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Roadmap of the lecture
• The Early Measurement of Inequality: the Annales School

& the Birth of « Serial History » (Labrousse 1933) 
• Combining National Accounts with Fiscal & Survey Data: 

from Kuznets 1953 to Distributional National Accounts
• Equality & Development 1800-2025: A Positive Relation
• Political Equality as a Key Determinant of Socioeconomic

Equality in the Long-Run
• Are We On the Road for Global Equality? The Global Justice 

Report in Historical & Comparative Perspective 
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Economic and social history, together & inextricably linked with the
“history of mentalities”, were at the origins of Annales school in the
interwar and post-war periods. Very influential school in history &
other social sciences since interwar period in France and beyond.

Maybe the best exemple of “serial history”: Labrousse 1933 on wages,
prices and land rents in 18c France, leading to French Revolution

Bruguière 2006 (L’Ecole des Annales. Une histoire intellectuelle):
Annales school as the study of the “mental self-transformation of
societies”, away from any kind of socioeconomic deterministic
approach, but with a key role for quantitative methods & the study of
socioeconomic transformation (more ambitious than “serial history”)

The Early Measurement of Inequality: the Annales School 
and the Birth of « Serial History » (Labrousse 1933) 



1929: Annales HES 1994: Annales HSS1946: Annales ESC

Annales School: can we combine economic and cultural history?



A possible manifesto for a new Annales school and for 21c social
science research: the “quantitative-deconstructionist” synthesis:
(1) we should not shy away from the quantitative study of social
classes and economic & material realities (including by using
statistical series, when needed), (2) but at the same time we should
permanently deconstruct & reconstruct all existing categories
(which always reflect specific socio-political processes and power
relations and struggles, and should never be taken as given)

This “quantivative-deconstructionist” synthesis should be
further developed in the future: more than ever, socioeconomic
approaches and sociocultural-sociopolitical approaches should be
combined together, hopefully with a more global perspective



F. Simiand, 1932

Creation of Annales HES (Annales d’histoire 
économique et sociale) in 1929 by M. Bloch and 
L. Febvre : an attempt to bring closer historical 
research and the new research developed in 
sociology and economics btw 1890s & 1920s, in 
particular by E. Durkheim & F. Simiand (including 
the use of new methods like statistical series)

Simiand 1932: a first attempt to construct 
historical series on wages in France 1789-1914 
and explain the succession of periods of wage 
stagnation and wage rise 



1933: Labrousse’s Esquisse

Labrousse 1933: very careful attempt to put 
together existing historical sources on grain prices, 
agricultural wages and land rents in France btw 
1720s & 1780s

Main result: wages were lagging behind prices and 
even more so were lagging behind land rents in 
18c France. Rising inequality in the decades 
preceding French Revolution, with lots of regional 
variations. Strong basis for political mobilisation.

Huge influence in the 1950s-1960s. Symbol of the 
strengths and limitations of the Annales school.



A. Chabert, 1949 J. Bouvier et al, 1960

« Tant que les revenus 
des classes de la 

société contemporaine 
demeureront hors de 
portée de l'enquête 

scientifique, il sera vain 
de vouloir 

entreprendre une 
histoire économique et 

sociale valable » 
(Bouvier et al, 1960)



J. Nicolas, 2002Goy & Le Roy Ladurie, 
1972

Goy & Le Roy Ladurie, 
1982

From Prices, Wages and Incomes to Political Mobilisations



M. Bloch, 1931 A. Daumard, 1973 J. Bourdieu et al, 2014

From Prices and Incomes to the Study of Property Structures



P. Bois, 1960 C. Tilly, 1964 C. Tilly, 1970

Combining Economic & Political History: Bois 1960-Tilly 1964



Beginning in the 1980s-1990s, the Annales school has sometime given the 
impression to loose steam, and/or to distance itself from economic and social 
history & from the « quantitative-deconstructionist » synthesis.                          
Why? Partly for good reasons, but mostly for bad & reversible reasons.
• 1. Pure « serial history » can be quite boring. But it is now possible to put all 

technical material online & to concentrate on historical processes.
• 2. Lack of global perspective. But recent rise of new history of capitalism.
• 3. Political shift. The rise of neoliberalism and anticommunism in the 1980s-

1990s has reduced interest in the study of social classes (see e.g. Furet).                                    
But the weakening of neoliberalism since the 2000s-2010s spurred new 
interest in inequality studies and long-run perspectives on social classes.            
End of soviet communism is not the end of history.

• 4. Disciplinary drift. Economics vs rest of social sciences. Kuznets 1953 – 
combining national accounts & fiscal data – contributued to the split between 
economists & historians. Still difficult to overcome today. On the other hand
the « quantitative-deconstructionist » agenda is technically easier to develop 
today than before. The reconciliation would require big effort on both sides. 



S. Kuznets, 1953 Atkinson & Harrison, 1978R. Lampman, 1962

Kuznets 1953: the Birth of Distributional National Accounts



2001 Atkinson-Piketty 2007 2013

Following Kuznets-Atkinson: the Rise of Historical Inequality Studies

Atkinson-Piketty 2010
(+ 30 co-authors)



2018 2022 2026

World Inequality Database & World Inequality Reports: 200+ Involved



2025 2026



Equality & Development 1800-2025

This work uses WID series on global
income & wealth inequality and
productivity growth 1800-2025 in
order to reinvestigate the relation
between equality and development.

We find a strong positive
association between equality &
growth: more inclusive and
egalitarian societies are also more
productive



Of course, the compression of income & wealth scales is not 
supposed to be in itself a sufficient condition for prosperity: 
productivity growth requires investment in human capital 
(education, health), a decentralized economic system (social-
democracy rather than central planning), stable political & legal 
institutions (electoral democracy), etc.

But assuming that these other conditions are met, then equality 
appears to have a positive long-run impact on growth, in addition 
to the positive effect of human capital & other factors                     
(albeit probably of a smaller magnitude & difficult to distinguish 
empirically: one should be modest about causality & identification)



Best exemple of high-equality, high-productivity countries: Western 
Europe (DE FR GB) & esp. Nordic Europe (SE DK NO NL). Our estimates 
of ideal income & wealth scale are largely based on the analysis of the 
development trajectory of these 7 countries compared to others. 

Western & Nordic Europe: more equal than US & similar productivity 
(or higher), in spite of smaller human k expenditure (& smaller material 
footprint). Public education & health more equal & more efficient?

Western & Nordic Europe: more equal than Soviet Russia or Mao 
China, & a lot more productive. Pb with Soviet Russia or Mao China 
was central planning & authoritarian regime, not excessive equality.



Ideal income and wealth scale: simulations for the future

On the basis of comparative-historical evidence, we propose an
ideal income scale (≈1-to-5) and ideal wealth scale (≈1-to-10)
for future sustainable development trajectories 2025-2100

Our ideal world income scale stands in the continuation of the
rise of equality in Europe 1910-2025, and is relatively close to
Nordic Europe 1990

Nothing very revolutionary: continuation of 20c European social
democracy, but with a global and sustainable 21c dimension



World maps & descriptive comparative-historical evidence 

Basic fact 1. The most equal countries in the world in 2025 are also
the richest and most productive.
Europe, North America/Oceania: posttax income ratio T10/B50≈5 or
less vs T10/B50 ≈20-30 or more in global South

Basic fact 2. Today’s rich countries have not always been more equal:
they became more equal during 20c (especially postwar period) & this
is when they enjoyed the fastest productivity growth. I.e. this helped
them to become rich (or at the very least this did not hurt).
Ratio P99/P10 Nordic Europe: ≈50 1910 to <5 1990-2025
Ratio P99.9/P10 Nordic Europe: ≈150 1910 to <10 1990-2025
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Assessing the social-democratic narrative

Basic fact: The enormous compression of income scale in
Nordic Europe did not prevent Nordic countries from
reaching the highest productivity level in the world (higher
than the US in spite of lower total public + private
expenditure in education)

Challenges to the equality narrative: the communist legacy,
and the US vs Europe comparison















“Communism in USSR or in Mao China was a disaster. This proves
that inequality is good and that excessive equality leads to poverty”

Except that USSR was not particularly egalitarian: in the 1980s,
income scale was more compressed in Sweden (and other social-
democratic European countries) than in USSR, and Sweden had one
of the highest productivity in the world. Soviet failure was not due to
excessive equality, but rather to authoritarian political & economic
system, lack of decentralization, rigid central planning, etc.

Regarding socioeconomic equality, 20c European social-democracy
(democratic socialism) was both more radical and a lot more
successful than Russian-Chinese communism











“US is more unequal than Europe and is more productive and innovative,
therefore inequality is good”

Except that US is not more productive than Europe: higher US per capita
GDP is obtained only via longer working hours (and bad well-being
outcomes) and high exchange rate. If one looks at PPP hourly productivity
(GDP per work hour), then the most productive and most equal European 
countries (DK DE FR GB NL NO SE) have the same productivity as the US 
since the 1980s-1990s, if not higher, in spite of lower education and health 
investment (public+private)

High US productivity in 19-20c came from educational advance over 
Europe (& relatively low inequality at the time)
Rising inequality since 1980s-1990s did not lead to higher growth













The Limited Long-Run Compression of Wealth Scale

Basic fact. The long-run compression of the wealth scale in rich
countries was less substantial than for the income scale (the
bottom 50% wealth has remained close to zero everywhere), but
still substantial if we look at the T10/M40 ratio or P90/P50 and
P99/P50 ratios.

In the long-run, the rise of the patrimonial middle classe (middle
40%) was arguably good for mobility and efficiency. In the future,
the same could happen with bottom 50%.
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Regression results on the effect of equality on productivity 

In theory the equality effect could be either <0 (equality bad for 
incentives) or >0 (equality good for inclusiveness, e.g. via more 
extended opportunities for poor children and adults)

We use multiple specifications in order to test for b<0 or b>0 : 
Prodit = a + b Equalit + ϵit
ProdGrowthRateit = a + b Equalit + ϵit
(+ controls: education expenditure, country-fixed effects, etc.)

With Equalit = B50/T10 posttax income ratio, wealth ratio (in-progress) 



Of course cross-country regression results will always be imperfect
and disputed (and should be).

However our broad comparative-historical coverage does deliver
consistent results: equality appears to have a positive impact on
growth, in addition to the positive effect of human capital (albeit
probably of a smaller magnitude)

Consistent with experimental studies: Banerjee et al 2021
(& land reform studies: Banerjee-Ghatak 2002; Banerjee-Iyer 2005)

At the very least, everybody should agree that high equality (≈
Nordic Europe 1990-2025) is not necessarily bad for prosperity & is
compatible with highest world productivity

https://economics.mit.edu/sites/default/files/2022-08/2021.12%20aeri.20200667.pdf
https://www.isid.ac.in/%7Etridip/Teaching/DevelopmentMicroeconomics/Readings/BanerjeeGertler&Ghatak-JPE2002.pdf
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/BanerjeeIyer2002.pdf












Political Equality as a Key Determinant of 
Socioeconomic Equality in the Long-Run

• Historical evidence demonstrates the key role of political transformations 
for the rise of equality over time and across societies

• French Revolution 1789: end of political privileges of the aristocracy & the 
clergy (new National Assembly) → immediate end of fiscal privileges, & 
major expropriation of church property

• Quasi-universal (male) suffrage 1792-1794: first progressive taxes
• Censitary suffrage 1815-1848: return of aristocrats, « milliard des émigrés » 

(1825), Haïti tribute, etc.
• Universal male suffrage in 1848-1852 and 1871-1914, but insufficient to 

deliver major reduction in inequality: it is the combination of formal 
political equality & social struggles (& sometime major shocks?) which 
have led to the long-run movement toward more socioeconomic equality 











The rise of political and socioeconomic equality : 
the case of the UK

• UK : interesting exemple of gradual evolution from ternary society to 
proprietarian society, and finally to social-democratic society (Labour 
party 1945) (and to neo-proprietarian society since Thatcher 1980s?), 
always with a Queen/King, a House of Lords and stable institutions (≠ 
France: opposite extreme: revolutions in 1789, 1848, 1871, etc)

• But British gradualism should not be exagerated: key role played by 
major crisis and uncertain trajectories and offshoots, e.g. during the 
battle over the People’s Budget in 1909-1911 (→rise of progressive 
taxation, fall of the House of Lords) and over Ireland 1860-1920 
(→fall of proprietarian-colonial ideology)



• First major shock: Dissolution-expropriation of Monastries 1530. 
Conflict between Henry VIII and the pope. 

• Ecclesiastical land and other property expropriated and sold to 
nobility and bourgeoisie (≈ French Revolution, but much earlier)

• Huge reduction of the number of spiritual vs temporal lords in 
House of Lords: half-half in 14c-15c, as opposed to 460 temporal 
lords (nobility) vs 28 spiritual lords (bishops) in 17c-19c

→ already a decisive step away from trifunctionnal society (based 
upon a relative balance of power beween clergy and nobility) and 
toward proprietarian society and ideology



• More generally, Britain has long been characterized by an unusually high 
concentration of land and other property among a very tiny nobility 

• Around 1880, 80% of UK land owned by 7000 families (<0,1% population), 
including over 50% of UK land owned by 250 families (<0,01% pop)

   (in comparison, French nobility owns only 25%-30% of land in 1789)
• The House of Lords (a few hundred families with hereditary seats) has veto 

power over all legislation until 1909-1911
• Almost all Prime Ministers come from House of Lords until late 19c-early 20c 

(Lord Salisbury, PM 1885-1892 and 1895-1902)
• The House of Commons also included many members of nobility: oldest sons 

of Lords waiting for their seat in House of Lords; youngest sons of Lords 
choosing a political career in the Commons; other members of titled nobility 
(baronets, knights) and untitled nobility (gentry)

• Until early 1860s, about 75% of the members of House of Commons belong 
to the nobility (<0,5% of the population) 



• The battle for universal suffrage in Britain: about 5% of adult males have 
the right to vote in 1820s → 14% after the 1832 electoral reform                   
→ 30% after the 1867 reform → 60% after the 1884 reform

• Other key reform: vote secrecy 1872 (before that: many uncontested seats)
→ between the 1860s and 1880s, massive democratization of the House of 
Commons → increased political legitimacy of House of Commons, pro-people 
turn of the Liberal Party (ex-Whigs) (replaced by Labour Party during 20c) 
(→ 100% male suffrage UK 1918, female 1928)
(more gradual process in the UK than in France: 1% 1815-1848 (censitary 
monarchies) → 100% 1871 Third Republic) 



The People’s Budget, Ireland 
and the fall of the House of Lords (1909-1911)

• But House of Lords still had veto power over all laws until the crisis of 1909-1911
• 1894: Lord Salisbury’s referendum theory: « If the Commons pass a law that was 

not explicitely annouced to the electorate before the election, then the Lords 
have the legitimacy to oppose it »

→ Lords from Conservative Party (Tories) put their veto on Gladstone (Liberal) bill 
on Ireland and regain power in 1895
• But in 1909 Liberals (Lloyd George) are back to power and provoke the Lords by 

adopting the « People’s Budget »: creation of a general progressive income tax, 
increased land tax and inheritance taxes on large property owners, so as to pay 
for a large rise in social spending (pensions etc.) 

• Very popular bill, but Lords choose to put their veto on the People’s Budget
• Lloyd George then asks the Commons to adopt a constitutionnal bill stating that 

Lords will not be able to veto money bills any more (and can veto other bills for at 
most one year) → new veto by the Lords → Lloyd George calls for new elections



• Liberals win again the elections, and the Lords finally accept in 1911 
to vote the People’s Budget and the constitutionnal law (under threat 
by George V to nominate 500 new Lords)

    (see Cannadine, The decline and fall of British aristocracy, YUP 1990)

→ beginning of a long process leading to a large reduction of inequality 
in Britain 1914-1970: rise of top progressive tax rates (up to 98% in 
post-WW2 period), absolute majority at the Commons for Labour Party 
in 1945, creation of National Health Service, etc.



• Other important step in the weakening of UK proprietarian ideology: the Ireland 
crisis

• Ireland in the 19c: quasi-colonial situation. Limited political rights for the Catholic 
majority (landless peasants) + huge concentration of land among absentee 
landlords (British Lords)

• 1845-1848 famine: 1M died  + 1,5M emigrated out of total pop of 8M
(comparable in magnitude and ideology to Bengal famine 1943-1944:                            
4M died out of 50M) (see Sen, Poverty and famines, OUP 1981)
• Beginning in 1860s-1870s, strong Irish movement to occupy parcels, stop paying 

rent and push the British landlords out 
→ long sequence of « anti-terrorists bills » but also of Irish Land Acts 1870, 1891, 
1903 gradually freezing rent payments and allowing peasants to purchase land at 
subsidized prices
→ step-by-step, these laws weaken the legitimacy of proprietarian ideology and 
lead to substantial land redistribution in a legal form, even before Irish 
Independance 1921-1937

https://academic.oup.com/book/32827


One man, 100 votes: extreme censitary inequality 
in Sweden (1865-1911)

• Sweden is generally regarded as a country with strong cultural 
egatirarian roots

• But in 1865-1911 it was the opposite: Sweden had the most extreme 
censitary inequality system in Europe

• Key lesson: there is no egalitarian or inegalitarian culture as such
• Inequality regimes depend on the balance of power between 

different social groups and political ideologies, and the prevailing 
equilibrium and dominant discourse can change very fast, in one way 
or another



• Swedish Riksdag 1527-1865: four parliamentary chambers in order to 
represent the nobility, the clergy, the urban bourgeoisie and the land-
owning peasantry. Separate votes among the four orders (like in French 
Etats généraux), but nobility over-represented in committees and 
governement, and king has decisive vote in case of tied vote 2-2

• As compared to France and Britain, Sweden had centralized censuses giving 
an official definition to the four orders, and in particular to the nobility 
(<0,5% population)

• 1865 constitutional reform: upper house elected by large property owners 
(<1% population), lower house elected by broader group (≈20% population), 
but with graduated voting rights depending on one’s taxes and property 
(fyrkar formula): from 1 vote to 100 votes in national elections



• In municipal elections, there was no maximum number of votes: very large 
property owners could have an infinite number of votes

• In effect, there were sevel dozen municipalities in Sweden where one voter 
had more than 50% of the voting right (including the municipality of the 
Prime Minister in the 1880s, Earl Arvid Posse)

• Corporations also had the right to vote in municipal elections, in proportion 
to their assets and the taxes they paid

• Electoral reform in 1911, universal suffrage 1919-1921: huge popular 
mobilisation, social-democrats took power almost permanently in 1932-
2004 and used the country’s state capacity and administration for a 
completely different political project, so that Sweden became highly 
egalitarian (and also much richer)

• See E. Bengtsson, The Swedish Sonderweg in Question: Democratization and 
Inequality in Comparative Perspective, c. 1750–1920, Past and Present 2019 

http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/Bengtsson2019.pdf
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/Bengtsson2019.pdf


Are We on the Road to Global Equality?

GJR: the only way to reconcile prosperity 
for all countries and planetary habitability 
is a combination of energy transition, 
sufficiency (work time reduction, shift from 
material to immaterial sectors, change in 
food habits) & inequality compression (both 
to finance climate invt & ensure political 
support of bottom 90-95% in the North)

This would require strong pressure from 
global South & a new international order, 
including a shit from global plutocracy to 
global democracy 







































































Conclusion of Lecture 6
• We observe a positive relation in the long-run between equality,

development and prosperity. This appears to be closely related to 
the strong relation between modern prosperity & inclusive human 
capital investment.

• Political equality is a key determinant of socioeconomic equality 
in the long-run. But formal political equality may not be sufficient: 
social struggles and power relations matter. 

• Further inequatity compression seems to be needed in order to 
reconcile prosperity for all countries & planetary habitability.
This would require strong pressure from global South & a new 
international order, including a shit from global plutocracy to global 
democracy. 
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