SOCIAL MOBILITY IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN

Social mobility across generations was surprisingly high in nineteenth-century Britain. According to new research by Jason Long, which looks at more than 50,000 men across three generations, a half of sons ended up in a different occupational class than their father, and 27% moved up.

Nevertheless, social mobility in Britain was significantly lower than in 1970 and lower than in the United States in the nineteenth century. From the nineteenth century, however, Britain and the United States moved in opposite directions, with mobility increasing in Britain and dramatically decreasing in the United States.

The degree of socio-economic mobility in a labour market has important implications for economic efficiency and for economic equality. Social and occupational rigidities hinder the efficient allocation of labour and exacerbate inequalities in the distribution of earnings, wealth, education, and other social indicators.

The empirical analysis of mobility from a historical perspective has been limited by the availability of appropriate data; economic historians typically lack the sort of longitudinal or survey data used by modern economists and sociologists to study mobility.

Existing studies of mobility in nineteenth-century England rely on data from marriage registries, which are subject to some serious limitations. The most serious is the ‘snapshot’ problem: in observing father and son’s occupation at one point in time, when the son is typically a relatively young adult, it is doubtful that one observes true occupational mobility over the course of two generations.

It is quite likely that many sons would have changed job and social class after marriage and that upward mobility would dominate downward as sons gained skills and experience. Mobility measures derived from marriage registries would therefore be likely to underestimate the true degree of intergenerational mobility, with estimates of upward mobility being particularly downward biased.

Related to this is the other fundamental and serious limitation of the marriage registries as a source: they offer no information at all on intragenerational mobility, that is, mobility over the course of the individual’s work life.

Long addresses these problems by using a rich new data source to measure both inter- and intragenerational social mobility in nineteenth-century England and Wales.

With information on more than 54,000 males from three generations, linked across three censuses from 1851 to 1901, it is possible to observe social mobility along two dimensions: first, across generations from 1851 to 1881 and from 1881 to 1901, controlling for life-cycle effects in both cases; and second, within a generation from 1851 to 1881.

Results from these data are then compared with results generated from a parallel linked census data set from the United States from 1850 to 1880 and with results generated from British data collected in 1972.

Long finds that the rate of intragenerational mobility in Britain from 1851 to 1881 was substantial: 44% of males in their twenties changed occupational class over the period. For this reason, previous estimates of intergenerational mobility are significantly too low. Half, rather than a third, of sons ended up in a different class than their father, and 27% rather than 19% moved up.

If mobility in Britain was greater than previously believed, still it was significantly lower than in 1970 and lower than in the United States in the nineteenth century. From the nineteenth century, however, Britain and the United States have moved in opposite directions, with mobility increasing in Britain and dramatically decreasing in the United States.
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