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SOCIAL MOBILITY AND REDISTRIBUTIVE POLITICS*

THoMAS PIKETTY

Just like economists, voters have conflicting views about redistributive taxation
because they estimate its incentive costs differently. We model rational agents as
trying to learn from their dynastic income mobility experience the relative
importance of effort and predetermined factors in the generation of income
inequality and therefore the magnitude of these incentive costs. In the long run,
“left-wing dynasties”” believing less in individual effort and voting for more
redistribution coexist with ‘‘right-wing dynasties.”” This allows us to explain why
individual mobility experience and not only current income matters for political
attiitudes and how persistent differences in perceptions about social mobility can
generate persistent differences in redistribution across countries.

I. INTRODUCTION

This paper develops a rational-learning theory! of redistribu-
tive politics seeking to explain important stylized facts concerning
the effect of social mobility on both individual political attitudes
and aggregate political outcomes.

The idea that social mobility plays a crucial role in shaping
political attitudes (in particular toward redistribution) has a long
history in the social sciences. De Tocqueville [1835] first stressed
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1. That is, as we understand it, a theory precisely describing not only the
values and preferences individuals are promoting and the institutions aggregating
their actions, but also the information sets they are exposed to and the way they
learn from them. This differs from standard rational-choice theories, as well as from
most sociological “explanations” of the effect of one’s mobility experience on one’s
political attitudes.
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the idea that the difference in attitudes toward redistribution
between Europe and the United States could be explained by
presumed differences in mobility rates. Since then, many authors
have followed this line to explain the absence of any strong socialist
movement in the United States.2 On the other hand, comparative
empirical studies of social mobility rates have long demonstrated
the absence of any significant difference between industrial na-
tions.? Lipset and Bendix [1959] and Lipset [1966, 1977, 1992]
have repeatedly suggested that persistent differences between
European and U. S. redistributive politics may be due to persistent
differences in popular beliefs about social mobility.*

But social mobility is known to have crucial effects at the
individual level as well. Although current income is positively
correlated with voting attitudes toward redistribution (higher-
income groups vote less for left-wing redistributive policies), the
correlation is much less than one, and most of all the residual is
strongly correlated with past income: upwardly or downwardly
mobile voters always exhibit an intermediate position between
stable low-income and high-income voters; that is, Table I summa-
rizes the typical voting patterns observed across time and indus-
trial democracies with a remarkable degree of stability.¢ That is,
seven out of ten lower-class voters born in the lower class typically
vote for left-wing parties, against less than one-half of lower-class
voters born in the middle class. Similar qualitative results are
obtained in survey studies trying to isolate the specific redistribu-
tive component of political attitudes.” From this matrix it would
appear that parents’ income class determines one’s political atti-

2. Among which Marx [1852], Sombart [1906], and Petersen [1953].

3. See, e.g., Lipset and Bendix [1959] and Erikson and Goldthorpe [1985, 1992].

4. “What explains the contrast in the political values and allegiances of
American workers with those of other democratic nations? (. . .) the belief system
concerning class rigidities stemming from varying historical experiences (- - -) seems
much more important than slight variations in rates of mobility” [Lipset 1992, pp.
Xx—XXi].

5. A few studies found that upwardly mobile agents are on average more
right-wing than stable middle-class (mostly in the United States). However, later
studies have shown that this was nonrobust (see Thomson [1971]), and this thesis
has apparently been abandoned.

6. See, e.g., Abramson [1973], Thomson [1971], Boy [1980], and Cherkaoui
[1992]. This sociology/political science literature usually cuts the society in half:
lower-class, manual occupations; and middle-class, nonmanual occupations. Al-
though this is highly rudimentary, more sophisticated studies with more than two
income groups confirm the basic findings (see Turner [1992]), which casts serious
doubts on the simple measurement error explanation for these findings. Table I
does not show up simply because upper-half agents whose parents were in the upper
half are in fact richer than other upper-half agents.

7. Otherwise, one could argue that not only redistribution is involved when
voting for some political party. The point is that the same picture survives when
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TABLE 1
PERCENTAGE OF VOTES FOR LEFT-WING PARTIES AS A FUNCTION OF INDIVIDUAL
MoBILITY EXPERIENCE

Respondent’s income

Low income High income
Low income 72% 38%
Parents income
High income 49% 24%

(Average matrix for six countries: Germany 1953, Britain 1962, United States, 1953, Finland 1949, France
1966, Norway 1957. Standard deviation = 5.78%.
Source. Cherkaoui [1992, p. 189].

tudes almost as much as one’s current income, whereas straight
economic rationality should imply that only current income and
not past family income® should determine one’s interests in
redistribution, as in the standard public-choice models of redistribu-
tive politics.?

Our primary objective is to provide a common framework to
account for these various stylized facts and, by doing so, to develop
a new conceptual framework to think about redistributive politics.
The basic idea of our theory is that voters may develop conflicting
views about redistribution not because they are maximizing differ-
ent objective functions but rather because through their various
mobility experiences they (rationally) happen to learn and to
believe different things concerning the incentive costs of redistribu-
tive taxation for society as a whole. That is, our modeling exercise
consists of describing rational agents as having a priori the same
distributive goals and as trying to learn from their income trajec-

survey studies directly ask the agents what they think about inequality and
redistribution. See the studies edited by Turner [1992].

8. Unless one assumes that there are strong ‘“‘dynastic permanent-income”
effects. That is, one could reconcile Table I with a simple model of selfish,
forward-looking, and well-informed voters only by assuming that ability exhibits
sufficient memory along dynastic histories, so that kids’ income prospects depend
sufficiently on the grandparents’ achievements for a given parental income. We feel
that such an alternative explanation would eventually have to deal with the
formation of beliefs about such dynastic transmission processes, which would bring
it very close to the theory developed in this paper.

9. See, e.g., Mueller [1989] for the standard economic models of redistributive
politics. Aside from the stylized facts mentioned above (which by nature these
theories cannot accommodate), the basic prediction according to which a lower
median-income/mean-income ratio should result in higher redistribution does not
seem to be particularly consistent with the evidence (see, e.g., Perotti [1994] and
subsequent references). See Piketty [1993] for an alternative viewpoint on the
political economy of redistribution with perfectly informed, selfish voters.
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tory not only the mobility matrix of their society but mostly how
responsive individual probabilities of promotions and achieve-
ments are to individual effort (as opposed to predetermined factors
that are beyond one’s control), so as to evaluate the incentive costs
of redistributive taxation. However, completely learning the rela-
tive role of effort in the generation of inequality would require a lot
of costly experimentation that each single generation is not willing
to undertake, which implies that in the long run different income
histories lead dynasties to converge toward different beliefs regard-
ing society’s mobility parameters and therefore different beliefs
concerning the socially optimal redistribution rate.

The key point is that in the long run the same reasons lead
some dynasties to support higher redistributive taxation and at the
same time to supply less effort, while some other dynasties support
lower redistribution and at the same time work harder to be
successful. Namely, in the long run some dynasties believe (maybe
rightly) that predetermined factors are more important than
individual effort in shaping individual achievements, while some
others believe (maybe rightly) that individual effort is the key to
success and social rigidities are second-order.!? This implies that in
steady state there are more “‘left-wing dynasties’ in the lower class
and more “right-wing dynasties” in the middle class (regardless of
which dynasties have the “‘right” beliefs, if any), although every-
body started with the same distributive goal. Moreover, upwardly
and downwardly mobile groups include intermediate fractions of
left-wing and right-wing dynasties as compared with stable lower-
class and upper-class agents, which leads exactly to the voting
patterns depicted in Table I.

The multiplicity of steady states explains at the same time why
different countries can remain in different redistributive equilib-
ria, although the underlying structural parameters of mobility are
essentially the same. This is particularly likely if a country
exhibited for some time in the past a significantly different
experience of social mobility before joining the “‘common” pattern.
The “canonical’”’ application is the United States, whose nine-
teenth century mobility and class structure differed significantly
from that of Europe before the two countries converged in the
twentieth century.!!

10. In fact, there is a whole continuum in between these two extreme
dynasties.

11. Note that this provides a more rigorous explanation for this persistence
phenomenon than the sociologists’ ‘“‘explanation” referred to above. Our theory



