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Roadmap of the lecture
• The Construction & Deconstruction of Left-Right Conflict:            

the Rural Poor & the French Revolution
• Class Conflict vs Territorial Conflict: France 1789-2027
• Class Conflit vs Racial Conflict: US 1776-2028
• Brahmin Left vs Merchant Right: Education Cleavage Reversal in 

Western Democracies 1948-2026
• Return of Left-Right Conflict: India 1947-2029, Brasil 1988-2026
• Eco-Socialists, Liberal-Globalists & Techno-Nationalists:                

the Rise of Tripartition & the Divided Elite and People
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The Construction & Deconstruction of Left-Right Conflict
• In its purest form, the left-right political conflict is supposed to be about class 

conflict:  lower classes vote (a lot) more for the left, upper classes vote (a lot) 
more for the right → political conflict focuses on the question of social 
inequalities → rise of social State, progressive taxation & public services

≈ more or less what happened in Western & Nordic Europe & US 1910-1990: 
consolidation of electoral democracy, rise of unprecedented prosperity
• Pb: the class structure is always multidimensional: wealth (capital ownership), 

income, education, occupation, sector (manufacturing, agriculture, services), 
status (wage earner, self-employed), territory (urban/rural), gender, origins, 
religion, etc. → building majoritarian alliances with multidimensional geosocial
class structures is always a very fragile, complex & never-ending process

• French Revolution 1789: birth of left-right conflict (key fight over king veto power)…               
& immediate weakening/complexification of cleavage structure: division btw urban
poor (left) vs rural poor (right) → key source of political fragmentation until today



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

The Rural Poor & the French Revolution: Bois 1960-Tilly 1964



P. Bois, 1960

In 1789, peasants were strongly mobilized to get rid 
of elite power and feudal privileges of the nobility 
and the clergy. Key role of revolutionary peasantry. 
(see Cahiers de doléances 1789; see also 18c rise of 
peasant revolts studied by Nicolas 2002)

So why did so many peasants turned against the 
Revolution during the Vendée insurrection of 1793 
& kept voting for the conservatives (monarchists, 
bonapartists & later right-wing groups) in 19c-20c?

Bois 1960. West vs east divide of Sarthe: key role of 
ecclesiastical property (auctionned to urban elites 
→ peasants turn against Revolution) vs aristocratic 
property (republicain peasants).



C. Tilly, 1964

Tilly 1964: analysis of the case of Maine-et-Loire & 
Vendée, same conclusions as Bois 1960 for Sarthe. 
Peasants turn againts the Revolution in areas where 
ecclesiastical property was plentiful and was mostly 
acquired by urban elite in order to pay off the 
public debt (held by urban elites…)

In Cahiers de doléances 1789, the most 
revolutionary areas are often those which turned 
most strongly against the Revolution in 1793-1794

The « conservatism of peasants » should not be 
viewed as a natural fact, but rather as the 
outcome of a complex socio-political process 
involving major rural disapointement after 1789



A. Siegfried, 1913

Bois 1960-Tilly 1964: very different 
conclusions (and arguably more convincing) 
about the formation of political cleavages 
than Siegfried 1913 (founding book of French 
political science and electoral geography)

Siegfried collects canton-level electoral data 
1871-1910 and argues that right-wing vote 
(conservatives, monarchists, catholics) is larger 
and center/center-left vote (republicans) is 
lower in rural areas with stronger control of 
the electorate by land owners (higher land 
concentration) & the clergy (catholic schools). 



A. Siegfried, 1913

More detailed sources collected by Bois-Tilly in 
Cahiers de doléances and electoral registries show 
that Siegfried’s conclusions are not robust Key 
issue : church property vs aristocratic property in 
1789, peasant disapointment on church property

Our book with J. Cagé largely confirms Bois-Tilly 
conclusions: peasants turn to the right when they 
are disapointed with the left (& not just because 
they are controlled by right-wing elites)

This historical perspective is also useful to 
understand the return of a large rural-urban 
political divide in the early 21c



Lipset-Rokkan 1967: founding work on the 
changing structure of party systems and 
political cleavages
Main thesis: modern democracies are 
characterized by two major revolutions –
national and industrial – that have generated 
four main cleavages, with varying importance 
across countries: center vs periphery; state vs 
churches; agriculture vs manufacturing; 
workers vs employers/owners. Country-specific 
party systems attempt to form majoritarian 
coalitions based on this complexity. 
Limited historical & comparative perspective 
(Europe-centered, nothing on racial/ethnic 
conflict), but still very relevant today

Lipset & Rokkan, 1967
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Class Conflict vs Territorial Conflict: France 1789-2027







Raw material : electoral registers 1789-2022
Legislative elections of 1849 : Canton de Cambrai-Est (Nord)



Raw material : electoral registers 1789-2022
Legislative elections of 1910 : Canton de Cambrai-Est (Nord)



• Very granular data on votes (all legislative & 
presidential elections 1848-2022 and referenda 
1793-2005) & sociodemographic variables 
(occupation, education, income, wealth, etc.): 

• Exemple with per capita fiscal income in 2022: 
19 200 euros on average in france

• But average per capita income is only 8 900 
euros in Roubaix (Nord)

• It reaches 107 600 euros in the 7th 
arrondissement of Paris

• A gap of 1 to 13



• Very granular data on votes (all legislative & 
presidential elections 1848-2022 and referenda 
1793-2005) & sociodemographic variables 
(occupation, education, income, wealth, etc.): 

• Exemple with average real estate value per 
housing unit in 2022: 219 500 euros on 
average in france

• But average real estate value is only 65 400 
euros à Vierzon (Cher).

• It reaches 819 300 euros in Saint-Marc-
Jaumegarde (Bouches-du-Rhône) & 1 268 500 
euros in the 7th arrondissement of Paris

• A gap of 1 to 20





























Class Conflit vs Racial Conflict: US 1776-2028
• The US party system is often viewed as very bizarre from the 

perspective of « European », « standard » left vs right view of politics. 
But maybe it is not so bizarre if we take a very long-run perspective.

• How is it that the pro-slavery party (Democrats in 1860) gradually 
became the New Deal party (Roosevelt 1932) and the Progressives/Civil 
Rights/Left-wing party (Kennedy/Clinton/Obama)?                                  
And also more recently the high-education, high-income party. 

• And conversely how is it that the free-labour party (Lincoln’s Republicans 
in 1860) gradually became the pro-business pro-laissez-faire party 
(Hoover 1928) and the anti-minority party (Trump 2016 & 2024)?                      
And also more recently the pro-white-poor party (≈Democrats 19c).

• To understand these evolutions one needs a multi-dimensional view of 
politics: income vs race vs regionalism vs money vs free-trade etc.

• There is nothing « normal » in one-dimensional class-based conflict



• N. Barreyre, L’or et la liberté – Une histoire 
spatiale des Etats-Unis après la guerre de 
sécession (Ed. EHESS 2014) 

   Gold and freedom – The political economy of    
reconstruction (Un.Virginia Press 2015)
• Very interesting book on the changing 

structure of US political conflict 1860-1884
• Q.: How did the Democrats (who lost 1860 

election against Lincoln’s Republicans and lost 
the Civil War) manage to reconstruct 
themselves and win the 1884 presid. election?

• A.: New South-Midwest coalition against the 
blacks and against the North-East financial elite 
(free-labour capitalism Republican ideology not 
well suited to adress all issues). 



• Free-labour Republican coalition quickly looses its majority, first because 
divided Reps soon abandon the South to segregationnists democrats: by 
1868-1870, end of any serious attempt to impose racial equality and black 
suffrage; 14th amendment never applied, partly because Reps were strongly 
attached literacy tests on Irish migrants in Mass and NY (Democrats favour Irish 
naturalization & white migrants in the North and black lynching in the South)

• And next because on the two other major policy issues of the day (war debt 
repayment: hard vs soft money, interest vs veteran pension; manufacturing 
protection/federal tariff vs free trade/no federal tax), Democrats are able to 
attract lower-class & middle-class white voters from the West and the North-
East by describing the Republicans as captured by North-East 
financial/manufacturing elite

• 1884 Democrat winning coalition: already the flavour of the New Deal « left-
wing » 1932 coalition… except that strongly anti-black (until 1960-1964, when 
South vote turn from Dems to Reps)



• Between the 1940s and 1960s, Democrats choose to turn pro-Civil rights and 
to loose the South. Why?

• International factors: post-WW2 cold war context, anti-Nazi coalition with 
Soviet Union, decolonization, competition with USSR for moral leadership and 
prestige. Being openly racist is very costly on the international scene in the 
1950s-1960s. In the 1980s, Reps still oppose sanctions against Apartheid 
regime in South Regime, but not the Democrats: complete change as compared 
to 1860-1930.

• Domestic factors: the post-Great-Depression New Deal social policy platform 
(social security, health and unemployment insurance, progressive taxation, 
etc.) favours all the poor, black and white;  so it makes little sense for the New 
Deal party to seek support from poor whites and not from poor blacks 

→ the rise of New-Deal class-based conflit in the US 1930-1980… but racial 
conflict never disappeared & made a come-back from Nixon-Reagan in the 
1970s-1980s to Trump 2010s-2020s (welfare, crime etc. rather than segregation) 





















Brahmin Left vs Merchant Right: Education Cleavage Reversal 
in Western Democracies 1948-2026



• WPID: based upon post-electoral surveys from 50 countries over 1948-2026
• Unfortunately, these post-electoral surveys have limited sample size.                        

In addition, there exists no survey at all before the 1940s-1950s               
• In order to study longer time periods & to provide more detailed 

decompositions of socioeconomic cleavages vs territorial cleavages, one needs 
to use other data sources: granular local-level election results matched with 
local-level census & fiscal data. Requires a lot more work, country by country.

• The key advantage of WPID is that surveys are easily available & allow us to 
identify a striking transformation: the rise of Brahmin Left vs Merchant Right 
multiple-elite cleavage structure, i.e. the reversal of the education cleavage in 
nearly all Western democracies since 1980s-1990s

• A central finding to be further investigated with more granular data



























Return of Left-Right Conflict: India 1947-2029, Brasil 1988-2026
• It is critical to look at changing political cleavages outside the West
• The breakdown of the left-right class-based party system observed in 

the West between 1950-1980 and 1990-2025 does not hold 
everywhere. E.g. in India or Brasil, one observes a move toward a more 
class-based party system since the 1980s-1990s (to some extent, and 
despite adverse international trends making redistributive policies 
hard to conduct & structure rise of new ecological-territorial conflict). 
I.e. different political strategies and coalitions can make difference.

• The structure of class-based vs identity-based conflict can take various 
forms and ought to be analyzed in a comparative spirit.                                                  
E.g. anti-Muslim cleavages play a key role in India & are in a way closer 
to the European identity-based conflicts than to the US racial divide.



















• The case of Brasil is very different, but also illustrates a case of gradual 
policy-based development of a class-based conflict

• The first elections with universal suffrage took place in 1989 in Brasil 
(1890-1964: suffrage restricted to literate population;                          
1964-1985: military dictatorship)

• Many political parties, including PT (Workers Party), which intially 
attracted urban wage earners from manufacturing sector & intellectuals

• It is during PT’s experience in power in 2002-2014 that the PT electorate 
started to concentrate upon lower-income and lower-education voters 
(following redistributive policies: Bolsa Familia, minimum wage, etc.)

• Like India, Brasil’s experience also shows that it is difficult to develop a 
redistributive policy agenda in the current global ideological context, 
that is more favourable to identity-based conflict and nationalists





Conclusion of Lecture 8 and Course.                                       
Eco-Socialists, Liberal-Globalists & Techno-Nationalists: 
the Rise of Tripartition & the Divided Elite and People

• The Industrial Revolution & the Global Climate Crisis have 
generated deep multi-dimensional socioeconomic conflict & 
development clevages. Building majoritarian coalitions to address 
these challenges is inherently complicated & unstable. 

• Socialism, liberalism, nationalism: key ideological tripartition since 
18c-19c, still very relevant for 21c

• Democratic deliberation & confrontation were able to overcome 
these complications in the past, and hopefully will do the same in 
the future. Research in social sciences/economic history/economics 
/historical political economy can play a useful role in this process!
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