizing its own
administrative personnel (police, soldiers, and officials) without drawing on
the old warrior nobility, the legitimacy of the nobility as the guarantor of
order and security will obviously be greatly diminished. By the same token,
once civil institutions, schools, and universities capable of educating
individuals and producing new knowledge and wisdom come into being
under the aegis of new networks of teachers, intellectuals, physicians,
scientists, and philosophers without ties to the old clerical class, the



legitimacy of the clergy as the spiritual guide of the community will also be
seriously impaired.

The delegitimation of the old noble and clerical classes can be quite
gradual, in some cases unfolding over several centuries. In many European
countries (such as the United Kingdom and Sweden, to which I will return),
the transformation of the society of orders into an ownership society took
quite a long time, beginning in the sixteenth century (or even earlier) and
ending only in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Furthermore,
the process is still not complete, since traces of trifunctionalism persist to this
day, if only in the monarchical institutions that still survive in several
Western European states, preserving largely symbolic vestiges of noble and
clerical power (the British House of Lords being one example).2

There have also been phases of rapid acceleration, when new ideologies
and associated state structures worked together to transform, radically and
deliberately, old ternary societies. We will be taking a closer look at one such
case, the French Revolution, which is one of the most emblematic examples,
as well as the best documented. Following the abolition of the “privileges” of
the nobility and clergy on the night of August 4, 1789, revolutionary
assemblies and their associated administrations and tribunals were obliged to
define precisely what the word “privilege” meant. Within a very short period
of time it became necessary to draw a clear line between what the
revolutionary legislators regarded as the legitimate exercise of property rights
(including situations in which those rights were exercised by a formerly
“privileged” individual, who may have acquired and solidified them in
dubious circumstances) and what they considered to be illegitimate
appropriations of outmoded local regalian powers (henceforth reserved
exclusively for the central state). Because property and regalian rights in
practice were so inextricably intertwined, this was a difficult exercise. By
studying this period we can gain a better understanding of how these rights
and powers were interconnected in traditional ternary societies, especially
European societies of orders.

We will also look closely at a very different but equally instructive
historical episode involving British efforts to understand and transform the
trifunctional structure they found when they colonized India. We will focus
in particular on caste censuses conducted between 1871 and 1941. What
happened there was in a sense the opposite of what happened in the French



Revolution: in India, a foreign power sought to reconfigure a traditional
ternary society and disrupt an ongoing native process of state building and
social transformation. By comparing these two very different episodes (along
with other transitions in which the post-ternary and postcolonial logics were
combined, as in China, Japan, and Iran), we will gain a better understanding
of what trajectories were possible and what mechanisms were at work.

On Ternary Societies Today

Before proceeding further, however, I need to answer an obvious question:
Apart from historical interest, why study ternary societies? Some readers
might be tempted to think that these relics of the distant past are of little use
for understanding the modern world. With their strict status differences,
aren’t these societies diametrically opposed to modern meritocratic and
democratic societies, which claim to offer equal access to every occupation—
that is, both social fluidity and intergenerational mobility? It would be a
serious mistake, however, to ignore ternary society, for at least two reasons.
First, the structure of inequality in premodern ternary societies is less
radically different from the structure of inequality in modern societies than is
sometimes imagined. Second and more importantly, the conditions under
which trifunctional society came to an end varied widely by country, region,
religious context, and colonial or postcolonial circumstances, and we see
indelible traces of these differences in the contemporary world.

To begin with, although rigid status structures were the norm in
trifunctional society, mobility between classes was never totally absent, as in
modern societies. We will discover, for example, that the size and resources
of the clerical, noble, and common classes varied widely in time and space,
largely due to variations in the rules of membership and marital strategies
adopted by the dominant groups, some of which were more open, others less
so. Institutions also mattered, as did the relative power of different groups.
By the eve of the French Revolution, the two dominant classes (clergy and
nobility) accounted for just over 2 percent of the adult male population,
compared with 5 percent two centuries earlier. They accounted for roughly 11
percent of the population of Spain in the eighteenth century and more than 10
percent for the two varnas corresponding to the clerical and warrior classes—
Brahmins and Kshatriyas—in nineteenth-century India (the figure rises to 20



percent if we included the other high castes). These figures reflect very
different human, economic, and political realities (Fig. I.1). In other words,
the boundaries dividing the three classes of ternary society were not fixed;
they were subject to continual negotiation and conflict, which could radically
alter their location. Note, too, that in terms of the size of the two top classes,
Spain resembles India more closely than France. This suggests, perhaps, that
the radical contrasts that are sometimes said to exist between civilizations,
cultures, and religions (when, for instance, Westerners remark on the oddity
of India’s caste system or take it to be a symbol of oriental despotism) are
actually less important than the social, political, and institutional processes by
which social structures are transformed.
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FIG. 1.1. The structure of ternary societies: Europe-India, 1660—-1880

Interpretation: In 1660, the clergy accounted for 3.3 percent of the adult male population in France and
the nobility for 1.8 percent, for a total of 5.1 percent for the two dominant classes of trifunctional
society. In 1880, the Brahmins (the ancient priest class, as measured by the British colonial census)
accounted for roughly 6.7 percent of the adult male population in India, and the Kshatriyas (ancient
warrior class) for roughly 3.8 percent, for a total of 10.5 percent for the two dominant classes. Sources
and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

We will also discover that estimates of the size of the three classes are
themselves complex social and political constructs. They are often the result
of attempts by emergent state authorities (absolute monarchies or colonial
empires) to study the clergy and nobility or to conduct a census of the



colonized population and its constituent subgroups. These efforts yield
knowledge but are at the same time political acts in service of social
domination. The categories used and the information generated tell us as
much about the political intentions of the study’s authors as about the
structure of the society under study. This is not to say that there is nothing to
be learned from such studies—quite the contrary. Provided one takes the time
to contextualize and analyze the results, these studies are invaluable sources
for understanding conflicts, changes, and ruptures taking place in societies
that should not be seen as static or stagnant or more different from one
another than they really are.

Ternary societies often generated a variety of theories concerning the real
or imagined ethnic origins of dominant and dominated groups. In France, for
example, the nobility was said to be of Frankish origin, the people Gallo-
Roman; in England, the nobility was reputedly of Norman descent, the people
Anglo-Saxon; and in India, nobles were said to be of Aryan origin, the
commoners Dravidian. These theories were used sometimes to legitimize, at
other times to delegitimize, the existing system of domination. One sees this
as well in colonial societies, which liked nothing so much as to radically
differentiate between colonizers and colonized. The latter were assigned an
identity that set them apart from FEuropean modernity, which was
characterized as dynamic and mobile. Nevertheless, the historical evidence
suggests that classes mixed to such a degree that any supposed ethnic
differences disappeared almost entirely within a few generations. Social
mobility in ternary societies was probably less significant quantitatively than
in today’s societies, although it is hard to make precise comparisons. One can
find any number of examples to the contrary, where new elites and nobilities
arose in both India and Europe. Ternary ideology found ways to legitimate
them after the fact—showing that it could be quite flexible. In any case, the
difference was one of degree rather than principle and should be studied as
such. In all trifunctional societies, including those in which clerical status was
theoretically hereditary, one finds clerics who were born into either of the
two other classes, commoners who were ennobled for their feats of arms or
other talents and achievements, clerics who took up arms, and so on.
Although social fluidity was not the norm, it was never entirely absent. Social
identities and class divisions were matters of negotiation and dispute in
ternary societies as in others.



On the Justification of Inequality in Ternary Societies

In general, it is wrong to think that ternary societies were intrinsically unjust,
despotic, and arbitrary and therefore radically different from modern
meritocratic societies, said to be harmonious and just. All societies have two
essential needs—meaning and security. This is true in particular of less
developed societies, where the territory is fragmented, communication
difficult, instability chronic, and existence precarious. Pillage, mayhem, and
disease are constant threats. If religious and military groups can provide
credible responses to these needs by supplying institutions and ideologies
adapted to their time and place, it should come as no surprise that
trifunctional order emerges and is accepted as legitimate by the people. The
clergy provides meaning by developing a narrative of the community’s
origins and future, while the military defines the scope of legitimate violence
and provides security for people and goods. Why would anyone risk
everything to attack powers that provide material and spiritual security
without knowing what would replace them? So impenetrable are the
mysteries of politics and of the ideal social organization, and so extreme the
uncertainty about how to achieve the ideal in practice, that any government
offering a tested model of stability based on a simple and intelligible division
of these two major social functions is likely to succeed.

Success obviously does not require consensus as to the exact distribution
of power and resources among the three groups. The trifunctional schema is
not an idealist rational discourse proposing a clearly defined theory of justice
open to deliberation. It is authoritarian, hierarchical, and violently
inegalitarian. It allows religious and military elites to assert their dominance,
often in shameless, brutal, and excessive fashion. In ternary societies it is not
uncommon for clergy and nobility to press their advantage and overestimate
their coercive power; this can lead to rebellion and ultimately to their
transformation or overthrow. My point is simply that the trifunctional
justification of inequality that one finds in ternary societies—namely, the idea
that each of the three social groups fulfills a specific function and that this
tripartite division of labor benefits the entire community—must enjoy a
minimum degree of plausibility if the system is to endure. In ternary or any
other kind of society, an inequality regime can persist only through a



complex combination of coercion and consent. Pure coercion is not enough:
the social model championed by the dominant groups must elicit from the
population (or a significant portion of it) a minimum level of adhesion.
Political leadership always requires some level of moral and intellectual
leadership, which depends in turn on a credible theory of the public good or
general interest.> This is probably the most important thing that trifunctional
societies share with the societies that came after them.

What distinguishes ternary societies is the specific way they justify
inequality: each social group fulfills a function the other groups cannot do
without; each performs a vital service, just as the various parts of the human
body do. The bodily metaphor frequently appears in theoretical treatises on
trifunctional society: for instance, in the Manusmriti, a north Indian legal and
political text dating from the second century BCE, more than a millennium
before the first Christian texts dealing with the ternary schema appeared in
medieval Europe. The metaphor assigns each group a place in a coherent
whole: the dominated group is usually compared to the feet or legs, while
dominant groups correspond to the head and arms. These analogies may not
be very flattering to the dominated, but at least they are recognized as
performing a useful function in service of the community.

This mode of justification deserves to be studied for what it is. It is
especially important to pay attention to the conditions under which it was
transformed and supplanted and to compare it with modern justifications of
inequality, which sometimes resemble it in certain ways even if the functions
have evolved and equality of access to various occupations is now
proclaimed as a cardinal principle (while avoiding the question of whether
equal access is real or theoretical). The political regimes that succeeded
ternary society have made it their business to denigrate it, as is only natural.
Think, for example, of the way the nineteenth-century French bourgeoisie
criticized the nobility of the Ancien Régime or of the way British colonizers
spoke of Indian Brahmins. Those discourses sought to justify other systems
of inequality and domination, systems that did not always treat the dominated
groups any better. These too call for further investigation.

Divided Elites, United People?

Why begin our inquiry with the study of ternary societies in their many



variants and manifold transformations? The answer is simple: however
different ternary societies may be from modern ones, the historical
trajectories and transitions that led to their disappearance have left an
indelible stamp on the world we live in. We will discover, in particular, that
the main differences among ternary societies derived from the nature of their
dominant political and religious ideologies, especially in regard to two key
issues: the division of the elites, which elites themselves more or less
embraced, and the real or imagined unity of the people.

The first issue involved the hierarchy and complementarity of the two
dominant groups, the clergy and nobility. In most European societies of
orders, including Ancien Régime France, the first order was officially the
clergy, and the nobility had to settle for second place in the protocol of
processions. But who really exercised supreme power in ternary societies,
and how was the coexistence of the spiritual power of the clergy and the
temporal power of the nobility organized? The question is by no means banal.
Different answers were given in different times and places.

This first issue was closely associated with another, namely, how the
celibacy or non-celibacy of priests affected the reproduction of the clergy as a
distinct social group. In Hinduism the clergy could reproduce itself and
therefore constituted a true hereditary class: the Brahmins, clerical
intellectuals who in practice often occupied a politically and economically
dominant position vis-a-vis the Kshatriyas, or warrior nobility. This we will
need to understand. The clergy could also reproduce itself in Islam, both
Shi’ite and Sunni; the Shi’ite clergy was a true hereditary class, organized
and powerful, with many clerics heading local quasi-states and a few ruling
the central state itself. Clerics could also reproduce in Judaism and most other
religions. The one notable exception was Christianity (at least in its modern
Roman Catholic version), where the clergy needed to constantly replenish its
ranks by drawing on the two other groups (in practice, the high clergy drew
from the nobility and the low clergy from the third estate). For this reason,
Europe is a very special case in the long history of ternary societies and of
inequality regimes in general, which may help to explain certain aspects of
the subsequent European trajectory, especially its economic-financial
ideology and juridical organization. In Part Four we will also see that
competition between different types of elites (clerical or warrior) and
different discourses of legitimacy can shed light on the conflict between



intellectual and business elites that one finds in modern political systems,
even if the nature of that competition today is very different from that of the
trifunctional era.

A second issue has to do with whether, on the one hand, all statuses
within the class of workers are more or less the same, or, on the other hand,
different forms of servile labor (serfdom, slavery) persist. The importance
ascribed to occupational identities and corporations in the process of central
state formation and traditional religious ideology is also crucial. In theory,
ternary society is based on the idea that all workers belong to the same class
and share the same status and rank. In practice, things are often much more
complex. In India, for example, there are persistent inequalities between
groups stemming from the lower castes (Dalits or untouchables) and those
stemming from middle castes (ex-Shudras, former proletarian or servile
laborers, less discriminated against than the Dalits), a distinction that still
influences social and political conflict in India today. In Europe, the
unification of worker statuses and the gradual extinction of serfdom took
nearly a millennium, beginning around the year 1000 and continuing until the
end of the nineteenth century in the eastern part of the continent. Traces of
this process survive today in the form of certain discriminatory attitudes, the
Roma being a case in point. Most importantly, Euro-American proprietarian
modernity went hand in hand with unprecedented expansion of slavery and
colonialism, which has given rise to persistent racial inequality in the United
States and inequality between native and postcolonial immigrant populations
in Europe; the modalities are different but nevertheless comparable.

To recapitulate: inequalities linked to different statuses and ethno-
religious origins, whether real or perceived, continue to play a key role in
modern inequality. The meritocratic fantasy that one often hears is not the
whole story—far from it. To understand this key dimension of modern
inequality, it is best to begin by studying traditional ternary societies and their
variants. The goal is to understand how those societies were gradually
transformed, starting in the eighteenth century, into a complex mix of
ownership societies (in which status and ethno-religious differences are
theoretically effaced but differences of income and wealth can attain
unbelievable levels) and slave, colonial, or postcolonial societies (in which
status and ethno-religious differences play a central role, potentially in
conjunction with significant income and wealth inequalities). More generally,



the study of the diversity of post-ternary trajectories is essential for
understanding the role of religious institutions and ideologies in structuring
modern societies, especially by way of their influence on the educational
system and, more broadly, on the regulation and representation of social
inequalities.

Ternary Societies and State Formation: Europe, India, China, Iran

This book will not provide a complete history of ternary society, in part
because to do so would take many volumes and in part because the primary
sources that would be needed are not yet available and in some respects never
will be, precisely because ternary societies were by nature extremely
decentralized and left few records. The purpose of this and subsequent
chapters is more modest: namely, to map out what such a comparative global
history might look like, focusing on those aspects most important for the
analysis of the subsequent development of modern inequality regimes.

In the remainder of Part One, I will take a more detailed look at the case
of France and other European countries. The French case is emblematic
because the Revolution of 1789 marked a particularly clear rupture with the
Ancien Régime, which can be taken as a paradigmatic example of ternary
society, while the bourgeois society that flourished in France in the
nineteenth century can be taken as the archetype of the ownership society, the
major historical form that succeeded ternary society in a number of countries.
The expression “third estate” comes from France and clearly conveys the idea
of a society divided into three classes. By studying the French trajectory and
comparing it with other European and non-European trajectories, we can also
learn a great deal about the respective roles of revolutionary processes and
longer-term trends (having to do with state formation and the evolution of
socioeconomic structures) in the transformation of ternary societies. The
British and Swedish cases offer a particularly useful counterpoint: both
countries remain monarchies to this day, and the transformation from ternary
to successor society was more gradual there than in France. We will discover,
however, that moments of rupture played just as crucial a role in those
countries as in France, and that their two trajectories also illustrate the
multiplicity and diversity of possible switch points* within the same overall
pattern of evolution.



In Part Two I will analyze non-European variants of ternary (and
sometimes quaternary) societies. I am particularly interested in how their
evolution was affected by the slave and colonial systems of domination
established by European powers. I focus especially on India, where the
stigmata of the old ternary divisions remain exceptionally salient, despite the
desire of successive governments to eliminate them after India achieved its
independence in 1947. India is the ideal place to observe the results of the
violent encounter between a premodern ternary civilization, the oldest in the
world, and British colonialism—an encounter that had a tremendous impact
on state formation and social transformation in the Indian subcontinent.
Furthermore, comparing India with China and Japan will suggest several
hypotheses concerning possible post-ternary trajectories. Finally, I will touch
on the case of Iran, where the establishment of the Islamic Republic in 1979
offers a striking example of late constitutionalization and persistent clerical
power. With these lessons in mind, we can then move on to Part Three, where
I analyze the collapse of ownership society in the wake of twentieth-century
crises, as well as its possible regeneration in the neo-proprietarian and
postcolonial world of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

1. See esp. G. Dumézil, Jupiter. Mars. Quirinus. Essai sur la conception indo-européenne de la
société et les origines de Rome (Gallimard, 1941); G. Dumézil, “Métiers et classes fonctionnelles
chez divers peuples indo-européennes,” Annales. Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, 1958; G.
Dumézil, Mythe et épopée. L’idéologie des trois fonctions dans les épopées des peuples indo-
européens (Gallimard, 1968).

2. In 2004, on the eve of its enlargement through incorporation of the formerly communist states of
Eastern Europe (all of which became republics despite a few attempts to restore monarchy after
the fall of communism), the European Union consisted of fifteen member states, seven of which
were parliamentary monarchies (Belgium, Denmark, Spain, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the
United Kingdom, and Sweden) and eight of which were republics (Germany, Austria, Italy,
Ireland, Finland, France, Greece, and Portugal).

3. The same comment has often been applied to systems of global domination: the dominant power,
whether European in the nineteenth century or American in the twentieth, has always needed a
credible narrative to explain why the Pax Britannica or Pax Americana served the general interest.
This is not to say that the narrative has to be entirely convincing. But this way of looking at things
can help us to understand how the existing system of domination can ultimately be replaced. See
esp. I. Wallerstein, The Modern World System (Academic Press, 1974-1988), and G. Arrighi, The
Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power and the Origins of Our Time (Verso, 1994).



{ Two }

European Societies of Orders: Power and
Property

In this chapter we will begin the study of ternary societies and their
transformation by looking at European societies of orders, especially France.
The goal will be to gain a better understanding of the nature of power and
property relations among the three classes that constituted these tripartite
societies. We will first examine how the trifunctional order was generally
justified in the Middle Ages. What we will find is that ternary inequality
discourse promoted a specific idea of political and social equilibrium between
two a priori plausible forms of legitimacy: that of the intellectual and
religious elite on the one hand and of the warrior and military elite on the
other. Both were seen as indispensable to the perpetuation of the social order
and of society as such.

Then we will study how the size and resources of the noble and
ecclesiastical classes evolved in the Ancien Régime, and how trifunctional
ideology was embodied in sophisticated modes of property relations and
economic regulation. In particular, we will look at the role of the Catholic
Church as a property-owning organization and author of economic, financial,
familial, and educational norms. These lessons will prove useful in
subsequent chapters, when we come to study the conditions under which
ternary societies were transformed into ownership societies.

Societies of Orders: A Balance of Powers?

Many medieval European texts, the earliest of which date back to the year
1000, describe and theorize the division of society into three orders. For



example, in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries, Archbishop Wolfsan
of York (in northern England) and Bishop Adalbéron of Laon (in northern
France) explained that Christian society was divided into three groups:
oratores (those who pray, that is, the clergy), bellatores (those who fight, the
nobility), and laboratores (those who work, usually by tilling the soil—the
third estate).

To properly understand the alternative discourses these authors were
challenging, one needs to be aware of Christian society’s need in this period
for stability and, especially, its fear of rebellion. The primary goal was to
justify existing social hierarchies so that the laboratores would accept their
lot and understand that, as good Christians here below, they were obliged to
respect the ternary order and therefore the authority of the clergy and
nobility. Many sources allude to the harshness of the life of toil, but this
harshness was deemed necessary for the survival of the other two orders and
of society itself. The sources also contain vivid descriptions of the corporal
punishments meted out to rebels. Take, for instance, the monk Guillaume de
Jumieges’s mid-eleventh-century account of a revolt that broke out in
Normandy: “Without waiting for orders, Count Raoul immediately took all
the peasants into custody, had their hands and feet cut off, and returned them,
powerless, to their families. From then on their relatives refrained from such
acts, and the fear of enduring an even worse fate gave them still greater
pause.... The peasants, educated by the experience, abandoned their
assemblies and hastily returned to their plows.”!

Peasants were not the only audience; the ternary discourse was also
addressed to elites. Bishop Adalbéron of Laon sought to persuade kings and
nobles to govern wisely and prudently, which meant heeding the counsel of
clerics (that is, members of the secular or regular clergy, who in addition to
their strictly religious functions also served princes in numerous other
essential capacities as men of letters, scribes, ambassadors, accountants,
physicians, and so on).2 In one of his texts, Adalbéron described a strange
procession in which the world was stood on its head: peasants wearing
crowns led the way, followed by king, warriors, monks, and bishops walking
naked behind a plow. The point was to show what might happen if the king
were to allow his warriors free rein, thereby upsetting the equilibrium of the
three orders on which social stability depended.?

Interestingly, Adalbéron also explicitly addressed members of his own



order, the clergy, and in particular Cluniac monks, who were tempted in the
early eleventh century to take up arms and assert their military might against
lay warriors. Stopping clerics from bearing arms was a recurrent theme in
medieval texts; members of the monastic orders were particularly
rambunctious. In short, ternary discourse was more complex and subtle than
it might seem: it sought both to pacify the elites and to unify the people. The
goal was not simply to persuade the dominated class to accept its lot; it was
also to persuade the elites to accept their division into two distinct groups, the
clerical and intellectual class on one side and the warrior and noble class on
the other, with each group sticking strictly to its assigned role. Warriors were
enjoined to behave like good Christians and heed the wise counsel of the
clerics, who in turn were admonished not to take themselves for warriors.
The aim was a balance of power, with the prerogatives of each group self-
limited; in practice this could not be taken for granted.

Recent historiography has stressed the importance of the trifunctional
ideology in the slow process of unifying all workers in a single status. To
provide a theory of the society of orders meant more than simply justifying
the authority of the first two orders over the third. The theory also affirmed
the equal dignity of all workers belonging to the third order, which made it
necessary to challenge slavery and serfdom, at least up to a point. For the
historian Mathieu Arnoux, the trifunctional schema thus began the process of
ending forced labor and uniting all workers in a single order, which in turn
paved the way for the impressive demographic growth of the period 1000-
1350. The laborers who tilled the soil and cleared the land worked harder and
became more productive, Arnoux argues, when they were at last honored and
celebrated as free laborers rather than despised as an inferior and partly
servile class.* From literary and ecclesiastical texts we know that slavery was
still quite prevalent in Western Europe in the year 1000. At the end of the
eleventh century, slaves and serfs still accounted for a significant part of the
population of England and France.> By 1350, however, only a residue of
slavery remained in Western Europe, and serfdom seems to have virtually
disappeared, at least in its harshest forms.® Between 1000 and 1350, as the
discourse celebrating the three orders spread, there gradually emerged a
clearer recognition of the legal personhood of workers, including civil and
personal rights as well as the right to own property and move about.

For Arnoux, the promotion of free labor was thus well under way before



the Great Plague of 1347-1352 and the demographic slowdown of 1350-
1450. This chronological point is important, because scarcity of labor after
the Great Plague is often cited as the reason why serfdom ended in Western
Europe (and sometimes, notwithstanding the inconsistency, to explain its
persistence in the east as well).” Arnoux instead emphasizes political and
ideological factors, especially the trifunctional schema. He also points to
specific institutions that encouraged productive cooperation (such as
fallowing, tithes, markets, and mills). Cooperation was made possible by new
alliances among the three classes of ternary society, alliances that involved
workers (the true silent artisans of this labor revolution), ecclesiastical
organizations (the tithe paid to the clergy financed communal grain storage,
the first schools, and assistance to the needy), and lords (who played a part in
the development and regulation of water mills and the expansion of
agriculture). Crises notwithstanding, these mutually reinforcing processes
may have contributed to a significant increase of agricultural output and
population in Western Europe in the period 1000-1500. Progress in this
period left an indelible imprint on the landscape, as forests were cut down to
make way for new plantings. All of this coincided with the gradual end of
servile labor.?

Trifunctional Order, the Promotion of Free Labor, and the Fate of
Europe

Other medieval historians had already underscored the historic role of
trifunctional ideology in the unification of worker statuses. For instance,
Jacques Le Goff has argued that if the trifunctional schema was no longer
convincing in the eighteenth century, it was because it had fallen victim to its
own success. From 1000 to 1789 the theory of the three orders promoted the
value of labor. With its historical task accomplished, the ternary ideology
could disappear to make room for more ambitious egalitarian ideologies.®
Arnoux takes this argument even further. He sees the trifunctional ideology
and the European labor unification process as the main reasons why Latin
Christendom, which in 1000 had seemed to be under attack on all sides (by
the Vikings, Saracens, and Hungarians) and weaker than other political-
religious entities (such as the Byzantine Empire and the Muslim Arab world),
had by 1450-1500 revived to the point where it stood on the brink of world



conquest, with a large, young, and dynamic population and an agriculture
productive enough to sustain both the early stages of urbanization and the
military and maritime adventures to come.°

Unfortunately, the quality of the available data is not sufficient to resolve
the issue, and some of these hypotheses may well be based on a rather too
rosy vision of the mutually beneficial cooperation that the ternary ideology
supposedly made possible in medieval Europe. Many other factors
contributed to the specificity of the European trajectory. Nevertheless, the
cited works deserve full credit for insisting on the complexity of the issues
surrounding the trifunctional schema and for clarifying the variety of political
and ideological positions with which it was associated over its lengthy
history.

Take, for example, Abbé Sieyes, a member of the clergy who was
nevertheless elected as a representative of the third estate in the Estates
General and who became well known for the pamphlet he published in
January 1789, which began with these famous words: “What is the Third
Estate? Everything. What has it been in the political order to date? Nothing.
What does it want? To become something.” After an introductory blast
denouncing the wrongs of the French nobility, which he compared “to the
castes of the Greater Indies and ancient Egypt” (although Sieyes does not
elaborate on the comparison, he clearly did not intend it as a compliment), he
set forth his principal demand: that the three orders which King Louis XVI
had just convoked to a meeting in Versailles in April 1789 be allowed to sit
together, with as many votes for the third estate as for the two other orders
combined (in other words, the third estate would get 50 percent of the votes).
This was a revolutionary demand, since the normal practice was for each of
the three orders to meet and vote separately, which guaranteed that the
privileged orders would have two votes against one for the third estate in case
of disagreement. For Sieyes it was unacceptable for the privileged orders to
enjoy a guaranteed majority, given that according to his estimates, the third
estate represented 98-99 percent of the total population of France. Note,
however, that he was willing to settle, for the time being, at any rate, for just
50 percent of the votes. Ultimately, in the heat of events, it was at his behest
that the representatives of the third estate proposed in June 1789 that the two
other orders join them to form a “National Assembly.” A few representatives
of the clergy and nobility accepted this proposition, and it was this assembly,



consisting primarily of representatives of the third estate, that seized control
of the Revolution and voted on the night of August 4, 1789, to abolish the
“privileges” of the other two orders.

A few months later, however, Sieyes expressed deep disagreement with
the way this historic vote had been applied in practice. In particular, he
protested the nationalization of clerical property and the abolition of the
ecclesiastical tithe (dime). In Ancien Régime France, the tithe was a tax on
agricultural production and animals, whose rate varied according to the crop
and local custom; generally it amounted to 8—10 percent of the value of the
harvest and was usually paid in kind. The tithe applied to all land, including
in theory noble land (unlike the taille, a royal tax from which nobles were
exempt), and its proceeds went directly to ecclesiastical organizations, with
complex rules governing the precise allocation to parishes, bishoprics, and
monasteries. The origins of the tithe were very old: it gradually supplanted
voluntary contributions that Christians used to make to the Church as far
back as the early Middle Ages. With support from the Carolingian monarchy,
these voluntary contributions were transformed in the eighth century into a
legally obligatory tax. Subsequent dynasties reaffirmed support for the tax,
thus sealing the compact between church and crown and cementing a firm
alliance between clergy and nobility.!'* Along with the income generated by
church property, the tithe was the main source of financing for ecclesiastical
institutions and clerical emoluments. It was above all the tithe that
transformed the Church into a de facto state with the means to regulate social
relations and fulfill leadership functions that were at once spiritual, social,
educational, and moral.

For Sieyes (with whom Arnoux tends to agree on this point), the abolition
of the tithe would not only prevent the Church from fulfilling its role but also
transfer tens of millions of livres tournois* to wealthy private landowners
(both bourgeois and noble). One might object that the educational and social
benefits procured by French Catholic institutions in the eighteenth century
seem quite modest in comparison with those that would later be provided by
state and local institutions. One might also note that the tithe financed the
lifestyle of bishops, curates, and monks, whose first concern may not have
been the welfare of the poor. Indeed, the tithe often weighed heavily on the
standard of living of society’s humblest members and not just wealthy
landowners. The tithe provided no mechanism for extracting larger



contributions from the rich: it was a proportional tax, not a progressive one,
and at no time did the clergy propose that it should be any other way.!2

The point here is not to settle this debate, however, nor is it to rehash the
controversy between Abbé Sieyes (who would have preferred protecting the
clergy and demanding more of the nobility) and the anticlerical Marquis de
Mirabeau (who distinguished himself with speeches demanding the end of
the tithe and the nationalization of church property but was a good deal less
aggressive when it came to expropriating the nobility). It is rather to illustrate
the complexity of the relations of exchange and domination that exist in
ternary society—a complexity that at different times gave rise to
contradictory yet plausible discourses. Sieyes clearly believed that it was
possible and desirable to put an end to the most exorbitant privileges of both
dominant orders while maintaining an important social role (and therefore
appropriate financial support) for the Catholic Church, particularly in
education. In many modern societies debate continues about the role of
different religious and educational institutions and how to finance them, even
in countries like France, which have opted for supposed republican and
secular regimes, as well as in countries that preserve aspects of monarchy or
grant official recognition to certain religions, such as the United Kingdom
and Germany. I will say more about this later. At this stage, note simply that
these debates have ancient roots, stemming from the trifunctional
organization of social inequality.

The Size and Resources of the Clergy and Nobility: The Case of
France

Unfortunately, very little is known about the long-term evolution of the size
and resources of the clergy, nobility, and other social groups in ternary
societies. There are deep reasons for this: at their inception ternary societies
consisted of a web of powers that derived their political and economic
legitimacy from their local roots. This localist logic ran directly counter to the
logic of the centralized modern state, part of whose mission is to collect data
and impose uniformity on its component parts. Ternary societies did not
define clear social, political, and economic categories that could be applied in
a standard way across a broad swath of territory. They did not conduct
administrative surveys or systematic censuses. Or, rather, when they did do



so, and categories and group boundaries began to emerge, it usually meant
that centralized state formation was already well advanced and that ternary
society was nearing its end or close to a fundamental transformation or
radical reformulation. Traditional ternary societies lived in the shadows. By
the time the lights came on, they were already no longer fully themselves.

In this respect the case of the French monarchy is particularly interesting
because the three orders were early on granted official political recognition
by the centralized state. From 1302 on, the so-called Estates General of the
Kingdom, which included representatives of the clergy, nobility, and third
estate, were convoked from time to time to consider issues of particular
importance to the entire country; generally these were fiscal, judicial, or
religious in nature. Institutionally, the Estates General were themselves an
emblematic incarnation of trifunctional ideology, or perhaps better, a
provisional and ultimately fruitless attempt to provide a formal trifunctional
underpinning for the emerging centralized monarchical state, ternary society
having functioned perfectly well at the local level for centuries without the
slightest role for the Estates General. In practice, the estates were a fragile
institution, which met quite irregularly and lacked a firm legal foundation. In
1789, the convocation of the Estates General was in fact a last resort, a
desperate attempt to revamp the fiscal system to deal with a financial and
moral crisis that would ultimately prove fatal to the Ancien Régime. The
most recent convocation of the estates prior to that had taken place in 1614.

One problem was that there was no centralized electoral list or standard
procedure for choosing the representatives of the three orders. Everything
was left to local customs and laws. In practice, it was mainly the urban
bourgeoisie and the wealthiest commoners who chose the representatives of
the third estate. There were also recurrent conflicts about the definition of
nobility, especially between the old noblesse d’épée (the warrior elite of
“nobles of the sword”) and the new noblesse de robe (consisting of jurists
and magistrates of the courts known as Parlements, the “nobles of pen and
ink”). The former always sought to relegate the latter to the third estate,
usually successfully, as only a small minority of “hauts robins” (senior
justices) were generally recognized as full members of the noble group.!?

When the Estates General were convoked in 1614, moreover, separate
elections were organized within the third estate to choose, on the one hand,
representatives of the noblesse de robe and, on the other hand, representatives



of the rest of the third estate (bourgeois, merchants, and so on), so that in
some respects one could say that there were four orders rather than three. The
jurist Charles Loyseau, who in 1610 wrote an influential Traité sur les ordres
et les seigneuries (Treatise on Orders and Seigneuries), came close to urging
that the nobility of pen and ink, the administrative and legal backbone of the
emerging monarchical state, should become the true first order of the realm in
place of the clergy (even going so far as to note that, among the Gauls, the
Druids were the first magistrates). He never quite took the final step,
however, because that would have required a radical redefinition of the whole
political and religious order. Still, Loyseau was quite harshly critical of the
nobility of the sword, which he accused of having taken advantage of weak
monarchs in centuries past to transform privileges stemming from past
military service—privileges that Loyseau believed should have been limited
and temporary—into permanent, exorbitant, and hereditary rights. In this,
Loyseau showed himself to be an unbending advocate of the centralized state,
sapping the very underpinnings of the trifunctional order and laying the
groundwork for 1789. There was also sharp conflict between the nobles of
the sword and royal officeholders, who were accused of having taken
advantage of the crown’s need for cash to appropriate for themselves certain
privileges and public revenues, and in some cases, even noble titles by
availing themselves of their financial resources, usually deemed to have
derived from sordid mercantile activities beneath the dignity of the nobility.4

Accordingly, there are no centralized voter lists that one might use to
gauge the size of the different classes: all the procedures for choosing
representatives of the three orders took place at the local level, with much
variation from region to region. The only surviving records are quite
disparate and rely on classifications that varied with time and place. Bear in
mind, too, that the first real French census did not take place until the
nineteenth century. It seems obvious that without census data there can be no
real social or demographic understanding. How can a state function without
such information (for example, to determine how much funding should be
allocated to different towns or what number of seats should be ascribed to
each voting district)? But collecting such information requires, beyond a
desire to know, measure, and administer, organizational capacity and suitable
means of transportation. These requirements were not always met; everything
depended on specific political and ideological processes.



Under the Ancien Régime, one sometimes counted the number of
“hearths” (that is, family groups living under one roof) but never individuals,
and this was done only in certain provinces and never with standardized
definitions of orders, occupations, statuses, or classes. The first truly national
census was not conducted until 1801, and even that was little more than a
rudimentary headcount. Not until 1851 do we find the first census lists of
named individuals with information about the age, sex, and occupation of
each. As the modern census evolved, population statistics and socio-
professional classifications constantly improved.

Under the Ancien Régime, there was much debate about the population of
each order, especially in the eighteenth century, but no official estimates
existed. It took ingenuity to extrapolate from local data about the number of
parishes, nobles, and hearths to national estimates. As Sieyes himself noted in
his famous pamphlet: “With respect to population, the third order is known to
be immensely larger than the first two. Like everyone else, I have no idea
what the true ratio is, but like everyone else I will allow myself to make my
own calculation.” What followed was a relatively low estimate of the size of
the nobility, based on a very rough calculation of the number of noble
families in Brittany multiplied by a very low estimate of the size of each
family. Sieyes’s method betrayed his desire to call attention to the small size
of the nobility compared with its scandalously exaggerated political
influence.

Broadly speaking, while the sources more or less agree on the number of
noble families (in the sense of lineages), things are much more complicated
when it comes to estimating the total number of individuals. The first
uncertainty has to do with the average number of individuals associated with
each “hearth” or household (which requires hypotheses about the number of
children, surviving spouses, and intergenerational cohabitations). The second,
even knottier problem is the number of distinct hearths and family groups to
assign to each noble lineage (and the uncertainty is compounded by the fact
that it is not always obvious whether a younger branch should still be counted
as nobility).

For the seventeenth century and later, one can turn to the vast surveys of
the nobility and clergy conducted in the 1660s under Louis XIV and his
minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert as well as to data stemming from the
capitation, a tax established in 1695 to which the nobility was subject (unlike



the taille). Marshal Vauban, well known for the celebrated fortifications he
built in the four corners of France as well as for his efforts to estimate the
country’s landed wealth and for his projects of tax reform, drew up a plan for
future censuses in 1710, but it was never acted on. For the fourteenth,
fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries, a number of historians have made use of
locally compiled lists of nobles available for combat if required (the so-called
ban and arriere-ban). Despite the serious shortcomings of these sources, they
are good enough to estimate orders of magnitude and trends, especially for
the period from the middle of the seventeenth century to the end of the
eighteenth.

The farther back in time one goes, the more one finds that nobility was
above all a matter of recognition by one’s peers at the local level, hence the
less sense it makes to think in terms of national estimates. In the Middle
Ages, a noble was anyone “who lives nobly,” that is, with sword in hand,
without being obliged to engage in degrading (meaning commercial)
activities to maintain his status. In theory, a merchant who purchased a noble
fief could not be considered a noble and was deleted from the lists of
taxpayers subject to the taille until several generations had passed—that is,
until his son and grandson succeeded in showing that they, too, lived nobly,
sword in hand, “without engaging in commerce.” In practice, everything
depended on being recognized by other noble families living in the same
area, especially when it came to marriage: would nobles of ancient local
lineages agree to allow their children to marry the newcomers (a central issue
to which we will return when we look at high castes in India).

The Shrinking Nobility and Clergy in the Late Ancien Régime

Despite these many uncertainties, it will be useful to look at the information
we have about the evolution of the noble and clerical populations in France
under the Ancien Régime. The estimates we will analyze were established by
combining work done on the capitation data, the ban and arriéere-ban lists,
and the surveys of nobility and clergy from the period 1660-1670. They are
good mainly for deriving orders of magnitude as well as for making a few
tentative geographical and historical comparisons. Two points appear to be
well established. First, the clerical and noble populations in France in the
final centuries of the monarchy were relatively small. According to the best



available estimates, the two privileged orders represented 3—4 percent of the
total population from the late fourteenth to the late seventeenth centuries:
roughly 1.5 percent for the clergy and 2 percent for the nobility.'>

Second, the numbers begin to decrease significantly starting in the final
third of the seventeenth century under Louis XIV, continuing throughout the
eighteenth century under Louis XV and XVI. Overall, the size of the first two
orders as a percentage of the total population seems to have decreased by
more than half between 1660 and 1780. On the eve of the French Revolution
it stood at about 1.5 percent of the population: roughly 0.7 percent for the
clergy and 0.8 percent for the nobility (Fig. 2.1).

Several points call for clarification. First, although uncertainties about
levels remain, the trend is relatively clear. On the one hand, it is impossible to
be certain that nobles accounted for exactly 0.8 percent of the population of
France on the eve of the Revolution. Depending on what sources and
methods one uses, one can obtain significantly lower or higher estimates.!¢
On the other hand, for a given source and method of estimation, we
consistently note a very sharp decrease in the size of the first two orders and
especially in the nobility in the final century of the Ancien Régime.'” By
contrast, no clear tendency is apparent for earlier centuries.!8

4.0%
3.5%
3.0%
2.5% -
2.0%

1.5%

Total (clergy + nobility)

1.0%
—8— Nobility
0.5%
—®— Clergy
0.0% T T T T 1
1380 1470 1560 1660 1700 1780

FIG. 2.1. Population shares in French ternary society, 1380-1780 (as percentage of total population)



Interpretation: In 1780, the nobility and clergy accounted respectively for 0.8 and 0.7 percent of the
total French population, or 1.5 percent for the first two orders and 98.5 percent for the third estate; in
1660, the nobility and clergy accounted respectively for 2.0 and 1.4 percent of the total population, or
3.4 percent for the first two orders and 96.6 percent for the third estate. These proportions remained
fairly stable from 1380 to 1660, followed by a sharp drop from 1660 to 1780. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

How should we interpret the relatively small size and shrinking
proportion of the first two orders in the final century of the French
monarchy? Before looking at the context of these changes, I should note that
the population of France increased significantly during this period, from a
little over 11 million in 1380 to nearly 22 million in 1700 and around 28
million in 1780, according to available estimates. By comparison, the
population of England was less than 8 million in 1780; the United Kingdom
of Great Britain and Ireland, around 13 million; and the newly independent
United States of America, barely 3 million (including slaves). Once again, do
not be misled by the precision of the numbers. Nevertheless, the orders of
magnitude are clear. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Kingdom
of France was by far the most populous country in the West, which no doubt
explains the international importance of the French language in the era of the
Enlightenment as well as the considerable influence of the French Revolution
on neighboring countries and on European history. If the most powerful
monarchy in Europe could collapse, did this not signify that the whole
trifunctional world order was also on the verge of going under? What is
more, France’s demographic exuberance was no doubt partly responsible for
setting off the Revolution: all signs are that strong demographic growth
contributed to wage stagnation in agriculture and skyrocketing ground rents
in the final decades before the explosion of 1789. Although this rising
inequality was not the only cause of the French Revolution, it clearly
exacerbated the unpopularity of the nobility and political regime.'9

The sharp increase of population also means that the relative stability of
the size of the clergy and nobility as a proportion of the population from the
fourteenth through the seventeenth centuries actually masks a significant
increase in the number of clerics and nobles, who in absolute terms were
never as numerous as in the 1660s. From that point on, however, the absolute
size of the first two orders decreased, slightly at first, then more sharply
between 1700 and 1780, especially for the nobility, whose population seems



to have decreased more than 30 percent over the course of the eighteenth
century. In a context of rapid demographic growth, the nobility’s share of the
population fell by more than half in less than a century (Table 2.1).

TABLE 2.1

Clergy and nobility in France, 1380—1780 (as percent of total population)

1380 1470 1560 1660 1700 1780
Clergy 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.1 0.7
Nobility 2.0 1.8 1.9 2.0 1.6 0.8
Total clergy + nobility 3.4 3.1 3.3 3.4 2.7 1.5
Third estate 96.6 96.9 96.7 96.6 97.3 98.5
Total population (millions) 11 14 17 19 22 28
Clergy (thousands) 160 190 240 260 230 200
Nobility (thousands) 220 250 320 360 340 210

Interpretation: In 1780 the clergy and nobility accounted respectively for about 0.7 and 0.8 percent of the total
population, or about 1.5 percent for the first two orders (roughly 410,000 out of 28 million people).
Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

As for the clergy, it is useful to express its share as a percentage of the
adult male population. In the Catholic Church, priests are not allowed to have
wives or children, which systematically decreases the size of the clergy
compared with countries and religions where priests have families equivalent
in size (or in some cases slightly larger than) the families of other classes—
for example, the Protestant and Orthodox clergy, the Shi’ite clergy in Iran,
and the Brahmins in India, which we will study in subsequent chapters. In
comparing different civilizations, therefore, it might make sense to consider
each social group’s size as a share of the adult male population (there are
good reasons for both choices, and they offer complementary perspectives
useful for comparing different social structures).

In the French case, surveys conducted in the 1660s put the clerical
population at about 260,000, 100,000 of whom were secular clergy (bishops,
curates, canons, deacons, and vicars, hence all men) and 160,000 regular
clergy (members of religious orders living under monastic rules). The latter
group consisted of two roughly equal parts: 80,000 monks and 80,000 nuns.
Men thus represented about 70 percent of the clergy (180,000 out of
260,000). Using this estimate, in the seventeenth century the male clergy
represented 3.3 percent of the adult male population, or one adult male in
thirty, which is a lot. In the eighteenth century this fell to a little below 2



percent, which still accounts for nearly one adult male in fifty (Table 2.2).
Compare this with France today, where one adult male in a thousand is a
member of the clergy (all religions combined). Over the past three centuries,
the religious class has completely disappeared.? Of course, there is still an
intellectual class in France as in all other Western societies (where holders of
doctoral degrees now account for nearly 2 percent of the electorate, one voter
in every fifty, compared with less than one per 1,000 a century ago), and it
even plays an important role in shaping political conflict and the inequality
regime, but in very different ways from those observed in the trifunctional
era.’!

TABLE 2.2

Clergy and nobility in France, 1380—1780 (as percent of total adult male population)

1380 1470 1560 1660 1700 1780
Clergy 3.3 3.2 3.3 3.3 2.5 1.7
Nobility 1.8 1.6 1.8 1.8 1.5 0.7
Total clergy + nobility 5.1 4.8 5.1 5.1 4.0 2.4
Third estate 94.9 95.2 94.9 94.9 96.0 97.6
Adult male population (millions) 3.4 4.2 5.1 5.6 6.5 8.3
Clergy (thousands) 110 130 160 180 160 140
Nobility (thousands) 60 60 90 100 90 60

Interpretation: In 1780, the clergy and nobility accounted respectively for 1.7 and 0.7 percent of the adult male
population, for a total of 2.4 percent (about 200,000 adult males out of 8.3 million).
Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

If we combine the first two orders, we find that between the fourteenth
and the late seventeenth centuries, the clergy and nobility together
represented about 5 percent of the adult male population (compared with 3.5
percent of the total population); this fell to a little above 2 percent on the eve
of the Revolution (compared with 1.5 percent of the total population; Tables
2.1 and 2.2).22

How to Explain the Decline in the Number of Nobles?

Why did the relative size of the clergy and even more of the nobility decline
in France during the last century of the Ancien Régime? To be candid, the
available sources do not allow a perfectly precise and convincing answer to
this question. There is no shortage of possible explanations, however. One is



that the decline was a consequence of a long-term process linked to the
formation of the centralized state and the gradual delegitimation of clerical
and noble functions. Political and ideological factors specific to each era also
played a part, and we will find analogous phenomena in other European
countries, especially the United Kingdom and Sweden, but with interesting
variations in chronology and modality. In France, it is likely that the sharp
decline that began in the middle of the seventeenth century was at least partly
a consequence of a deliberate policy pursued by an absolute monarchy in a
phase of rapid growth and increasing self-confidence. Indeed, the purpose of
the surveys of the nobility and clergy conducted in the 1660s under Louis
XIV and Colbert was precisely to allow the emerging central state to take the
measure of the privileged orders and in some ways to exert control over
them. Once the state knew who was who and how many people there were in
each category, it could redraw the boundaries between classes and negotiate
the prerogatives of both clergy and nobility. The crown also sought to tighten
the rules defining nobility: for instance, a royal declaration of 1664
demanded “authentic proof” of any claim to nobility predating 1560, arousing
considerable controversy over what kind of proof could count as
“authentic.”

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, moreover, the
French monarchy multiplied its efforts to limit the size of the nobility. Its
motives were both political (to show that the emerging centralized state had
no need of a bloated, idle nobility) and budgetary, since reducing the number
of nobles also reduced the number of people exempt from taxation. The
capitation, created in 1695, did finally require the nobility to contribute to the
finances of the state, but nobles as a class remained exempt from many royal
taxes, especially the taille, until 1789. The only way to increase royal revenue
was therefore to tighten the definition of nobility. This goal was never fully
achieved, since the monarchy had only limited influence on the local
institutions and administrative procedures that determined noble status and
therefore exemption from taxation. In any case, it could not and would not
run the risk of alienating the nobility, so the question was never really
resolved before the Revolution. Nevertheless, the fact remains that the
process of paring back the nobility, as difficult as it was, had been set in
motion long before.

At the same time, the monarchy hesitantly sought to diminish the distance



between the old warrior nobility and the new commercial and financial elite,
in part by selling charges and offices (sometimes accompanied by titles of
nobility) to people with financial resources and in part by allowing nobles to
engage in new activities without derogation. In 1627, for example, the king
decreed that maritime commerce would no longer stain the honor of a
gentleman; in 1767, this dispensation was extended to banking and
manufacturing.?* This gradual process of unification and monetization of the
elites, which would culminate in the nineteenth century with the introduction
of property qualifications for voting, was already well under way in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, even as the size of the traditional noble
class began to decrease.

It is nevertheless difficult to attribute all of the decrease in size of the
nobility to the deliberate action of the centralized state and the people who
controlled it. In view of the sharp decline that occurred between 1660 and
1780, it seems likely that other factors (beginning with the strategies of
nobles themselves) played an important if not preponderant role. Many
scholars have shown, for example, that the noble class began to take a more
and more “Malthusian” attitude to reproduction in the eighteenth century: not
only did couples have fewer children, but celibacy also increased among
daughters and younger sons. In France and elsewhere in FEurope,
primogeniture also became more common in this period, so that most family
property was passed on to just the eldest son, as had long been the case
among the English nobility. In France and elsewhere on the continent,
inheritance practices had always been more varied.?> Along with growing
celibacy among younger sons and concentration of estates on the eldest went
an increasing interest in high clerical posts: in the eighteenth century more
than 95 percent of bishops came from the nobility, compared with 63 percent
at the start of the seventeenth century and 78 percent at the end.2

It is also tempting to analyze these changes as a (witting or unwitting)
offensive choice, not to say an assertion of power by noble families on the
English model. Once the centralized state guaranteed that property rights
would be broadly respected, it ceased to be necessary for noble heads of
household to fortify themselves with large numbers of sons prepared to take
up arms to defend their fief and rank; hence they may have decided to avoid
repeated subdivision and fragmentation of their estates and to concentrate
power instead in a shrinking elite. A bloated elite ceases to be an elite. Yet



such Malthusian family strategies can also be interpreted as a defensive
choice, intended to prevent a loss of status. In a time of rapid demographic
growth, economic expansion, and diversification of the elite (as nobles and
clerics were joined by robins, merchants, financiers, and other bourgeois), it
may have seemed that limiting the number of progeny and bequeathing
estates to eldest sons was the only way for the nobility to maintain its relative
rank vis-a-vis the newcomers.

The available sources are insufficient to allow us to assign precise
weights to these various factors, interpretations, and motives. It is
nevertheless striking to see that conflicts over protocol, rank, and precedence
did not disappear toward the end of the Ancien Régime; on the contrary, they
seem to have intensified.?” In a period marked by the growing centralization
of the modern state and by changes to an inegalitarian, hierarchical regime
that threatened the status of many individuals, it would be wrong to think that
by the grace of universal monetary equivalence, economic rationality, and the
desire to concentrate property in the fewest possible number of hands, all
elites came together in a single, universal communion. On the occasion of a
royal entry into Paris in 1660, the usual disputes between nobles of the sword
and robe were compounded by numerous conflicts within the Grande
Chancellerie (an institution that played a dual role as ministry of justice and
central administration of the monarchy). For instance, the gardes des réles, or
keepers of the rolls, who maintained various fiscal and administrative
registers and lists, demanded rank and costumes equivalent to those of the
maitres des comptes and grands audienciers and above those of the huissiers,
whom they deemed inferior.

In this period people began codifying not only the order of processions
but also the size of the cloaks and hats that different ranks were allowed to
wear, as well as the stools they were permitted to sit on during ceremonies,
the color of their shoes, and so on. Conflicts over dress, protocol,
processions, and ranks also colored relations between members of different
guilds and corporations. In the eighteenth century these delicate questions
demanded close attention: one had to deal, for example, with where princes
and princesses of the royal blood (as well as royal bastards, for whom kings
had recently won recognition, though not without a fight) stood relative to the
high nobility (especially dukes and peers). Memoirists of course regularly
lamented the disappearance of the old protocol of the battlefield—the feudal



warrior order symbolized by the banquet in the Song of Roland, in which
twelve peers flanked the king and no one challenged the hierarchical rules
governing the order of access to meats and other dishes. In any case, these
disputes over court rank under the absolute monarchy remind us that the
society of orders was still alive and well at the end of the Ancien Régime. Its
characteristically complex symbolic hierarchies had by no means dissolved
into a one-dimensional ranking based on money and property. Only after the
Revolution were social hierarchies radically transformed.

The Nobility: A Propertied Class Between the Revolution and the
Restoration

If we want to understand how the clergy and nobility maintained their
dominance over the rest of Ancien Régime society, it is obviously not enough
to look simply at the relative size of the classes. We must also analyze the
inextricably symbolic, patrimonial, and political resources at the disposal of
the two privileged orders. As noted, the clergy and nobility represented only
a few percent of the population, and that share decreased in the century prior
to the Revolution. One key fact remains, however: no matter how sweeping
the transformations under way, the two dominant classes continued to hold a
significant share of France’s material wealth and economic power on the eve
of the Revolution of 1789.

Although the sources are imperfect, the orders of magnitude are relatively
clear, at least regarding property in land. By 1780 the nobility and clergy
represented roughly 1.5 percent of the total population but owned nearly half
the land: 40—45 percent according to available estimates, with 25-30 percent
belonging to the nobility and 15 percent to the clergy and with considerable
variation from province to province (in some regions the clergy owned barely
5 percent, in others more than 20 percent). The two privileged orders’ share
of land ownership rises to 55—60 percent if one capitalizes the revenue from
the tithe, which was not property, strictly speaking, but procured similar
advantages, since it allowed the Church to claim in perpetuity a substantial
share of the country’s agricultural output. The share of the privileged orders
would be higher still if one counted income from judicial and other
seigneurial and regalian rights linked to property rights; I have not tried to do
this here.



The Revolution would radically upset this equilibrium, particularly
regarding the clergy. Ecclesiastical ownership was reduced to virtually
nothing after church properties were confiscated and the tithe was eliminated.
For comparison, the nobility’s land holdings were cut approximately in half,
and some of the losses were later restored, so that the break was less dramatic
than in the case of the clergy. In the Nord département, for example, the
share of land held by the two privileged orders decreased from 42 percent in
1788 (22 percent for the nobility, 20 percent for the clergy) to a little less
than 12 percent in 1802 (11 percent for the nobility, less than 1 percent for
the clergy). Available estimates for other départements confirm these orders
of magnitude.?s

All in all, we can say that the nobility owned from a quarter to a third of
France’s land on the eve of the Revolution and that its share decreased to
between a tenth and fifth in the early decades of the nineteenth century—
which is still a lot. Note, moreover, that these estimates understate the
nobility’s share of the largest fortunes, which was much greater than its share
of total wealth—despite the drop from a very high share at the end of the
Ancien Régime to a still quite significant share during the Restoration.

Inheritance records allow us to estimate that nobles accounted for roughly
50 percent of the largest 0.1 percent of Parisian bequests on the eve of the
Revolution, falling to 25-30 percent between 1800 and 1810 and then rising
again to 40-45 percent between 1830 and 1850 under the so-called
monarchie censitaire, which imposed a property qualification (le cens) on
voting. Then, during the second half of the nineteenth century, it gradually
fell to roughly 10 percent in the period 1900-1910 (Fig. 2.2).
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FIG. 2.2. Share of nobility in Paris inheritances, 1780-1910

Interpretation: The share of noble names among the largest 0.1 percent of inheritances fell from 50
percent to 25 percent between 1780 and 1810 before climbing to about 40-45 percent during the
censitary* monarchies (1815-1848), then falling to 10 percent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. By comparison, noble names accounted for fewer than 2 percent of all deaths in the period
1780-1910. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

This evolution calls for comment on several points. First, these results
show that a very small group (noble names accounted for barely 1-2 percent
of the Paris population throughout the period 1780-1910) accounted for a
considerable share of the largest fortunes and therefore of economic and
financial power. These estimates are based on the digitization of several
hundred thousand inheritance records from the Paris archives, work I did in
collaboration with Gilles Postel-Vinay and Jean-Laurent Rosenthal. This
source is not without shortcomings: in particular, we were obliged to use
family names to classify the deceased as nobles, a method with many
drawbacks whose results must be viewed as approximate.?® Nevertheless, the
observed trends are quite clear, both for the rise between 1810 and 1850 and



the fall between 1850 and 1910. Note, moreover, that the data come from a
system of inheritance records established by the Revolution—a system that
was surprisingly comprehensive for its time and that has no equivalent in
other countries, since it concerns all forms of property (land, buildings,
professional tools, financial assets, and so on), regardless of value or status of
the owner (noble or common). This system remained in place throughout the
nineteenth century and down to the present, with very low tax rates from the
Revolution to World War I (1-2 percent on direct bequests from parents to
children). There is no comparable source anywhere else in the world for
analyzing the long-term history of property, and we will come back to it
when we study the evolution of the concentration of wealth in the ownership
society that developed in France over the course of the nineteenth century
and into the early decades of the twentieth. At this stage, note simply that it
allows us to quantify the evolution of the nobility’s share of large fortunes.3°

Finally, the graphs in Fig. 2.2 show the importance of political and
ideological (as well as military and geopolitical) factors in the transformation
of ternary societies. To be sure, the size of the nobility was already shrinking
in the eighteenth century, and this can be explained as the result of a slow
socioeconomic process of elite renewal and state formation (combined with
the Malthusian strategies that nobles adopted in response). Similarly, the
decrease in the nobility’s share of the largest fortunes between 1850 and 1910
was partly a consequence of socioeconomic factors, especially the growth of
industrial and financial sectors in which the old noble elite often took a back
seat to the new bourgeois and commercial elites. Nevertheless, a purely
socioeconomic approach would have a hard time explaining the abrupt
decline of the noble share between 1780 and 1810, followed by a sharp
increase through 1850. The fall was a result of redistribution achieved under
the Revolution (although the extent of this should not be exaggerated, as we
will see in the next chapter when we study the new property regime put in
place by revolutionary lawmakers) and, above all, of the temporary exile of
part of the nobility. By contrast, the rise can be explained by the return of the
nobility at the time of the Restoration (1814-1815), largely thanks to the
defeat of Napoleon’s armies by a coalition of European monarchies, together
with the favors the nobility enjoyed in the period 1815-1848.

Think, for example, of the famous “émigré billion,” a symbolic measure
debated in the early years of the Restoration and ultimately adopted in 1825,



the purpose of which was to compensate former émigré nobles for land and
rent lost during the Revolution; the large sums needed, amounting to nearly
15 percent of national income, were financed entirely by taxpayers and public
borrowing. The governments of Louis XVIII and Charles X (both brothers of
Louis XVI, guillotined in 1793), led by Joseph, comte de Villele, also
imposed on Haiti a penalty of 150 million francs (more than three years of
the country’s national income at the time) to compensate former slaveowners,
many of whom were aristocrats, for the property they lost when Haiti became
independent.3! Broadly speaking, the entire judicial system and state
bureaucracy took a clear pro-noble stance between 1815 and 1848, especially
regarding the many lawsuits stemming from the redistribution of property
during the Revolution. The political chronology shows that the
transformation of the trifunctional society into an ownership society was not
a smooth process in France or, for that matter, anywhere else in Europe. The
rupture of 1789, as significant as it was, did not preclude any number of
subsequent trajectories.

The Christian Church as a Property-Owning Organization

Return now to the question of the share of property owned by the clerical
class and ecclesiastical organizations in ternary societies. The available
sources suggest that the Catholic Church owned about 15 percent of French
land in the 1780s. If we add the capitalized value of the tithe, the Church’s
share rises to about 25 percent.

Available estimates for other European countries suggest comparable
orders of magnitude. To be sure, there are many uncertainties in these
estimates, first because the very idea of property rights took on a specific
meaning in trifunctional society (which included judicial and regalian rights
not taken into account here) and, second, because of deficiencies in the
sources themselves.

For Spain, however, we have the famous Cadastre of the Ansedana,
compiled in the 1750s, from which we learn that the Church owned 24
percent of the agricultural land.3? One should add to this the Spanish
equivalent of the French tithe, but this is not easy to do. From the time of the
Reconquista, relations between the Spanish Crown and the Catholic Church
were complicated; a constantly renegotiated share of the Church’s revenues



was regularly transferred to royal coffers. The initial justification for these
transfers was that they were necessary to finance the “reconquest” of Spain
from the Muslim infidels in the period 718-1492. Subsequently, payments
continued in a variety of forms.3 The negotiations that took place in Spain
between royal and ecclesiastical authorities show the extent to which
questions of property in ternary societies were intimately related to broader
political questions, beginning with the key question of the legitimacy of
different elites and their respective contributions—martial and religious—to
the community.

We know little about property other than agricultural land. The latter
accounted for most—half to two-thirds—of all property (including land,
buildings, tools, and financial assets, net of debt) in France, Spain, and the
United Kingdom in the eighteenth century. But other property should not be
neglected, especially residences, warehouses and factories, and financial
assets. Very little is known about the Church’s share of these other types of
property. For instance, recent work has shown that the Spanish Church’s
share of mortgage lending (that is, lending that used land and buildings as
collateral) was considerable, ranging from 45 percent in the seventeenth
century to 70 percent by the mid-eighteenth century. By combining data from
several sources, one can estimate that the Church held 30 percent or more of
all property in Spain in 1750.34

Uncertainties notwithstanding, the key point here is that the Church
owned a very large share of all property in European ternary societies,
typically around 25-35 percent. We find similar orders of magnitude for
ecclesiastical institutions in very different contexts: for example, the
Ethiopian Church owned about 30 percent of Ethiopian land in 1700.35 This is
a very large amount: when an organization owns a quarter to a third of all
there is to own in a country, its power to structure and control that society is
enormous, especially through its remuneration of large numbers of clerics
and its provision of services of many kinds, including in the areas of
education and health.

Of course, enormous influence is not the same thing as hegemony, such
as one finds in the communist bloc during the Soviet era. Although this is an
extreme case, the comparison is nevertheless useful. As we will see, under
communism the state owned nearly everything there was to own, typically
70-90 percent. As trifunctional ideology makes clear, the Christian Church



was an important actor in a pluralist political system but not a hegemonic
actor. Still, the Church was the largest property owner in all Christian
monarchies: no individual noble owned as much, not even the king. This
gave it a capacity for action often greater than that of the state itself.

For the sake of comparison, it may be useful to note that nonprofit
organizations today own a much smaller share of all property: 1 percent in
France, 3 percent in Japan, and not quite 6 percent in the United States, where
the foundation sector is especially large (Fig. 2.3). Note that these estimates,
based on official national accounts, include all nonprofit institutions,
counting not only property owned by religious organizations (of all faiths)
but also that owned by nonreligious nonprofit foundations and institutions,
including universities, museums, hospitals, and charitable organizations. In
some cases the figures may include foundations that theoretically operate in
the public interest but in practice serve mainly the interests of a single family,
which for one reason or another has donated part of its wealth to the
foundation, sometimes for tax purposes, other times for internal family
reasons. The officials responsible for compiling national accounts data are
not always sure how to classify such institutions. In theory, assets held by
“family trusts” and other foundations serving private individuals should be
included in the household sector and not counted as nonprofit institutions, but
the dividing line is not always clear, any more than it is easy to know whether
ecclesiastical property in the Ancien Régime served the interests of the clergy
or the mass of the faithful. National accounts (and in particular the attempts
to estimate national capital and income that originated in the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth century in the United Kingdom and France and that still
play a significant part in contemporary debate) are social and historical
constructs that reflect the priorities of an era and of their inventors. They are
seldom much concerned with issues of inequality or natural capital; I will
have more to say about this later.
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FIG. 2.3. The Church as property-owning organization, 1750-1780

Interpretation: In the period 1750—1780 the Church owned 25-30 percent of all property in Spain and
nearly 25 percent in France (including land, buildings, financial assets, etc., as well as the capitalized
value of the tithe). By comparison, in 2010, all nonprofit organizations (including religious
organizations of all faiths, universities, museums, foundations, etc.) held less than 1 percent of all
property in France, 6 percent in the United States, and 3 percent in Japan. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

In any case, the important point is that even when one includes such
disparate entities, one ends up with today’s nonprofits owning a relatively
small share of all property, between 1 and 6 percent. This shows how
powerful the Church was in Ancien Régime Europe, when it owned 20-35
percent of all property. However uncertain the data and no matter how the
sources were constructed, the differences in order of magnitude are clear.

The specificity of this structure of ownership, which is fundamentally
different from the structure of ownership in the other types of society we will
study, is one of the defining characteristics of trifunctional society. In
trifunctional societies, the two legitimate dominant classes, the clergy and the
nobility, each playing a distinct organizational role, control significant shares
of all goods and resources (roughly a quarter to a third of all property for
each group, or half to two-thirds for both combined, and even more in some
countries, such as the United Kingdom). With such vast resources they are
able to fulfill their dominant social and political roles. Like all inegalitarian



ideologies, the ternary ideology finds embodiment in a regime that is at once
a political regime and an ownership regime, and this determines its specific
human, social, and material form.

Note, too, that the roughly 30 percent of all property that the Church
owned in the Ancien Régime is similar to the share of national capital that the
Chinese government, which is controlled in practice by the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP), owns today. Clearly the CCP and the Catholic
Church of the Ancien Régime are organizations of very different types whose
legitimacy derives from very different sources. Yet both are associated with
ambitious projects of economic development and social control, which would
be inconceivable without a solid basis of substantial wealth.

The Wealthy Church versus Wealthy Families and Inheritance
Practices

Interestingly, the Church began accumulating property very early in the
history of Christianity. As church ownership increased, Christian doctrine
evolved to deal with questions of property, family inheritance, and economic
rights. This paralleled the development of trifunctional ideology and the
unification of labor statuses.

At the very beginning of the Christian era, Jesus taught his disciples that
it was “easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich
man to enter the kingdom of God.” But once wealthy Roman families
embraced the new faith and began to take over bishoprics and other important
positions in the Church in the fourth and fifth centuries, Christian doctrine
was obliged to confront the question of wealth and make pragmatic
accommodations. Society had become almost entirely Christian, something
that had been unthinkable only a short time earlier, and the Church had begun
to accumulate vast wealth, so it quickly became necessary to think about
what forms of ownership were just and what kind of economy might be
compatible with the new faith.

To simplify, wealth could be accepted as a positive feature of Christian
society provided that two conditions were met. First, a portion of the goods
accumulated by the faithful would have to be passed on to the Church, which
would thereby acquire the means to carry out its mission of shaping the
political, religious, and educational structure of society. Second, certain



economic and financial rules would have to be respected. The role of
ecclesiastical wealth was different from that of private wealth, and its
legitimacy rested on different grounds. Historians of late Antiquity such as
Peter Brown have studied the transformation of Christian doctrine concerning
wealth in the fourth and fifth centuries, a transformation that coincided with a
series of spectacular donations to the Church by wealthy individuals.3”

Some anthropologists have gone so far as to argue that the only
distinctive feature of European family structures as compared with family
structures elsewhere in the vast expanses of Eurasia was the specificity of the
Catholic Church’s position on wealth, especially its firm desire to acquire and
hold property. According to Jack Goody, this is what led ecclesiastical
authorities to develop a series of norms aimed at maximizing gifts to the
Church (notably by stigmatizing remarriage of widows and adoptions,
thereby reversing Roman rules, which encouraged remarriage and adoption in
order to promote circulation of wealth). More generally, the Church sought to
limit the ability of family groups to concentrate control over property (for
instance, by forbidding marriages between cousins, albeit with limited
success, since cousin marriage has always been a convenient matrimonial and
patrimonial strategy for wealthy families in all civilizations—yet another sign
of the radicalism of the Catholic Church’s political project). In each instance
the goal was to consolidate the position of the Church vis-a-vis family
dynasties whose wealth and political influence it saw as a challenge to its
authority.

Whatever the exact roles of these new rules may have been, the church’s
patrimonial strategy proved immensely successful. For more than a
millennium, from the fifth or sixth century to the eighteenth or nineteenth
century, the church owned a significant share of all property, and especially
land, throughout Western Christendom—typically a quarter to a third, thanks
to gifts from the faithful (and not just widows, reputed to be particularly
generous) and sound economic and legal management.3® With this wealth it
was able to sustain a large clerical class during this entire period and also, in
theory if not in practice, to finance various social services, such as schools
and hospitals.

Recent research also shows that the church’s role as a property-owning
organization would not have been possible without the development in the
Middle Ages of a specific body of law dealing with economic and financial



matters. These laws dealt with very concrete issues of estate management,
usury (whether open or disguised), innovative debt instruments, and
restoration of church property lost as a result of deceptive contracts (which
the clergy often blamed on Jews and infidels, who were said to lack respect
for Christian property). Giacomo Todeschini has studied the evolution of
Christian doctrine from the eleventh to the fifteenth century in very great
detail. Throughout this period trade was intensifying and more complex
forms of ownership were emerging as new land was cleared, Christian
kingdoms expanded, and populations and cities grew. Todeschini analyzes
the role of Christian scholars in developing new economic, financial, and
legal concepts, which he believes formed the basis of modern capitalism.
These legal concepts helped to protect church property from both temporal
powers and private parties; new institutions emerged to provide adequate
legal protections. Todeschini also touches on the development of new
methods of financial accounting, which made it possible when necessary to
circumvent the supposed ban on usury.

Ecclesiastical Property—The Basis of Economic Law and
Capitalism?

In fact, contrary to what is sometimes argued, the problem for medieval
Christian doctrine was clearly not that capital yields revenue without labor:
this basic reality was the very essence of ecclesiastical property, which
allowed priests to pray and attend to social needs without being obliged to till
the soil. Indeed, this was the essence of property in general. The problem, to
which the Church adopted an increasingly pragmatic approach, was rather to
regulate acceptable forms of investment and ownership and to establish
adequate social and political controls to ensure that capital would serve the
social and political purposes set forth in Christian doctrine. Specifically, the
fact that land yielded rent to its owner (or a tithe to the Church on lands it did
not own directly) never really posed a moral or conceptual problem. The real
issue was what kinds of investments in property other than land should be
authorized; more specifically, the difficulty lay with commercial and
financial investments and what kinds of remuneration were acceptable.

One sees this doctrinal flexibility in a text written by Pope Innocent IV,
himself a canon lawyer, in the thirteenth century. In it he explained that the



problem was not usury as such; if usury yielded too much interest with too
much certainty, however, the wealthy might be induced “by avidity for profit,
or to guarantee the security of their money,” to invest “in usury rather than in
less secure businesses.” The pontiff went on to cite as examples of “less
secure businesses” investments “in livestock and agricultural implements,”
goods that “the poor do not own” yet which are indispensable for increasing
true wealth. He concluded his discussion by saying that the rate of interest
should not exceed a certain limit.#° A central banker determined to stimulate
investment in the real economy today might well offer a similar justification
for reducing the discount rate to nearly zero (despite limited prospects of
success, but that is another discussion).

The same period witnessed the development of new financial
technologies in defiance of old rules: for instance, the sale of rents and
various forms of debt-financed purchases, which were no longer considered
usurious as long as Christian doctrine identified them as useful for putting
property to better use. Todeschini also emphasizes the growing influence of
arguments justifying the expropriation of Jews and other infidels. These texts
pointed to such people’s “inability to understand the meaning and proper use
of wealth” (as well as the threat that this posed to Church property) at a time
when Christians were beginning to avail themselves of new forms of credit
(and more specifically, in the late fifteenth century and throughout the
sixteenth century, new forms of public debt). Other authors point out that the
Anglo-Saxon “trust,” a form of ownership that allowed for the beneficial
owner of a property to be someone other than its manager (the trustee),
thereby offering better protection of assets, originated with modes of
ownership developed as early as the thirteenth century by Franciscan monks,
who could not or would not be seen as direct owners.*

Ultimately, the underlying thesis is that modern property law (in its
emancipatory as well as its inegalitarian and exclusionary aspects) does not
date from 1688, when both noble and bourgeois English property owners
sought to protect themselves from the king, or from 1789, when the French
Revolution sought to distinguish between legitimate ownership of rights over
goods and illegitimate ownership of rights over persons. It originated instead
with Christian doctrine, which sought over many centuries to secure the
property rights of the Church as both a religious and a property-owning
organization.



Indeed, the Church’s efforts to conceptualize and formalize economic and
financial laws were especially necessary in ternary Christian societies
because the clerical class existed not as a hereditary class but only as an
abstract perpetual organization (somewhat like modern foundations, capitalist
corporations, and state administrations). In Hinduism and Islam there was
certainly no shortage of temples and pious foundations, but these were
controlled by powerful hereditary clerical classes. Power over ecclesiastical
property thus depended more on personal and family networks than in
Christian society, so that there was less need to codify and formalize
economic and financial relationships. Some authors suggest that the
tightening of celibacy rules after the Gregorian reforms of the eleventh
century (prior to which concubinage was still common and tolerated among
the Western Catholic clergy) was a way to avoid a turn toward more dynastic
and hereditary practice and to reinforce the role of the Church as an
ownership organization.*?

I do not mean to imply that the fate of Europe depended entirely on the
celibacy of priests, Christian sexual morality, and the power of the Church as
a property-owning organization. Subsequent processes and switch points
reveal various other specificities of the European trajectory, and no doubt
these were far more decisive. In particular, competition among European
states led to military and financial innovations that had a direct impact on
colonial conquests, capitalist and industrial development, and the structure of
modern inequality both within and between countries. I will have much more
to say about this in what follows.

The key point I want to stress here is simply that the many variants of
trifunctional society have also left traces in modern societies that merit our
full attention. Specifically, trifunctional society developed sophisticated
political and ideological constructs whose purpose was to define the
conditions of a just inequality, consistent with a certain idea of the general
interest, along with the institutions needed to bring those conditions about. To
do this in any society requires resolving a series of practical questions
bearing on the organization of property relations, family relations, and access
to education. Ternary societies are no exception. They developed a range of
imaginative responses to the relevant practical questions—responses based
on the general trifunctional schema. Those responses had their flaws and for
the most part have not withstood the test of time. Yet their history is replete



with lessons for what came after them.
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. Text translated and quoted in M. Arnoux, Le temps des laboureurs (Albin Michel, 2012), p. 116.

. The secular clergy—those who lived “in the world” among the laity, to whom they administered
or assisted in administering the sacraments—included priests, curates, canons, vicars, and so on.
The regular clergy lived according to a “rule” in a religious community or monastic order
(including monasteries, abbeys, convents, priories, and so on). Members of the regular clergy
might or might not be ordained priests (ordination was required to administer the sacraments).
Unless otherwise specified, I use the terms “clergy” and “clerics” in the broadest possible sense,
including both the secular and regular clergy.

. See G. Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society Imagined, trans. A. Goldhammer (University of
Chicago Press, 1980); and J. Le Goff, “Les trois fonctions indo-européennes, I’historien et
I’Europe féodale,” Annales: Economies, sociétés, civilisations, 1979, p. 1199.

. M. Arnoux, Le temps des laboureurs. Travail, ordre social et croissance en Europe (11¢-14¢
siécle) (Albin Michel, 2012).

. The servile population (slaves and serfs combined) represented 10—25 percent of the population of
English counties in 1086 according to the Domesday Book, an inventory of English property
established at the end of the reign of William the Conqueror. See Arnoux, Le temps des
laboureurs, pp. 67-68. See also S. Victor, Les Fils de Canaan. L’esclavage au Moyen-Age
(Vendemiaire, 2019).

. In practice, there was a continuum of forms of labor ranging from slavery and serfdom to free
labor; precise numbers are therefore impossible. I will return to the question of definitions in
Chapter 6, which is devoted to slave society.

. See, for example, R. Brenner, “Agrarian class structure and economic development in pre-
industrial Europe,” Past and Present, 1976; T. Aston and C. Philpin, The Brenner Debate
(Cambridge University Press, 1985). In 1959 the Polish historian Marian Malowist suggested that
the apparent intensification of serfdom in the east (especially in the Baltic countries) after the
Great Plague could be explained by an increase in grain exports to the west. For an overview of
this debate, see M. Cerman, Villagers and Lords in Eastern Europe 1300-1800 (Palgrave, 2012).
See also T. Raster, Serfs and the Market: Second Serfdom and the East-West Goods Exchange,
1579-1857 (Paris School of Economics, 2019). Recent work has also shown that serfdom
intensified in Western Europe in the fourteenth century, for example, on estates belonging to the
abbey of Saint-Claude (a large ecclesiastical seigneurie in the Jura). See V. Carriol, Les serfs de
Saint-Claude. Etude sur la condition servile au Moyen-Gge (Presses Universitaires de Rennes,
2009).

. Available estimates suggest that the population of Western Europe more than doubled between
1000 and 1500, from around 20 million to nearly 50 million. The population of what is today’s
France rose from 6 million to 15 million; of today’s United Kingdom from 2 million to 4.5
million; of today’s Germany from 4 million to 12 million; and of today’s Italy from 5 million to
11 million. This marked a sharp break with the previous centuries: the population of Western
Europe appears to have all but stagnated from the year 0 to 1000 at around 20 million. Most of the
increase between 1000 and 1500 seems to have occurred between 1000 and 1350. The Great
Plague of 1347-1352 reduced the population by about a third, and it took nearly a century (1350—
1450) to overcome that loss and return to a clear upward trend in the period 1450-1500. See the
online appendix.
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Arnoux, Le temps des laboureurs, pp. 9—13.

In 585 the Council of Macon declared that anyone who refused to voluntarily pay the church a
portion of the fruits of the earth was a “thief and robber of God’s property.” The church had
recommended such voluntary payments from its earliest days, but its recommendation was not
always heeded. Not until the Capitularies of Pepin the Short and Charlemagne in 765 and 779 did
the council’s decision receive royal sanction, giving the tithe the force of law. For a classic history
of the tithe, see H. Marion, La dime ecclésiastique en France au 18° siécle et sa suppression
(Cadoret, 1913).

Furthermore, the wars of religion of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were in many ways
social and fiscal struggles sparked by refusal to pay the tithe to Catholic institutions. The royal
government took advantage of public fatigue with the disturbances to shore up its own power. See
Noiriel, Une histoire populaire de la France (Agone, 2018), pp. 62-99.

The function of the provincial parlements under the Ancien Régime was primarily to approve and
register royal edicts and ensure their compatibility with local law and custom. Beyond
technicalities, this allowed the parlements in practice to set conditions, demand amendments, and
thus politically counterbalance the powers of the King’s Council (and of the great feudal lords
who sat on it). Of course, the king could always reclaim any jurisdictional or legislative powers he
granted to the parlements by holding what was called a “lit de justice” to require a parlement to
register any edict. He could not, however, avail himself of this theoretical power too often without
running the risk of undermining the equilibrium of the system. In many provinces the parlements
also served as courts of appeal for the local seigneurial courts, with much variation from region to
region in both the juridical and fiscal domains. For a classic study, see R. Mousnier, The
Institutions of France under the Absolute Monarchy, trans. A. Goldhammer (University of
Chicago Press, 1984). On justice in the Ancien Régime, see also J. P. Royer, Histoire de la justice
en France (Presses Universitaires de France, 1995).

Royal offices usually involved administrative and regalian functions (tax collection, financial
oversight, registration of official acts and documents, licensing associated with the growth of
markets and trace, and so on). Some of these positions were newly created while others had
previously been held by nobles before being put up for sale by the monarch in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, largely to compensate for falling fiscal revenues. On these conflicts, see R.
Blaufarb, The Great Demarcation. The French Revolution and the Invention of Modern Property
(Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 22-23, about which I will have more to say in the next
chapter. See also Le Goff, “Les trois fonctions indo-européennes, I’historien et I’Europe féodale.”
It is possible that these populations were larger in earlier periods, particularly that of the nobility
in the Carolingian era (eighth to tenth centuries) and the Crusades (eleventh to thirteenth
centuries), when it may have been as high as 5-10 percent of the population (to judge by the
example of other European countries; see Chap. 5). No source provides precise quantitative data,
however.
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The Invention of Ownership Societies

In the previous chapter we looked at some general characteristics of ternary
(or trifunctional) societies, especially European societies of orders. The
purpose of this chapter is to analyze how those trifunctional societies were
gradually transformed into ownership societies in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, at a pace and via pathways that varied from country to
country. In Part Two we will look at non-European ternary societies
(especially India and China) and examine how their encounter with European
proprietarian and colonial powers influenced the conditions under which
states emerged and premodern trifunctional structures were transformed,
which also yielded a variety of specific trajectories. Before we do that,
however, we need to pursue the analysis of European trajectories a bit further.

In this chapter I will take a more detailed look at the French Revolution
of 1789, which marked an emblematic rupture between the Ancien Régime
society of orders and the bourgeois ownership society that flourished in
France in the nineteenth century. In the space of a few years revolutionary
lawmakers attempted a complete overhaul of all power and property
relations. Analyzing what they did will give us a better grasp on the
magnitude of the task and the contradictions they encountered. We will also
discover how complex and ambiguous political and legal processes collided
with the issue of inequality and concentration of wealth. Ultimately, the
French Revolution gave rise to an extremely inegalitarian proprietarian
society, which lasted from 1800 to 1914; this will be the subject of the next
chapter. Comparison with other European countries, especially the United
Kingdom and Sweden, will then afford us insight into the respective roles of
revolutionary processes versus long-term trends (associated with state



formation and the evolution of socioeconomic structures) in the
transformation of ternary societies into ownership societies. We will see that
many trajectories and forks in the road are possible.

The “Great Demarcation” of 1789 and the Invention of Modern
Property

To gain a better understanding of the “Great Demarcation”* of 1789
separating trifunctional societies from the ownership societies that succeeded
them, let us begin by looking at what was probably the most decisive moment
in this transition. On the night of August 4, 1789, the French National
Assembly voted to abolish the privileges of the clergy and nobility. In the
months, weeks, and years that followed, the challenge was to define exactly
what the word “privilege” meant and thus to establish the dividing line
between prerogatives that should simply be abolished and those that were
legitimate and therefore worthy of perpetuation or compensation, perhaps
requiring reformulation in a new political and legal language.

The theory of power and property to which revolutionary lawmakers
adhered was in principle fairly clear. Its purpose was to draw a sharp
distinction between, on the one hand, the regalian powers (of security, justice,
and legitimate violence) henceforth to be monopolized by the centralized
state and, on the other hand, property rights, which only individuals could
claim. The latter were to be full, complete, and inviolable, as well as
guaranteed by the state, whose primary if not sole mission should be to
protect them. In practice, however, establishing the rights of property proved
to be a far more complex undertaking than this simple theory would suggest.
This was because regalian powers and property rights were so intimately
intertwined at the local level that it was extremely difficult to define
consistent norms of justice acceptable to all the relevant actors, particularly
when it came to the initial allocation of property rights. Once this initial
allocation was firmly established, people knew (or thought they knew) how
to proceed. But it proved very difficult to decide which existing claims
deserved to be preserved as new property rights and which should simply be
suppressed.

Recent work, especially that of Rafe Blaufarb, has shown that in order to
understand these debates, one needs to distinguish several periods.! In the



first phase (1789-1790), the committee of the National Assembly in charge
of these delicate issues adopted what it termed a “historical” approach. The
idea was to examine the origins of each right in order to determine its
legitimacy and in particular whether it was of a “contractual” nature (in
which case it should be maintained) or a “noncontractual” nature (in which
case it should be abolished). For instance, a right linked to the unwarranted
exercise of seigneurial power (hence “feudal”) or derived from the
illegitimate appropriation of some aspect of public authority should be
deemed “noncontractual” and therefore abolished without compensation.
Fiscal privileges were the most obvious example of this: the nobility and
clergy were exempt from the payment of certain taxes. Jurisdictional powers
were also deemed noncontractual. The right to dispense justice within a
specified territory (sometimes known as seigneurie publique) was therefore
withdrawn from lords and transferred to the centralized state without
compensation. The immediate consequence of this was disruption of the
lower levels of the judicial system (which to a large extent relied on
seigneurial courts). The idea that the state should exercise a monopoly of the
judicial function became firmly fixed in people’s minds.

The ecclesiastical tithe was also abolished, and church property was
nationalized, again without compensation, which provoked vigorous debate
since many people (among them Abbé Sieyes, as noted in the previous
chapter) feared that the religious, educational, and hospital services
previously provided by the Church would suffer. But proponents of
abolishing the tithe and nationalizing clerical property insisted that public
sovereignty could not be divided and that it was therefore intolerable for the
Church to remain the permanent beneficiary of a state-enforced tax, which
would have left it in the position of a quasi-state organization. For good
measure, crown property was included along with Church property under the
head of biens nationaux to be sold at auction. The general philosophy was
that the state—one and indivisible—would finance itself in the future through
annual taxes duly approved by representatives of the citizenry, whereas the
exploitation of perpetual property would henceforth be left to private
individuals.?

Beyond these few relatively clear cases (fiscal privileges, public
seigneuries, tithe, and Church property), it proved very difficult to agree on
other “privileges” to be eliminated without compensation. In particular, most



seigneurial dues—that is, payments in cash or kind by peasants to nobles—
were in fact maintained, at least initially. Take the paradigmatic case of a
peasant who farmed a plot of land in exchange for which he paid rent to a
landlord: the general principle was that such rent was legitimate. The
landlord-tenant relationship had the appearance of a legitimate “contractual”
relationship as revolutionary legislators understood it; hence the former
seigneurial dues should be continued in the form of rent. The lord could
continue to collect rents—this was called seigneurie privée—but could no
longer dispense justice (seigneurie publique). All legislative effort went to
distinguishing these two components of the seigneurial relationship so as to
set the new, modern concept of ownership apart from the old feudal system.

Corvées, Banalités, Loyers: From Feudalism to Proprietarianism

As early as 17891790, however, an exception was made for the corvée, that
is, the peasant’s obligation to provide the landlord with a certain number of
days of unpaid labor. Traditionally, peasants had been required to work one
or two days a week and sometimes even more on the lord’s land. Also
excepted were banalités, or seigneurial monopolies on various local services,
such as mills, bridges, presses, ovens, and so on. Both were in principle to be
abolished without compensation. Corvées in particular smacked too much of
serfdom and the old seigneurial order. This had supposedly disappeared
centuries earlier, but the terminology (if not the reality) persisted in the
French countryside. Maintaining these privileges openly and without
limitation would have been interpreted as an unacceptable betrayal of the
revolutionary spirit and the meaning of the Night of August 4.

In practice, however, the committees and tribunals charged with applying
the directives of the National Assembly found in many cases that the corvée
had a contractual basis. It was seen as a kind of rent (loyer); the difference
between a rent paid in cash or kind and a labor service was often more a
matter of words than anything else. Accordingly, such services were to be
maintained or else explicitly transformed into rent paid in cash or kind: for
instance, a corvée of one day a week could be converted into a rent equal to a
fifth or sixth or the harvest. Or it could be redeemed (that is, wiped out by a
cash payment from the peasant to the lord), a solution many legislators
regarded as a compromise. Many were afraid that straightforward elimination



of the corvée without redemption or compensation of any kind might
undermine the very concept of rent, if not of property in general.

Most poor peasants could not afford to redeem corvées or other
seigneurial dues, however, especially since the assembly and its committees
set a high price on redemption. The value of land was fixed at the equivalent
of twenty years of rent for payments in cash and twenty-five years for
payments in kind, which reflected the fact that the average yield of
agricultural land at the time amounted to 4-5 percent of the local land price.
This was completely out of reach for most peasants. Where the corvée was
particularly onerous (say, several days a week of unpaid labor), the price of
redemption might be high enough to leave the peasant in a situation of
perpetual debt close to serfdom or slavery. In practice, redemption of
seigneurial rights and national properties was limited to a small minority of
noble or non-noble buyers with sufficient cash reserves; most peasants were
excluded.

In some cases, banalités were also maintained, especially where it was
difficult to provide a public service in any form other than a monopoly; for
instance, when conditions were such that constructing a mill would have been
particularly costly so that building several mills would have had a detrimental
effect on their economic viability. Such natural monopolies were
acknowledged to be justified, and so it was only right, legislators reasoned,
that the profits should go to the person who built and owned the facility,
which usually meant the local lord, unless he had sold out to some newcomer.
These were difficult issues to resolve in practice. Again, they illustrate the
inextricable mingling of property rights with quasi-public services in
trifunctional society. The problem here was the same as with the tithe—its
champions argued that it financed schools, dispensaries, and granaries for the
poor. In practice, banalités were not preserved as often as corvées, yet they
still provoked violent opposition from the peasantry when they were.

Broadly speaking, the “historical” approach taken in 1789-1790 faced
one major obstacle: how to establish the “contractual” origin of any particular
right. Provided one went far enough, perhaps several centuries, back in time,
it was obvious to everyone that violence played a part in the acquisition of
most seigneurial rights, which stemmed from conquest and serfdom. If one
followed this logic to the end, it was clear that the very idea of a contractual
origin of property rights was pure fiction. For revolutionary legislators, most



of whom were bourgeois property owners or at any rate people less destitute
than the masses, the goal was more modest: namely, to strike a reasonable
compromise that would reestablish society on a stable foundation without
undermining property rights in general. They feared that any other approach
would lead straight to chaos, to say nothing of threatening their own property
rights.

The historical approach was therefore in reality quite conservative. In
practice, it allowed most seigneurial rights to continue with little change as
long as enough time had passed to give them the appearance of settled
acquisitions. The logical was “historical,” not in the sense that legislators
sought to discover the real historic origins of any particular right but rather in
the sense that any property right (or similar relationship) that had existed for
a long enough time was regarded as prima facie legitimate.

This approach was often summed up by the famous adage “nulle terre
sans seigneur,” no land without a lord. In other words, without incontestable
proof to the contrary, and apart from a few explicitly inventoried cases, the
basic principle was that payments in cash or kind received by the lord had a
legitimate contractual origin and therefore remained enforceable, even if the
terms of the contract now had to be rephrased in a new language.

In some provinces, especially in the south of France, however, a quite
different legal tradition prevailed: its principle was “no lord without title.” In
other words, without written evidence of title, ownership could not be
established, and no payment was justified. In that region, where written law
predominated, the assembly’s directives were not well received. In any case,
most property titles, even when they did exist, were to be treated with caution
since many had been established by the lords themselves or else by courts
they controlled. As a result, peasants in many areas attacked lords in their
castles in 1789, seeking to burn any titles they could find, which only added
to the confusion.

The situation veered out of control as tensions with foreign governments
increased, and the Revolution took a harsher turn. The National Assembly
became the Constituent Assembly and adopted a new constitution, turning
France into a constitutional monarchy with a property qualification for
voting. In June 1791 Louis XVI attempted to flee and was arrested at
Varennes in eastern France. The king was accused (not without reason) of
seeking to join exiled nobles and plotting with foreign monarchies to crush



the Revolution militarily. As war clouds gathered, an insurrection in August
1792 ended with the king’s arrest; five months later, in January 1793, he was
guillotined. A new assembly known as the National Convention was put in
place and charged with drafting a republican constitution based on universal
suffrage; this was adopted but did not go into effect before the convention
itself was toppled in 1795. Meanwhile, French forces won a decisive victory
at Valmy in September 1792, marking the triumph of the republican idea and
the symbolic defeat of the trifunctional order. Although France’s armies were
deprived of their natural leaders, who had fled abroad, they triumphed over
the combined forces of monarchy led by nobles from across Europe. Here
was living proof that the people in arms could do without the old noble
warrior class. Goethe, who witnessed the battle from a nearby hilltop, was in
no doubt about the meaning of the event: “In this place on this date begins a
new era in world history.”

Meanwhile, enforcement of the privilege-abolishing law of August 4,
1789, took a more radical turn. From 1792 on it became increasingly
common to reverse the burden of proof by demanding that lords prove the
contractual basis of their claims to property rights. In July 1793 the
convention issued a decree that took this one step further, adopting what was
called a “linguistic” approach: all seigneurial rights and ground rents were to
be abolished immediately, without compensation, if the terminology
designating them was directly linked to the old feudal order.

This decree applied not only to corvées and banalités but also to many
similar obligations, such as cens and lods. The cens was a form of rent paid to
a lord and at one point was linked to a tie of vassalage (that is, political and
military subordination). The lod was even more interesting, partly because it
was so common (in many provinces it was the primary mode of payment to
landlords) and partly because it so perfectly illustrated the intimate
connection between former regalian rights (which the revolutionaries
considered illegitimate) and modern property rights (which they deemed
legitimate).

Lods and the Superposition of Perpetual Rights under the Ancien
Régime

Under the Ancien Régime, the lod was a seigneurial droit de mutation: a



peasant who had acquired the right to use a plot of land in perpetuity
(sometimes known as seigneurie utile) and who wished to sell that right to
another person had to purchase a “right of mutation” (the lod) from the lord
who had seigneurie directe over the property. The term seigneurie directe
could itself be decomposed into two parts, private and public. The private
part covered rights to the land while the public part referred to the judicial
rights that went along with ownership. In practice, the lod could represent a
significant sum, which varied from a twelfth to half of the amount of the sale
(or two to ten years of rent).? The origin of this payment was generally linked
to the lord’s judicial power over the region in question: because the lord
rendered justice, recorded transactions, guaranteed the security of persons
and property, and settled disputes, he was entitled to payment of the lod when
usage rights of a property were transferred from one person to another.

The lod might or might not be accompanied by other payments that were
sometimes annual, sometimes paid at fixed intervals (the term lod often
referred to a package of obligations and payments rather than a single sum).
Because the lod originated with the lord’s judicial powers, one might have
expected it to be abolished without compensation, like the tithe and the
seigneurie publique. In practice, however, usage of the lod had expanded
well beyond its original purpose; revolutionary legislators (or at any rate the
most conservative and least bold among them) therefore feared that
eliminating it without compensation might undermine the entire proprietarian
social order, plunging the country into chaos.

Broadly speaking, one of the characteristics of property relations in the
Ancien Régime (and, more generally, in many premodern ternary societies)
was the superposition of different types of perpetual rights over the same
piece of land (or other property). For instance, one person might enjoy the
right to perpetual use of a plot of land (including the right to sell to other
individuals), while another might enjoy the right to receive a perpetual
payment on a regular basis (such as an annual rent in cash or kind, possibly
dependent on the size of the harvest), and yet another might benefit from a
right exercised when a transaction took place (a lod). Still another individual
might hold a monopoly on the oven or mill needed to prepare the product of
the land for market (a banalité), and another might be entitled to payment of
part of a harvest on the occasion of a religious holiday or other ceremony.
And so on.



These individual “owners” might be lords, peasants, bishoprics, religious
or military orders, monasteries, corporations, or bourgeois. The French
Revolution put an end to the superposition of rights and declared that the only
perpetual right belonged to the owner of the property; all other rights were
necessarily temporary (such as a lease or fixed-term rental contract), with the
exception of the state’s perpetual right to collect taxes and promulgate new
rules.* Instead of superposing perpetual rights subject to the rights and duties
of the two privileged orders as under the Ancien Régime, the Revolution
sought to restructure society around two primary actors: the private property
owner and the centralized state.

In the case of the lod, the solution adopted by the Revolution was to
create a public cadastre, the central and emblematic institution of the new
ownership society, of which this was the foundational act. Henceforth, the
centralized state would maintain a vast register listing all legitimate owners
of fields and forests, houses and other buildings, warehouses and factories,
and goods and property of every imaginable description. This register would
have branches at the local and regional level: prefects and subprefects
carefully established maps of départements and communes, which took the
place of a complex patchwork of overlapping territories and jurisdictions that
constituted the Ancien Régime.

It was therefore quite natural for revolutionary assemblies to transfer the
lod to the state in the context of the new fiscal system established in 1790—
1791. The droits de mutations (sales taxes on property transfers) created at
that time took the form of a fairly heavy proportional tax on sales of land and
buildings. Payment of the tax allowed the new owner to register his property
(and if need be establish his title to it); the proceeds went to the government
(apart from a small additional component paid to the notary charged with
drawing up the necessary documents). These droits de mutation still exist in
France to this day, in virtually the same form as when they were created; they
amount to roughly two years of rent, which is not insignificant.> During
debates in the period 1789-1790, there was never any doubt that the lod
would become a tax paid to the state (and cease to be a seigneurial right) nor
that maintaining the cadastre and protecting property rights would become a
state responsibility: this was the very foundation of the new proprietarian
political regime. The question was what would be done about the existing
lods. Should they be abolished without compensation for the existing



beneficiaries, or should they be treated as legitimate property rights, which
would then be translated into the new judicial vocabulary? Or—a third
possibility—should they be eliminated, but with compensation?

In 1789-1790, the assembly opted for full compensation of the lods. A
schedule of payments was even established: a peasant (or other holder of
usage rights for a plot of land or other property who was by no means always
the actual tiller of the soil) could redeem the lod for a sum ranging from one-
third to five-sixths of the most recent sale, depending on the rate of the lod to
be redeemed; this was a fairly high price.® If the potential buyer could not
come up with the sum required, the lod could be replaced by an equivalent
rent: for example, a half-rent if the lod was fixed at half the value of the
property (all this in addition to the state droit de mutation). Thus the
assembly envisioned that an authentic former feudal right would become a
modern property right, just as former corvées, linked to serfdom, were
transformed into rents.

In 1793, the convention decided to reject this logic: lods were to be
abolished without compensation, so that users of the land would become full
owners without being forced to pay out of pocket in the form of a redemption
fee or rent. More than any other measure, this reflected the convention’s
ambition to redistribute wealth. But this approach was relatively short-lived
(1793-1794). Under the French Directory (1795-1799) and even more under
the French Consulate and First French Empire (1799-1814), the country’s
new leaders reinstated the property qualifications and other more
conservative dispositions of the early stages of the Revolution.” They
nevertheless ran into trouble when it came to canceling transfers of
ownership (through straightforward abolition of the lods) decided in 1793—
1794, as the concerned peasants and other beneficiaries were not about to
give up their new rights without a fight. Broadly speaking, the many legal
twists and turns of the revolutionary years gave rise to a spate of lawsuits,
which would occupy the courts through much of the nineteenth century,
especially when property was sold or passed on to heirs.

Can Property Be Placed on a New Footing Without Measuring Its
Extent?

Among the difficulties that the convention faced in 1793-1794, the most



problematic was the fact that the term lod appeared very frequently in land
contracts during the Ancien Régime. Many contracts between parties who
had no noble or “feudal” antecedents used the word to designate the payment
to be made in exchange for the right to use the land, even when it took the
form of a quasi-rent (usually paid quarterly or annually) rather than a sum
paid only when usage rights changed hands. In many cases the word lod thus
became a synonym for ground rent (rente fonciére) or rent in general (loyer),
regardless of its exact form.

With the “linguistic” approach, one could therefore find oneself outright
expropriating a non-noble (and not necessarily wealthy) landowner who had
simply rented land acquired a few years before the Revolution but who had
had the unfortunate idea of using the word lod or cens in the rental contract.
However, an authentic aristocrat could go on placidly collecting significant
seigneurial dues acquired by violent means in the feudal era as long as the
vocabulary used in his dealings with the peasants used the words rente or
loyer instead of lod or cens. In the face of such glaring injustices,
revolutionary committees and tribunals were often forced to backtrack so that
no one knew any longer what new principles were being followed.

In hindsight, of course, it is possible to imagine other possible solutions
that would have avoided the pitfalls of both the “historical” and “linguistic”
approaches. Was it really possible to define the conditions of just ownership
without taking inequality of ownership into account—that is, without taking
into account the value of each property and the extent of the patrimonial
holdings in question? In other words, to establish the property regime on a
new footing acceptable to the majority, would it not have made more sense to
treat small holdings (such as plots suitable for a family farm) differently from
very large holdings (such as estates large enough to support hundreds or
thousands of family farms), regardless of the vocabulary used to designate
the remuneration in each case (lods, rentes, loyers, and so on)? It is not
always a good idea to search for origins when seeking patrimonial justice.
And even if it is sometimes inevitable, it is probably best to think about the
size and social significance of the fortunes involved. The task is not simple,
but is there any other way to go about it?

In fact, the revolutionary assemblies did provide a stage on which many
debates about progressive taxation of income and wealth played out,
especially in connection with various projects to establish a droit national



d’hérédité (national inheritance tax), the rate of which varied with the size of
the bequest. For instance, in a bill proposed in the fall of 1792 by Sieur
Lacoste, an administrator in the Registry of National Estates, the smallest
bequests were to be taxed at less than 5 percent, whereas the rate on the
largest was to be more than 65 percent (even for direct line bequests—that is,
from parents to children). Ambitious progressive tax proposals had also been
put forward in the decades prior to the Revolution, such as the one published
in 1767 by Louis Graslin, a tax collector and city planner in Nantes, who
envisioned a tax gradually rising from 5 percent on the lowest incomes to 75
percent on the highest (Table 3.1).° To be sure, the highest rates proposed in
these pamphlets applied only to extremely high incomes (more than a
thousand times the average income of the day). But such extreme disparities
did exist in late-eighteenth-century French society, and if these tax schedules
had been applied within the framework of the law and parliamentary
procedure, those inequalities could have been corrected. The proposed tax
schedules envisioned substantial rates on the order of 20-30 percent (which
was quite high, especially for an inheritance tax) for levels of wealth and
income on the order of ten to twenty times the average, well below the levels
associated with the high nobility and haute bourgeoisie of the era. This shows
that the authors had fairly ambitious ideas of social reform and redistribution,
ideas that could not be limited to a tiny minority of the super-privileged if
they were to have any real effect.

TABLE 3.1

Progressive tax proposals in eighteenth-century France

Graslin: Progressive income tax (Essai analytique sur la Lacoste: Progressive inheritance tax (Du droit
richesse et ’'impot, 1767) national d’hérédité, 1792)

Multiple of average income Effective tax rate Multiple of average estate Effective tax rate
0.5 5% 0.3 6%

20 15% 8 14%

200 50% 500 40%

1300 75% 1500 67%

Interpretation: In the progressive income tax proposed by Graslin in 1767, the effective tax rate rose gradually from
5 percent on an annual income of 150 livres tournois (roughly half the average income of the time) to 75 percent on an
income of 400,000 livres (roughly 1,300 times the average). Lacoste’s proposed progressive inheritance tax exhibits
similar progressivity.

Sources: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.



Yet no tangible progressive tax was ultimately adopted during the
Revolution. True, there were a few brief experiments with progressive local
taxes in 1793—-1794, when the convention dispatched missions to a number of
départements. Emergency financial measures of a progressive character were
put in place to finance the war, most notably the forced loan of 1793 (which
reached a level of 25 percent for incomes of 3,000 livres tournois, roughly
ten times the average income at the time, and 70 percent for incomes of
15,000, or fifty times the average, while incomes less than a third of the
average were exempted).'® Nevertheless, the central fact remains that the new
tax system established by the Revolution in 1790-1791 consisted mainly of
strictly proportional taxes with the same moderate rate applied to all levels of
income and wealth, no matter how minuscule or gigantic. Note, too, that no
agrarian reform or other broad program of wealth redistribution as ambitious
as Lacoste or Graslin’s tax proposals was ever explicitly formulated.

As we will see, the legal and fiscal system adopted during the Revolution
encouraged the accumulation of large fortunes, which goes a long way
toward explaining the growing concentration of wealth in France in the
nineteenth century. Not until the crises of the early twentieth century did
there emerge a steeply progressive system of taxation of income and wealth
in France or anywhere else. The same is true of explicitly redistributive
agrarian reform programs, comparable to those that emerged in very different
contexts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. No such program
was ever attempted in France during the revolutionary period.

Even during the most ambitiously redistributive phase of the Revolution,
1793-1794, debate focused mainly on the issue of corvées and banalités,
lods, and redemption of rights. Legislators tried first a “historical” and later a
“linguistic” approach to the abolition of privileges. This gave rise to complex
and passionate debate, but the question of inequality in the size of individual
patrimonial holdings was never really approached in an explicit and coherent
way. Things might have gone differently but didn’t, and it is interesting to try
to understand why.

Knowledge, Power, and Emancipation: The Transformation of
Ternary Societies

To recapitulate, the French Revolution can be seen as an experiment with



accelerated transformation of a premodern ternary society. A fundamental
feature of this experiment was the “Great Demarcation” project, which
created a dividing line between old and new forms of power and property.
The goal of the Great Demarcation was to create a strict separation between
regalian functions (henceforth the monopoly of the centralized state) and
property rights (henceforth to be granted solely to private individuals),
whereas trifunctional society was based on an inextricable imbrication of
both. The Great Demarcation was in some ways a success in that it
contributed to a durable transformation of French society and, to some extent,
neighboring societies as well. It was also the first attempt to create a social
and political order founded on equal rights for everyone, independent of
social origin. All this took place, moreover, in what was by contemporary
standards a very large country that for centuries had been organized around
enormous status and geographic inequalities. Still, this ambitious Great
Demarcation ran into many problems: for all its limitations and injustices,
trifunctional society had its own coherence, and the reorganization proposed
by the new proprietarian regime contained numerous contradictions. The
social role of the Church was eliminated without creating a social state to
replace it; the definition of private property was tightened without expanding
access to it; and so on.

On the key question of inequality of ownership, moreover, the failure of
the French Revolution is clear. One does see a renewal of elites over the
course of the nineteenth century (continuing a process that was already under
way in earlier centuries, although we lack the tools to measure its extent in
different periods), but the fact is that patrimonial holdings remained
extremely concentrated between 1789 and 1914 (with a sharp increase in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as we will see in Chapter 4)—
and in the end the Revolution had little effect in this regard. Why this partial
failure? It was not only because the issues were novel and complex but also
because political time accelerated: although certain ideas were ripe for
application, there was no time to put them to the test in concrete experiments.
Events—rather than knowledge patiently accumulated—dictated their law to
revolutionary legislators and France’s new leaders.

Furthermore, the experience of the French Revolution illustrates a more
general lesson that we will encounter again and again: historical change
stems from the interaction between, on the one hand, the short-term logic of



political events and, on the other hand, the long-term logic of political
ideologies. Evolving ideas are nothing unless they lead to institutional
experiments and practical demonstrations; ideas must find their application in
the heat of events, in social struggles, insurrections, and crises. Conversely,
political actors caught up in fast-moving events often have no choice but to
draw on a repertoire of political and economic ideologies elaborated in the
past. At times they may be able to invent new tools on the spur of the
moment, but to do so takes time and a capacity for experimentation that are
generally lacking.

In the case of the French Revolution, it is interesting to note that debates
about the legitimate or illegitimate origins of seigneurial rights had to some
extent already taken place in previous centuries. The problem was that those
debates often hinged on general historical considerations and offered no truly
operational solutions to the concrete questions that would arise in the heat of
action. As far back as the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries,
jurists such as Charles Dumoulin, Jean Bodin, and Charles Loyseau had
criticized the way lords—some of whom owed their titles to very early waves
of invasion (especially by Franks, Huns, and Normans between the fifth and
eleventh centuries)—had taken advantage of the weakness of princes to
acquire excessive rights. On the other hand, champions of the seigneurial
view, such as Henri de Boulainvilliers and Montesquieu in the eighteenth
century, insisted that while the Franks had certainly profited from their initial
position of strength, they had subsequently acquired new legitimacy by
protecting populations over the course of many centuries, notably against the
Normans and Hungarians. The problem was that such discussions of military
history, as revealing as they may be about the legitimation of the nobility as a
warrior class in the eighteenth century, were not of much use in establishing
the conditions for a just refoundation of property rights.

Those earlier debates dealt essentially with the respective roles of the
centralized state and local elites. Both Boulainvilliers and Montesquieu
defended the idea of preserving seigneuries publiques and the sale of charges
and offices (a practice that was also abolished during the Revolution, usually
with financial compensation to existing officeholders); it was important, they
reasoned, to maintain the separation of powers and provide a check on the
power of the king. Montesquieu’s De [’esprit des lois (The Spirit of the
Laws), published in 1748, became an essential reference on the question of



separation of powers. Commentators often forget to mention, however, that
for Montesquieu, who had himself inherited the highly lucrative position of
president of the Parlement of Bordeaux, it was not enough to separate the
executive, legislative, and judiciary branches of government. It was also
necessary to preserve local seigneurial courts and the “venality” (that is,
vendibility and heritability) of charges and offices in the provincial
parlements in order to limit the power of the central state and prevent the
monarch from becoming a despot like the sultan of Turkey (note in passing
that negative comments on the Orient come quite as naturally to the pen of
Sieyes, who denounced noble privileges, as to that of Montesquieu, who
defended them). The Revolution rejected the view of authors like
Boulainvilliers and Montesquieu: the power to render justice was transferred
from the old seigneurial class to the centralized state, and the venality of
offices was ended.!

In retrospect, it is easy to criticize the conservative positions taken by the
champions of seigneurial jurisdictional privileges and the venality of judicial
and administrative functions. With the advantage of more than two centuries
of hindsight, it seems obvious—as it may already have seemed to the most
clairvoyant observers in the eighteenth century—that justice can be rendered
in a more satisfactory and impartial way in the framework of a universal
public service organized by the central state than in seigneurial courts or a
system based on the venality of charges and offices. More generally, it seems
fairly clear today that a properly organized state is in a better position to
guarantee fundamental rights and individual liberties than a trifunctional
system based on the power of local elites and the privileges of noble and
clerical classes. French peasants were certainly freer in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries than in the eighteenth century, if only because they were
no longer subject to arbitrary seigneurial justice.

It is nevertheless important to emphasize that the question of confidence
in the centralized state, which underlies these fundamental debates, is a
highly complex one, which had no obvious answer until concrete experiments
had been conducted with the new state powers. Confidence in the state’s
ability to render justice fairly and impartially throughout a vast territory, to
guarantee security, collect taxes, and provide police, educational, and medical
services more justly and efficiently than the old privileged orders was not
something that could be decreed from an academic chair. It had to be



demonstrated in practice. At bottom, Montesquieu’s fears of a potentially
despotic state (which led to his defense of local seigneurial courts) are not
very different from the suspicions of various forms of supranational state
power that one sees today.

For instance, many defenders of interstate competition ignore the fact that
some states establish opaque laws that allow them to function as tax or
regulatory havens (of particular benefit to the wealthy), justifying their
position by pointing to the risk to individual freedom that would result from
overcentralization of information and judicial authority under the aegis of a
single state. Such arguments are of course often covertly self-serving (as in
Montesquieu’s case). Nevertheless, their (at least partial) plausibility makes
them that much more politically effective, and only successful historical
experimentation can lead to a radical shift in the political and ideological
balance of power with issues of this type.

The Revolution, the Centralized State, and Learning about Justice

To sum up, the central question that the French Revolution resolved was that
of regalian powers and the centralized state; it did not have an answer when it
came to the just distribution of property. Its primary objective was to transfer
regalian powers from local noble and clerical elites to the central state, not to
organize a broad redistribution of wealth. However, it quickly became
apparent that it was not easy to separate the two objectives so neatly. Indeed,
the revolutionaries’ claim to have abolished all “privileges” on the Night of
August 4 opened up a range of possible interpretations and alternatives.

In fact, it is not difficult to imagine one or more series of events that
might have produced a more egalitarian result from the abolition of
privileges. It is too easy to conclude that “minds were not yet ready” for
progressive taxes or land redistribution in the late eighteenth or early
nineteenth century and that such innovations “necessarily” had to await the
crises of the early twentieth century. It is often tempting in retrospect to lean
toward deterministic readings of history and in this case to conclude that the
thoroughly bourgeois French Revolution could not have led to anything but a
proprietarian regime and an ownership society without any real attempt to
reduce inequality. Although it is true that the invention of a new definition of
property guaranteed by the centralized state was a complex undertaking,



which many revolutionary legislators saw as the central if not sole purpose of
the Revolution, it would be reductive to view the complex debates of the time
as concerned only with this one approach. When one looks at how events
unfolded and at what proposals were made by various participants, it
becomes apparent that the idea of abolishing privileges could be interpreted
in many different ways and could have led to many different legislative
proposals. Had largely contingent circumstances been different, events might
have taken many alternative paths, even though the course actually followed
was already quite sinuous (as the “historical” and “linguistic” approaches
suggest).

Beyond conflicts of interest, which should never be neglected, there were
also intellectual conflicts. No one, then or now, has ready-made totally
convincing solutions that would at once define “privileges,” explain how to
eliminate them, and say how property should be regulated and inequality
curbed in the society to come. During the Revolution, everyone could point
to past experiences and ideas, and the whole community was involved in a
vast and conflictual process of social learning. Everyone felt that corvées,
banalités, and lods belonged to the past, yet many feared that eliminating
them without compensation would undermine the whole system of rents and
unequal ownership. Because no one could say where such a process would
end, there was a temptation to maintain old rights in one form or another.
While quite conservative, this position was comprehensible, yet it became the
object of violent attacks by those who did not share it. Conflict and
uncertainty are inevitable in events such as these.

Recent work has also shown that very vigorous debate on these issues,
including inequality and property, agitated FEuropeans during the
Enlightenment, contrary to the consensus view put forward by some scholars.
Jonathan Israel distinguishes between a “radical” Enlightenment (represented
by Diderot, Condorcet, Holbach, and Paine) and a “moderate” Enlightenment
(represented by Voltaire, Montesquieu, Turgot, and Smith). The radicals
generally supported the idea of a single assembly instead of separate
chambers for each order as well as an end to the privileges of nobility and
clergy and some form of redistribution of property. More generally, they
favored greater equality of classes, sexes, and races. The “moderates” (who
might equally well be characterized as “conservatives”) were suspicious of
single assemblies and radical abolition of property rights, whether of



landlords or slaveowners; they also had greater faith in natural, gradual
progress. Outside of France, one of the most celebrated moderates was Adam
Smith, the originator of the “invisible hand” of the market. According to the
moderates, the principal virtue of the market was precisely that it made for
human progress without violent upheaval or disruption of venerable political
institutions.™

When one looks more closely at the positions of both groups on
inequality and property, however, the differences are not always so clear.
Many of the “radicals” also tended to rely on “natural forces.” Take, for
example, this typical optimistic passage from the “radical” Condorcet’s
Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progress de I’esprit humain (1794): “It
is easy to prove that fortunes tend naturally toward equality, and their
excessive disproportion either cannot exist or must promptly cease if civil
laws do not establish artificial means of perpetuating and combining them,
and if freedom of commerce and industry eliminate the advantages that any
prohibitive law or fiscal right gives to acquired wealth.”!3 In other words, it is
enough to eliminate privileges and charges and to establish equal access to
different occupations and to property rights for existing inequalities to
disappear at once. The fact that on the eve of World War I, more than a
century after the abolition of “privileges,” the concentration of wealth in
France was even higher than it was at the time of the Revolution,
unfortunately proves that this optimistic view was wrong. To be sure,
Condorcet did propose a form of progressive taxation in 1792, but it was a
relatively modest measure (with a maximum rate of less than 5 percent on the
highest incomes). Condorcet’s proposal was much more limited than those of
less celebrated writers such as Lacoste and Graslin, who interestingly enough
were practitioners in the areas of taxation and public administration rather
than philosophers or academics; this did not prevent them from contributing
bold and imaginative suggestions—quite the opposite.’* The most subversive
actors were not always the ones identified by scholars.

In any case, specific reform proposals did exist, and some of them came
from the most emblematic representatives of the Enlightenment. The
Revolution might well have taken a different course, particularly if military
and political tensions had not run so high in the period 1792-1795, thus
allowing revolutionary legislators a little more time to experiment with
concrete measures to redistribute wealth and reduce inequality. Think, too, of



the pamphlet Thomas Paine addressed to French legislators in 1795, Agrarian
Justice. He proposed a 10 percent tax on inheritances, the proceeds of which
would go to finance an ambitious universal income—an idea that was far
ahead of its time.’> The 10 percent rate was admittedly quite moderate
compared with the highly progressive tax schedules discussed and then
enacted in the twentieth century; what is more, Paine’s proposal was for a
quasi-proportional tax, whereas many more progressive proposals had been
debated in previous years. It was nevertheless more substantial than the
modest 1 percent tax that was finally adopted for direct line bequests under
the tax system that was introduced during the French Revolution and that
persisted throughout the nineteenth century.!6

The rapidity with which things changed after World War I, when
progressive taxes on income and inheritances were introduced in Europe and
the United States, suggests that things could have been different. The rapid
change of mentalities is even more telling: a tax schedule that had once
seemed totally inconceivable was deemed acceptable by nearly everyone only
a few years later. Had it been possible to experiment in a calm, serious way,
even for just a few years, with concrete measures of the sort advocated by
Condorcet and Paine in the 1790s (insofar as it is possible to experiment with
institutions of this kind) under the aegis of a duly elected legislature, the
course of events might have been different. It was by no means inevitable
that the conservative and Napoleonic reaction would consolidate its position
so quickly, with the return first of property qualifications for voting and then
of émigré nobles and slavery, during which Napoleon created a new imperial
nobility. The point here is not to rewrite history but simply to stress the
importance of the logic of events and of concrete historical experimentation
in moments of political and ideological flux around issues of property and
inequality. Rather than read history deterministically, it is more interesting to
look at past events as crossroads of ideas, forks in the road where history
might have taken a different course.'’

Proprietarian Ideology: Between Emancipation and Sacralization

More generally, the French Revolution illustrates a tension that we will
encounter again and again in what follows. On the one hand, proprietarian
ideology has an emancipatory dimension, which is real and should never be



forgotten. On the other hand, it tends to bestow quasi-sacred status on
existing property rights, regardless of origin or extent. This is just as real, and
the inegalitarian and authoritarian consequences can be considerable.

Fundamentally, proprietarian ideology rests not only on a promise of
social and political stability but also on an idea of individual emancipation
through property rights, which are supposedly open to anyone—or at least
any adult male, because nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ownership
societies were resolutely patriarchal, bringing to bear all the force and
inevitability of a modern centralized legal system. In theory, property rights
are enforced without regard to social or family origin under the equitable
protection of the state. Compared with trifunctional societies, which were
based on relatively rigid status disparities between clergy, nobility, and third
estate and on a promise of functional complementarity, equilibrium, and
cross-class alliances, ownership society saw itself as based on equal rights. In
ownership societies the “privileges” of the clergy and nobility no longer
existed (or were at least considerably curtailed). Everyone was entitled to
secure enjoyment of his property—safe from arbitrary encroachment by king,
lord, or bishop—under the protection of stable, predictable rules in a state of
laws, not men. Everyone therefore had an incentive to derive the maximum
fruits from his property, using whatever knowledge and talent he had at his
disposal. Such clever use of every person’s abilities was supposed to lead
naturally to general prosperity and social harmony.

This promise of equality and harmony found unambiguous expression in
solemn declarations issuing from the “Atlantic revolutions” of the late
eighteenth century. The Declaration of Independence that was adopted in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on July 4, 1776, begins with a ringing
affirmation: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The reality
was more complex, however. Thomas Jefferson, the author of the declaration,
owned some 200 slaves in Virginia but forgot to mention their existence or
the fact that they would obviously continue to be somewhat less equal than
their owners. Yet for the white settlers of the United States, the Declaration
of Independence was an affirmation of equality and liberty in defiance of the
arbitrary power of the king of England and the privileges of the House of
Lords and House of Commons. Those assemblies of the privileged were



exhorted to leave the settlers alone, to refrain from taxing them unfairly, and
to stop interfering in their pursuit of happiness and conduct of affairs,
including their management of their own property and inequalities.

We find the same radicality and comparable ambiguity in a different
inegalitarian context with the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the
Citizen, adopted by the National Assembly in August 1789 shortly after the
vote to abolish privileges. Article 1 begins with a promise of absolute
equality, marking a clear break with the old society of orders: “Men are born
and remain free and equal in rights.” The remainder of the article raises the
possibility of a just inequality, on which it nevertheless places conditions:
“Social distinctions can only be based on common utility.” Article 2 clarifies
things by according the right to property the status of an imprescriptible
natural right: “The purpose of any political association is to preserve the
natural and imprescriptible rights of Man. Those rights are liberty, property,
security, and resistance to oppression.” In the end, the text can be interpreted
in contradictory ways, and in practice it was. For instance, Article 1 can be
given a relatively redistributive reading: “social distinctions”—that is,
inequalities broadly construed—are acceptable only if they are of common
utility and serve the general interest, which might mean that they have to
serve the interests of the poorest members of society. This article could
therefore be mobilized to call for redistribution of property in some form and
thus to help the poor gain access to wealth. But Article 2 could be read in a
much more restrictive sense, since it implies that property rights acquired in
the past are “natural and imprescriptible” and therefore difficult to challenge.
In fact, this article was used in revolutionary debates to justify great caution
when it came to the redistribution of property. More generally, references to
property rights in various declarations of rights and constitutions were often
used in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to impose drastic legal limits
on any possibility of a peaceful, legal redefinition of the property regime, and
this continues to be the case today.

Indeed, once the abolition of privileges is proclaimed, many possible
ways forward exist within the proprietarian schema, as we saw in the case of
the French Revolution, with all its hesitations and ambiguities. For instance,
one might argue that the best way to encourage equal access to property is to
levy a steeply progressive tax on income and estates, and specific proposals
along these lines were indeed formulated in the eighteenth century. More



generally, one can make use of the emancipatory aspects of private property
institutions (to allow room for the expression of wvarious individual
aspirations—something twentieth-century communist societies tragically
chose to forget) while regulating and instrumentalizing those aspirations
within the social state. One can also make use of redistributive institutions
such as progressive taxes or pass laws to democratize access to knowledge,
power, and wealth (as social-democratic societies tried to do in the twentieth
century, even if their efforts were insufficient and incomplete; we will come
back to this). Or, finally, one can rely on absolute protection of private
property to resolve nearly all problems, which in some cases can lead to a
quasi-sacralization of property and deep suspicion of any attempt to call it
into question.

Critical proprietarianism (for simplicity, of the social-democratic type,
which depends on mixed private, public, and social ownership) attempts to
instrumentalize private property on behalf of higher objectives; exacerbated
proprietarianism sacralizes it and transforms it into a systematic solution.
Beyond these two general pathways there exists an infinite variety of
imaginable solutions and trajectories. Importantly, still other paths remain to
be invented. Throughout the nineteenth century and until World War I,
exacerbated proprietarianism held sway with its quasi-sacralization of private
property, not only in France but also throughout Europe. On the basis of the
historical experience we have now acquired, it seems to me that this form of
proprietarianism must be rejected. But it is important to understand the
reasons why this ideological schema was successful, especially in nineteenth-
century European ownership societies.

On the Justification of Inequality in Ownership Societies

Ultimately, the argument put forward by proprietarian ideology, implicitly in
declarations of rights and constitutions and much more explicitly in the
political debates around property that took place during the French
Revolution and throughout the nineteenth century, can be summarized as
follows. If one begins to question property rights acquired in the past, and the
inequality that derives from them, in the name of a respectable but always
imperfectly defined and contested conception of social justice about which
consensus will never be achieved, doesn’t one run the risk of not knowing



where this dangerous process will end? Political instability and permanent
chaos may then ensue, ultimately to the detriment of people of modest means.
It is therefore wrong to run this risk, argue intransigent proprietarians;
redistribution is a Pandora’s box, which should never be opened. One runs
into this type of argument repeatedly in the French Revolution; it explains
many ambiguities and hesitations, in particular the hesitation about whether
to adopt a “historical” or “linguistic” approach to existing rights and their
retranscription as new property rights. If one questioned corvées and lods,
wasn’t there a risk of undermining loyers and indeed the whole system of
property rights in general? These arguments recur in the ownership societies
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and we will also find that they
continue to play a fundamental role in contemporary political debate,
particularly since the powerful revival of neo-proprietarian discourse in the
late twentieth century.

The sacralization of private property is basically a natural response to fear
of the void. The trifunctional schema had established a balance of power
between warriors and clerics that was based on a large dose of religious
transcendence (which was indispensable for bestowing legitimacy on the sage
counsel of the clergy). Once this was abandoned, new ways of ensuring
social stability had to be found. Absolute respect for property rights acquired
in the past offered a new form of transcendence, which made it possible to
avoid widespread chaos and fill the void left by the end of trifunctional
ideology. The sacralization of property was in some ways a response to the
end of religion as an explicit political ideology.

On the basis of historical experience, and of the rational knowledge that
has been constructed out of that experience, I believe it is possible to do
better. While the sacralization response was natural and comprehensible, it
was also somewhat lazy and nihilistic as well as short on optimism regarding
human nature. This book will try to convince the reader that one can draw on
the lessons of history to develop more satisfactory norms of social justice and
equality, of economic regulation and redistribution of wealth, rather than
using simple sacralization of existing property rights. Those norms must of
course evolve over time and be open to permanent deliberation, yet they will
still represent an improvement over the convenient option of settling for what
already exists and taking as natural the inequalities produced by the “market.”
Indeed, it was on such a pragmatic, empirical, and historical basis that the



social-democratic societies of the twentieth century developed. For all their
shortcomings, they showed that the extreme inequality of wealth that existed
in the nineteenth century was by no means indispensable for maintaining
stability and prosperity—far from it. We can build today’s innovative
ideologies and political movements on this same basis.

The great weakness of proprietarian ideology was that property rights
stemming from the past often raised serious problems of legitimacy. We saw
this in the French Revolution, which simply transformed corvées into rents,
and we will often encounter it again. For example, when slavery was
abolished in French and British colonies, it was decided that slaveowners
would have to be compensated, but not slaves. Another case in point
concerns the postcommunist privatization of public property and private
pillaging of natural resources. More generally, the problem is that—
notwithstanding the possible violent or illegitimate origins of initial
appropriations—significant, durable, and largely arbitrary inequalities of
wealth tend to reconstitute themselves in today’s modern hypercapitalist
societies, just as they did in premodern societies.

In any case, it is not easy to construct norms of justice acceptable to the
majority. We cannot really tackle this complex question until we have
completed our study and examined all available historical experiences,
especially the crucial experiences of the twentieth century with respect to
progressive taxation and, more generally, redistribution of wealth. These
constitute not only material historical evidence that extreme inequality is by
no means inevitable but also concrete operational knowledge of what
minimal level of inequality one can hope to achieve. To be sure, the
proprietarian argument concerning the need for institutional stability deserves
to be taken seriously and carefully evaluated. So does the meritocratic
argument, which played a less central role in the proprietarian ideology of the
nineteenth century than in the neo-proprietarian ideology that has held sway
since the late twentieth century. There will be much more to say about these
various political and ideological twists and turns.

Broadly speaking, hard-core proprietarian ideology should be analyzed
for what it is: a sophisticated discourse, which is potentially convincing in
certain respects, because private property, when correctly redefined within
proper limits, is one of the institutions that enable the aspirations and
subjectivities of different individuals to find expression and interact



constructively. But it is also an inegalitarian ideology, which in its harshest,
most extreme form seeks simply to justify a specific form of social
domination, often in excessive and caricatural fashion. Indeed, it is a very
useful ideology for people and countries that find themselves at the top of the
heap. The wealthiest individuals can use it to justify their position vis-a-vis
the poorest: they deserve what they have, they say, because of their talent and
effort, and in any case inequality contributes to social stability, which
supposedly benefits everyone. The wealthiest countries can also justify their
domination over the poorest on the grounds that their laws and institutions
are superior. The problem is that the arguments and facts advanced in support
of these positions are not always convincing. Before we analyze this history
and the crises to which it led, however, we need to study how ownership
societies evolved in France and elsewhere in Europe following their
ambiguous beginnings in the French Revolution.

1. See the illuminating book by R. Blaufarb, The Great Demarcation: The French Revolution and
the Invention of Modern Property (Oxford University Press, 2016), which makes pioneering use
of parlement, administrative, and court records from the revolutionary period (along with many
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century legal and political treatises). I borrow the term Great
Demarcation from the title of this work.

2. The conceptual break with the old order stands out even more clearly when one realizes that in the
budgets of the monarchy, revenue stemming from royal estates was counted as “ordinary
revenue,” whereas tax revenue was classified as “extraordinary.”

3. Recall that the price of land was generally fixed at about twenty years of rent; in other words, the
annual rent on a property was about 5 percent of its value.

4. The question of the term of a lease gave rise to complex debates. Revolutionary legislators
rejected the idea of perpetual leases (because this would have recreated superpositions of
perpetual rights of the feudal type). But some deputies (like Sieyes, always quick to defend the
small farmer against the lords, whom he accused of robbing the clergy), pointed out that
extending the term of leases might be the best way to improve the social standing of peasants who
lacked the cash necessary to buy a property; a perpetual lease was in some ways like a perpetual
loan. Experiments with agrarian reform in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in several
countries relied (de facto) on a combination of lease term extension and rent reduction; in some
cases this amounted to a straightforward transfer of ownership to the user of the land for a very
modest price or even free of charge. If reimbursement was too costly, however, it could amount to
a perpetual trap.

5. In 2019, the droits de mutation amounted to 5-6 percent of the sale value (including both local
and state shares, and depending on the département). If notary fees are included, this rises to 7—8
percent (or roughly two or more years of rent).

6. The lod itself generally ranged from one-twelfth to one-half of the property value. The schedule
for the redemption of lods thus explicitly took account of the fact that higher sales taxes led to less
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frequent sales. See Blaufarb, The Great Demarcation, p. 73.

There were very interesting debates when Italian, Dutch, and German territories were
departmentalized in 1810-1814. This led to an extremely conservative application of
revolutionary proprietarian jurisprudence in these territories, where the Napoleonic authorities had
no desire to create new classes of smallholders. Instead, they preferred to reclaim old feudal rights
on behalf of the imperial state and use them to bolster new elites of their choosing. See Blaufarb,
The Great Demarcation, pp. 111-117.

See Du droit national d’hérédité ou moyen de supprimer la contribution fonciére, 1792,
Collection Portiez de I’Oise, piéce n°22, La Bibliotheque de 1’ Assemblée Nationale, Paris, France.
According to this proposal, the tax on direct-line bequests exceeding 3 million livres tournois was
to amount to two shares (that is, 67 percent where there was one heir, 50 percent where there were
two, 40 percent where there were three, etc.). A fortune of 3 million livres was roughly 1,500
times the average wealth per adult at the time (which was around 2,000 livres). For direct-line
bequests of 50,000 livres (or twenty-five times the average wealth), the tax was to be one-half
share (or 33 percent with one heir, 20 percent with two heirs, 14 percent with three heirs, etc.).
For fortunes below 2,000 livres (roughly the average), the tax was set at two-tenths of a share (or
17 percent with one heir, 9 percent with two, 6 percent with three). The rates for other bequests
(outside the direct line) were higher still. Many similar brochures have been preserved in the
archives, attesting to the vigor of contemporary debate.

. L. Graslin, Essai analytique sur la richesse et I’'imp6t (1767), pp. 292—-293. Graslin proposed an

effective rate of 5 percent on annual incomes of 150 livres tournois (roughly half the average
adult income at the time), 15 percent on incomes of 6,000 livres (twenty times the average), 50
percent on 60,000 livres (200 times the average), and 75 percent on 400,000 livres (more than
1,300 times the average).

On local experiments and emergency measures in the period 1793-1794, see J.-P. Gross,
“Progressive Taxation and Social Justice in 18th Century France,” Past and Present, 1993. For a
more detailed analysis, see J.-P. Gross, Egalitarisme jacobin et droits de I’homme (1793—-1794)
(Arcanteres, 2000). Various systems of “maximal succession” and “national succession” (open to
all) were also debated in 1793-1794 but never applied. On this subject, see F. Brunel, “La
politique sociale de 1’an II: un ‘collectivisme individualiste?’ ” in S. Roza and P. Crétois, eds., Le
républicanisme social: Une exception francaise? (Publications de la Sorbonne, 2014), pp. 107—
128.

See Blaufarb, The Great Demarcation, pp. 36-40. In Considérations sur la noblesse (1815),
Louis de Bonald would also attempt to give new legitimacy to the nobility as a class of
magistrates as well as warriors. See B. Karsenti, D’une philosophie a I’autre. Les sciences
sociales et la politique des modernes (Gallimard, 2013), pp. 82—87.

J. Israel, A Revolution of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment and the Intellectual Origins of Modern
Democracy (Princeton University Press, 2010).

M. de Condorcet, Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progres de I’esprit humain (1794), p. 380.
In his Mémoire sur la fixation de I’imp6t, Condorcet proposed that any new tax on personal
furniture (the ancestor of today’s taxe d’habitation, or residential tax) should include a
progressive rate on the rental value of the principal residence, with a maximum of 50 percent.
Since rents decreased with income (contemporary estimates suggest that the poorest tenants paid
more than 20 percent of their income in rent, compared with less than 10 percent for the
wealthiest), Condorcet’s proposal was meant primarily to correct the structural regressivity of this
tax (unfortunately, it was not adopted). On Condorcet’s fiscal proposals, see also J.-P. Gross,
“Progressive Taxation and Social Justice in 18th Century France,” pp. 109-110.

Born in England, Paine was a fervent proponent of American independence and later of the
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Revolution in France, where he settled in the 1790s. On the differences between Paine and
Condorcet and the more innovative nature of Paine’s proposals, see Y. Bosc, “Républicanisme et
protection sociale: I’opposition Paine-Condorcet,” in Roza and Crétois, eds., Le républicanisme
social, pp. 129-146.

Note, moreover, that in The Rights of Man (1792) Paine proposed a tax rate of 80-90 percent on
the highest incomes, starting at around 20,000 pounds sterling per year (roughly a thousand times
the average British income at the time), a rate comparable to that proposed by Graslin in 1767. On
Paine’s proposals, see also H. Phelps Brown, Egalitarianism and the Generation of Inequality
(Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 139-142.

During the Cold War, the historiography of the Revolution was unfortunately divided between
Marxist approaches (based on the highly disputable hypotheses that the Russian Revolution of
1917 was a natural sequel to the events of 1793-1794 in France) and anti-Marxist ones (based on
the (equally debatable) principle that any ambitious attempt at social redistribution necessarily
leads to terror and Soviet-like totalitarianism). See the online appendix for the main references
(Albert Soboul versus Frangois Furet). This often caricatural instrumentalization of the French
Revolution for the purposes of twentieth-century ideological combat explains why more refined
political-ideological approaches such as Rafe Blaufarb’s on the redefinition of the property
regime were slow to develop.
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Ownership Societies: The Case of France

In the previous chapter we looked at the French Revolution as a moment of
emblematic rupture in the history of inegalitarian regimes. Within the space
of a few years, revolutionary lawmakers tried to redefine the relations of
power and property they inherited from the trifunctional scheme and to
introduce a strict separation between regalian powers (henceforth to be a
monopoly of the state) and property rights (ostensibly open to all). We were
able to gain a sense of the magnitude of the task and of the contradictions
they encountered and specifically of the way complex political and legal
processes and events ultimately collided with the question of inequality and
redistribution of wealth. As a result, the new proprietarian language often
enshrined rights that stemmed from old trifunctional relations of domination,
such as corvées and lods.

We will now look at how the distribution of property evolved in
nineteenth-century France. The French Revolution opened up several
possible ways forward, but the one ultimately chosen led to the development
of an extremely inegalitarian form of ownership regime that endured from
1800 to 1914. This outcome was strongly assisted by the fiscal system
established by the Revolution, which persisted without much change until
World War I for reasons we will try to understand. Comparison with the
course followed by other European countries such as the United Kingdom
and Sweden (Chapter 5) will help us to understand both the similarity and
diversity of European ownership regimes in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

The French Revolution and the Development of an Ownership



Society

What can we say about the evolution of property ownership and
concentration in the century following the French Revolution? For this we are
able to call on an abundance of sources. For although the Revolution of 1789
did not succeed in establishing social justice here below, it did leave us an
incomparable resource for the study of wealth: namely, inheritance archives,
which recorded property of many kinds, using a system of classification
which itself is a reflection of proprietarian ideology. Thanks to the
digitization of hundreds of thousands of inheritance records from these
incomparably rich archives, it has been possible to study in detail the
evolving distribution of wealth of all kinds (land, buildings, tools and
equipment, stocks, bonds, shares of partnerships, and other financial
investments) from the time of the Revolution to the present. The results
presented here are the product of a large joint research effort, which drew
extensively on the Paris archives in particular. National tax records from
different periods were also used, along with records from département
archives from the beginning of the nineteenth century on.!

The most striking conclusion is this: the concentration of private property,
which was already extremely high in 1800-1810, only slightly lower than on
the eve of the Revolution, steadily increased throughout the nineteenth
century and up to the eve of World War 1. Concretely, looking at France as a
whole, we find that the top centile of the wealth distribution (that is, the
wealthiest 1 percent) owned roughly 45 percent of private property of all
kinds in the period 1800-1810; by 1900-1910 this figure had risen to almost
55 percent. The case of Paris is especially noteworthy: there, the wealthiest 1
percent owned nearly 50 percent of all property in 1800-1810 and more than
65 percent on the eve of World War I (Fig. 4.1).

Indeed, wealth inequality rose even more rapidly in the Belle Epoque
(1880-1914). In the decades prior to World War 1, there seemed to be no
limit to the concentration of fortunes. Looking at these curves, one cannot
help wondering how high the concentration of private property might have
risen had the two world wars and the violent political cataclysms of the
twentieth century not occurred. There is also good reason to wonder whether
those cataclysms and wars were not themselves consequences, at least in part,
of the extreme social tensions due to rising inequality. I will have more to say



about this in Part Three.

Several points deserve emphasis. First, it is important to bear in mind that
the concentration of wealth has always been extremely high in countries like
France, not only in the nineteenth century but also in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries. Although the top centile share decreased considerably
over the course of the twentieth century (from 5565 percent of total wealth
in France and Paris on the eve of 1914 to 20-30 percent after 1980), the share
owned by the poorest 50 percent has always been extremely low: roughly 2
percent in the nineteenth century and a little over 5 percent today (Fig. 4.1).
Thus the poorest half of the population—a vast social group fifty times larger
than the top centile, by definition—owned something on the order of one-
thirtieth the wealth of the top 1 percent in the nineteenth century. This means
that the average wealth of the top centile was roughly 1,500 times the average
wealth of the bottom 50 percent. Similarly, the poorest half owned roughly
one-fifth the wealth of the top centile in the late twentieth century, as it does
today (which implies that the average wealth of a 1 percenter is “only” 250
times that of a person in the bottom half of the distribution). Note, moreover,
that in both periods we find the same extreme inequality within each age
cohort, from youngest to oldest.2 These orders of magnitude are important,
because they tell us that we should not overestimate the extent of the
diffusion of ownership that has taken place over the past two centuries: the
egalitarian ownership society—or even, more modestly, a society in which
the poorest half of the population owns more than a token share of the wealth
—has yet to be invented.
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FIG. 4.1. The failure of the French Revolution: The rise of proprietarian inequality in nineteenth-
century France

Interpretation: In Paris, the wealthiest 1 percent held roughly 67 percent of all private property in 1910,
compared with 49 percent in 1810 and 55 percent in 1780. After a slight decrease during the French
Revolution, the concentration of wealth increased in France (and even more in Paris) during the
nineteenth century to the eve of World War 1. Over the long run, inequality fell after the two world
wars (1914-1945) but not after the French Revolution. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Reducing Inequality: The Invention of a “Patrimonial Middle
Class”

When we look at the evolution of the distribution of wealth in France, it is
striking to find that in the nineteenth century, the “upper classes” (that is, the
wealthiest 10 percent) owned between 80 and 90 percent of the wealth, while
today they own between 50 and 60 percent—still a significant share (Fig.
4.2). For comparison, the concentration of income, including both income
from capital (which is as concentrated as ownership of capital, indeed slightly
higher) and income from labor (which is significantly less unequally
distributed), has always been less extreme: the top 10 percent of the income
distribution claimed about 50 percent of total income in the nineteenth
century, compared with 30-35 percent today (Fig. 4.3).

Nevertheless, it is a fact that wealth inequality has decreased over the
long run. However, this profound transformation has not benefited the “lower
classes” (the bottom 50 percent), whose share remains quite limited. The



benefits have gone almost exclusively to what I have called the “patrimonial
(or property-owning) middle class,”* by which I mean the 40 percent in the
middle of the distribution, between the poorest 50 percent and the wealthiest
10 percent, whose share of total wealth was less than 15 percent in the
nineteenth century and stands at about 40 percent today (Fig. 4.2). The
emergence of this “middle class” of owners, who individually are not very
rich but collectively over the course of the twentieth century acquired wealth
greater than that owned by the top centile (with a concomitant decrease in the
top centile’s share), was a social, economic, and political transformation of
fundamental importance. As we will see, it explains most of the reduction of
wealth inequality over the long run in France and most other European
countries. Furthermore, this deconcentration of ownership does not seem to
have impaired innovation or economic growth—quite the opposite: the
emergence of the “middle class” went hand in hand with greater social
mobility, and growth since the middle of the twentieth century has been
stronger than ever before, in particular stronger than it was before 1914. I will
come back to this, but for now the key point to notice is that this
deconcentration of wealth did not begin until after World War 1. Until 1914,
wealth inequality seemed to be growing without limit in France, and
especially in Paris.
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FIG. 4.2. The distribution of property in France, 1780-2015

Interpretation: The share of the wealthiest 10 percent of all private property (real estate, professional
equipment, and financial assets, net of debt) varied from 80 to 90 percent in France between 1780 and
1910. Deconcentration of wealth began after World War I and ended in the early 1980s. The principal
beneficiary was the “patrimonial middle class” (the 40 percent in the middle of the distribution), here
defined as the group between the “lower class” (bottom 50 percent) and the “upper class” (wealthiest
10 percent). Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Paris, Capital of Inequality: From Literature to Inheritance
Archives

The evolution that took place in Paris between 1800 and 1914 is particularly
emblematic, because the capital was both the seat of the largest fortunes and
the site of the most extreme inequalities. This reality stands out clearly in
literature, especially the classic novels of the nineteenth century, as well as in
the inheritance archives (Fig. 4.1).
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FIG. 4.3. The distribution of income in France, 1780-2015

Interpretation: The share of the top 10 percent of earners in total income from both capital (rent,
dividends, interest, and profits) and labor (wages, nonwage income, pensions, and unemployment
insurance) was about 50 percent in France from 1780 to 1910. Deconcentration began after World War
I, with the “lower class” (bottom 50 percent) and “middle class” (middle 40 percent) as the main
beneficiaries at the expense of the “upper class” (top 10 percent). Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

At the end of the nineteenth century, about 5 percent of the population of
France lived in Paris (2 million people out of a total population of about 40
million), but residents of the capital owned about 25 percent of the country’s
private wealth. Put differently, the average Parisian was five times wealthier
than the average citizen of France. Paris was also the place where the gap
between the poorest and the wealthiest citizens was the largest. In the
nineteenth century, half of the people who died in France had no property to
pass on. In Paris, the percentage who died propertyless varied from 69 to 74
percent over the period 1800-1914, with a slight upward trend. In practice,
this group included people whose personal effects (furniture, clothing,
dinnerware) had such little market value that the authorities saw no reason to
record the amount. When meager belongings went entirely to cover the costs
of burial or repay debts, heirs might choose to renounce the inheritance and



file no declaration. Still, it is striking that among the estates recorded in the
archives, we find many that are extremely small. The law required both the
authorities and the heirs to register even very small estates, failing which the
heirs’ property rights might not be recognized. This could have serious
consequences: specifically, the police could not be called if unregistered
property was pilfered. If a person inherited a building or business or financial
assets, it was essential to file an estate declaration.

Among the 70 percent of Parisians who died propertyless in the
nineteenth century was Balzac’s memorable fictional character Pere Goriot,
who, according to the novelist, died in 1821, abandoned by his daughters,
Delphine and Anastasie, in the most abject poverty. His landlord, Madame
Vauquer, dunned Rastignac for Goriot’s unpaid room and board, and he also
had to pay the cost of burial, which by itself exceeded the value of the old
man’s personal effects. Yet Goriot had amassed a fortune in the pasta and
grain trade during the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars before spending it
all to ensure that his two daughters would marry into good Parisian society.
Unlike him, many who died with nothing had never owned anything and died
as poor as they had lived. Strikingly, the percentage of Parisians who died
with nothing to pass on to their heirs was just as high a century later in 1914,
on the eve of the war, despite the considerable growth of France’s wealth and
industrial development since the era of Balzac and Pere Goriot.3

At the other end of the scale, Belle Epoque Paris was also the place where
the greatest wealth was concentrated: the wealthiest 1 percent of decedents
alone accounted for half the value of all bequests in the 1810s as well as
almost two-thirds a century later.# The share of the wealthiest 10 percent was
8090 percent of the total in the period 1800-1914 and more than 90 percent
in Paris, in both cases with an upward trend.

To sum up, nearly all property was concentrated in the top decile and
most of it in the top centile, while the vast majority of the population owned
nothing. For a more concrete sense of inequality in Paris at the time, note
that, according to the cadastre, almost no one in Paris owned an individual
apartment before World War I. In other words, one normally owned an entire
building (or several buildings), or else one owned nothing and paid rent to a
landlord.

It was this hyperconcentration of wealth that led the sinister Vautrin to
explain to young Rastignac that he had best not count on the study of law if



he wished to succeed in life. The only way to achieve a comfortable position
was to lay hands on a fortune by whatever means were available. Vautrin’s
lecture, replete with comments on the income of lawyers, judges, and
landlords, reflected more than just Balzac’s obsession with money and wealth
(he himself was heavily in debt after a series of bad investments and wrote
constantly in the hope of climbing out of his hole). The evidence collected
from the archives suggests that Balzac was painting a fairly accurate picture
of the distribution of income and wealth in 1820 and, more broadly, in the
period 1800-1914. Vautrin’s lecture perfectly captured the ownership society
—that is, a society in which access to comfort, high society, status, and
political influence was almost entirely determined by the size of one’s
fortune.5

Portfolio Diversification and Forms of Property

It is important to note that this extreme concentration of wealth, which grew
more extreme over the long nineteenth century, took place in a context of
modernization and extensive transformation of the very forms in which
wealth was held; economic and financial institutions were reshaped as
portfolios became increasingly international. The very detailed inheritance
records we have gathered show that Parisian fortunes had become
increasingly diversified by the end of the period. In 1912, 35 percent of
Parisians’ wealth consisted of real estate (24 percent in Paris and 11 percent
in the provinces); 62 percent financial assets; and barely 3 percent furniture,
precious objects, and other personal effects (Table 4.1). The preponderance
of financial assets reflects the growth of industry and the importance of the
stock market, with investment not only in manufacturing (where textiles were
on the brink of being overtaken by steel and coal at the end of the nineteenth
century and then by chemistry and automobiles in the twentieth) but also in
food processing, railroads, and banking—and it was the banking sector that
was doing particularly well.



TABLE 4.1
Composition of Parisian wealth in the period 1872~1912 (in percent)

Real estate Paris  Provincial ~ Financialassets ~ French ~ Foreign =~ French  Foreign French Foreign Other financial ~ Total foreign  Furniture,
(buildings, houses, real real (equity, bonds, equity equity private  private government government assets (deposits, financial precious

agricultural land, etc.)  estate estate etc.) (stocks) (stocks)  bonds  bonds bonds bonds cash, etc.) assets objects, etc.

Composition of total wealth

1872 41 28 13 56 14 I 17 2 10 3 9 0 3
1912 35 24 )4 62 13 7 14 2r 3

o
)

Composition of the largest 1 percent of estates

1872 43 30 13 5s 15 1 14 2 9 4 10 7 2
1912 32 22 10 66 15 10 14

s
5
S
&
»

Composition of the next-largest 9 percent

1872 42 27 15 56 13 1 21 2 10 2 T 5 2
1912 42 30 12 55 11 2 14 4 7 8 9 14 3

Composition of the next-largest 40 percent

1872 27 1 26 62 12 1 23 1 14 2; 9 4 I
1912 31 7 24 59 12 1 20 2 10 4 10 % 10

The 62 percent of wealth held in the form of financial assets was itself
quite varied: 20 percent consisted of shares in firms (whether listed on the
stock exchange or not), of which 13 percent was invested in French firms and
7 percent foreign firms; 19 percent consisted of private debt instruments
(including notes, bonds, and other commercial paper; 14 percent French and
5 percent foreign); 14 percent was public debt (that is, government bonds; 5
percent French and 9 percent foreign); and 9 percent consisted of other
financial assets (deposits, cash, miscellaneous shares, and so on). This looks
like the sort of well-diversified portfolio one might find in a modern finance
textbook, except that this was reality as reflected in Paris inheritance records
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For each deceased person
one can identify exactly which stocks and bonds were held in which firms
and which sectors.

Two additional results are worth noting. First, the largest fortunes had an
even larger share of financial assets than the others. In 1912, the top 1 percent
of fortunes consisted of 66 percent financial assets, compared with 55 percent
for the next 9 percent. Among the wealthiest 1 percent of Parisians, who
alone owned more than two-thirds of all wealth in 1912, real estate accounted
for barely 22 percent of their assets and provincial real estate just 10 percent,
whereas stocks alone accounted for 25 percent, private-sector bonds for 19
percent, and public-sector bonds and other financial assets for 22 percent.®
The preponderance of stocks, bonds, bank deposits, and other monetary



assets over real estate reflects a profound reality: the ownership elite of the
Belle Epoque was primarily a financial, capitalist, and industrial elite.

Second, foreign financial investments grew enormously between 1872
and 1912. Their share of Parisian wealth rose from 6 to 21 percent. This
evolution is particularly noticeable in the largest 1 percent of fortunes, where
most international assets were held: the share of foreign investment among
their assets rose from 7 percent in 1872 to 25 percent in 1912, compared with
just 14 percent for the 90th—99th percentile of wealth and barely 5 percent for
the 50th-90th percentile (Table 4.1). In other words, only the largest
portfolios contained substantial shares of foreign assets; domestic assets
accounted for a larger proportion of smaller fortunes.

The spectacular growth of foreign investment, whose share more than
tripled in forty years, involved all types of instruments, including foreign
public debt, whose share in the largest 1 percent of fortunes rose from 4 to 10
percent in the period 1872-1912. Of particular interest are the famous
Russian loans, which expanded rapidly after the French Republic signed a
military and economic treaty with the czarist empire in 1892. But many other
foreign bonds also figured in French portfolios (especially those of European
states and also Argentina, the Ottoman Empire, China, Morocco, and so on,
sometimes in connection with colonial appropriation strategies). French
investors earned solid returns on their foreign lending, often with government
guarantees (which were thought to be golden prior to the shocks of World
War I and the Russian revolution). The share of foreign private-sector stocks
and bonds increased even more rapidly, from 3 to 15 percent of total assets in
the richest 1 percent of portfolios between 1872 and 1912. There were
investments in the Suez and Panama Canals; Russian, Argentine, and
American railroads; Indochinese rubber; and countless other companies
around the world.

The Belle Epoque (1880-1914): A Proprietarian and Inegalitarian
Modernity

These results are essential, because they show that the upward trend in the
concentration of wealth in France and Paris over the long nineteenth century,
and especially the Belle Epoque (1880-1914), was a phenomenon of
“modernity.”



If we look at this period from a distance, through the distorting lens of the
early twenty-first century—the age of the digital economy, of start-ups and
boundless innovation—we might be tempted to view the hyper-inegalitarian
society of the eve of World War I as the culmination of a bygone era, a static
world of quiet estates of little relevance to today’s supposedly more dynamic
and meritocratic societies. Nothing could be further from the truth. In fact,
the wealth of the Belle Epoque had little in common with that of the Ancien
Régime or even the era of Pere Goriot, César Birotteau, or the Parisian
bankers of the 1820s, whom Balzac describes so well (and who in any case
had a dynamism of their own).

In reality, capital is never quiet and was not quiet in the eighteenth
century, a time of rapid demographic, agricultural, and commercial
development and large-scale renewal of elites. Balzac’s world was not
tranquil either—quite the opposite. If Goriot was able to make a fortune in
pasta and grain, it was because he had no peer when it came to identifying the
best wheat, perfecting production technologies, and setting up warehouses
and distribution networks so that his merchandise could be delivered to the
right place at the right time. While lying on his deathbed in 1821, he was still
thinking up juicy strategies for investing in Odessa on the shores of the Black
Sea. Whether property took the form of factories and warehouses in 1800 or
heavy industry and high finance in 1900, the crucial fact is that it was always
in perpetual motion even as it was becoming ever more concentrated.

César Birotteau, another Balzac character emblematic of the ownership
society of his day, was a brilliant inventor of perfumes and cosmetics, which
Balzac tells us were all the rage in Paris in 1818. The novelist had no way of
knowing that nearly a century later, in 1907, another Parisian, the chemist
Eugene Schueller, was about to perfect a very useful hair dye (initially named
“L’Auréale,” after a female hair style of the time that was reminiscent of an
aureole). Schueller’s line of products inevitably calls to mind that of
Birotteau. In any case, in 1936 Schueller founded a company known as
L’Oréal, which in 2019 is still the world leader in cosmetics. Birotteau took a
different route. His wife tried to persuade him to reinvest the profits from his
perfume factory in placid country estates and solid government bonds, as
Goriot did when he sold his business and set about marrying off his
daughters. But Birotteau wouldn’t hear of it: instead, he set out to triple his
fortune by investing in real estate in the Madeleine district, which was just



taking off in the 1820s. He ended up bankrupt, which reminds us that there is
nothing particularly tranquil about investing in real estate. Other audacious
promoters have been more successful, including Donald Trump, who after
plastering his name on skyscrapers in New York and Chicago worked his
way up to occupying the White House in 2016.

Between 1880 and 1914 the world was in perpetual flux. The automobile,
the electric light, the trans-Atlantic steamship, the telegraph, and radio—all
were invented in the space of a few decades. The economic and social
consequences of those inventions were surely as important as those of
Facebook, Amazon, and Uber. The point is crucial, because it shows that the
hyper-inegalitarianism of the prewar era was not a consequence of a bygone
era with little or no similarity to today’s world. In fact, the Belle Epoque
resembles today’s world in many ways, even if essential differences remain.
It was also “modern” in its financial infrastructure and forms of ownership.
Not until the very end of the twentieth century do we find levels of stock-
market capitalization as high as those seen in Paris and London in 1914
(relative to national output or income). Foreign investments by French and
British property owners of the day have never been equaled (again relative to
a year of output or income, which is the least preposterous way of making
this type of historical comparison). The Belle Epoque, especially in Paris,
embodies the modernity of the first great financial and commercial
globalization the world had ever seen—a century before the globalization of
the late twentieth century.

Yet this was also an intensely inegalitarian society, in which 70 percent of
the population owned nothing at death and 1 percent of the deceased owned
nearly 70 percent of all there was to own. The concentration of property was
considerably greater in Paris in 1900-1914 than it was in 1810-1820, the era
of Pere Goriot and César Birotteau, and even more extreme than it was in the
1780s, on the eve of the Revolution. Recall that it is difficult to estimate
accurately how wealth was distributed before 1789, partly because we do not
have comparable inheritance records and partly because the very idea of
property had changed (jurisdictional privileges disappeared and the
distinction between regalian rights and property rights sharpened). By using
available estimates of the redistribution carried out during the Revolution, we
can, however, state that the share of property of all kinds held by the top
centile on the eve of the Revolution was just slightly above that of 1800—



1810 and considerably lower than in the Belle Epoque (Fig. 4.1). In any case,
in view of the extreme concentration of wealth observed in 1900-1914 when
the top decile in Paris held more than 90 percent and the top centile nearly 70
percent, it is hard to imagine a higher level in the Ancien Régime, despite the
limitations of the sources.

The fact that the concentration of wealth could rise so rapidly and to such
a high level in the period 1880-1914, a century after the abolition of
privileges in 1789, is an arresting result. It raises questions for the future and
for the analysis of what took place from 1980 until today. It is a discovery
that made a deep impression on me both as a researcher and as a citizen. My
colleagues and I did not expect to find such a large and rapid increase when
we began our work on the inheritance archives, particularly since many
contemporaries did not describe Belle Epoque society in these terms. Indeed,
the political and economic elites of the Third Republic liked to describe
France as a country of “smallholders,” which the French Revolution had
made profoundly egalitarian once and for all. The fiscal and jurisdictional
privileges of the nobility and clergy had in fact been abolished by the
Revolution and were never restored (not even during the Restoration of 1815,
which continued to rely on the tax system it inherited from the Revolution,
with the same rules for all). But that did not prevent the concentration of
property and economic power from attaining a level at the beginning of the
twentieth century even higher than under the Ancien Régime—not at all what
a certain Enlightenment optimism had led people to expect. Think, for
example, of the words of Condorcet, who asserted in 1794 that “fortunes tend
naturally toward equality” once one eliminates “artificial means of
perpetuating them” and establishes “freedom of commerce and industry.”
Between 1880 and 1914, even though numerous signs suggested that the
forward march toward greater equality had long since been halted, republican
elites largely continued to believe in progress.

The Tax System in France from 1880 to 1914: Tranquil
Accumulation

How do we explain the inegalitarian turn in the period 1880-1914 and then
the reduction of inequality over the course of the twentieth century? Now that
another inegalitarian turn has taken place in the 1980s, what can history teach



us about how to deal with it? We will be returning to these questions again
and again, especially when we study the crisis of ownership society following
the shocks of 1914-1945 and the challenges of communism and social
democracy.

For now, I simply want to insist on the fact that the inegalitarian turn of
1800-1914 was greatly facilitated by the tax system established during the
French Revolution. In broad outline this remained in use without major
changes until 1901 and, to a great extent, until World War I. The system
adopted in the 1790s rested on two main components: first, a system of droits
de mutation (sales tax on property and duties on inheritance and gifts), and
second, a set of four direct taxes, which came to be called les quatre vieilles
(the four old ladies) on account of their exceptional longevity.

The droits de mutation, which belonged to the larger category of droits
d’enregistrement (registration fees), were fees charged for recording property
transfers, that is, changes in the identity of the owners of a property. They
were established by the Constitution of Year VIII (1799). Revolutionary
legislators took care to distinguish between mutations a titre onéreux (that is,
transfers of property in exchange for cash or other consideration—in other
words, sales) and mutations a titre gratuit (that is, transfers without payment,
a category that included inheritances, called mutations par déces, as well as
gifts inter vivos). The droits de mutations a titre onéreux replaced the
seigneurial lods of the Ancien Régime and, as noted earlier, continue to be
applied to real estate transactions to this day.

The tax on direct-line bequests—that is, between parents and children—
was set at the very low rate of 1 percent in 1799. Furthermore, it was an
entirely proportional tax: every inheritance was taxed at the same 1 percent
rate, regardless of its size, and no portion was exempt. The proportional rate
did vary with degree of kinship: the tax on nondirect heirs, such as brothers,
sisters, cousins, and so on, as well as on bequests to nonrelatives, was slightly
higher than on direct bequests; but it never varied with the size of the
inheritance. The possibility of introducing a progressive rate schedule or a
higher tax on direct bequests was debated many times, especially after the
revolution of 1848 and then again in the 1870s after the advent of the Third
Republic, but nothing was ever done.”

In 1872, an attempt was made to increase the tax on the largest bequests
from parents to children to 1.5 percent. The reform was modest, but both the



legislative committee and the entire assembly flatly rejected it, invoking the
natural right of direct descendants: “When a son succeeds his father, it is not
strictly speaking a transmission of property that takes place; it is merely
continued enjoyment of the property,” said the authors of the Code Civil (or
Napoleonic Code). “If applied in an absolute sense, this doctrine would
exclude any tax on direct bequests; at the very least it requires extreme
moderation in setting the rate.”® In this instance, a majority of deputies felt
that a rate of 1 percent satisfied the requirement of “extreme moderation” but
that a rate of 1.5 percent would have violated it. For many deputies, a hike in
the rate risked unleashing a dangerous escalation in the demand for
redistribution. If they were not careful, this might ultimately undermine
private property and its natural transmission.

In hindsight, it is easy to make fun of this conservatism. Inheritance tax
rates on the largest fortunes reached much higher levels in most Western
countries in the twentieth century (at least 30—40 percent, and sometimes as
high as 70-80 percent, for decades). This did not lead to social disintegration
or undermine property rights, nor did it reduce economic dynamism and
growth—quite the opposite. Certainly, these political positions reflected
interests, but more than that they reflected a plausible proprietarian ideology
or at any rate an ideology with a sufficiently powerful appearance of
plausibility. The point that emerges clearly from these debates is the risk of
escalation. At the time, for a majority of deputies the purpose of the
inheritance tax was to record ownership and protect property rights; it was in
no way intended to redistribute wealth or reduce inequality. Once one moved
outside this framework and began to tax the largest direct bequests at
substantial rates, there was a danger that the Pandora’s box of progressive
taxation would never be closed. Unduly progressive taxes would lead to
political chaos that would ultimately harm the most modest members of
society, if not society itself. That, at least, was one of the propositions by
which fiscal conservatism was justified.

Note, too, that the establishment of droits de mutation in the 1790s went
hand in hand with the development of an impressive cadastral system: a
register in which all property and all changes of ownership could be listed.
The scope of the task was immense, especially since the property law was
supposed to apply to everyone, independent of social origins, in a country of
nearly 30 million people (by far the most populous in Europe) that covered a



vast territory in a time when means of transport were limited. This ambitious
project rested on a theory of power and property that was just as immense: it
was hoped that state protection of property rights would lead to economic
prosperity, social harmony, and equality for all. There was no reason to take
the risk of spoiling everything by indulging egalitarian fantasies when the
country had never been as prosperous and its power extended throughout the
world.

Growing numbers of other political actors nevertheless favored other
options, such as a voluntary system for limiting wealth inequality and
enabling large numbers of people to acquire property. As early as the late
eighteenth century, people like Graslin, Lacoste, and Paine were proposing
specific and ambitious tax reforms. During the nineteenth century, new
inequalities became visible as industry expanded in the 1830s, and these lent
legitimacy to calls for redistribution. Yet it was no easy task to put together a
majority coalition around issues of redistribution and progressive taxation. In
the early decades of the Third Republic and universal suffrage, the main
issues were the republican regime itself and the place of the Church in it. In
addition, peasants and other rural dwellers, including some who were not
very rich, were wary of the ultimate designs of socialists and urban
proletarians, whom they suspected of wanting to do away with private
property altogether. Indeed, their fears were not totally unfounded, and the
wealthy did not shrink from stoking them to frighten the less well-off.
Progressive taxation has never been and will never be as uncontroversial as
some people believe. Even with universal suffrage, a majority coalition in
favor of progressive taxation does not come magically into existence.
Because political conflict is multidimensional and the issues are complex,
coalitions cannot be assumed and must be built; the ability to do so depends
on mobilizing shared historical and intellectual experience.

Not until 1901 was the sacrosanct principle of proportionality in taxation
finally undone. The law of February 25, 1901, established a progressive tax
on inheritances, the first progressive tax adopted in France. A progressive tax
on income followed with the law of July 15, 1914. Both taxes occasioned
lengthy parliamentary debates, and it was the French Senate—the more
conservative of the two chambers, because rural areas and notables were
overrepresented in it—that delayed adoption of the progressive inheritance
tax, which the Chamber of Deputies had passed as early as 1895. Note in



passing that it was not until the advent of the Fourth Republic in 1946 that the
Senate lost its veto power, leaving the last word to deputies elected by direct
universal suffrage, which made it possible to move forward in several areas
of social and fiscal legislation.

The fact remains that the tax rates established by the law of 1901 were
extremely modest: the rate on direct-line bequests was 1 percent in the
majority of cases, as it had been under the proportional regime; it rose to a
maximum of 2.5 percent on the portion of an estate above 1 million francs
per heir (which applied to just 0.1 percent of all estates). The highest rate was
raised to 5 percent in 1902 and then to 6.5 percent in 1910 to contribute to the
financing of another law providing for “worker and peasant retirements”
adopted that same year. Although it was not until after World War I that the
rates applicable to the largest fortunes attained more substantial levels
(several tens of percent) and “modern” fiscal progressivity was put in place, a
decisive step was taken in 1901, and perhaps an even more decisive one in
1910, because the decision to establish an explicit relationship between a
more progressive inheritance tax and paying for worker pensions expressed a
clear desire to reduce social inequality generally.

To sum up, the inheritance tax had only a marginal effect on the
accumulation and transmission of large fortunes in the period 1800-1914.
The law of 1901 nevertheless marked an important change in fiscal
philosophy regarding inheritances by introducing progressivity, whose effects
began to be fully felt in the interwar years.

The “Quatre Vieilles,” the Tax on Capital, and the Income Tax

Let us turn now to the progressive income tax introduced in 1914. Recall that
the four direct taxes created by revolutionary legislators in 1790-1791 (the
quatre vieilles) did not depend directly on the income of the taxpayer; this
was their essential characteristic.® Bluntly rejecting the inquisitorial
procedures associated with the Ancien Régime, revolutionary legislators,
who probably also wished to spare the burgeoning bourgeoisie from paying
too much in taxes, opted for what was called an “indicial” tax system because
each tax was based not on income but on “indices” intended to measure the
capacity of each taxpayer to pay; income never had to be declared.?

For instance, the contribution sur les portes et fenétres, or “doors and



windows tax,” was based on the number of doors and windows in the
taxpayer’s principal residence, an index of wealth that, from the taxpayer’s
point of view, had the great merit of allowing the tax collector to determine
the amount due without entering the taxpayer’s home, much less peering into
his account books. The contribution personnelle-mobiliere (corresponding to
today’s residential tax) was based on the rental value of each taxpayer’s
principal residence. Like the other direct taxes (apart from the doors and
windows tax, which was finally eliminated in 1925), it became a local tax
when the national income tax system was established in 1914-1917, and to
this day it continues to finance local and regional governments.!! The
contribution des patentes (today’s local business tax) was paid by artisans,
merchants, and manufacturers, with different schedules for each profession
based on the size of the enterprise and the equipment employed; it was not
directly linked to actual profits, which did not have to be declared.

Finally, the contribution fonciere, corresponding to today’s land tax (taxe
fonciere), was levied on the owners of real estate, including homes and
buildings as well as land, forests, and so on, based on the rental value
(equivalent annual rental income) of the property, regardless of its use
(whether personal, rental, or professional). The rental value, like that used in
the calculation of the contribution personnelle-mobiliere, did not have to be
declared by the taxpayer. It was set on the basis of surveys conducted every
ten to fifteen years by the tax authorities, who catalogued the country’s real
estate, taking note of new construction, recent sales, and various other
additions to the cadastre. Since there was virtually no inflation in the period
1815-1914 and prices evolved very slowly, it was felt that periodic
adjustments were sufficient, especially since this spared taxpayers the trouble
of filing declarations.

The land or real estate tax was by far the most important of the quatre
vieilles, since it alone accounted for more than two-thirds of total receipts at
the beginning of the nineteenth century and still for nearly half at the
beginning of the twentieth century. It was in fact a tax on capital, except that
only capital in the form of real estate was counted. Stocks, bonds, shares of
partnerships, and other financial assets were excluded or, rather, were taxed
only indirectly, to the extent that the associated businesses owned real estate,
such as offices or warehouses, in which case they had to pay the
corresponding contribution fonciere. But in the case of industrial and



financial firms whose principal assets were immaterial (such as patents,
know-how, networks, reputation, organizational capacity, etc.) or in the form
of foreign investments or other assets not covered by the real estate tax or
other direct taxes (such as machinery and other equipment in theory subject
to the patente but in practice taxed at well below their actual profitability),
the capital in question was in actuality exempt from taxation or taxed at a
very low rate. In the late eighteenth century such assets no doubt seemed
relatively unimportant compared with real assets (such as houses, land,
buildings, factories, and warehouses), but the fact is that they played an
increasingly central role in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In any case, the important point is that the real estate tax, like the
inheritance tax until 1901, was a strictly proportional tax on capital. In no
way was the goal to redistribute property or reduce inequality; it was rather to
tax property at a low and painless rate. In practice, the annual rate of taxation
throughout the long nineteenth century was 3—4 percent of the rental value of
the property, that is, less than 0.2 percent of the market value (since annual
rents generally ran about 4-5 percent of a property’s market value).!2

It is important to note that a tax on capital that is strictly proportional and
assessed at such a low rate serves the owners of capital well. Indeed, during
the French Revolution and throughout the period 1800-1914, capitalists saw
this as the ideal tax system. By paying barely 0.2 percent a year on the value
of capital and an additional 1 percent when “son succeeded father,” every
capitalist obtained the right to enrich himself and accumulate ever more
capital in peace, to derive the maximum profit from his property without
having to declare the income or profits it generated, with the guarantee that
any taxes due would not depend on the profits or rents actually realized.
Because a low proportional tax on capital is not very intrusive and gives
every advantage to the owners of capital, it has often been the preference of
the wealthy. This was the case not only at the time of the French Revolution
and throughout the nineteenth century but also throughout the twentieth
century, and it continues to this day.!? In contrast, a tax on capital in the form
of a truly progressive tax on wealth tends to frighten property owners, as we
will see when we study the debates that erupted in the course of the twentieth
century.

The real estate tax, which taxed capital at a low rate, was also the
institutional tool with which political power was placed in the hands of



property owners in the era of censitary monarchy (1815-1848). “Censitary”
means that there was a property qualification for voting, which one met by
paying above a certain amount in tax. During the Restoration, the right to
vote was reserved to men over the age of 30 who paid at least 300 francs in
direct taxes (which in practice granted eligibility to vote to about 100,000
people, or roughly 1 percent of adult males). In practice, since the
contribution fonciere accounted for the bulk of the receipts from the quatre
vieilles, this meant as a first approximation that only the wealthiest 1 percent
of real estate owners enjoyed the right to vote. In other words, the fiscal rules
favored tranquil accumulation of capital while at the same allowing those
who benefited from that system to formulate the political rules that ensured
they would continue to do so. It would be difficult to imagine a clearer
illustration of the inegalitarian proprietarian regime: the ownership society
that flourished in France from 1815 to 1848 explicitly and openly relied on a
property regime together with a political regime which guaranteed that that
property regime would continue. In Chapter 5 we will see similar
mechanisms at work in other European countries (such as the United
Kingdom and Sweden).

Universal Suffrage, New Knowledge, War

After the revolution of 1848, in the brief interval of universal suffrage under
the Second Republic, and then again with the advent of the Third Republic
and the return of universal suffrage in 1871, debate on progressive taxation
and the income tax resumed.'# In a context of rapid industrial and financial
expansion, when it was plain to everyone that industrialists and bankers were
reaping handsome profits while wages stagnated, plunging the new urban
proletariat into misery, it seemed increasingly unthinkable that the new
sources of wealth should not somehow be taxed. Although the idea of
progressive taxation still frightened people, something had to be done. It was
in this context that the law of June 28, 1872, was adopted, instituting a tax on
income from securities (valeurs mobilieres) known as the impét sur le revenu
des valeurs mobilieres, or IRVM.

This tax was seen as a complement to the quatre vieilles, since it was
levied on forms of income largely forgotten by the system of direct taxes
established in 1790-1791. Indeed, for its time, the IRVM was a paragon of



fiscal modernity, especially since its base was very large: it was levied not
only on dividends from stocks and interest from bonds but also on “income of
all kinds” that an owner of securities might receive in addition to any
reimbursement of the capital invested, regardless of the precise legal category
of the remuneration (including reserve distributions, bonuses, capital gains
realized on the dissolution of a company, etc.). The data that emerged from
the collection of the IRVM were also used to measure for the first time the
rapid growth of this type of income between 1872 and 1914. What is more,
the tax was collected at the source: in other words, it was paid directly by the
issuer of the securities (banks, investment partnerships, insurance companies,
and so on).

In terms of rates, however, the IRVM conformed to the pattern of the
existing tax regime: the new tax was strictly proportional, with a single rate
of 3 percent on income from all securities, from the tiny interest payments
collected by a person who had purchased a few small bonds for his retirement
to the enormous dividends, amounting to hundreds of years of the average
man’s income, paid to wealthy stockholders with diversified portfolios. The
rate was increased to 4 percent in 1890 and remained there until World War I.
It would have been technically easy to raise rates quite a bit more and to
make them progressive. But no government was prepared to assume the
responsibility, so the IRVM ultimately had virtually no effect on the
accumulation and perpetuation of large fortunes in the period 1872-1914.

Debate continued, and after many twists and turns the Chamber of
Deputies in 1909 passed a law creating a general income tax (impét général
sur le revenu, or IGR). This was a progressive tax on all income (including
wages, profits, rents, dividends, interest, and so on). In keeping with the bill
filed in 1907 by the Radical Party’s minister of finance Joseph Caillaux, the
system also included a package of so-called impdts cédulaires (levied
separately on each cédule, or type of income). This was aimed at a larger
number of individuals than the IGR, which was designed to tap only a
minority of wealthy individuals, who were to be taxed progressively so as to
achieve some degree of redistribution.

Caillaux’s bill was relatively modest, however: the rate on the highest
incomes under the IGR was only 5 percent. Opponents nevertheless
denounced it as an “infernal machine,” which, once set in motion, could
never be stopped. This was the same argument that had been invoked against



the inheritance tax, but it was advanced with even greater vehemence because
the requirement for individuals to declare their income was considered
intolerably intrusive. The Senate, which was as hostile to the progressive
income tax as it had been to the progressive inheritance tax, refused to vote
on the bill and blocked application of the new system until 1914. Caillaux
and other proponents of the income tax used all the arguments at their
disposal. In particular, they pointed out to those of their adversaries who
predicted that top rates would quickly rise to astronomical levels that the rates
of the progressive inheritance tax had actually changed relatively little since
1901-1902.15

Among the factors that played an important role in the evolution of ideas,
it is particularly interesting to note that the publication of statistics derived
from inheritance tax declarations, which began shortly after the creation of
the progressive inheritance tax on February 25, 1901, helped to undermine
the idea of an “egalitarian” France, which was often invoked by adversaries
of progressive taxation. In parliamentary debates in 1907—-1908, proponents
of the income tax frequently alluded to this new knowledge to show that
France was not the country of “smallholders” that their adversaries liked to
describe. Joseph Caillaux himself read to the deputies from these statistics,
and after showing that the number and size of very large estates declared in
France every year had attained astronomical levels, he concluded: “We have
been led to believe and to say that France was a country of small fortunes, of
capital fragmented and dispersed ad infinitum. The statistics that the new
inheritance regime has provided us force us to back away from that idea....
Gentlemen, I cannot hide from you the fact that these figures have forced me
to modify in my own mind some of the preconceived ideas to which I alluded
earlier, and have led me to certain reflections. The fact is that a very small
number of individuals hold most of the country’s fortune.”16

Here we see how a major institutional innovation—in this case the
introduction of a progressive inheritance tax—can lead, beyond its direct
effect on inequality, to the production of new knowledge and categories,
which in turn influence evolving political ideas and ideologies. Caillaux did
not go so far as to calculate the share of different deciles and centiles in the
annual estate figures of the time; the raw numbers spoke eloquently enough
that everyone could see that France bore no resemblance to the “country of
smallholders” described by the adversaries of progressivity. These arguments



were not without influence on the chamber, which decided to make the
inheritance tax more progressive in 1910, but they proved insufficient to
persuade the Senate to accept a progressive income tax.

It is hard to say how much longer the Senate would have continued to
resist had World War I not broken out, but there is no doubt that the
international tensions of 1913-1914 and especially the new financial burdens
created by the law mandating three years of military service and the
“imperatives of national defense” played a decisive role in eliminating the
roadblock and probably a greater role than the good results achieved by the
Radicals and Socialists in the May 1914 elections. The debate took many
turns, the most spectacular of which was no doubt the Calmette affair.!” In
any case, the Senate agreed at the last minute to include the IGR passed by
the Chamber of Deputies in 1909 in an emergency finance bill that was
adopted on July 15, 1914, two weeks after the assassination of Archduke
Ferdinand in Sarajevo and a little more than two weeks before the declaration
of war. In exchange, the senators obtained a further reduction in the
progressivity of the tax (the top rate was reduced from 5 to 2 percent).!8 This
was the progressive income tax that was applied for the first time in France in
1915, in the midst of war, and that has continued to be applied ever since, not
without numerous reforms and revisions. As with the inheritance tax, it was
not until the interwar years that the top rates attained modern levels (several
tens of percent).

To sum up, from the French Revolution to World War I, the French tax
system offered ideal conditions for the accumulation and concentration of
wealth, with tax rates on the highest incomes and largest fortunes that were
never more than a few percent—hence purely symbolic, without real impact
on the conditions of accumulation and transmission. Thanks to new political
coalitions and deep changes in political thinking and ideologies, a new tax
system began to be put in place before the war, most notably with the
adoption of a progressive inheritance tax in 1901. The full effects of this new
system were not felt until the interwar years, however, and even more under
the new social, fiscal, and political pact that was achieved in 1945, at the end
of World War II.

The Revolution, France, and Equality



Ever since the Revolution of 1789, France has presented itself to the world as
the land of liberty, equality, and fraternity. The promise of equality at the
heart of this great national narrative does have some tangible support, such as
the abolition of the fiscal privileges of the nobility and clergy on the Night of
August 4, 1789, as well as the attempt to establish a republican regime based
on universal suffrage in 1792—1794, a bold undertaking for the time. All this
took place in a country with a much larger population than other Western
monarchies. Indeed, the constitution of a central government capable of
ending seigneurial jurisdictional privileges and working toward greater
equality was no mean achievement.

As for achieving real equality, however, the great promise of the
Revolution went unfulfilled. The fact that the concentration of ownership
steadily increased throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth,
so that it stood higher on the eve of World War I than at the time of the
Revolution, shows how wide the gap was between the promise of the
Revolution and the reality. And when a progressive income tax was finally
adopted on July 15, 1914, it was not to finance schools or public services but
to pay for war with Germany.

It is particularly striking to note that France, the self-proclaimed land of
equality, was actually one of the last of the wealthy countries to adopt a
progressive income tax. Denmark did so in 1870, Japan in 1887, Prussia in
1891, Sweden in 1903, the United Kingdom in 1909, and the United States in
1913.29 To be sure, it was only a few years before the war that this
emblematic fiscal reform was adopted in the United States and United
Kingdom, and in both cases it came only after epic political battles and major
constitutional reforms. But at least these were peacetime reforms intended to
finance civil expenditures and reduce inequality rather than responses to
nationalist and military pressures as in France’s case. No doubt the income
tax would have been adopted in the absence of the war, to judge by the
experience of other countries; or it might have come in response to other
financial or military crises. Yet the fact remains that France was the last
country in the list to adopt a progressive income tax.

It is also important to note that the reason why France lagged behind
other countries and displayed such hypocrisy about equality had a great deal
to do with its intellectual nationalism and historical self-satisfaction. From
1871 to 1914, the political and economic elites of the Third Republic used



and abused the argument that the Revolution had made France an egalitarian
country so that it had no need for confiscatory, inquisitorial taxes, unlike its
aristocratic and authoritarian neighbors (starting with the United Kingdom
and Germany, which were well advised to adopt progressive taxes in order to
have a chance to come closer to the French egalitarian ideal). Unfortunately,
this French egalitarian exceptionalism had no basis in fact. The inheritance
archives show that nineteenth-century France was hugely inegalitarian and
that concentration of wealth continued to increase right up to the eve of
World War 1. Joseph Caillaux invoked these very statistics in a debate in
1907-1908, but the prejudices and interests of senators were so strong that
Senate approval proved impossible to obtain in the ideological and political
climate of the time.

Third Republic elites did cite potentially relevant comparisons, such as
the fact that land ownership was considerably more fragmented in France
than in the United Kingdom (in part because the Revolution had redistributed
land to a limited degree but mostly because land holdings were exceptionally
concentrated on the other side of the English Channel). They also noted that
the Code Civil (1804) had introduced the principle of equal partition of
estates among siblings. Equipartition, which in practice applied only to
brothers (because sisters, once married, forfeited most of their rights to their
husbands under the highly patriarchal proprietarian regime in force in the
nineteenth century) was attacked throughout the nineteenth century by
counterrevolutionary and anti-egalitarian thinkers, who held it responsible for
harmful fragmentation of parcels and above all for fathers’ loss of authority
over their sons, who could no longer be disinherited.?’ In fact, the legal,
fiscal, and monetary regime in force until 1914 strongly favored extreme
concentration of wealth, and this played a far more important role than the
equipartition of estates among brothers instituted by the Revolution.

Reading about these episodes today, at some distance from the Belle
Epoque, one is struck by the hypocrisy of much of the French elite, including
many economists, who did not hesitate to deny against all evidence that
inequality posed any problem whatsoever.2! One can of course read this as a
sign of panic that a harmful wave of redistribution might be unleashed. At the
time, no one had any direct experience with large-scale progressive taxation,
so it was not unreasonable to think that it might threaten the country’s
prosperity. Still, reading about these exaggerated warnings should put us on



our guard against such wildly pessimistic counsel in the future.

As we will see, such short-sighted use of grand national narratives is
unfortunately quite common in the history of inegalitarian regimes. In
France, the myth of the country’s egalitarian exceptionalism and moral
superiority has often served to disguise self-interest and national failure,
whether as an excuse for colonial rule in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries or for the glaring inequalities in the French educational system
today. We will find similar intellectual nationalism in the United States,
where the ideology of American exceptionalism has often served as a cover
for the country’s inequalities and plutocratic excesses, especially in the
period 1990-2020. It is equally plausible that a similar form of historical self-
satisfaction will develop soon in China, if it hasn’t done so already. Before
turning to these matters, we need to continue our study of the transformation
of European societies of orders into ownership societies to gain a better
understanding of the many possible trajectories and switch points.

Capitalism: A Proprietarianism for the Industrial Age

Before continuing, I also want to clarify the connection between
proprietarianism and capitalism as I see it for the purposes of this study. In
this book I have chosen to stress the ideas of proprietarian ideology and the
ownership society. I propose to think of capitalism as the particular form that
proprietarianism assumed in the era of heavy industry and international
financial investment, that is, primarily in the second half of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Generally speaking, whether we are talking
about the capitalism of the first industrial and financial globalization (in the
Belle Epoque, 1880-1914) or the globalized digital hypercapitalism that
began around 1990 and continues to this day, capitalism can be seen as a
historical movement that seeks constantly to expand the limits of private
property and asset accumulation beyond traditional forms of ownership and
existing state boundaries. It is a movement that depends on advances in
transport and communication, which enable it to increase global trade, output,
and accumulation. At a still more fundamental level, it depends on the
development of an increasingly sophisticated and globalized legal system,
which “codifies” different forms of material and immaterial property so as to
protect ownership claims as long as possible while concealing its activities



from those who might wish to challenge those claims (starting with people
who own nothing) as well as from states and national courts.??

In this respect, capitalism is closely related to proprietarianism, which I
define in this study as a political ideology whose fundamental purpose is to
provide absolute protection to private property (conceived as a universal
right, open to everyone regardless of old status inequalities). The classic
capitalism of the Belle Epoque is an outgrowth of the proprietarianism of the
age of heavy industry and international finance, just as today’s
hypercapitalism is an outgrowth of the era of the digital revolution and tax
havens. In both cases, new forms of holding and protecting property were put
in place to protect and extend accumulated wealth. There is nevertheless a
benefit to distinguishing between proprietarianism and capitalism, because
the proprietarian ideology developed in the eighteenth century, well before
heavy industry and international finance. It emerged in societies that were
still largely preindustrial as a way of transcending the logic of
trifunctionalism in a context of new possibilities offered by the formation of a
centralized state with a new capacity to discharge regalian functions and
protect property rights in general.

As an ideology, proprietarianism might in theory be applied in primarily
rural communities with relatively strict and traditional forms of property
holding, in order to preserve them. In practice, the logic of accumulation
tends to drive proprietarianism to extend the frontiers and forms of property
to the maximum possible extent, unless other ideologies or institutions
intervene to establish limits. In the case that concerns us here, the capitalism
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries coincided with a
hardening of proprietarianism in the era of heavy industry that witnessed
growing tensions between stockholders on the one hand and the new urban
proletariat, concentrated in huge production units and united against capital,
on the other.

This hardening was reflected, moreover, in the nineteenth-century novel’s
depiction of property relations. The ownership society of 1810-1830 that
Balzac describes is a world in which property has become a universal
equivalent, yielding reliable annual incomes and structuring the social order;
yet direct confrontation with those who work to produce those incomes is
largely absent. The Balzacian universe is profoundly proprietarian, as is that
of Jane Austen, whose novels are set in England in the period 1790-1810. In



both cases we are a long way from the world of heavy industry.

In contrast, when Emile Zola published Germinal in 1885, social tensions
in the mining and industrial regions of northern France were at an all-time
high. When the workers exhaust the meager funds they have collected to
support their very bitter strike against the Compagnie des Mines, the grocer
Maigrat refuses to extend credit. He ends up emasculated by the town’s
women, who, disgusted by the sexual favors this vile agent of capital has so
long demanded of them and their daughters, are exhausted and out for blood
after weeks of struggle. What is left of his body is publicly exposed and
dragged through the streets. We are a long way from Balzac’s Paris salons
and Jane Austen’s elegant balls. Proprietarianism has become capitalism; the
end is near.

1. The Paris work was conducted by G. Postel-Vinay and J.-L. Rosenthal. The départemental work
was organized primarily by J. Bourdieu, L. Kesztenbaum, and A. Suwa-Eisenman. See esp. T.
Piketty, G. Postel-Vinay, and J. L. Rosenthal, “Wealth Concentration in a Developing Economy:
Paris and France, 1807-1994,” American Economic Review, 2006. See online appendix for a full
bibliography.

2. See B. Garbinti, J. Goupille-Lebret, and T. Piketty, “Accounting for Wealth Inequality Dynamics:
Methods and Estimates for France (1800-2014),” WID.world, 2017. In Part Three I will return to
the current structure of wealth inequality. See esp. Chap. 11, Fig. 11.17.

3. Between 1800 and 1914, average wealth at death was multiplied by more than six in Paris (from
20,000 to roughly 130,000 francs, counting those who died with nothing) and by nearly five in all
of France (from 5,000 to 25,000 francs). This increase was real, not just nominal, because the
purchasing power of the franc did not very much in this period. See T. Piketty, G. Postel-Vinay,
and J.-L. Rosenthal, “Wealth Concentration in a Developing Economy: Paris and France, 1807—
1994.” See also J. Bourdieu, G. Postel-Vinay, and A. Suwa-Eisenmann, “Pourquoi la richesse ne
s’est-elle pas diffusée avec la croissance? Le degré zéro de 1’inégalité en France et son évolution
en France 1800-1940,” Histoire et mesure, 2003.

4. The graphs in Figs. 4.1 and 4.2 reflect inequality of wealth among living adults at each date. We
started with wealth at time of death and then reweighted each observation according to the
number of living individuals in each age cohort, taking into account different mortality rates at
different levels of wealth. In practice, this did not make much difference. Concentration of wealth
among the living is barely a few percentage points greater than inequality of wealth at death, and
all temporal evolutions are more or less the same. See the online appendix.

5. On Vautrin’s lesson, see T. Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, trans. A. Goldhammer
(Harvard University Press, 2014), pp. 228-232.

6. Note that the percentage of Paris real estate is highest in the 90th—99th percentiles and drops in
the 50th—90th percentiles. This is because the latter group was far too poor to own Paris real
estate, and their real estate holdings consisted mainly of provincial (and especially rural)
properties. Note, too, that I did not include debts in Table 4.1 (on average barely 2 percent of
gross assets in 1872 and 5 percent in 1912). See the online appendix for complete results.
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. On the evolution of inheritance tax law over the long nineteenth century, see T. Piketty, Top

Incomes in France in the Twentieth Century, trans. S. Ackerman (Harvard University Press,
2018), pp. 301-304, 991-1012.

See Impressions parlementaires, vol. 4, no. 482. On these debates see also A. Daumard, Les
fortunes francaises au 19¢ siecle. Enquéte sur la répartition et la composition des capitaux privés
d’aprés I’enregistrement des déclarations de successions (Mouton, 1973), pp. 15-23.

. On the quatre vieilles and the transition to an income tax, see Piketty, Top Incomes in France, pp.

234-242. See also C. Allix and M. Lecerclé, L’imp6t sur le revenu (imp6ts cédulaires et impot
général). Traité théorique et pratique (1926).

The monarchy had attempted to introduce limited forms of fiscal progressivity in the eighteenth
century, especially in the form of the taille tarifée, which distinguished several classes of taxpayer
on the basis of the approximate level of their resources while maintaining exemptions for the
nobility and the clergy in other parts of the tax system, which was hardly consistent. In some
ways, the Revolution simplified things by imposing proportionality for everyone on an indicial
basis and eliminating any direct reference to income. On the taille tarifée, see M. Touzery,
L’invention de I’imp6t sur le revenu. La taille tarifée (1715-1789) (CHEFF, 1994).

The contribution personnelle-mobiliére was no doubt the most complex of the quatre vieilles,
since it initially included not just the tax based on the rental value of the principal residence,
which was its main component, but also a tax on servants, a tax equal to the value of three days of
work, and a tax on horses, mules, etc. This was the tax that Condorcet proposed to reform in 1792
by introducing a schedule of progressive rates on rental values as a correction to the tax’s inherent
regressivity. The residential tax, the direct descendant of this tax, is to be gradually eliminated
between 2017 and 2019, and it is not yet known what local tax will replace it.

In other words, a property valued at 1,000 francs produced a rent on the order of 50 francs per
year (5 percent of 1,000 francs), which called for a payment of just 2 francs in taxes (4 percent of
50 francs), equivalent to a rate of 0.2 percent on the capital of 1,000 francs. See Piketty, Top
Incomes in France, pp. 238-239.

For example, it was in this spirit, and in the name of economic efficiency, that Maurice Allais
proposed in the 1970s to eliminate the income tax and replace it with a low-rate tax on real
capital, very similar in principle to the contribution fonciére. See M. Allais, L’impét sur le capital
et la réforme monétaire (Hermann, 1977).

The Second Republic (1848-1852) ended when the Second Empire was proclaimed by Louis-
Napoléon Bonaparte, who had been elected president by universal suffrage in December 1848.
His uncle Napoleon had ended the First Republic (1792-1804) when he, too, decided to have
himself crowned as emperor.

In the Chamber of Deputies on January 20, 1908, Caillaux put this argument clearly: “Since we
have had a progressive tax on the books for six years with a change of rates, do not tell us that a
progressive system must necessarily lead in a short period of time to higher rates.” See J.
Caillaux, L’imp6t sur le revenu (Berger-Levrault, 1910), p. 115.

Caillaux, L’imp6t sur le revenu, pp. 530-532.

Named for the editor of Le Figaro, who was murdered in his office on March 16, 1914, by Joseph
Caillaux’s wife in the wake of the newspaper’s unremitting attacks on her husband, climaxing
with the publication on March 13, 1914, of a letter from Caillaux to his mistress. The letter,
signed “Ton Jo,” had been written in 1901, following the failure of the first Caillaux bill, of which
Caillaux wrote that he had “crushed the income tax while appearing to defend it.” This letter was
supposed to show that the promoters of the income tax were only opportunists who were using the
wretched bill solely to advance their political careers.
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The law of July 15, 1914, instituting the IGR was completed by the law of July 31, 1917, which
created the impéts cédulaires envisioned in the Caillaux reform. For details, see Piketty, Top
Incomes in France, pp. 246-262.

In the United Kingdom a separate proportional tax on each of several categories of income
(interest, rent, profits, wages, etc.) was established in 1842, but it was not until 1909 that a
progressive tax on total income was adopted.

Under the “available quota” (quotité disponible) system instituted in 1804 and still in force today,
parents could freely dispose of half their property if they had one child (the other half went
automatically to the child, even if all relations had been broken off); this fell to one-third if they
had two children (with equal division of the remaining two-thirds between the siblings); and one-
quarter if they had three or more children (with equipartition of the remaining three-quarters).
Denunciation of the supposedly harmful effects of this system was a major conservative and
counterrevolutionary theme in the nineteenth century, especially in the work of Frédéric Le Play.
This criticism largely disappeared in the twentieth century.

Take Paul Leroy-Beaulieu, one of the most influential liberal economists of his time as well as an
enthusiastic spokesman for colonization, and his famous Essai sur la répartition des richesses et
sur la tendance a une moindre inégalité des conditions, published in 1881 and regularly reprinted
for the next thirty years. Although all the available statistical sources suggested the opposite, he
defended the idea that the tendency is for inequality to fall, even if he had to invent implausible
arguments to do so. For instance, he noted with satisfaction that the number of indigents needing
assistance grew by 40 percent in France between 1837 and 1860, even as the number of charity
offices almost doubled. One had to be very optimistic indeed to deduce from these figures that the
actual number of indigents had fallen (which he did without hesitation), but beyond that, even a
decrease in the absolute number of poor in a growth context would obviously tell us nothing about
the size or evolution of the gap between rich and poor. See Piketty, Top Incomes in France, pp.
522-531.

See Pistor, The Code of Capital: How the Law Creates Wealth and Inequality (Princeton
University Press, 2019).
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Ownership Societies: European Trajectories

In the previous chapter we looked at the inegalitarian evolution of the
ownership society that flourished in France in the century from the French
Revolution of 1789 to the eve of World War 1. Though illuminating and
interesting, and to some extent influential on neighboring countries, the
French case is nevertheless rather special in European and world history. If
we stand back a bit and look at the variety of national trajectories on the
European continent, we find considerable diversity in the processes by which
trifunctional societies were transformed into ownership societies. We turn
next to the study of these different trajectories.

I will begin by presenting some general features of the European
comparison before taking a more detailed look at two particularly significant
cases: the United Kingdom and Sweden. The British case is distinguished by
a very gradual transition from ternary to proprietarian logic, which in some
respects might seem to be the exact opposite of the French case. We will see,
however, that ruptures also played an essential role in Britain, again
illustrating the importance of crises and switch points in the social
transformation process as well as the deep imbrication of property regimes
and political regimes in the history of inequality. The Swedish case offers an
astonishing example of early constitutionalization of a society with four
orders, followed by an extreme proprietarian transition, with voting rights
proportional to wealth. It illustrates to perfection the importance of mass
mobilization and sociopolitical processes in the transformation of inequality
regimes: once the most restrictive of ownership societies, Sweden became
easily the most egalitarian of social democracies. Comparison of the French,
British, and Swedish cases is all the more interesting because these three



countries played key roles in the global history of inequality, first in the
ternary and proprietarian eras and then in the age of colonialism and social
democracy.

The Size of the Clergy and Nobility: European Diversity

One way to analyze the variety of European trajectories is to compare the size
and resources of the clerical and noble classes in different countries. This
approach has its limits, however, especially since the available sources are
not ideal for comparison. We can, however, identify common patterns and
major differences.

Begin with the size of the clergy. To a first approximation, we find fairly
similar evolutions over the long run. Take, for instance, the cases of Spain,
France, and the United Kingdom (Fig. 5.1). In all three countries we see that
the size of the clergy as a percentage of the adult male population reached
very high levels in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, on the order of 3—
3.5 percent or one of every thirty adult males (and rose even higher, close to
5 percent, in Spain in 1700—that is, one adult male in twenty). The clergy’s
share then decreased steadily in all three countries, falling to around 0.5
percent (barely one of every 200 adult males) in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. These estimates are far from perfect, but the orders of
magnitude are quite clear. Today the clerical class represents less than 0.1
percent of the population (less than one person in a thousand) in all three
countries, all religions combined. We will also discover that religious practice
has declined and that the portion of the population describing itself as
“without religion” has increased significantly (to between a third and a half),
in most European countries today.!

Although the long-term evolutions are fairly similar, notable in particular
for the virtual disappearance of the religious class and collapse of religious
practice, the precise chronologies differ markedly from country to country.
We can therefore tell several different stories, each of which reflects the
evolution of power relations in a specific society, as well as the political and
ideological confrontations that took place between state and religious
institutions and monarchical and ecclesiastical powers. In France, as noted in
the previous chapter, the size of the clerical class was already decreasing
rapidly in the final third of the seventeenth century and throughout the



eighteenth, before being hit hard by revolutionary expropriations and
continuing to decline in the nineteenth century.

In the United Kingdom the process began much earlier. There was a sharp
drop in the percentage of clerics in the population as early as the sixteenth
century, a consequence of Henry VIII’s decision to dissolve the monasteries
in the 1530s. There were political and theological reasons for this decision,
having to do with the conflict between the British monarchy and the Pope,
which eventually gave rise to Anglicanism. The Pope’s refusal to sanction
Henry VIII’s divorce and remarriage was only one of many bones of
contention between the two powers, but it was nonetheless significant. The
question was to what extent the monarchy and nobility were obliged, within
the trifunctional order that held sway in European Christian societies, to
submit to norms promulgated by the Pope and the clergy—norms that were at
once moral, familial, spiritual, and political. There were also financial reasons
for the break at a time of budgetary difficulty for the Crown: the dissolution
and expropriation of the monasteries, followed by the gradual auctioning off
of the monastic estates, brought significant and lasting new resources to the
royal exchequer while undermining the financial and political independence
of the clerical class.2
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FIG. 5.1. The weight of the clergy in Europe, 1530-1930
Interpretation: The clergy represented 4.5 percent of the adult male population in Spain in 1700, less



than 3.5 percent of the population in 1770, and less than 2 percent in 1840. We find a general falling
trend, but the periodization varies with country: it falls later in Spain, earlier in the United Kingdom,
and in the intermediate years in France. Sources and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

In any case, the dissolution of the monasteries, which came at a time
when English monks alone accounted for about 2 percent of the male
population, dealt an early and crippling blow to the ecclesiastical class in
Britain in terms of both personnel and property, while strengthening the
Crown and nobility, which bought up many monastic estates and thereby
strengthened its hold on Britain’s landed capital. According to available
estimates, the size of the clergy had fallen to less than 1 percent of the adult
male population by the end of the seventeenth century, at which point it still
remained above 3 percent in France (Fig. 5.1). This early ecclesiastical
decline in Britain went hand in hand with the development of a novel and
extreme form of proprietarianism.

By contrast, the clerical decline came much later in Spain than in Britain
or France. The Church, on which the monarchy and nobility had relied during
the centuries of the Reconquista, even saw its numbers grow between 1590
and 1700. The Spanish clergy still represented 3 percent of the adult male
population at the time of the French Revolution, and it was not until the
nineteenth century that it began to shed both property and population share.
Throughout the nineteenth century, desamortizacion laws gradually stripped
the church of some of its possessions, both financial assets and land, through
forced sales of ecclesiastical property for the benefit of the state, which was
attempting to modernize itself and to strengthen civil and state institutions.
The process continued in the early twentieth century, not without provoking
violent opposition and creating strong social and political tensions. In 1911
and again in 1932, tax exemptions that encouraged private donations to
religious institutions were challenged.? In 1931 the Second Spanish Republic
met with great difficulty when it tried to seize the assets of the Jesuit order
(which had just been dissolved in Spain). To escape earlier expropriations,
many of those assets had been registered in the name of supporters of the
church rather than religious institutions themselves.

Recall, too, that an ambitious agrarian reform launched in 1932-1933
played a crucial role in the series of events that led to the Spanish Civil War.
The reform had nevertheless been conceived in a conciliatory spirit and with



only moderate redistributive intent. Landowners were authorized to hold
hundreds of acres per commune, with thresholds dependent on crop type.
Substantial indemnities were provided, with a schedule that depended on both
the size of the parcel and the income of the owner, except for the high
nobility, the so-called Grandes de Esparia, whose holdings above a certain
threshold were to be expropriated without compensation in view of the
special privileges they had enjoyed in the past. Agrarian reform became a
rallying point for opponents of the republican government, however, partly
because of the threat it posed to what remained of the vast ecclesiastical and
especially noble property that had not yet been redistributed and partly
because of the fear it aroused among smaller landowners, who recalled the
unauthorized occupation of land in 1932-1933 and worried about a potential
reprise following the return to power of parties of the left in February 1936.4
The measures adopted by the republicans in favor of secular schools and
against religious ones also played an important role in mobilizing the
Catholic camp. The coup d’état of August 1936, the Civil War, and the forty
years of Franco dictatorship that followed attest to the violence of the
transformation of trifunctional societies into ownership and later social-
democratic societies; durable traces of these conflictual processes remain
everywhere.

Warrior Nobilities, Owner Nobilities

Turning now to the size of the nobility in the various countries of Europe, we
again find great diversity, even greater than in the case of the clergy. As we
saw previously in the case of France, these spatial and temporal comparisons
need to be done carefully because the nobility was usually defined at the local
level and its nature varied widely in space and time. The sources are not good
enough to allow detailed comparisons of the chronologies and trajectories of
different countries.

However, the available sources are adequate to distinguish two extreme
patterns: in some countries the nobility represented a fairly small portion of
the population in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (generally between
1 and 2 percent, and sometimes less than 1 percent); in others, it was
significantly larger (typically 5 to 8 percent of the population). There were no
doubt many intermediate cases, but with the sources we currently have it is



hard to be precise.

The first group of countries, in which the nobility was small, includes
France, the United Kingdom, and Sweden (Fig. 5.2). In the case of the United
Kingdom, the figures we have given (1.4 percent of the population in 1690
and 1.1 percent in 1800) correspond to a fairly broad definition of nobility,
which includes the gentry. Had we included only the small fraction of the
nobility that enjoyed political privileges, its share of the population would be
much smaller (less than 0.1 percent). In the case of Sweden, the figures
indicated (0.5 percent of the population in 1750 and 0.3 percent in 1850) are
taken from official censuses commissioned by the royal authorities to
measure the size of the various orders and organize representative bodies.
They therefore reflect reality as seen from the standpoint of the central
government. I will come back to these two cases. For now, note simply that
the first group includes countries where the process of centralized state
formation was already extremely advanced in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.
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FIG. 5.2. The weight of the nobility in Europe, 1660-1880
Interpretation: The nobility represented less than 2 percent of the population in France, the United
Kingdom, and Sweden in the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries (with a downward trend) and between



5 and 8 percent in Spain, Portugal, Poland, Hungary, and Croatia during the same time. Sources and
series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

The second group, which consists of countries with large noble classes
(representing 5 to 8 percent of the population), includes Spain, Portugal,
Poland, Hungary, and Croatia (Fig. 5.2). For the last two countries, the
figures are fairly accurate thanks to censuses of the orders conducted in the
late eighteenth century by the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The estimates for
the other countries are less precise. Nevertheless, the orders of magnitude can
be taken as significant. In particular, the gap between these countries and
those in the first group is quite clear.

How should we interpret the fact that the noble class in some countries
was five to ten times as large as in others? Clearly, such differences tell us
that the human, economic, and political status of the nobility varied widely.
When the noble class is very large, it follows that a significant number of
nobles do not own large estates; in practice, many possessed little beyond
their title, a certain prestige stemming from previous military service
(recognition for which varied with period and country) and perhaps some
status advantages. By contrast, a reduced aristocratic class, such as existed in
the United Kingdom, Sweden, and France, meant that the nobility had
succeeded in constituting itself as a small ownership elite, which held
significant amounts of wealth and enjoyed considerable political and
economic power.

To explain these important differences between countries, we need to
look at the territorial, political, ideological, military, and fiscal history of each
European state and at the compromises struck among contending social
groups in different periods. For instance, in Spain and Portugal, during the
centuries of the Reconquista, the procedures of ennoblement were closely
related to the shifting border between Christian- and Muslim-held territory. In
practice, the incorporation of new territory into the Christian kingdom often
led to the ennoblement of entire villages, decreed by the king or in some
cases by the villagers themselves, in exchange for their loyalty and future
fiscal privileges. This quickly swelled the ranks of the Spanish nobility, in
which huge inequalities separated the elite grandes, who commanded vast
estates, from the mass of hidalgos, most of whom were rather poor. In the
centuries that followed, the Spanish monarchy met with great difficulty when



it came to collecting taxes from the latter; usually it was obliged instead to
pay them meager pensions, the cost of which weighed on the royal treasury
and impeded modernization of the state.

We find comparable processes and similar inequalities in the Polish,
Hungarian, and Croatian nobilities. For instance, the Polish-Lithuanian
monarchy expanded its territory and reincorporated lost fiefs in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries.5 In Portugal, as early as the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries while the Reconquista was still under way, so-called Livros de
Linhagens proliferated; these were books in which the lesser nobility
enumerated its many lineages and recounted its military exploits and acts of
bravery so that subsequent generations and future monarchs would not forget
them.¢ Documents of this type are particularly interesting, because they
remind us how much the fate of these various nobilities depended not only on
the strategies of states and monarchs but also on intellectual and political
tools developed by nobles themselves—both lesser and greater—to take stock
of their positions and defend their rights and privileges.

It would take many volumes to describe the rise and fall of all these
various forms of nobility, and the task is far beyond the scope of this book
and in any case exceeds my competence. Instead, I set myself a more modest
goal: to add some further details to the British and Swedish cases, which are
both well documented and particularly pertinent to the remainder of our
inquiry.

The United Kingdom and Ternary-Proprietarian Gradualism

The case of the United Kingdom is obviously of great interest, in part
because the British monarchy led the first global colonial and industrial
empire from the nineteenth until the middle of the twentieth century and in
part because it is in some ways an opposite to the French case. Whereas the
French trajectory was marked by the caesura of the French Revolution and by
numerous later ruptures and restorations—monarchical, imperial,
authoritarian, and republican—over the course of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the British trajectory seems to have been one of strictly
gradual change.

It would nevertheless be a mistake to think that it was solely by small
touches that the social and political organization of the United Kingdom



moved from the trifunctional schema first to a proprietarian logic and then
later to the logic of Labour and neo-proprietarianism. The moments of
rupture were of crucial importance; they bear emphasizing because they
illustrate yet again the multiplicity of possible trajectories and switch points
as well as the importance of crises and the sequencing of events in the history
of inegalitarian regimes. Two points in particular should be singled out: first,
the central role that the battle for progressive taxation played in the fall of the
House of Lords, especially in the fateful crisis of 1909-1911; and second, the
importance of the Irish question in undermining the dominant order in the
period 1880-1920. The Irish question is important because it touched on
three aspects of the inequality regime simultaneously: namely, its
trifunctional, proprietarian, and quasi-colonial dimensions.

To begin, recall the general context. The British Parliament has ancient
roots, dating back to the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. The King’s Council,
consisting of representatives of the high nobility and clergy, was gradually
enlarged to include representatives of towns and counties. The division of
Parliament into two houses, the House of Lords and the House of Commons,
took place in the fourteenth century. These institutions reflect the
trifunctional structure of society at that time. In particular, the House of Lords
was composed of members of the two dominant classes, which initially
carried equal weight: on one side were the lords spiritual: that is, the bishops,
archbishops, abbots, and other representatives of the clerical and religious
class; on the other, the lords temporal: dukes, marquesses, earls, and other
representatives of the noble and warrior class. In medieval English texts
expounding the theory of the three orders, such as that of Archbishop
Wolfsan of York, one finds the same concern with equilibrium we noted in
comparable French texts. Nobles were enjoined to heed the clergy’s wise
counsel of moderation, while clerics were urged in turn not to mistake
themselves for warriors and abuse their power, lest the legitimacy of the
trifunctional system be undermined.

This equilibrium was seriously upset for the first time in the sixteenth
century. In the wake of political conflict with the papacy and Henry VIII’s
decision to dissolve the monasteries in the 1530s, the spiritual lords were
sanctioned, and their political role diminished. Their presence in the House of
Lords was reduced to a small minority, leaving the temporal lords in nearly
total control. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the number of



spiritual lords was limited to twenty-six bishops, whereas the temporal lords
held 460 seats. In the fifteenth century, moreover, the high nobility
successfully imposed the principle that nearly all noble seats should be
occupied by hereditary peers, that is, dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and
barons, who transmitted their peerages from father to son, generally
according to the rule of primogeniture.

As a result, this group enjoyed both permanence and preeminence,
shielded from royal power, electoral politics, and rivalry within the nobility
(the lower and middling ranks of the nobility played no part in the
nomination of peers or perpetuation of peerages). To be sure, the king could
in theory always create new lords, in principle without limit, and in case of
grave crisis this power allowed him to exert full control over the kingdom’s
affairs. In practice, however, this right was always exercised with extreme
caution, usually in very specific circumstances and under the control of
Parliament, as in the aftermath of the acts of union with Scotland (1707) and
Ireland (1800), which led to the nomination of new lords (twenty-eight peers
and four bishops in the Irish case, along with a hundred new seats in the
House of Commons). The balance of power was not altered.

Many works have shown how extreme the concentration of power and
landed property was in the high English aristocracy as compared with other
European nobilities. It has been estimated that in 1880, nearly 80 percent of
the land in the United Kingdom was still owned by 7,000 noble families (less
than 0.1 percent of the population), with more than half belonging to just 250
families (0.01 percent of the population), a tiny group that largely coincided
with the hereditary peers who sat in the House of Lords.” By comparison, on
the eve of the Revolution the French nobility owned roughly 25-30 percent
of French land; recall, however, that the clergy in France had not yet been
expropriated.

Note, too, that the House of Lords played a clearly dominant role in
British bicameralism until the last third of the nineteenth century. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the majority of prime ministers and
members of the government issued from the House of Lords, whether they
were members of the Conservative (Tory) Party or the Whig Party (officially
rebaptized as the Liberal Party in 1859). This tradition would endure until the
end of the long mandate of Lord Salisbury, the third marquess of that name,
who served as Tory prime minister from 1885 to 1892 and again from 1895



to 1901; subsequent heads of government would issue from the House of
Commons.?

Furthermore, the vast majority of the House of Commons itself consisted
of members of the nobility in the eighteenth and most of the nineteenth
centuries until the 1860s. The Bill of Rights, adopted in the wake of the
Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the removal of King James II, confirmed
and guaranteed the rights of Parliament, especially regarding taxes and
budgets. Yet this foundational text changed nothing in the structure of
Parliament or its mode of election. On the contrary, it consolidated a
parliamentary regime that was fundamentally aristocratic and oligarchic.
Specifically, all laws had to be approved in identical terms by both houses,
effectively conferring veto power over all legislation, including fiscal and
budgetary matters and anything to do with property rights, on the House of
Lords (and thus on a few hundred hereditary peers). Furthermore, the
members of the House of Commons were still elected by a minority of
property owners. The rules that specified how much tax a person had to pay
or how much property he had to own in order to vote were complex and
varied from district to district; what is more, they were controlled by local
elites. In practice, those rules favored landowners, whose influence was
further increased by electoral districting that granted more seats to rural areas.

In the early 1860s, roughly 75 percent of the seats in the House of
Commons were still occupied by members of the aristocracy, which
accounted for less than 0.5 percent of the British population at the time.® On
the benches of the House of Commons one found representatives of the three
principal components of the British nobility: the peerage, other titled nobility,
and the gentry (untitled nobility). The peerage was well represented, notably
by younger sons of hereditary peers, who normally had no chance of sitting
in the House of Lords and therefore chose to embark on political careers in
the Commons, generally by standing for election in constituencies where the
family held vast amounts of land. In the Commons one also found elder sons
of peers awaiting their chance to move up to the House of Lords. For
example, Salisbury sat in the House of Commons from 1853 until his father’s
death in 1868, at which time he took a seat in the House of Lords before
becoming prime minister in 1885.

The Commons also included many members of the titled nobility,
especially baronets and knights. This component of the British nobility



played no direct political role and enjoyed no special legal or fiscal
privileges, but their titles were nevertheless protected by the state, and
members were recognized in the protocol of official processions and
ceremonies, just behind the hereditary peers. This was a highly prestigious
group, only slightly larger than the peerage, to which the monarch could
grant access by letters patent following a procedure similar to that used for
naming lords. The monarch could in theory nominate as many new nobles as
he wished, but in practice moderation was the watchword, as it was with the
peers. In the early 1880s there were some 856 baronets in Britain who ranked
just below the 460 hereditary peers in the House of Lords, followed by
several hundred knights. The title of baronet could also pave the way to a
peerage, in case a line of peers was extinguished for want of offspring. Today
the Lord Chancellor maintains the Official Roll of the Baronetage.!°

Finally, a large number of gentry also sat in the House of Commons. The
gentry is the untitled nobility, the largest group in the British aristocracy in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; it had no official existence of any
kind, no titles recognized by the state, and no place in processions and
ceremonies.

The British Aristocracy, a Proprietarian Nobility

Because the British aristocracy was divided into three groups (peers seated in
the House of Lords, other titled nobility, and unofficial gentry), it is very
difficult to estimate how its size evolved. The difficulties are somewhat
different from those we encountered in the case of France. In the eighteenth
century the entire French nobility had a legal existence, since all members
enjoyed political privileges (such as the right to choose representatives of the
noble order in the Estates General), fiscal privileges (such as exemption from
certain taxes, like the taille), and jurisdictional privileges (in seigneurial
courts). But nobility was defined at the local level in ways that have left
disparate traces that are hard to compare across provinces so that there are
important uncertainties about the total size of the group.!! In this same period,
the British nobility included on the one hand a tiny titled group (less than 0.1
percent of the population), which included the hereditary peerage, endowed
with extensive political privileges (beginning with the right of veto exercised
by the House of Lords over all legislation until 1911) and vast landed estates;



and, on the other hand, the gentry, by far the more numerous group, since the
size of the noble class as a whole is usually estimated to have been about 1
percent of the population in the eighteenth century and 0.5 percent at the end
of the nineteenth (Fig. 5.2). But the gentry had no official legal existence.!2

The gentry formed a class of prosperous property owners, larger than the
tiny titled nobility but still quite small when compared to the bloated ranks of
the lesser Spanish, Portuguese, or Polish nobility. Even though it enjoyed no
explicit political or fiscal privileges, the gentry clearly benefited greatly from
the prevailing political regime, which in many ways reflected a proprietarian
rather than a trifunctional logic. The gentry, which included the offspring of
younger sons of peers, baronets, and knights as well as descendants of the old
Anglo-Saxon feudal warrior class, expanded by welcoming the newly
wealthy through strategies of marriage and recognition. The rules that
determined the right to vote in elections to the House of Commons were
defined at the local level and generally favored landowners; this indirectly
advantaged members of the gentry who maintained extensive holdings in
land over newly rich town dwellers and merchants whose wealth stemmed
exclusively from manufacturing, urban real estate, or finance.

The important point, however, is that the boundaries between different
owner groups were relatively porous. No one knew for sure where the gentry
ended: one belonged to the group only if other members of the local gentry
recognized one’s membership. In practice, many landed aristocratic fortunes
were gradually reinvested in mercantile, colonial, or industrial activities in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries so that many members of the gentry
possessed diversified fortunes. Conversely, many merchants and other
bourgeois without the slightest feudal or warrior background had the good
taste to acquire substantial estates, adopt a suitable lifestyle, and marry
appropriately to secure their entry into the gentry.!*> A marriage to an
authentic scion of an ancient feudal warrior lineage or even to offspring of
titled nobility of more recent vintage made it easier to gain recognition as a
member of the gentry but was not indispensable. In many ways the social and
political regime that prevailed in the United Kingdom in the eighteenth and
much of the nineteenth century represented a gradual fusion of aristocratic
and proprietarian logics.

The rules governing the right to vote were also defined by local elites.
The first real attempt at electoral reform at the national level did not occur



until 1832. In that year social agitation in favor of extending the franchise
led, against considerable resistance, to Parliament’s passage of the Reform
Bill. Some members of the House of Commons saw a chance to improve
their standing relative to the Lords. Only about 5 percent of adult males were
eligible to vote in 1820: though a small minority, this was still a much larger
group than the gentry. The Reform Bill of 1832 greatly increased this
number, though those eligible to vote remained a small minority. They
represented only 14 percent of the adult male population in 1840 with
significant regional variations, as each constituency retained the right to
define the exact rules of eligibility, therefore reflecting the strategies of local
elites, especially the gentry. Further modification of the rules had to await the
truly decisive reforms of 1867 and 1884. It bears emphasizing that the secret
ballot was not introduced until 1872. Before that, each individual vote was
announced publicly and recorded (researchers can still consult the voting
records of elections prior to that date—a precious historical source). Hence it
was not easy for voters to make political choices that went against the wishes
of their landlords or employers. In practice, many seats went uncontested.
The local member of Parliament (MP) was reelected in election after election
and often in generation after generation. In 1860 the House of Commons was
still profoundly aristocratic and oligarchic.

Ownership Societies in Classic Novels

The porosity of the boundaries between nobles and owners emerges with
particular clarity in the literature of the time, most notably the novels of Jane
Austen, whose characters illustrate to perfection the diversity of the British
gentry as well as the proprietarian logic they shared in the period 1790-1810.
All owned landed estates and fine homes, as is only to be expected, and the
action moves from gala ball to gala ball and country house to country house.
When we look more closely, however, we find that the wealth of Austen’s
gentry was quite diversified, including both foreign assets and the gilt-edged
bonds that the British government issued in large numbers to finance its
colonial and continental military expeditions. Foreign direct investment,
especially in slaves and sugar, was also common. In Mansfield Park, Fanny’s
uncle, Sir Thomas, has to go to the Antilles for a year with his eldest son to
tend to his plantations and business dealings. Austen is silent about the



difficulties the two men might have been having with their slave plantations,
then at their apogee in British and French colonies. But reading between the
lines, one gathers that it was not easy to administer such investments from
thousands of miles away. Sir Thomas is nevertheless a baronet and member
of Parliament.

Jane Austen’s protagonists are calmer and more rustic than Balzac’s
characters, who dream of pasta and perfume factories and bold mortgage
schemes and real estate deals in 1820s Paris (although they, too, sometimes
dream of earning handsome dividends on investments in slaves in the
American South, as Vautrin does in his famous lecture to Rastignac).!4
Austen’s characters attest to a world in which various forms of wealth have
entered into communion. In practice, what counted was the size of one’s
fortune, not the mix or origins of the properties it contained. What determines
the possibility that various characters will meet and potentially marry is
above all the yield on their capital. The all-important question is whether
one’s annual income is 100 pounds sterling (barely three time the average
income of the day), or 1,000 pounds (thirty times the average), or 4,000
pounds (more than a hundred times). The first case describes the not very
enviable situation in which the three sisters Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret
find themselves in Sense and Sensibility; it is almost impossible for them to
marry. With 4,000 pounds of income, however, one is closer to the
substantial position of their half-brother John Dashwood, who in the very
opening pages of the novel seals the sisters’ fate by refusing, in a chilling
conversation with his wife Fanny, to share his wealth with the sisters.
Between these two extremes lay a whole range of modes of living and
socializing, possible encounters, and conceivable fates. Subtle differences
divided one subgroup of society from the next, and Austen and Balzac
describe these hidden boundaries and spell out their implications with
unrivaled power. Both describe ownership societies characterized by very
steep hierarchies, in which it seems quite difficult to live with a modicum of
dignity and elegance unless one’s income is at least twenty or thirty times the
average.!®

The nature of the property that yielded this income—whether land or
financial assets, factories or colonial plantations, real estate or slaves—
ultimately mattered very little, because all these social groups and forms of
property were henceforth united by the grace of the universal monetary



equivalent and, above all, by the fact that political, economic, and
institutional developments (including monetary, legal, and fiscal systems,
transport infrastructures, and more generally, the unification of national and
international markets through the construction of the centralized state) made
it increasingly possible to realize that equivalence in practice. The classic
European novels of the early nineteenth century are one of the clearest signs
of this golden age of ownership society, especially in its British and French
variants.

What is striking is not the intimate knowledge that Austen and Balzac
possess of the era’s hierarchy of wealth and lifestyles, nor it is their perfect
mastery of the various forms of ownership and relations of power and
domination that characterized the societies they lived in. It is their ability not
to make heroes of their characters, whom they neither condemn nor glorify.
This enables them to convey both their complexity and humanity.

Generally speaking, ownership societies obeyed logics more complex and
subtle than did trifunctional societies. In the trifunctional order, the ascription
of roles and temperaments was perfectly clear. The grand narrative was one
of interclass alliance: the religious, warrior, and laboring classes played
distinct but complementary roles, which structured the society, gave it
stability, and allowed it to perpetuate itself for the greater good of the entire
community. The corresponding literature, from the Song of Roland to Robin
Hood, is filled with heroism: noble attitudes, sacrifice, and Christian charity
are paramount. The trifunctional schema proposes such clearly defined roles
and functions that it has often served as an inspiration for film and science
fiction.'® No trace of such heroism remains in ownership society: in the
novels of Austen and Balzac, there is no clear relation between the size of
one’s fortune and one’s functional abilities or aptitudes. Some people own
considerable wealth while others have modest incomes or work as servants.
In fact, little is said about the latter, for their lives are too dull. At no time,
however, do the novelists suggest that they are in any way less deserving or
less useful than their employers. Each person plays the role assigned by his or
her capital on a scale that seems eternal and immutable. Everyone has a place
in ownership society, in which the universal monetary equivalent allows for
communication across vast communities and far-flung investments while
guaranteeing social stability. Neither Austen nor Balzac needs to explain to
readers that the annual income of capital is about 5 percent of its value or,



conversely, that the value of capital is about twenty times its annual yield.
Everyone knows that it takes capital on the order of 200,000 pounds to yield
an annual income of 10,000 pounds, more or less independent of the nature of
the property. For both nineteenth-century novelists and their readers, it was
easy to move from one scale to the other, as if the two were perfectly
synonymous—two parallel languages spoken by everyone. Capital no longer
obeyed a logic of functional utility, as in ternary societies, but only a logic of
equivalence among different forms of ownership, thus opening new
possibilities of exchange and accumulation.

In the classic novels of the early nineteenth century, inequality of wealth
was implicitly justified by its ability to bring remote worlds into contact and
by the need for social stability. It is not the role of the novelist, Austen and
Balzac seem to say, to imagine a different form of political and economic
organization; their task is rather to show us the feelings of individuals and the
space that remains for freedom, detachment, and irony, notwithstanding the
deterministic laws of capital and the cynical ways of money. By contrast,
meritocratic discourse plays no part in the justification of ownership society.
Such discourse would come into its own only later, with the rise of industrial
and financial capitalism in the Belle Epoque and especially in the
hypercapitalist era 1990-2020, which celebrates winners and denigrates
losers more aggressively than any earlier regime; I will come back to this.

At times, one senses in the nineteenth-century novel the emergence of
another possible justification of wealth inequality, namely, the fact that
without it, there would be no possibility of a small social group with the
means to be concerned with things other than its own subsistence. In other
words, in a poor society, inequality may seem to be a condition of
civilization. Austen describes in minute detail what life was like in her time:
she explains how much it cost to eat, to buy clothing and furniture, and to
move about. The reader discovers that if, in addition to these things, one also
wants to buy books or musical instruments, one needs at least twenty to thirty
times the average income, which is possible only if wealth and the income
that derives from it is extremely concentrated. But once again, irony is never
far from Austen’s pen, and she, like Balzac, never fails to mock the
pretensions of her characters and their supposedly irreducible needs.



Burke’s Peerage: From Baronets to Petro-Billionaires

Another very interesting document (though a good deal less subtle than the
novels of Austen and Balzac), from which we can glean a sense of how the
logic of aristocracy mingled with that of ownership in the British gentry of
the era, is Burke’s Peerage, Baronetage and Landed Gentry of the United
Kingdom.

A genealogist by profession, John Burke became famous early in the
nineteenth century for his celebrated annual catalogs of the British nobility.
His lists of names and lineages soon became the ultimate reference for the
study of the British aristocracy of this era. His authoritative listing filled a
need because there was no official compilation of members of the gentry,
even though it was the largest subgroup of the nobility. The first Burke’s
Peerage, published in 1826, met with such resounding success that it was
revised and reprinted throughout the century. Every Briton with a claim to
gentry status wanted his name to appear in it and delighted in reading Burke’s
learned analyses of lineages and fortunes, marriages and estates, glorious
remote ancestors and famous contemporary exploits. Some editions
concentrated on peers and titled nobility, especially those baronets so
illustrious that Burke openly lamented their lack of an official role in service
to the realm. In other volumes Burke compiled lists of nobles without official
title. The 1883 edition included no fewer than 4,250 families belonging to
both the titled nobility and the gentry. Burke’s catalogs were respected
throughout the nineteenth century by members of the nobility and their allies
but mocked by people irritated by the obsequiously reverential tone that
Burke and his successors used to describe these remarkable families that had
given so much to the country.!”

One finds similar catalogs, royal almanacs, and bottins mondains in many
other countries, starting with the Livro de Linhagens compiled in Portugal in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and continuing through the annual
compilations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Here, nobles and their
allies could take stock, sing their own praises, and express their demands.
Many such catalogs continued to exist long after the nobility had officially
disappeared. For instance, if you believe the twenty-eighth edition of the
Annuaire de la Noblesse de France, published in 1872, no fewer than 225
deputies (occupying one-third of all seats in the National Assembly) were



authentic nobles; they had been elected in 1871 in elections which in
hindsight are considered to have been the first of the Third Republic but
which took place at a time when no one knew whether the new regime, born
of French defeat at the hands of the Prussians, would choose to be a republic
or opt for yet another restoration of the monarchy. A writer for the Annuaire
expressed joy at “the nation’s cri du coeur, its spontaneous enthusiasm”:
“Into what arms could it [the nation] throw itself with greater assurance and
sympathy than those of the nobility, whose scions, worthy heirs of the
bravery and virtues of their ancestors, so generously shed their blood at
Reichschoffen and Sedan? Furthermore, while all the illustrious personages
who rallied to the Empire have withdrawn from the battle, it is forty years
since we have seen in the elected chamber so brilliant a gathering of
illustrious aristocratic names.”'® Nevertheless, the proportion of noble
deputies would fall to less than 10 percent in 1914 and less than 5 percent
between the wars.!® The Annuaire itself ceased publication in 1938.

As for Burke’s Peerage, it continues to publish to this day. Having
counted peers and baronets through the entire nineteenth century, later
versions of the catalog include “the great families of Europe, America,
Africa, and the Middle East.” In the latest editions, one finds new classes of
billionaires who made their money in oil or silicon, a strange mixture of
crowned heads and wealthy owners of oil wells and mines and stocks and
bonds, all described in the same admiring and reverential tones. The spirit is
not far removed from the listings of billionaires published by magazines like
Forbes in the United States since 1987 or Challenges in France since 1998.
Often owned by illustrious multimillionaires themselves, these publications
are generally filled with stereotypical glorifications of wealth well deserved
and useful inequality.20

Burke’s Peerage in its original and later incarnations illustrates two key
points. First, the British nobility in the nineteenth century was inextricably
aristocratic and proprietarian. Second, beyond the British case and the
transformation of inequality regimes, there are deep affinities among
trifunctional, proprietarian, and neo-proprietarian justifications of inequality.
The issue of inequality always arouses ideological conflict. Many discourses
clash, some more subtle than others, and the weapons they use take many
different forms, from novels to catalogs, from political programs to
newspaper columns, from pamphlets to magazines. All of these sources



provide useful information about the size of the various contending social
groups as well as their respective resources and merits.

The House of Lords, Protector of the Proprietarian Order

We turn now to the fateful fall of the House of Lords and British
proprietarianism. The two events are intimately related. Throughout the
eighteenth and much of the nineteenth centuries, the House of Lords
governed the country and played a central role in the hardening, protection,
and increasingly ferocious sacralization of the right of property. Think of the
famous Enclosure Acts, enacted and several times reinforced by Parliament,
led by the Lords, most notably in 1773 and 1801. Their purpose was to put
hedges around fields and put an end to right of poor peasants to use
communal land for crops and pasturage.

Also important to mention was the famous Black Act of 1723, which
stipulated the death penalty for anyone caught pilfering wood or poaching
game on land they did not own. Humble folk had taken to blackening their
faces and trying their luck by night, and landlords in the House of Lords and
their allies in the House of Commons were determined to prevent this.
Anyone who killed a deer, cut down a tree, poached fish from a breeding
pond, pulled up plants, or abetted or incited such activity fell under the
shadow of the act and could be sentenced to death by hanging without trial of
any kind. Initially intended to expire after three years, the law was renewed
and reinforced over the next century until these acts of rebellion ceased and
the proprietarian order was restored.2!

Rather than view the House of Lords as a survival of the trifunctional
order amid the ownership society that emerged in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, it is more accurate to see it as the protector of the new
proprietarian order and the hyperconcentration of wealth. During the French
Revolution, it was in the name of the proprietarian order (rather than the
trifunctional order based on equilibrium between nobility and clergy, which
would have been particularly out of place since the clergy had long since lost
its status in England) that British elites spoke out against what was happening
in Paris.

For example, Arthur Young, who was completing his absorbing account
of his travels in France when the Revolution broke out, was convinced that



the country was on its way to ruin when it was decided in 1789 that nobles
and the third estate should sit together in the same assembly. For the traveling
agronomist, there could be no doubt that peaceful, harmonious development
was possible only in a political system like the English, which afforded a veto
to the high nobility, that is, to great landlords—responsible, far-sighted men
who worried about the future. For the British elites of that time, the fact that
representatives of the third estate were elected under a property-qualified
suffrage was not a sufficient guarantee, no doubt because they felt that some
day the right to vote would be extended to broader, less responsible classes.
The separate vote by orders and the right of veto granted to the high nobility
through the House of Lords ensured that no ill-considered policy of
redistribution could ever pass into law; because the country could not thus be
plunged into chaos and property rights called into question, British prosperity
and power remained in safe hands.

The Battle for Progressive Taxation and the Fall of the House of
Lords

In fact, it was the extension of the right to elect members of the House of
Commons, combined with the issue of progressive taxation, that ultimately
led first to the fall of the House of Lords and then of ownership society in
general. The movement to extend the suffrage intensified in the middle of the
nineteenth century. Universal male suffrage was tried in France from 1848 to
1852 and again after 1871. In the United Kingdom it was not until the
electoral reforms of 1867 and 1884 that voting rules were standardized
throughout the kingdom, increasing the percentage of voters first to 30
percent and then 60 percent of the adult male population. Universal male
suffrage was established in 1918, and the vote was finally extended to women
in 1928. This final phase of reform also witnessed the first decisive successes
of the Labour Party.22 Before that, however, it was the reforms of 1867 and
1884, coupled with the abolition of public recording of the vote in 1872, that
totally transformed the balance of power between the Commons and the
House of Lords. After 1884, more than 60 percent of adult males were
entitled to choose their own MPs by secret ballot, compared with just 10
percent before 1864 (and at that time of course subject to supervision by local
elites). The extension of male suffrage in Britain was certainly slower than in



France, which went directly from severely restricted censitary* suffrage to
universal male suffrage (Fig. 5.3). Still, political competition in the United
Kingdom was totally overhauled in the space of a few decades.??

More specifically, the first effect of these reforms was to induce the old
Whig Party, renamed the Liberal Party in 1859, to take up the cause of the
new voters and therefore to adopt a platform and ideology much more
favorable to the middle and working class. The Reform Act of 1867 did much
to ensure the victory of the Liberals in 1880, which paved the way for the
Third Reform Act of 1884. This led directly to the loss of dozens of rural
constituencies previously held by noble families, which in some cases had
held seats without interruption for centuries.2* After 1880 the Liberals backed
the Tories, who controlled the House of Lords, into their last redoubts and
established their own legitimacy as a governing party. Having distinguished
themselves in the fight to abolish the Corn Laws in 1846 and to reduce tariffs
and other indirect taxes weighing on workers (while the Tories were
suspected, rightly, of wanting to keep grain prices high to protect the profits
of their estates), the Liberals began in the 1880s to formulate ever bolder
social policies along with progressive taxes on income and estates.

100% 7
90%
80%
70%
60%
50% ]
40%

with right to vote

30%

Proportion of adult males

20%

10%

0% - T T
1820 1840 1870 1890 1920 1820 1840 1880 1820 1900 1920

United Kingdom France Sweden

FIG. 5.3. Evolution of male suffrage in Europe, 1820-1920

Interpretation: The percentage of adult males with the right to vote (allowing for property
qualifications) increased from 5 percent in 1820 to 30 percent in 1870 and 100 percent in 1920 in the
United Kingdom, and from 1 percent in 1820 to 100 percent in 1880 in France. Sources and series:



piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

In the 1880s, Salisbury, the leader of the Tories, imprudently proposed a
referendum theory: morally and politically, he argued, the Lords had the right
and duty to oppose legislation adopted by the Commons if the majority of the
House of Commons had not been elected explicitly on the basis of that
specific law, clearly spelled out to the country prior to the election. At first,
the Tories thought they had found the answer to the expanded suffrage: in
1894, the Lords vetoed the reforms that William Gladstone, the leader of the
Liberals, proposed for Ireland on the grounds that the bill, which was
moderately popular in England, had not been explicitly presented to the
voters prior to passage. This allowed the Conservatives to win the elections
of 1895 and return to power.

But Salisbury had been too confident of the superior ability of the Lords
and the Tories to interpret the deep will of the people, and the imprudence of
his strategy soon became apparent. Returned to power under Lloyd George,
the Liberals won passage of their famous People’s Budget in 1909, at the
heart of which was an explosive cocktail: a progressive tax on total income
(or “supertax,” levied on top of the quasi-proportional taxes on separate
categories of income that had been in force since 1842); an increase in “death
duties” on the largest estates; and to top it all off, an increase in the land tax,
which hit large landed estates particularly hard. With this package it was
possible to finance a series of new social measures, especially worker
pensions, at a time when Liberals feared that they would gradually be
replaced by the Labour Party (which ultimately did happen); therefore they
felt that they had to do something for the working class. The whole package
was perfectly calibrated to win the approval of a majority of the House of
Commons and above all of the new voters while confronting the Lords with
an unacceptable provocation to the delight of Lloyd George, who never
missed an opportunity to mock the idleness and uselessness of the aristocratic
class. The Lords fell into the trap and vetoed the People’s Budget, despite
having voted in 1906-1907 for new labor laws granting additional rights to
workers and unions. But by vetoing tax measures that affected them directly,
they took the fatal risk of exposing their class bias to the light of day.

Lloyd George then doubled down by having the Commons pass a new
law, this time of a constitutional nature, blocking the Lords from amending



finance bills (which henceforth became the sole province of the Commons)
and limiting their power to block other legislation to a period of no more than
one year. Unsurprisingly, the Lords vetoed this suicidal measure, and new
elections were held, leading to another victory for the Liberals. By virtue of
the Salisbury doctrine, the Lords should then have resigned and agreed to
accept the controversial legislation, which was now both fiscal and
constitutional. But given the historic issues at stake, many Lords were
prepared to reject their leader’s commitment, which in any case was only
informal. According to witnesses in a position to know, it seems that the king
then threatened to create up to 500 new seats in the House of Lords (in
keeping with a secret promise he supposedly made to Lloyd George before
the election), and this played a decisive role. It is nevertheless very difficult
to say what actually would have happened if the Lords had not finally
resigned themselves to passing the new constitutional law in May 1911.26 The
fact remains that this was the precise moment when the House of Lords
forfeited all real legislative power. Since 1911, it is the will of the majority as
expressed at the ballot box and in the House of Commons that has force of
law in the United Kingdom, and the House of Lords has been reduced to a
purely consultative and largely ceremonial role. The political institution that
had governed the United Kingdom for centuries and presided over the
emergence of a global colonial and industrial empire had in fact ceased to
exist as a decision-making body.

Other less far-reaching constitutional reforms followed: life peerages (as
opposed to hereditary peerages) were introduced in 1959, and their number
was significantly increased in 1999 so that the majority of members of the
House of Lords today are people appointed for their competence or service to
the kingdom who cannot pass their seats on to their descendants.?” But it was
indeed the crisis of 1910-1911 concerning the issue of progressive taxation
and the reduction of social inequality that proved to be the fateful moment
when the Lords lost their power. In 1945, a little more than thirty years later,
an absolute majority of Labour deputies came to power for the first time.
They issued from a political movement whose purpose was to represent the
working class, and the new Labour government they established would
proceed to establish the National Health Service and implement an array of
social and fiscal policies that radically transformed the structure of inequality
in Britain, as we will see in what follows.



Ireland Between Trifunctional, Proprietarian, and Colonialist
Ideology

Although progressive taxation and the reduction of social inequality were the
central issues in the fall of the House of Lords in the period 1909-1911, it is
also important to note the role of the Irish question (with its trifunctional,
proprietarian, and quasi-colonial dimensions) in the broad challenge to
inequality mounted in Britain between 1880 and 1920.

The Irish case was one of extreme inequality stemming from the
combined effects of a range of political and ideological causes. In the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Ireland was much poorer than England:
its agricultural and manufacturing output per capita was half as large. The
gap in the standard of living was aggravated by the fact that most agricultural
land in Ireland was held by very wealthy landlords residing in England, most
of whom were members of the House of Lords. Although Ireland suffered
from the same problem of extremely concentrated land ownership that we
saw in England, the issue of absentee landlords, who collected their rents
from their English manors, lent a particular coloration to the Irish question. In
addition, 80 percent of the Irish population was Catholic, and the civil and
political rights of Irish Catholics were severely limited. They were required to
pay a tithe to the Church of Ireland (part of the Anglican Communion), to
which they did not adhere, and they did not have the right to elect members
of the Irish Parliament, which in any case had been subordinate to the
Parliament at Westminster since 1494 and could make no decision without its
approval. In short, Ireland was in the position of a British colony.

Nevertheless, the British Crown and Parliament, shaken by the American
war for independence (1775-1783) and worried about French invasion
(1796-1798), passed the Act of Union in 1800; this was not so much a union
as a takeover of the Emerald Isle, at best a fool’s bargain. The wealthiest Irish
Catholics did obtain the right to vote with a property qualification, and
Ireland gained the privilege of electing 100 representatives to the House of
Commons. Representation was highly imbalanced, however: although there
were, according to the 1801 census, more than five million Irish and barely
nine million Britons, the latter were entitled to more than 500 seats, compared
to merely 100 for the former. In exchange for Irish representation in the



House of Commons in London, the Irish Parliament was abolished, clearly to
spare the government in Westminster the need to deal with a Catholic
majority in Ireland. In addition, Catholics still had to pay a tithe to the
Anglican Church of Ireland, which would become the source of increasingly
violent conflict.

The situation grew even more tense after the great Irish famine of 1845-
1848, the most severe famine in nineteenth-century Europe: nearly one
million died, and 1.5 million more would emigrate in the years that followed
out of an initial population of around 8 million.2#6 Abundant evidence shows
that British elites were aware of the disaster and refused to take the necessary
steps to prevent it, in some cases with the quasi-explicit Malthusian goal of
reducing the number of poor and the number of rebels to boot. The Irish
famine is often compared to the great famine in Bengal (1943-1944), in
which some four million people died out of a population of fifty million. The
comparison is not wholly unjustified, in the sense that while adequate food
stores existed in both cases, authorities refused to arrange for immediate
transfers to the distressed areas, in part on the grounds that prices should be
allowed to rise in order to signal to sellers that the time had come to respond
to market demand.??

These events unleashed the rage of the Irish against absentee British
landlords, who, not content to collect their rents from afar, allowed the
tragedy to unfold on the other side of the Irish Sea. More generally, in the
period 1860-1870, a multifarious movement of protest against landlords
began to grow, not only in Ireland but also in Scotland and Wales: tenants
refused to pay rent and in many cases occupied the land, at times leading to
violent clashes with police and landlord militias. Their top demand,
especially in Ireland, was to be allowed to work their own land—in other
words, to own property.

The Gladstone government then passed the Irish Land Act of 1870, which
made it more difficult to evict tenants and provided government loans for
tenants who wished to buy their plots, with compensation for those who were
driven from their land after making improvements (such as drainage or
irrigation)—a common complaint of tenant farmers in all parts of the world.
The legal system then in force was extremely favorable to landlords,
however, so these measures had virtually no effect. Landlords had only to
raise rents just enough to force the departure of any troublemaking tenants.



No court or government of the time would have dreamed of interfering with
the freedom of contract. To have done more would have risked inflaming
relations between landless tenants and landlords not only in Ireland but also
in England. It was feared that this might lead to similar demands in other
sectors of the agricultural economy and to threats against property rights in
general, endangering the owners of real estate and factories as well. If anyone
who occupied a property or worked with capital in one form or another could
now demand to become its owner on the grounds of having done so for a
sufficient length of time, society might simply collapse. In the Irish land
debate we hear the same argument that had been raised in the debates over
corvées and lods during the French Revolution: namely, that any attempt to
question the legitimacy of existing property rights threatened to open
Pandora’s box; no one could say where the ensuing crisis would end or
whether society would emerge unscathed.

The situation in Ireland became increasingly violent as land occupations
and rent strikes spread. Then, with the expansion of the right to vote for MPs
in the 1880s, thinking began to change, and fear switched camps, as it were.
As long as the Tories were in power in London, they remained pitiless in
policing the agitators, adopting for instance the Crime Act of 1891, which
gave the police additional powers beyond those already approved in 1881 to
arrest “terrorists” and if necessary send them to prison. Meanwhile, everyone
concerned—Tories, Liberals, and above all landlords themselves—began to
realize that if Irish land was not quickly redistributed to poor Catholic
farmers by legal and peaceful means, the situation might rapidly spiral out of
control, leading ultimately to Irish independence and complete expropriation
of absentee landlords.

This ultimately came to pass with the creation of the Irish Free State in
1922 and then the Republic of Ireland in 1937 following a series of violent
clashes whose traces remain visible to this day. What is interesting for our
purposes, however, is that the very real threat of Irish independence
compelled the British political system in the period 1880-1920 to accept
various agrarian reforms and land redistributions in Ireland, each of which
struck a blow at the prevailing proprietarian ideology. Specifically, the
government decided to allocate gradually increasing sums to help Irish
farmers buy land. In the end, the government itself oversaw the redistribution
of Irish lands but with substantial compensation for landlords paid out of the



public exchequer. A law to achieve this, far more ambitious and better
financed than that of 1870, was passed in 1891. It was followed by another
Land Act in 1903, which allowed former tenants to purchase their land with
seventy-year loans at a nominal rate of 3 percent (at the time, no one foresaw
the inflationary episodes that lay ahead, which in practice reduced the cost of
these purchases to virtually nothing); additional aid in the form of
government subsidies of 12 percent of the land’s value was also provided. To
top it all off, another law was passed in 1923, obliging remaining landlords to
sell their land to the new Irish government, which in turn sold it to tenants at
low prices. But according to some estimates, nearly three-quarters of the land
had already changed hands before the war, thanks in part to the laws of 1870,
1891, and 1903 and, above all, to the mobilization of Irish farmers
themselves.30

The Irish experience is revealing in several ways. First, the quasi-colonial
situation of Ireland and the enormous inequalities it created led to a more
general questioning of the legitimacy of the whole system of private property
and the persistent inequality that went with it. For instance, in response to
accusations that land ownership had become hyperconcentrated not just in
Ireland but throughout the United Kingdom, the Lords agreed to a series of
land surveys in the 1870s, which showed that ownership was even more
concentrated than even the most pessimistic previous estimates had
suggested. These surveys played an important role in the evolution of
thinking about inequality and redistribution because they showed that even if
Britain was a leader in creating a modern industrial economy, it was a laggard
in regard to inequality; what is more, these two realities were by no means
contradictory—quite the opposite (rather like Belle Epoque France). The Irish
case is especially interesting because it points to problems of redistribution
and agrarian reform that would arise in other postcolonial contexts, such as
South Africa in the 1990s. Furthermore, the Irish experience illustrates the
close connection between the question of frontiers and that of redistribution
as well as between the political regime and the property regime. The
interactions between systems of frontiers and structures of inequality—
interactions shaped by questions of politics, wealth, and in some cases
immigration—continue to play a key role to this day, not only in Britain and
Europe but throughout the world.



Sweden and the Constitutionalization of a Society of Four Orders

We turn now to the case of Sweden, which offers a surprising and relatively
little-known example of early constitutionalization of a society of four orders,
followed by a novel transition to ownership society in the course of which the
Kingdom of Sweden pursued proprietarian logic to a greater extent than
either France or the United Kingdom: specifically, Sweden in the late
nineteenth century adopted an audacious system of proportional
representation based on the amount of property each voter owned (or the
amount of tax paid).

The Swedish case is even more interesting because in the twentieth
century the country became synonymous with social democracy. The social
democrats of the SAP came to power in the early 1920s, when the party’s
historical leader, Hjamal Brenting, was elected prime minister. The party
subsequently held power more or less permanently from 1932 to 2006, and
this long period in government allowed it to develop a very sophisticated
welfare and tax system, which in turn achieved one of the lowest levels of
inequality ever observed anywhere. People therefore often think of Sweden
as a country that has always been inherently egalitarian.3! This is not true:
until the early twentieth century Sweden was a profoundly inegalitarian
country, in some respects more inegalitarian than countries elsewhere in
Europe; or, rather, it was more sophisticated in organizing its inequality and
more systematic in expressing its proprietarian ideology and shaping its
institutional incarnation. Sweden was able to change its trajectory only thanks
to unusually effective popular mobilization, specific political strategies, and
distinctive social and fiscal institutions.

People sometimes imagine that each culture or civilization has some
“essence” that makes it naturally egalitarian or inegalitarian. Hence Sweden
and its social democrats are supposed to have been egalitarians from time
immemorial, as if equality were somehow a Viking passion. By contrast,
India with its caste system is supposed to have been eternally inegalitarian,
no doubt on account of some Aryan mystique. In fact, everything depends on
the rules and institutions that each human society establishes, and things can
change very quickly depending on the balance of political and ideological
power among contending social groups as well as on the logic of events and
on unstable historical trajectories, which can be understood only through



detailed study. The Swedish case is the perfect antidote to the conservative
identitarian arguments that crop up all too often in debates about equality and
inequality. Sweden reminds us that equality is always a fragile sociopolitical
construct, and nothing can be considered permanent: what was transformed in
the past by institutions and the mobilization of political movements and
ideologies can be transformed again by similar means, for better or for worse.

Let us begin by reviewing the history. From 1527 to 1865, the Swedish
monarchy relied on a parliament, the Riksdag, which consisted of
representatives of four orders or estates: the nobility, the clergy, the urban
bourgeoisie, and the landowning peasantry. In contrast to trifunctional
society, the organization was thus explicitly quaternary rather than ternary.
Each of the four orders designated its representatives according to its own
specific rules; in practice, only the wealthiest bourgeois and peasants, who
paid the most in taxes, had the right to vote. In the Riksdag each order voted
separately, as in the Estates General in Ancien Régime France. The rules
established by the Riksdagsordning of 1617 specified that the king could cast
the decisive vote if the orders were split in half.

Under the Riksdagsordning of 1810, however, the four orders were
supposed to continue debating and voting until a three-to-one or four-to-zero
majority emerged. In practice, the nobility played a clearly dominant role in
this theoretically quaternary system. Its representatives outnumbered those of
the other orders, which allowed it to dominate the committees where
decisions were debated.3? More importantly, members of the government
were chosen by the king, who himself wielded important legislative and
budgetary prerogatives, and in practice the principal ministers were generally
nobles. The first non-noble head of government did not take office until
1883. Looking at all Swedish governments from 1844 to 1905, we find that
56 percent of ministers were members of the nobility, which accounted for
only 0.5 percent of the population.33

Unlike the United Kingdom and France, Sweden began conducting
systematic censuses very early on. Relatively sophisticated population
surveys began as early as 1750. This led to an administrative definition of the
nobility based on certified genealogies tracing ancestry back to the feudal
warrior elite or letters of ennoblement issued by the monarch. Neither France
nor the United Kingdom had such an official definition of nobility, except for
peers of France and the tiny titled nobility in Britain. From census records we



see that the Swedish nobility was already relatively small in the mid-
eighteenth century; it subsequently grew less rapidly than the total
population: the noble class accounted for about 0.5 percent of the population
in 1750, 0.4 percent in 1800, and not even 0.3 percent in the censuses of 1850
and 1900. These levels are not very different from those estimated for France
and the United Kingdom (Fig. 5.2), except that in Sweden nobility was an
official administrative and political category. In Sweden, therefore, we find
an unusually close symbiosis between the formation of the centralized state
and the redefinition of the trifunctional schema (here in its quaternary
variant).

The quaternary Riksdag regime was replaced in 1865—-1866 by a censitary
parliament with two chambers: an upper house elected by a small minority of
large property owners (barely 9,000 electors, less than 1 percent of the adult
male population), and a lower house, also censitary but considerably more
open in that roughly 20 percent of adult males were entitled to vote for its
members.

Compared with other European countries that reformed their voting
systems in the same period, Sweden remained quite restrictive: universal
male suffrage was definitively restored in France in 1871, and the British
reforms of 1867 and 1884 increased the percentage of adult males with the
right to vote first to 30 percent and then to 60 percent. The suffrage was not
expanded in Sweden until the reforms of 1909-1911, and it was not until
1919 that all property qualifications were eliminated for men; the vote was
then extended to women in 1921. In 1900, when only a little more than 20
percent of adult males had the right to vote, Sweden was among the least
advanced countries in Europe, particularly when compared with France and
the United Kingdom (Fig. 5.3) and also compared with the other countries of
northern Europe.34

One Man, One Hundred Votes: Hyper-Censitary Democracy in
Sweden (1865-1911)

What was unique about the censitary system in effect in Sweden from 1865
to 1911 was that the number of votes each voter could cast depended on the
size of that voter’s tax payments, property, and income. The men sufficiently
wealthy to vote in elections for the lower house were divided into forty-odd



groups, and each group was assigned a different electoral weight.
Specifically, each member of the least wealthy group could cast one vote,
while each member of the wealthiest group could cast as many as fifty-four
votes. The exact weight assigned to each voter was set by a formula (fyrkar)
that took into account tax payments, wealth, and income.3°

A similar system applied to municipal elections in Sweden in the period
1862-1909, with the additional wrinkle that corporations also had the right to
vote in local elections, again casting a number of ballots that depended on
their tax payments, property, and profits. No voter in an urban municipal
election, whether a private individual or a corporation, could cast more than
one hundred ballots. In rural towns, however, there was no such ceiling;
indeed, in the municipal elections of 1871, there were fifty-four rural towns
in Sweden where one voter cast more than 50 percent of the votes. Among
these perfectly legitimate democratic dictators was the prime minister
himself: in the 1880s Count Arvid Posse alone cast the majority of ballots in
his home town, where his family owned a vast estate. A single voter cast
more than 25 percent of the ballots in 414 Swedish towns.36

We can learn a great deal from this extreme Swedish distortion of the
“one man, one vote” principle, which was tempered by the electoral reforms
of 1911 and finally ended by the advent of universal suffrage in 1919-1921.
First, it shows that inequality is not the product of some essential cultural
predisposition: in the space of a few years Sweden moved from the most
extreme hyper-inegalitarian proprietarian system, which survived until 1909—
1911, to a quintessential egalitarian social-democratic society once the SAP
came to power in the 1920s and then ruled almost continuously from 1932 to
2006 (the only such case in Europe). Indeed, the second phase may have been
a response to the excesses of the first, at least in part: in Sweden, the working
and middle classes, which were exceptionally well educated for the time,
were exposed to an extreme form of proprietarianism, and this may have
persuaded them that it was time to get rid of this hypocritical ideology and
move on to something else, in this instance by adopting a radically different
ideology. We will encounter numerous examples of sudden changes of
direction in national political ideology; for instance, the rather chaotic shifts
in attitudes toward progressive taxation and acceptable inequality in the
United States and United Kingdom over the course of the twentieth century.

There is also reason to believe that the construction of the modern



centralized state, which came particularly early in Sweden, naturally opened
the way to a variety of possible trajectories. In other words, a given highly
structured state organization can implement different kinds of political
projects. The censuses that the Swedish state conducted of orders and classes
and of taxes and wealth in the eighteenth century made it possible to assign
different weights to each voter in the nineteenth century. Then, thanks to
significant ideological transformations and social-democratic control of the
state apparatus, the same state capacity could be put to use by the modern
welfare state. In any event, the very rapid transformation that took place in
Sweden demonstrates the importance of popular mobilization, political
parties, and reformist programs in the transformation of inequality regimes.
When conditions are right, these processes can lead to rapid radical
transformation by legal parliamentary means, without violent upheaval.

Shareholder Society, Censitary Suffrage: What Limits to the Power
of Money?

The Swedish experience also shows that proprietarian ideology is not
monolithic. It always needs to fill some kind of political void or uncertainty.
In some cases this can give rise to significant social coercion and domination
of some groups over others. Proprietarian ideology rests on a simple idea,
namely that the primary purpose of the social and political order is to protect
private property rights for the sake of both individual emancipation and social
stability. But this fundamental premise leaves the question of the political
regime largely open. To be sure, it implies that it may be preferable to accord
more political power to property owners, who (it is claimed) are more likely
to take the long view and not sacrifice the country’s future for the sake of
satisfying immediate passions. But this says nothing about how far one ought
to go in this direction or by what means.

In the British censitary system as well as in most other European
countries and ownership societies, things were relatively simple. Citizens
were divided into two groups: those who were sufficiently wealthy to be
classified as active citizens and granted the right to vote for MPs and those
who did not meet that criterion, who were expected to content themselves
with being passive citizens without representation in Parliament. The absence
of a secret ballot before 1872 allowed the wealthiest landlords and most



powerful citizens to influence the votes of others, but they did so indirectly
rather than explicitly—in contrast to Sweden, where the wealthiest voters
could cast extra ballots, and some active citizens enjoyed more rights than
others.

The censitary system in France in the period 1815-1848 was quite similar
to the English system of the same era, and indeed much of the high French
nobility had spent time in England between 1789 and 1815. The French
parliament had a Chamber of Peers (composed primarily of hereditary peers
chosen by the king among the high nobility, like the House of Lords), and a
Chamber of Deputies, elected by censitary suffrage more restrictive than that
applied to the House of Commons. French jurists introduced one innovation,
however: there were two categories of active citizens in France. During the
Restoration (1815-1830), the right to vote was granted to men above the age
of 30 who paid more than 300 francs in direct taxes (the quatre vieilles), a
group of about 100,000 men, or barely 1 percent of the adult male population.
But in order to be elected a deputy, one had to be 40 or older and pay more
than 1,000 francs in direct taxes, which limited eligibility to about 16,000
men or less than 0.2 percent of the adult male population. In 1820, a so-called
“double vote” law was promulgated: this allowed the wealthiest quarter of
those with the right to vote (a group corresponding roughly to those eligible
to be elected deputies) to vote a second time for some members of the
Chamber of Deputies. Following the revolution of 1830, the suffrage was
slightly enlarged: under the July Monarchy (1830-1848), the number of
voters increased to slightly more than 2 percent of the adult male population,
and the number eligible to be elected rose to about 0.4 percent. But the
principle of two categories of active citizens was maintained, though no
attempt was made to push this logic further.3” Prussia, which dominated the
German Reich from 1871 to 1918, relied from 1848 until 1918 on a novel
system with three classes of voters defined by the amount of tax they paid,
with each group chosen so that its members, taken together, paid one-third of
the total tax bill.38

The Swedish approach in the period 1865-1911 can be seen as a
generalization of the censitary model: the wealthiest citizens could cast as
many as 100 ballots in urban municipalities or, if they were rich enough,
nearly all the votes in certain rural towns. Such a system is analogous to the
voting system in a meeting of corporate stockholders, where votes are



apportioned according to the number of shares each person owns.
Interestingly, this analogy was drawn explicitly in some nineteenth-century
ownership societies. For example, joint-stock companies in the United
Kingdom gradually introduced systems with several classes of shareholders,
so that the largest contributors of capital could exercise more votes, without
going so far as to make the number of votes strictly proportional to the size of
the investment because it was feared that this would concentrate too much
power in the hands of a small number of shareholders and thus impair
relations among partners and the quality of their deliberation. Typically, all
stockholders holding a number of shares above a certain threshold were
entitled to the same number of votes, thus establishing a ceiling on the
maximum number of ballots any single individual could cast. One finds
similar systems in the United States in the early nineteenth century: many
companies granted fixed voting rights, sometimes in several tranches, so as to
limit the power of the largest shareholders.* It was only in the second half of
the nineteenth century that the “one share, one vote” model was accepted as a
norm as a result of pressure from large shareholders. In the United Kingdom,
the Company Law of 1906 enshrined in law the principle of proportionality
between shares held and voting rights as the default mode of governance of
British corporations.# It is interesting to note that these debates on
shareholder voting (especially in colonial companies, such as the various
India Companies and the Virginia Company) and voting rules for regional
assemblies and parliaments were themselves preceded by complex and long-
running debates about the rules of voting in ecclesiastical assemblies.*!

These historical experiences are quite important for many contemporary
debates about how best to limit the power of money and property. Of course,
no one today is proposing that the right to vote should depend explicitly on
wealth, as in the past. Nevertheless, recent years have witnessed the
development of various doctrines and ideologies, most notably in the US
Supreme Court, whose purpose is to eliminate ceilings on private
contributions to political campaigns; this is tantamount to granting potentially
unlimited electoral influence to the wealthiest individuals. The issue of
limiting the power of wealth also comes up in relation to jurisdictional
inequalities: for instance, certain disputes are now subject to private
arbitration, which allows the wealthy to avoid judgment by the public court
system. Access to higher education is also influenced by wealth: many



American and international universities give special consideration to the
children of wealthy donors, yet tellingly, these policies are rarely discussed in
public. And so on. Later we will see that there have been important
innovations in shareholder voting and corporate governance. Many countries,
including Sweden and Germany, have curtailed shareholder rights and
increased the power of workers and their representatives (who are entitled to
a third to a half of the seats on corporate boards). These innovations are
currently under active debate in many countries that initially resisted them
(such as France, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and could well
lead to further developments.4

More generally, I want once again to insist on the diversity and
complexity of the political, ideological, and institutional trajectories that led,
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, from trifunctional societies to the
triumph of ownership societies and then to the social-democratic, communist,
and neo-proprietarian societies of the twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries. Once the primacy of private property rights, presumably open to
all, and the monopoly of the centralized state over regalian powers (justice,
police, and legitimate violence) was established, numerous issues remained to
be clarified, starting with the organization of state power.

Prior to the nineteenth century, some societies had gone quite a long way
toward monetizing relations of power and public functions. In France, for
example, the venality of charges and offices had become quite widespread in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: growing numbers of public offices
and charges had been put up for sale, particularly in the areas of tax
collection and justice. This was both a consequence of the financial needs of
the absolute monarchy (and its inability to raise sufficient funds through
taxation) and a reflection of proprietarian logic and incentives. A person
prepared to hand over a significant amount of capital in return for a public
office could not be all bad; in any event, he would bear the cost of his own
errors and mismanagement and therefore have every incentive to act for the
benefit of the community. Traces of this logic persist to this day. Candidates
for some public jobs—police in Indonesia, for example, or the French tax
officials known as trésoriers payeurs généraux—must put up large sums of
money before taking office; in case of malfeasance these “surety bonds” are
not returned.#* The French Revolution put an end to most of these venal
offices, with compensation to their owners: the sovereignty of the state could



no longer be sold piecemeal, but that was no reason to mistreat those who had
invested their money in offices before the Revolution.

These debates show that proprietarian ideology can take more than one
form, and some of those forms still have resonance today. No one today
would think of selling government posts and offices (although the American
practice of rewarding large political donors with important diplomatic posts is
clearly a form of venality). Yet as public debt in the rich countries climbs to
historic highs, in some cases exceeding the value of all public assets
combined, one might argue that the public treasury and the functions of the
state are once again subject to control by private creditors. This extends the
range of what it is possible to own; the form of ownership is different from
that of venal offices, but the effect in extending the reach of private wealth is
similar if not greater, given the sophistication of today’s legal and financial
system. In the twenty-first century, as in the nineteenth, property relations are
never simple: they depend on the legal, fiscal, and social system in which
they are embedded. That is why it is impossible to study twenty-first-century
neo-proprietarianism without first analyzing the various forms of nineteenth-
century ownership society.

The Inegalitarian Tendencies of Nineteenth-Century Ownership
Societies

What can we say about the evolution of the concentration of ownership in the
United Kingdom and Sweden in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries?
How do the trajectories of those two countries compare with that of France?
Although British and Swedish estate records are not as rich or comprehensive
as those that the Revolution bequeathed to France, they are nevertheless
largely sufficient to establish key orders of magnitude.

The most striking finding is that despite all the differences in the
trajectories of these three countries, all exhibit a similarly high degree of
concentration of ownership throughout the long nineteenth century. The key
fact is that inequality increased during the Belle Epoque (1880-1914); only
after World War I and the violent political shocks of the period 1914-1945
do we see a significant decrease in the concentration of wealth. This
conclusion holds for both the United Kingdom (Fig. 5.4) and Sweden (Fig.
5.5), as well as France#> and all other countries for which we possess



adequate historical documentation.46
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FIG. 5.4. Distribution of property in the United Kingdom, 1780-2015

Interpretation: The share of total private property (real estate, professional, and financial assets, net of
debt) belonging to the wealthiest 10 percent was roughly 85-92 percent in the United Kingdom from
1780 to 1910. Deconcentration began after World War I and ended in the 1980s. The principal
beneficiary was the “patrimonial middle class” (the middle 40 percent), here defined as the group
between the “lower class” (bottom 50 percent) and the “upper class” (wealthiest 10 percent). Sources
and series: piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Several points call for clarification. First, the fact that the compression of
wealth inequality does not really begin until World War I obviously does not
mean that it would not have occurred had there been no war. The
inegalitarian tendencies of nineteenth-century ownership society,
contradicting the emancipatory promises that had followed the downfall of
the preceding ternary societies, were abetted by a specific legal and fiscal
system. The growth of inequality strongly contributed to the emergence of
socialist, communist, social-democratic, and Labourite movements of one
kind or another in the second half of the nineteenth century. As we have seen,
movements in favor of universal suffrage and progressive taxation began to
yield tangible reforms in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.



True, the full effects of these reforms would not be felt until after 1914; in
particular, top marginal tax rates did not reach modern levels before World
War I—with rates in the tens of percent on the highest incomes and largest
estates—in France, the United Kingdom, Sweden, or other Western countries.
Nevertheless, there is good reason to think that the powerful social and
political tensions stemming from rising inequality contributed to the rise of
nationalism and therefore the likelihood of war. In addition, it is quite easy to
imagine other series of events that might have led to other crises—whether
military, financial, social, or political—that could have had a similar
triggering effect. We will return to this point when we examine the fall of
ownership societies in the twentieth century.
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FIG. 5.5. Distribution of property in Sweden, 1780-2015

Interpretation: The share of total private property (real estate and professional and financial assets, net
of debt) belonging to the wealthiest 10 percent was roughly 84-88 percent in Sweden from 1780 to
1910. Deconcentration began after World War I and ended in the 1980s. The principal beneficiary was
the “patrimonial middle class” (the middle 40 percent), here defined as the group between the “lower
class” (poorest 50 percent) and “upper class” (wealthiest 10 percent). Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

Second, it is important to note that significant differences existed among



the three countries: concentration of wealth was exceptionally high in the
United Kingdom, slightly lower in Sweden, and still lower in France.
Specifically, the wealthiest 10 percent of Britons owned 92 percent of private
wealth in the United Kingdom on the eve of World War I, compared with
“only” 88 percent in Sweden and 85 percent in France. More significantly,
the wealthiest 1 percent owned 70 percent of the wealth in the United
Kingdom, compared with roughly 60 percent in Sweden and 55 percent in
France (but more than 65 percent in Paris).*® The higher concentration in
Britain can be explained by the exceptionally high concentration of wealth in
land. But the fact is that at the beginning of the twentieth century, agricultural
land no longer accounted for more than a small fraction of total private
wealth (barely 5 percent in the United Kingdom and between 10 and 15
percent in Sweden and France).4 The vast majority of wealth took the form
of urban real estate, shares in financial and nonfinancial corporations, and
foreign investments, and the legal and fiscal system that allowed this type of
accumulation was to a first approximation just as favorable to the owners of
capital in republican France as in the United Kingdom and Sweden,
notwithstanding the contrary opinion of the Third Republic’s elites.

The point here is not to blur the political and institutional differences
among these countries, which were real. Nevertheless, in a comparative long-
run perspective, the various ownership societies that flourished in Europe
during the long nineteenth century shared many striking common features.
Averaging over all countries in the period 1880-1914, we find that European
ownership society was characterized by extreme inequality, with 85-90
percent of the wealth held by the wealthiest 10 percent, only 1-2 percent of
the wealth held by the poorest 50 percent, and roughly 10—15 percent by the
middle 40 percent (Fig. 5.6). Turning to the distribution of income, including
both income from capital (which was as unequally distributed as wealth, if
not slightly more so) and income from work (distinctly less unequally
distributed), we find that income in the European ownership society of the
Belle Epoque was quite unevenly distributed but noticeably less so than
wealth, with roughly 50-55 percent of the income going to the top 10 percent
of earners, 10—15 percent to the bottom 50 percent, and roughly 35 percent to
the middle 40 percent (Fig. 5.7). These figures will serve as useful
guideposts, providing orders of magnitude we can compare with the other
inequality regimes we will encounter in what follows.
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FIG. 5.6. Extreme wealth inequality: European ownership societies in the Belle Epoque, 1880-1914
Interpretation: The top 10 percent share of total private property (real estate, land, professional and
financial assets, net of debt) was on average 84 percent in France from 1880 to 1914 (compared with 14
percent for the middle 40 percent and 2 percent for the poorest 50 percent); in the United Kingdom the
comparable figures were 91, 8, and 1 percent, and in Sweden 88, 11, and 1 percent. Sources and series:
piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.
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FIG. 5.7. Income inequality in European ownership societies in the Belle Epoque, 1880-1914

Interpretation: The top 10 percent of earners claimed on average 51 percent of total income from
capital and labor in France between 1880 and 1914 (compared with 36 percent for the middle 40
percent and 13 percent for the bottom 50 percent of the distribution; comparable figures for the United
Kingdom were 55, 33, and 12, and for Sweden, 53, 34, and 13. Sources and series:



piketty.pse.ens.fr/ideology.

The Three Challenges of Ownership Society

Let me sum up what we have learned about ownership societies and see
where we stand in our inquiry. Compared with trifunctional societies, which
depended on relatively rigid status disparities among clergy, nobility, and
third estate and a promise of functional complementarity, balance of power,
and cross-class alliances, ownership society rested on a promise of social
stability coupled with individual emancipation through the right of property,
supposedly open to all, independent of social and familial origin. In practice,
however, in the first phase of its historical development as a dominant
ideology (in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries), proprietarian
ideology encountered three major obstacles.

First, the internal challenge of inequality: the concentration of wealth rose
to extreme heights in all European ownership societies in the nineteenth
century, equal to or greater than the levels of inequality observed in the
societies of orders that preceded them and in any case much higher than
could be easily justified as serving the general interest. This happened,
moreover, at a time when economic and industrial development required
educational equality, not sacralization of property rights, which ultimately
threatened to undermine social stability (an essential condition of economic
development, which requires a minimum of equality, or at any rate the
construction of a norm of inequality reasonable enough to command the
approval of a majority). The challenge of inequality led to the emergence first
of a counter-discourse and then of social-democratic and communist counter-
regimes in the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries.

Second, the external challenge of colonialism: European prosperity,
which stood out with increasing clarity when compared with the situation of
other continents in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, depended more on
its extractive capacity and military, colonial, and slave-based domination
over the rest of the world than on its supposed moral, institutional, and
proprietarian superiority. The West’s mission civilisatrice was long justified
on moral and institutional grounds, but its fragility became increasingly
apparent to many of the colonizers and above all to the colonized, who
mobilized to get rid of it. The counter-discourse of social-democratic and



communist counter-regimes also fueled the denunciation of the colonial (and,
to a lesser degree, patriarchal) dimension of the proprietarian order.

Finally, the nationalist and identitarian challenge: the European nation-
states responsible for the protection of property rights and the promotion of
economic and industrial development across vast swaths of territory
themselves embarked on a phase of exacerbated competition and reinforced
national identities and borders in the nineteenth century; this was followed by
a self-destructive phase in the period 1914-1945. The first two challenges
actually helped give rise to the third, to the extent that social tensions at home
and colonial competition abroad contributed substantially to the rise of
nationalism and the march toward war that would ultimately sweep away the
nineteenth-century proprietarian order.

One of the main objectives of this book is to analyze how these three
fragilities combined to produce an extremely intense crisis of ownership
society in the twentieth century, as it confronted world war, social-democratic
and communist challenges, and colonial independence movements. Today’s
world is a direct consequence of this crisis, yet its lessons are all too often
forgotten, especially since the revival of neo-proprietarian ideology in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries following the communist debacle.
Before we take up that question, however, it is time to look beyond Europe
and to begin our analysis of colonial and slave societies. More generally, we
want to look at how the transformation of trifunctional societies outside
Europe was affected by the intervention of proprietarian colonial powers in
their developmental processes.
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Slave Societies: Extreme Inequality

In Part One of this book we analyzed the transformation of ternary societies
into ownership societies, focusing on European trajectories. In so doing, we
overlooked not only the case of non-European trifunctional societies but also
the fact that between 1500 and 1960 or so, European countries established
systems of colonial domination throughout the world. These systems
profoundly affected not only the development of Europe but also that of the
entire globe. In Part Two, we will study slave and colonial societies and the
way in which the transformation of non-European trifunctional societies
(notably India, where ancient status distinctions remain unusually visible to
this day) was altered by their encounter with proprietarian European colonial
powers. These processes and trajectories are crucial for understanding the
present structure of global inequality both within and between countries.

This chapter begins by looking at what is without a doubt the most
extreme type of inequality regime: slave society. Slave societies existed long
before European colonialism, and the history of how they grew, were
justified, and disappeared raises fundamental questions for any general
history of inequality regimes. In particular, we will discover that the ways in
which slavery was abolished in the modern era—in the United Kingdom in
1833, France in 1848, the United States in 1865, and Brazil in 1888—as well
as the various forms of financial compensation offered to slaveowners (but
not to slaves) tell us a great deal about the quasi-sacralization of private
property in the nineteenth century, out of which came the modern world we
know today. In the United States, moreover, the question of slavery and racial
inequality has had a lasting impact on both the structure of inequality and the
political party system. In subsequent chapters we will study postslavery



colonial societies in the context of what might be called the “second colonial
era” (1850-1960), dwelling first on the case of Africa and then on India and
other countries (notably China, Japan, and Iran) to see how their inegalitarian
trajectories were altered by colonialism.

Societies with Slaves; Slave Societies

Slavery was present in the most ancient societies of which written traces
survive, specifically in the Near East in the second and first millennia BCE,
in Pharaonic Egypt and Mesopotamia. The Babylonian Code of Hammurabi,
which dates from about 1750 BCE, details the rights of slaveowners. Theft of
a slave was punishable by death, and a barber who cut the lock of hair by
which slaves were identified at the time could have his hand cut off. In the
Old Testament, which dates from the first millennium BCE, vanquished
peoples were regularly enslaved by their conquerors, and parents sold their
children into slavery when they could not pay their debts. Traces of slavery
survive from well before the explicit emergence of the trifunctional schema,
which sought to organize society around three classes (clergy, warriors, and
workers, with a laboring class that was unified and free, at least in theory);
this was formalized around the year 1000 in Europe and as early as the
second century BCE in India. In practice, slave and trifunctional logics long
coexisted in certain societies because the process of unifying the status of
workers, which in theory implied not only the end of slavery but also the end
of serfdom and other forms of forced labor, was a complex one that lasted for
centuries in Europe, India, and other civilizations.!

It is useful to begin by recalling Moses Finley’s distinction between, on
the one hand, “societies with slaves,” in which slaves existed but played a
relatively minor role and represented only a small fraction of the population
(usually only a few percent), and on the other hand, “slave societies,” in
which slaves occupied a central place in the structure of production and
power and property relations and accounted for a significant share of the
population (on the order of several dozen percent). Slaves were found in
nearly all societies before the nineteenth century. These were “societies with
slaves” in Finley’s sense, generally with fairly small slave populations. For
Finley, there were very few true slave societies: Athens and Rome in
antiquity and then Brazil, the southern United States, and the West Indies in



the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In these cases, slaves may have
represented from 30 to 50 percent of the total population (or even more in the
West Indies).2

Subsequent research has shown that slave societies, while relatively rare,
were quite a bit more common than Finley imagined. In antiquity one finds
substantial concentrations of slaves throughout the Mediterranean and Near
East, in Carthage and Israel as well as numerous Greek and Roman cities,
with important variations depending on the political-ideological, economic,
monetary, and commercial context.> Between the fifteenth and nineteenth
centuries, we find many examples of non-Western slave societies, such as the
Kingdom of the Kongo (comprising parts of Angola, Gabon, and present-day
Congo), the Sokoto Caliphate (in the northern part of what is now Nigeria),
and the Kingdom of Aceh (on the island of Sumatra in today’s Indonesia),
where slaves are estimated to have accounted for 20-50 percent of the
population. The Sokoto Caliphate, considered the largest African state at the
end of the nineteenth century (with a population of more than 6 million, of
whom about 2 million were slaves), is a particularly important case, because
slavery and other forms of forced labor continued there until it was
incorporated into the British Empire at the beginning of the twentieth
century.* There were very likely other slave societies that have yet to be
discovered and still others that have not left sufficient traces to be studied in
detail.> As for the African slave trade, it has been estimated that it involved
some 20 million enslaved persons between 1500 and 1900 (two-thirds of
whom were shipped across the Atlantic to the West Indies and the Americas
and one-third across the Sahara to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean). The trade
was organized both by states and by European, Arab, and African traders.
Such numbers represent a significant demographic drain on sub-Saharan
Africa, given the limited population of the continent in this period.

The other limitation of Finley’s classification is that in practice there exist
many forms of slavery and forced labor. What we see in history is a
continuum of labor statuses ranging from absolute servitude to complete
“freedom,” an infinite variety of situations defined by the actual rights of
individuals, which are always a specific sociohistorical construct. In the most
extreme “industrial” forms of slavery, such as we find in the Atlantic trade,
slaves had virtually no rights. Pure labor power, they were treated as movable
property (chattel slavery). Slaves then had no personal identity (not even an



officially recognized name); no right to private life, family, or marriage; no
property rights; and of course no mobility rights. Their mortality rate was
extremely high (roughly one-fifth died in crossing the Atlantic and almost
another fifth in the year that followed), and they were continually replaced by
new slaves from Africa. Under the Black Code of 1685, promulgated by
Louis XIV to regulate slavery in the French West Indies and in part to limit
abuses there, slaves could own nothing; their meager personal effects
belonged to their owners.

By contrast, under serfdom, serfs certainly had no mobility rights, since
they were required to work the lord’s land and could not leave to work
elsewhere. But they did have a personal identity: some signed parish
registers, and they generally enjoyed the right to marry (though in some cases
this required approval by the lord) as well as in principle the right to own
property, generally of small value (and again with the master’s approval). In
practice, however, the boundary between slavery and serfdom was never
clear and could vary quite a bit depending on the context and the owner.” By
a gradual process that began in the final decades of the eighteenth century
and accelerated after the abolition of the Atlantic trade in 1807 (which took
several more decades to take full effect), plantations in the West Indies,
United States, and Brazil began to rely on the natural increase of the Negro
population. In the United States, this second phase of slavery proved more
profitable than the first, and the number of slaves increased from 1 million in
1800 to 4 million in 1860. In some cases, fear of slave revolts led to harsher
treatment of slaves: for instance, Virginia, the Carolinas, and Louisiana
adopted laws in the period 1820-1840 that mandated heavy sentences for
anyone who taught a slave to read. Nevertheless, the mere fact that forms of
private and family life developed in this period made the situation of slaves in
the United States, West Indies, and Brazil quite different from that of slaves
in the era of continual replenishment of the labor force by new arrivals from
overseas. It is by no means certain that the condition of serfs in medieval
Europe was much better than that of slaves in the New World.

In the current state of research, it would appear that the 4 million slaves
exploited in the southern United States on the eve of the Civil War (1861—
1865) constituted the largest concentration of slaves that ever existed. Our
knowledge of ancient slave societies is quite limited, however, as are the
sources available for the study of slave systems other than the Euro-American



trans-Atlantic systems of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The most
common estimates of ancient slavery suggest that about 1 million slaves
(compared with a free population of about 1 million) worked in the region of
Rome in the first century, and from 150,000 to 200,000 slaves worked in the
region of Athens in the fifth century BCE (compared to 200,000 free
citizens). These estimates do not cover all of Roman Italy or ancient Greece,
however, and should be regarded as suggestive orders of magnitude and
nothing more.?

More importantly, the meaning of servile status varied so widely that
such purely quantitative comparisons make only limited sense. In the Sokoto
Caliphate in the nineteenth century, some slaves held high positions in the
bureaucracy and army. In Egypt from the thirteenth to the sixteenth
centuries, the Mamluks were freed slaves who rose to occupy high military
posts and ultimately seized control of the state. Slave soldiers played an
important role in the Ottoman Empire until the eighteenth or nineteenth
centuries, as did female domestic and sex slaves.!° In ancient Greece, some
slaves (a small minority, to be sure) served as high public officials, often in
positions calling for high skills such as the certification and archiving of
judicial documents, verification of coinage, and inventorying of temple
properties—tasks requiring expertise that it was deemed best to remove from
the political arena and assign to individuals without civil rights and therefore
no claim to higher office.!'! We find no trace of such subtle distinctions in
Atlantic slavery. Slaves were assigned to work on plantations, and the
virtually absolute separation of the black slave population from the white free
population was unusually strict, unlike in most other slave societies.

The United Kingdom: The Abolition Compensation of 1833—1843

Our next task will be to review the various abolitions of Atlantic and Euro-
American slavery in the nineteenth century. This will give us a better
understanding of the various arguments advanced to justify or condemn
slavery as well as the variety of possible postslavery trajectories. The UK
case is particularly interesting because, like the British transition from
trifunctional to proprietarian logic, it was extremely gradual.

Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833, and between then
and 1843 it was gradually put into effect, with complete indemnification of



slaveowners. No funds were appropriated to compensate slaves for the
damages they or their ancestors had suffered, whether serious physical harm
or mere loss of wages for centuries of unpaid labor. Indeed, slaves were never
compensated, not under this abolition law or any other. To the contrary, as
we will discover, former slaves, once emancipated, were obliged to sign
relatively rigid and undercompensated long-term labor contracts, which left
most of them in semi-forced labor for long periods after their official
liberation. By contrast, in the British case slaveowners were entitled to full
compensation for their loss of property.

Concretely, the British government agreed to pay slaveholders an
indemnity roughly equal to the market value of their stock of slaves. Fairly
sophisticated payment schedules were established in function of each slave’s
age, sex, and productivity so as to offer the fairest and most precise
compensation possible. Some 20 million pounds sterling, or 5 percent of the
UK’s national income at the time, was paid to some 4,000 slaveowners. If the
British government had decided in 2018 to spend a similar proportion of
national income, it would have had to disburse 120 billion euros, or an
average of 30 million euros for each of 4,000 slaveowners. Clearly, these
were very wealthy people, many of whom owned hundreds of slaves and in
some cases several thousand. The expenditure was financed by a
corresponding increase of public debt, which was repaid by British taxpayers;
in practice this meant mostly modest or average families, in view of the
highly regressive tax system in force at the time (based primarily on indirect
taxes on consumption and trade, like most tax systems before the twentieth
century). To get an idea of orders of magnitude, note that total public
spending on schools and other instruction (at all levels) was less than 0.5
percent of annual national income in the United Kingdom in the nineteenth
century. Compensation to slaveowners thus amounted to more than ten years’
worth of educational spending.!? The comparison is all the more striking
when one realizes that underinvestment in education is generally considered
one of the major causes of Britain’s decline in the twentieth century.!3

It so happens that the parliamentary archives chronicling these decisions,
which at the time seemed perfectly reasonable and justified (at least in the
eyes of the minority of property-owning citizens who wielded political
power), have recently been the subject of extensive study, which has
culminated in the publication of two books and a comprehensive online



database.’* Among the descendants of the slaveholders who were generously
indemnified in the 1830s was a cousin of former prime minister David
Cameron. Some voices demanded that the state be reimbursed for the sums
paid out—sums that formed the basis of many a family fortune still intact
today, with slave assets having long since been replaced by real estate and
financial holdings. Nothing came of those demands, however.

The Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 emancipated roughly 800,000 slaves,
mostly (some 700,000 in all) in the British West Indies (Jamaica, Trinidad
and Tobago, Barbados, the Bahamas, and British Guiana), together with a
smaller number in the Cape Colony in South Africa and the island of
Mauritius in the Indian Ocean. The population in these territories consisted
mostly of slaves, but compared with the population of the United Kingdom in
the 1830s (roughly 24 million), the number of emancipated slaves
represented only about 3 percent of the total metropolitan population.
Otherwise, without the large number of British taxpayers relative to the
number of emancipated slaves, it would have been impossible to bear the
high cost of completely indemnifying slaveholders. As we will see, things
looked very different in the United States: the amount of the compensation
that would have been required all but ruled out a financial solution.

On the Proprietarian Justification for Compensating Slaveholders

It is important to insist on the fact that the policy of indemnifying
slaveowners seemed self-evidently reasonable to British elites at the time. If
one confiscated slave property without compensation, why wouldn’t one
confiscate the property of those who had owned slaves in the past but
exchanged them for other assets? Wouldn’t all existing claims to property
then be in danger? These are the same proprietarian arguments we
encountered previously in other contexts, in connection for instance with
corvees during the French Revolution and absentee landlords in Ireland in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.!®

Think, too, of the novels of Jane Austen I discussed in the previous
chapter. In Mansfield Park, it so happens that Sir Thomas owns plantations in
Antigua while Henry Crawford does not, but these facts have no particular
moral connotation given the extent to which different kinds of assets and
different forms of wealth (land, government bonds, buildings, financial



investments, plantations, and so on) seem to be interchangeable, as long as
they yield the expected annual income. By what right should Parliament be
allowed to ruin one of these gentlemen and not the other? Indeed, it was not
easy to see an “ideal” solution as long as one refused to question the logic of
proprietarianism. Of course, it might have been deemed just to demand more
of those who had enriched themselves through slaveownership, not only by
depriving them of their “property” but also by compensating the slaves, for
example, by transferring to them ownership of the parcels on which they had
worked for so long without remuneration. But to finance the indemnity, it
might also have been justifiable to tax all property owners on a sliding scale
according to their wealth. This would have made it possible to share the
burden with the many people who had owned slaves in the past and, more
generally, all who had enriched themselves by conducting business with
slaveholders, for instance, by buying the cotton and sugar they produced,
which played a central role in the economy of the day. But it was precisely
this general questioning of property, which would have become almost
inevitable once one raised the question of compensating slaves (or simply
accepted noncompensation of slaveowners), that nineteenth-century elites
wished to avoid.

The necessity of compensating slaveowners was obvious not only to the
political and economic elites of the time but also to many thinkers and
intellectuals. We come back to the distinction between the “radical” and
“moderate” Enlightenment that we encountered in the discussion of the
French Revolution.’¢ Although some “radicals” such as Condorcet defended
the idea of abolition without compensation,!” most “liberals” and “moderates”
considered compensation of owners to be a self-evident and uncontroversial
preliminary to any discussion. Among them was Alexis de Tocqueville, who
stood out in French debates on abolition in the 1840s for compensation
proposals that he believed to be ingenious (and they were, for slaveowners, as
we will see later). To be sure, moral arguments about equal human dignity
did play a role in abolitionist debates. But as long as those arguments failed
to provide a comprehensive vision of how society and the economy were
organized and a precise plan describing how abolition would fit into the
proprietarian order, they failed to elicit much support.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, numerous Christian
abolitionists tried to explain that Christian doctrine itself demanded an



immediate end to slavery and that it was the advent of Christianity that had
made ending ancient slavery possible. Unfortunately, this argument was
incorrect. Any number of bishoprics in Christian Europe owned slaves until
at least the sixth or seventh century, and this hastened conversions and
abetted Islam’s penetration into Spain in the eighth century.!® Not until the
year 1000 did slavery end in Western Europe, and it took several more
centuries for serfdom to disappear, while in Orthodox Russia it lingered until
the end of the nineteenth century. In these debates, many historians and
scholars of the antiquity, notably in the German school, opposed the
arguments of Christian abolitionists on the ground that it was slavery that
allowed the other classes of society to engage in the higher artistic and
political pursuits that made ancient civilizations, especially Greece and
Rome, great. To oppose slavery was therefore tantamount to opposing
civilization and settling for egalitarian mediocrity. Some even sought to
prove that slavery and civilization were intimately related by arguing that
humanity had achieved its highest population level in antiquity, which was no
truer than the assertions of the Christian abolitionists but at least seemed
plausible, given the intellectual climate of the period: from the Renaissance to
the nineteenth century, the Middle Ages were seen as dark ages.®

It is also interesting to note that debates on abolition, which were
particularly spirited in the United Kingdom and France between 1750 and
1850, made free use of figures and statistics thought to reveal the
comparative merits of servile and free labor.2’ Abolitionists such as Pierre
Samuel Du Pont de Nemours (1771) and André-Daniel Laffon de Ladebat
(whose calculations in 1788 were more sophisticated) estimated that free
workers were so much more productive than slaves that planters should have
been able to earn greater profits by emancipating their slaves and transporting
to the West Indies some of the cheap labor that could be found in abundance
in rural France and elsewhere in Europe. Slaveowners were not persuaded by
these scientific calculations (which in fact were not very credible). Indeed,
they estimated that servile labor was just as productive as free labor if not
more so given the harshness of the work and the need for corporal
punishment. Slaveowners in many countries also insisted that since free labor
was more costly but no more productive than slave labor, switching would
straightaway make it impossible to compete with rivals in other colonial
empires. No one would buy their sugar, cotton, or tobacco, and the nation