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S. Kuznets, 1953 A. Atkinson, A. Harrison, 1978A. Hanson Jones, 1977

Historical research on inequality: coping with national accounting



1929: Annales HES 1994: Annales HSS1946: Annales ESC

Annales School: very closely linked to the history of EHESS



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)



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

From prices and incomes to the study of property structures



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

Goy & Le Roy Ladurie, 
1982

From prices, wages and incomes to political mobilisations



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



S. Kuznets, 1953 A. Atkinson, A. Harrison, 1978

Historical research on inequality: coping with national accounting

















Contents of the book
• Chapter 1. The Movement toward Equality: The First Milestones
• Chapter 2. The Slow Deconcentration of Power and Property
• Chapter 3. The Heritage of Slavery and Colonialism
• Chapter 4. The Question of Reparations
• Chapter 5. Revolution, Status, and Class
• Chapter 6. The “Great Redistribution”: 1914–1980
• Chapter 7. Democracy, Socialism, and Progressive Taxation
• Chapter 8. Real Equality against Discrimination
• Chapter 9. Exiting Neocolonialism
• Chap. 10. Toward a Democratic, Ecological & Multicultural Socialism











Summing up

• An historical movement toward equality took place since the 18th 
century, and especially in the 20th century

• How did it happen and what does this imply for the future? 
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Contents of the book
• Chapter 1. The Movement toward Equality: The First Milestones
• Chapter 2. The Slow Deconcentration of Power and Property
• Chapter 3. The Heritage of Slavery and Colonialism
• Chapter 4. The Question of Reparations
• Chapter 5. Revolution, Status, and Class
• Chapter 6. The “Great Redistribution”: 1914–1980
• Chapter 7. Democracy, Socialism, and Progressive Taxation
• Chapter 8. Real Equality against Discrimination
• Chapter 9. Exiting Neocolonialism
• Chap. 10. Toward a Democratic, Ecological & Multicultural Socialism



Summing up

• The historical movement toward equality was made possible by powerful
popular mobilizations since the 18th century, and in particular by 
socialist/working-class movements in the 20th century

• It will also require very powerful collective organizations and 
mobilizations in the 21st century if we are to continue the historical
movement toward equality





























Summing up

• The historical movement toward equality was made possible by powerful
popular mobilizations since the 18th century, and in particular by 
socialist/working-class movements in the 20th century

• It will also require very powerful collective organizations and 
mobilizations in the 21st century if we are to continue the historical
movement toward equality

• Key question: the rise & fall (& rebirth?) of the left-right class cleavage
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Key questions: (1) Who votes for whom and why?
(2) The rise & fall (& rebirth?) of the left-right class cleavage

What do we know about the interaction between political cleavages and 
socioeconomic inequality and its evolution over time?

On-going research program using post-electoral surveys: 
See  World Political Clevages and Inequality Database, WPID.world
See also Brahmin Left vs Merchant Right: Changing Political Cleavages in 21 
Western Electoral Democracies, 1948-2020 (with A. Gethin, C. Martinez-
Toledano, QJE 2022)
→ this research program offers interesting comparative pespectives on the 
changing effects of income, wealth, education, gender, etc., on political attitudes, 
but unfortunately with a limited time span (post-WW2) and limited sample sizes

http://wpid.world/
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/GMP2022QJE.pdf










• 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, and also in order to provide more 
detailed decompositions of socioeconomic cleavages vs territorial cleavages, 
one needs to use other data sources: local-level election results matched with 
local-level census & fiscal data

• In this lecture, I will focus upon the presentation of the new research
presented in « A History of Political Conflict – Elections and Social 
Inequalities in France 1789-2022 » (Seuil 2023, forthcoming Harvard 
University Press 2024)



Harvard UP 2025Seuil 2023



Summing up our main conclusions

• The left-right class cleavage is a very complex and fragile historical
construction: one needs to put together very different lower-class voters
into the same coalition, irrespective of geography, sector, origins, religion, 
gender, etc., which requires a very powerful unifying ideology and platform

• This was made possible thanks to powerful socialist/working-class 
movements in the 20th century, and this will also require powerful
collective organizations and mobilizations in the 21st century if we are to 
escape from the « brahmin left » vs « merchant right » battle of elites
between liberals and nationalists



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



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 new 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
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Qui vote pour qui et pourquoi ?

• Travail inédit de numérisation des données électorales et socio-
économiques couvrant plus de deux siècles au niveau des 36 000 communes

• Données électorales :
• Toutes les élections législatives de 1848 à 2022.
• Toutes les élections présidentielles de 1848 à 2022.
• Référendums de 1793, 1795, 1946, 1992 & 2005.

• Données socio-économiques :
• Taille d’agglomération et de commune.
• Secteur d’activité et profession.
• Niveau de propriété et de revenu, etc.

• Comparaison de la structure des électorats sur longue période.



Matériaux bruts utilisés : les procès-verbaux électoraux
Elections législatives de 1849 : Canton de Cambrai-Est (Nord)



Matériaux bruts utilisés : les procès-verbaux électoraux
Elections législatives de 1910 : Canton de Cambrai-Est (Nord)





Utilisation des variations entre communes
L’exemple du revenu

• En 2022, le revenu moyen annuel par 
habitant est de 19 200 euros. 

• Cette moyenne est de seulement 8 900 à 
Roubaix (Nord).

• Elle atteint 60 700 euros au Touquet 
(Pas-de-Calais),

• Et 107 600 euros dans le 7e 
arrondissement de Paris.



Utilisation des variations entre communes
L’exemple du capital immobilier

• En 2022, le capital immobilier moyen 
(valeur moyenne des logements) est de 
219 500 euros. 

• Cette moyenne est de seulement 65 400 
euros à Vierzon (Cher).

• Elle atteint 819 300 euros à Saint-Marc-
Jaumegarde (Bouches-du-Rhône),

• Et 1 268 500 euros dans le 7e 
arrondissement de Paris.









































Le basculement rural du vote FN-RN



Le FN et les immigrés : du conflit à la séparation





Un électorat RN populaire mais propriétaire



Les contradictions du bloc national: RN, Reconquête, LR



Les contradictions du bloc de gauche social-écologique











Des clivages électoraux de plus en plus déterminés par 
des enjeux socio-économiques et non identitaires



La tripartition: un système très instable



Summing up

• The left-right class cleavage is a very complex and fragile historical
construction: one needs to put together very different lower-class voters
into the same coalition, irrespective of geography, sector, origins, religion, 
gender, etc., which requires a very powerful unifying ideology and platform

• This was made possible thanks to powerful socialist/working-class 
movements in the 20th century, and this will also require powerful
collective organizations and mobilizations in the 21st century if we are to 
escape from the « brahmin left » vs « merchant right » battle of elites
between liberals and nationalists and to continue the historical
movement toward equality
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