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Recent research on occupational mobility across generations has found few differences among advanced, industrialized countries. Nineteenth century observers such as de Tocqueville and Marx, however, saw vast differences in mobility between the U.S. and Europe, perceptions that persist to the present day despite the similarity of modern mobility rates. Research by Long and Ferrie has shown that substantial differences in intergenerational occupational mobility between Britain and the U.S. can be discerned in the middle of the nineteenth century, even after accounting for differences in these countries' occupational structures, but that those differences are no longer apparent by the second half of the twentieth century.

The comparison between the U.S. and Britain, though of great interest because of the long historical and economic ties between them, may reflect differences in economic development in the mid-nineteenth century: Britain had already seen substantial urbanization and exit from agriculture, and was well into the Second Industrial Revolution by 1850, while the U.S. remained a largely rural and agricultural economy at that date, though substantial industrial activity had begun by then, particularly in New England. We reduce the impact of some of these differences by adding France as a third point of comparison. In the mid-nineteenth century, France was more similar to the U.S. than was Britain in its ruralness, the size of its farm sector, and how far its industrialization had advanced. If differences between the U.S. and France are nonetheless apparent, they must be attributed to something other than where these countries were located in these measures of economic development.

We ask specifically whether differences in intergenerational occupational mobility between France and the U.S. were actually as great as contemporary observers asserted, why such differences might have existed, and how any mobility differences between these two economies evolved from the 19th to the 20th century. To do this, we use: (1) data from French civil records that document the occupations of several thousand pairs of fathers and sons from throughout the 19th century and the Formation Qualification Professionnelle (FQP) survey of 4,700 father-son pairs from the late 20th century, and (2) data from the U.S. on 75,000 father-son pairs from 1850 to 1920 and the 1973 Occupational Changes in a Generation (OCG) survey of 10,000 father-son pairs.

We compare the occupations of sons to those of their fathers twenty to thirty years earlier using (1) a set of four broad occupational categories that we have defined consistently for both France and the U.S.; and (2) a measure of the association between fathers’ and sons’ occupational categories (the Altham statistic) that abstracts from differences either across countries or within countries over time in the distribution of people across occupations. A smaller Altham statistic indicates a weaker association between the occupation of a father and that of his son, and therefore reveals greater intergenerational occupational mobility.

Over the third quarter of the nineteenth century, intergenerational mobility was greater in the U.S. than in France (the Altham statistic was 11.91 for the U.S. and 19.46 for France, while the difference between them in the association between fathers’ and sons’ occupations was statistically significant). At the same time, mobility in both countries was greater than it was in Britain (with an Altham statistic of 23.99 and a statistically significant difference compared to both France and the U.S.). By the third quarter of the twentieth century, intergenerational mobility had fallen in both France and the U.S. (the Altham statistic rising to 26.16 in France and 20.76 in the U.S.), though mobility remained virtually unchanged in Britain (its Altham statistic rose only slightly to 24.03).

Though the magnitude of the Altham statistic was similar in all three countries by the third quarter of the twentieth century, there remained some differences in the specific patterns of association between fathers’ and sons’ occupations. We cannot reject the null hypothesis at any conventional significance level that the patterns of association were the same in Britain and the U.S. in the decades after World War Two, nor can we reject this null hypothesis at the 5% level for Britain and France. For France and the U.S., however, we can conclude that some differences in these patterns of association remained even as the gap in overall mobility between them narrowed from the nineteenth century to the twentieth.

As de Tocqueville and Marx noted at the time, the U.S. was indeed more occupationally mobile than France in the middle of the nineteenth century. After accounting for differences between the two countries in the distribution of occupations, we show that intergenerational occupational mobility was greater in the U.S. than in France, though the U.S. advantage was less than that over Britain at the same time. By the last quarter of the twentieth century, the differences among all three countries had narrowed considerably.

We conclude with an explanation of the nineteenth century differences and why they narrowed in the twentieth century, focusing on differences between the U.S. and France apart from differences in urbanization, the size of the farm sector, or the extent of industrialization: differences in (1) access to education; (2) opportunities for occupational advancement through migration to rapidly growing and newly developing regions; and (3) the extent to which political and social upheavals removed institutional impediments to mobility, the influence of landed wealth and the growth of state employment.

