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Which societies tend to generate a fair distribution of opportunities, and which societies fail to do so? 
Although it is a question older than the disciplines of sociology, economics and history themselves, it still 
occupies a central place in those fields. In fact, recent concerns about the growth of inequality and the 
decline of mobility have placed the issue of social mobility back on the agenda. Is the United States still the 
“land of opportunity” – and has it become less or more so during recent decades (Chetty et al. 2017; Chetty, 
Hendren, Kline, and Saez 2014; Chetty, Hendren, Kline, Saez, et al. 2014; Lee and Solon 2009)? Is 
intergenerational mobility higher in egalitarian Sweden than elsewhere, and is it indeed higher today than 
in the past (G. Clark 2014)? As such questions have regained in prominence in the social sciences they have 
at times led to surprising answers. Relative income mobility does not appear to be in decline today but 
instead seems to be remarkably stable in the long run. As the effects of common explanations for social 
mobility or the lack thereof (education, economic growth, inequality) are thrown into fresh doubt, more 
research seems needed on the factors influencing the opportunities for social mobility in different societal 
contexts. 

The current paper seeks to contribute to this challenge by examining long-term trends in social 
mobility in Flanders (Belgium) from 1400 to 1800. The analysis of newly gathered archival data on intra-
generational mobility aims to contribute to our understanding of the long-term history of social mobility, 
and its relation to economic growth, inequality, and cultural change.  
 
State of the art 
 
The evolution of social mobility since the middle ages until the onset of modern economic growth in the 
nineteenth century has – often implicitly – been part of any interpretation seeking to understand social 
mobility today. Ingrained in the very foundations of modern sociological scholarship on social mobility, 
was the belief that modernity had brought about more dynamic channels of vertical mobility than in the 
pre-modern past.  

Although based on fragmentary evidence, Sorokin established already in 1927 a diminishing 
correlation between the occupational status of fathers and sons, and imagined the growth of opportunities 
for lifetime mobility – trends which he deemed responsible for a deplorable rise of loneliness and moral 
disintegration in modern society (Sorokin 1998). The functionalist theory of mobility that dominated the 
sociological discipline in the 1960s and 1970s shared the implicit belief in the contrast between a highly 
mobile modern society, and a stable, immovable past (Kerr et al. 1960). Since modern economies relied on 
the principles of achievement and universalism, this implied a weakening of the association between social 
origins and destinations. By contrast, traditional societies were supposed to have been dominated by 
principles of ascription and particularism – and thus by low rates of social mobility (an overview in 
Goldthorpe 2005). Most influentially, Treiman argued that industrialization and technological advances 
necessarily made recruitment processes more universalistic and meritocratic (Treiman 1970).  

Historians of the medieval and early modern period did not necessarily disagree with such an 
assessment. Following in the footsteps of nineteenth-century greats such as Werner Sombart, Jacob 



Burckhardt and Max Weber, many historians believed that there was at least some truth to the appeals of 
religious and moral authorities to the god-ordained and immovable nature of social rank and status (Herlihy 
1973, 624). Both the industrial and the French Revolution were then seen as events that put an end to this 
period of relative immobility. Especially in the 1970s and 1980s a rich historiographical tradition attempted 
to chart the rise of new social groups in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries comprised of 
individuals who had earned their wealth in trade and industry, and had managed to gain access to the 
political, social and economic elite of western societies. The underlying premise was that the ascent of the 
bourgeoisie was a marker of how elites were opened up, and how this resulted in unprecedented levels of 
social mobility (***Italy: Del Pane; France: Daumard; Kaelble 1985; Balthasar; Hannes; De Belder for the 
Netherlands, overview in Vanhaute 1999).  

In recent decades, different developments have given rise to serious challenges to this distinction 
between modern and pre-modern societies. For one thing, functionalist explanations have given way to 
micro-level approaches that favour micro-level economic processes over macro-level models as 
explanations for changes in mobility rates (Goldthorpe and Goldthorpe 2000). This has raised the question 
whether such micro-level economic processes were indeed fundamentally different across time. Moreover, 
a growing body of empirical work in sociology has tended to show very little variation over time in modern 
mobility rates – to such a degree even that it has become established as an ‘empirical regularity’ 
(Goldthorpe 2005).  

Other developments have also contributed to a growing scepticism about long-term developments in 
mobility across time. Since the 1970s many sociologists and economists have turned their attention away 
from structural or absolute mobility, and to an almost exclusive focus on relative or circular mobility 
(Featherman, Jones, and Hauser 1975). This shift in attention has made it less straightforward to assume 
that relative mobility changed radically between the early modern and modern period, since abstraction 
should then be made of the absolute effects sorted by the structural transformations caused by 
industrialization and globalization. Especially since studies of migration, apprenticeship, and guilds in early 
modern Europe have consistently indicated that many types of mobility were more frequent well before the 
nineteenth century than had previously been assumed (Wallis 2008; Winter 2013; Lucassen, Lucassen, and 
Manning 2010; Epstein and Prak 2008). Local studies of wealth and income mobility, although limited in 
chronological scope, have similarly suggested that relative mobility was higher than expected in early 
modern Europe (Friedrichs 2014; Hanus 2012). This revisionism has been complemented by a growing body 
of historical work indicating no increasing openness of elites during the period of industrialisation (Van 
Leeuwen and Maas 1991). 

As a result of these developments, there is now no longer an accepted model that assumes the long-
term rise of social mobility from pre-modern and modern societies. In fact, the only major attempt to chart 
trends in social mobility levels from the middle ages until today, has arrived at the remarkable conclusion 
that there were no trends (G. Clark 2014). Nevertheless, on-going debates about the growing oligarchisation 
of political elites in early modern Europe (Liddy 2017), the creeping closure of guild institutions (De Munck 
2017) and confraternities (Van Dijck 2012; Ryckbosch and Decraene 2014) in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, and the growth of inequality across early modern Europe (Alfani and Ryckbosch 
2016) call for a reconsideration of the development of social mobility in the centuries preceding the 
industrial revolution. However, given the limitations of the surnames-based methodology employed in 
Clark’s study, it thus far remains impossible to chart temporal changes in rates of mobility in a more fine-
grained way. It will thus be up to a new generation of mobility studies to show in which direction mobility 
evolved, where rupture or continuity prevailed, and which historical contexts influenced mobility 
outcomes.  
 



Case study 
 
The present paper aims to contribute to the debate on pre-industrial social mobility. It will do so by taking 
the County of Flanders (in present-day Belgium) as a case study. Already around the end of the medieval 
period, and through the early modern era, Flanders would be among the most densely populated and highly 
urbanized areas in Europe. During the high middle ages the core of (urban) economic development was 
situated in the Southern provinces of the Netherlands, particularly in the centres of urban textile (woollens) 
production such as Ghent, and in the main commercial hub for long-distance trade: Bruges (Murray 2005, 
Blockmans 2010). Around the end of the fifteenth century, political strife and geographic vagaries relocated 
the dominant commercial (and to a lesser extent industrial) activities northwards towards Antwerp and its 
surroundings (a recent interpretation of this relocation in Gelderblom 2013). During the first half of the 
sixteenth century Antwerp would become the principal hub for trade in North-Western Europe, serving as 
a staple market for English textiles and Portuguese spices, but also stimulating industrial production within 
its own walls and hinterland (Van Der Wee 1963). After the closure of the Scheldt, following the Spanish 
re-possession of Antwerp in 1585 during the Eighty Years’ War, the focal point of international trade routes 
would shift northwards again, this time towards Amsterdam and the rest of the Maritime Dutch provinces. 
In the Southern Low Countries this would mark the end of a period of economic and urban growth, 
although a successful economic reconversion (towards regional trade in the case of Flanders; and high-
quality luxury goods in the case of Brabant) would postpone a deeper process of secular economic decline 
until the second half of the seventeenth century. A new phase of rapid demographic growth would set in 
from the middle of the eighteenth century, and came hand in hand with commercial expansion, retail 
growth and modest forms of labour concentration in the form of (non-mechanised) workshops 
(manufactures) based on considerable numbers of wage labourers (Dejongh and Segers 2001). Proper 
industrialization would start only from the beginning of the nineteenth century in Ghent and Aalst, and 
approximately two or three decades later in Bruges and Kortrijk. Flanders was thus among the earliest 
industrializing areas on the Continent.  

Several aspects of the social history of Flanders throughout this period of economic ups and downs 
are by now well established. Recent research efforts have suggested that economic inequality increased 
markedly during both the sixteenth and the eighteenth century, without showing traces of decline in 
between (Ryckbosch 2016; Dombrecht and Ryckbosch 2017). In the field of elite studies, several authors 
have indicated a growing closure of political elites during the early modern era (Buylaert 2015; Buylaert 
and Geens 2017) (*** Baguet; Cherretté***). From older historical work emerged the conclusion that there 
was a remarkable continuity between the economic elites of the ancien régime and modern Belgium in the 
nineteenth century – suggesting that elites remained relatively closed even during the period of 
industrialization (S. Clark 1984). All three of these developments: the growth of inequality, the decline of 
elite openness, and the stability of elites during a period of structural transformation, suggest that the 
centuries leading up to the industrial revolution were marked by declining social mobility in Flanders. The 
present paper sets out to provide quantitative evidence to test this hypothesis. In doing so it, concentrates 
on one specific aspect of social openness: relative intra-generational income mobility.  
 
Methodology 
 
There are different ways to define economic and social mobility, as well as there are methods of measuring 
it. We focus (1) on income mobility as opposed to wealth mobility; (2) on intra-community mobility 
(mobility among residents) as opposed to inter-community mobility (mobility resulting from migration 
between communities) and (3) on both relative and absolute mobility. 



We reconstruct mobility levels by relying on taxation lists reflecting income. Such lists exist since 
the late middle ages under the name of zettingen, pointingen or ommestellingen (Maddens 1985). In these 
lists, a certain sum of money to be raised as tax is distributed (repartitioned) among the inhabitants 
(individuals, households, institutions) of a locality based on an assessment of their fiscal carriage capacity. 
How that fiscal carriage capacity was assessed, is not always clear, and can differ between locations and 
periods. For the late medieval urban cases considered here, we have no information on how this happened. 
For the rural cases, the picture is clearer. Here, land use (not land ownership) was the main factor. In 
addition to land use, people were also taxed for their gestaethede (‘status’), which in theory could include 
income from commercial agricultural production (e.g. butter, flax), trade (e.g. shopkeepers, innkeepers, 
cattle traders) artisanal production (e.g. carpenters, thatchers), services and public offices (e.g. lawyers, 
schoolteachers), or from capital. However, the rate of taxation was almost always higher for land than for 
status; for that reason the land tax cannot be compared to the status tax. In addition to these repartition 
lists, there are the penningkohieren (‘penny assessment lists’) for the late sixteenth century (Stabel and 
Vermeylen 1997). These lists contain the details of how people were taxed based on the rental value of the 
house and land they used. 

In this paper, we present the preliminary results from six localities (see Figure 1): two urban cases, 
Diksmuide, 1408-1458 and Hoeke, 1410-1428; one rural case developing into a town, Sint-Niklaas, 1569-
1795; and three rural cases, Ingelmunster, 1518-1655; Haasdonk, 1571-1792; Steenkerke, 1743-1796. In the 
late middle ages, Diksmuide and Hoeke were two towns in coastal Flanders, Diksmuide with ca. 3000 
inhabitants around 1440-1450, Hoeke being much smaller with ca. 550 inhabitants between 1400-1430 
(Schacht 1974: 65-66; Dillen 2017: 117). Ingelmunster, Sint-Niklaas and Haasdonk, for which we have data 
starting from the sixteenth century, all suffered population losses at the onset of the Eighty Years’ War. 
That was especially the case for Ingelmunster, in inland Flanders. According to our tax lists, Ingelmunster 
lost between two thirds and three quarters of its population. The village had not yet fully recovered around 
1655, when it counted an estimated 1100 inhabitants (Schalck 1987: 194 and own estimation). Losses were 
smaller in Sint-Niklaas and Haasdonk, both located in the Land of Waes. Population numbers of Sint-
Niklaas dropped from ca. 2900 around 1570 to ca. 2000 around 1600; in Haasdonk, starting from ca. 840 
around 1570, according to our data population likewise dropped by a third by 1589 (Van den Abbeele 1985: 
II: 105) (STREAM-database). Both villages later recovered, with Haasdonk reaching about 2000 inhabitants 
by 1800, and Sint-Niklaas developing into a town with more than 10,000 inhabitants. Finally, Steenkerke in 
the second half of the eighteenth century was a small village with a population growing very slowly, 
reaching almost 600 inhabitants by 1794 (STREAM-database). For this paper, only residents of these 
locations have been considered. Non-residents (who can appear in the tax lists of rural cases when they use 
land there) and institutions have not been included. Only mobility among residents was measured, 
disregarding mobility by moving out of the community. 

For these locations, tax lists have survived that are proximate enough in time (almost always less 
than 20 years) to allow us tracking the same people across successive lists. People (or rather households) are 
linked when we find them, or their widow or heirs (when those widows or heirs are not listed by their own 
name, but as ‘the widow/heir of…’) in the next list. People can be recognised by their name, but to avoid 
linking two different people with the same name, the order in which people appear in the list, mention of a 
father’s name or in a few cases even aliases, can be used for disambiguation. In most cases, people appear in 
almost the same order in each list, since each successive list is often based on the previous list, and/or tax 
assessors draw up their lists street by street. Still, we need to be aware that this procedure is not full-proof 
and we can never be certain about the correctness of all links. 

By tracking people across successive tax lists, we get an idea of their social mobility. People’s social 
mobility can be measured as absolute mobility, i.e. as a change in the absolute level of their income, or as 



relative mobility, i.e. as a change in their position in the income hierarchy relative to other people. 
However, before we can do this, a number of other difficulties with the sources need to be addressed. First 
of all, it is not always possible to arrive at an estimate of people’s absolute income based on the amount of 
taxes they paid, even if those taxes were proportional to their income. This is due to variation, between 
successive tax lists, in the rate of taxation, the community’s prosperity, the selection criteria for inclusion in 
the tax list, and the total population. Changes in the total amount of taxes to be raised by a community 
reflect changes in fiscal needs rather than the community’s economic fortunes. If a person pays twice the 
amount of taxes as in the previous list, we cannot always be sure whether he earned twice as much, or was 
simply taxed twice as much. The rate of taxation is often unknown, except for the penningkohieren, where 
people paid a certain percentage (the nth penny) on the rental value of the goods that provided their 
income, and for the land tax in rural areas, which was based on the area they used (e.g. n pound for each 
bunder). 

Secondly, it is also not always possible to compare people’s relative position in successive tax lists, 
again due to intervening changes in population or selection criteria. If by natural growth or immigration 
the number of poor people increases substantially, then the relative position of the people who were 
already there before will tend to increase. For the same reason, it is difficult to compare the relative 
position of people if one list only includes the burghers (people with citizenship) of a town, while the other 
includes all inhabitants (including residents without citizenship). 

Thirdly, in rural cases where the amount of land used by people is known, there are still a number of 
limitations. To begin, the tax lists only mention land located within the village or seigniory, while land used 
by residents in other places (if any) is taxed elsewhere. The area mentioned in the tax lists can therefore be 
an underestimation. In addition, the amount of land used is not in direct proportion to the net income 
derived from it. How much a family gains from its land depends on the quality of the land as well as its 
property status. On the one hand, most tax lists do not consider the land rent (in case of leasehold) or the 
manifold dues land use may be subject to (such as tithes or feudal dues, even for land held in property). On 
the other hand, in several cases the tax lists do take quality differences into account, by considering the 
‘fiscal’ area rather than the geometric area. The fiscal area is the surface area of the land in ‘good-land-
equivalents’. One hectare (geometric) of mediocre land, for example, can have of fiscal area of 0.7 hectare. 

Fourthly, land is not the only source of income for countrymen and -women, and landless people are 
not necessarily people with no income. The status tax should take these other sources of income into 
account, but in practice this remains difficult for two reasons. One reason is that, at least in Ingelmunster 
and Steenkerke only a rather small part of the population was subject to the status tax. In the Land of Waes 
(Haasdonk and Sint-Niklaas), in contrast, a broad section of the population was subject to it, with many 
paying both land and status tax. Another difficulty is that land was generally taxed much more heavily than 
status, and since the rate of taxation for status is unknown, both taxes cannot be compared. One pound in 
status tax probably represents a much large income than one pound in land tax, but how much larger is 
difficult to guess. When a shopkeeper (paying status tax) turns into a farmer (paying land tax), her income 
might remain the same while the taxes she pays will probably increase significantly. Ideally, it should be 
possible to combine both taxes into one global proxy of income. 

Due to these difficulties, for most cases it is only possible to reconstruct relative mobility within 
cohorts. A cohort is a group of people that can be identified in two lists, and whose position relative 
towards each other can be compared. Other people in the tax lists, not part of the cohort, are not 
considered, to cancel out the distortion caused by changing population numbers or selection criteria. This 
approach has the disadvantage that income mobility due to collective impoverishment or enrichment (i.e. 
absolute mobility) is missed. Reconstruction of absolute mobility is only done for land use, the only case 



where the basis and rate of taxation are known. Mobility according to the land tax and status tax are 
analysed separately, as there is as yet no solution to analyse these in one joint measure. 

Mobility was reconstructed based on mobility tables, using quartile groups in the case of relative 
mobility, and size categories of land in the case of absolute mobility. Examples this method are shown in 
Table 1. The size categories of land are narrower at the lower end of the hierarchy, since gaining e.g. one 
hectare of land will be more significant for a household that starts with half a hectare than for a household 
already cultivating ten hectare. The level of mobility is the proportion of people ending up in a quartile 
group or land use category different from the one in which they started. Since the detected mobility levels 
will depend on how narrow or broad we define these categories, the results from relative mobility (using 
quartile groups) cannot be compared to those of land use (using size categories), even though in practice the 
results are often quite close. Finally, the proportions detect are then normalised by dividing them by the 
number of years separating the two tax lists, since the proportion of people in each cohort experiencing 
income mobility is likely to increase with time. 
 
 
Results 
 
Our results are shown in Figures 2 through 5. We first consider relative mobility. In the long run, our data 
show (1) a stabilisation and (2) a clear downward trend in total relative mobility levels starting in the course 
of the seventeenth century. In the fifteenth and late sixteenth centuries, total relative mobility was at about 
5 per cent per year, with considerable variability around that figure from year to year. By contrast, in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, variability was much smaller, and total relative mobility dropped to 
about 2-3 per cent per year by the end of the period under consideration. A similar pattern appears when 
we split up the results into upwards and downwards mobility. For both measures, a clear drop in mobility 
levels, as well as variability in those levels, sets in after ca. 1600. 

Absolute levels of mobility, based on land use, confirm this pattern. Variability remained substantial 
until about the middle of the seventeenth century. A downward trend appears starting from the beginning 
of that century, at about 4 per cent per year, down to about 1.5 per cent per year by the end of the 
eighteenth century. The same pattern appears when the data are split up into upwards and downwards 
mobility. Only in downwards mobility does variability remain comparatively high. 

Our findings are consistent with those of Jord Hanus for ‘s-Hertogenbosch, a city in Northern 
Brabant, in the present-day Netherlands, for the first half of the sixteenth century (1502-1557). Using his 
mobility tables (Hanus 2012: 48), we arrive at total relative mobility levels between 7 and 8 per cent. These 
are slightly higher than our estimates for a century before, which could partly be due to Hanus’ use of 
quintiles rather than quartiles. Likewise, mobility levels derived from Wouter Ronsijn’s (2016) database on 
land use in Opbrakel, in inland Flanders, in the first half of the eighteenth century, are somewhat higher 
than our estimates, but not by much. According to these data, absolute mobility levels dropped from 3 per 
cent during 1717-29 to 2.3 per cent during 1729-41, while relative mobility dropped from 3.2 to 2.9 per 
cent in the same timeframe. The data for Opbrakel do not include any landless, which could be one of the 
reasons for the higher estimates of mobility. 

Statistical analysis confirms (see Table 3) that eighteenth-century mobility levels tended to be 
significantly lower than late medieval or early modern levels. Regarding relative mobility levels, 
eighteenth-century levels were always significantly lower than fifteenth-century levels, both for total, 
upwards and downwards mobility. Likewise, eighteenth-century absolute mobility levels were significantly 
lower than both sixteenth- and seventeenth-century levels, for both total, upwards and downwards 
mobility. 



 
 
Discussion 
 
How do we explain the patterns indicated above, i.e. the decline in variability and in levels of mobility? In 
this section we will discuss a number of hypotheses that could explain these results. 

A first hypothesis is that the drop in mobility levels could be due to a rise in inequality. If the 
distance between the top and bottom of the income hierarchy increases, movement across the income 
hierarchy could conceivably become more difficult. Figure 6 shows the Gini-coefficients for our cases. At 
first sight, the graph seems to confirm a rise in inequality levels, but this needs some elaboration. The data 
show a strong rise in inequality levels in Diksmuide in the fifteenth century, but this might be due to 
different selection criteria: the earlier tax lists only included burghers, whereas the later lists included all 
inhabitants. The actual Gini-coefficients for the earliest years might therefore be higher. For the early 
modern period, there is a clear rise in inequality when we consider land use, whereas inequality levels were 
rather constant or even declining when we consider the status tax. The rise in inequality reflected in land 
use (in Haasdonk and Sint-Niklaas) is almost exclusively the result of a rise in the number of landless. A 
considerable part of those landless had alternative source of income, for which they were included in the 
status tax list. If we were able to join these two indicators, land use and status tax, into one indicator for 
income, the rise in inequality levels would probably be less outspoken. 

While our indications for rising inequality are therefore inconclusive, mobility levels do not seem to 
drop in response to rising inequality. Mobility levels as measured by the status tax drop, even when status-
tax-inequality remains constant or even drops. Likewise, considering land use, if we single out only people 
using half a hectare or more (not shown in the results), we would likewise find inequality levels to remain 
constant while mobility levels still dropped. Furthermore, for land use we have measured absolute mobility 
using the same categories across time: i.e. mobility dropped even when the distance between top and 
bottom remained the same. 

A second hypothesis is that the drop in mobility levels is merely a statistical artefact, due to our 
selection of cases. A limitation of our dataset is the lack of an urban case for the early modern period, so 
that we are essentially comparing urban medieval cases with rural early modern cases. Still, the rural cases 
by themselves clearly exhibited the declining trend. Furthermore, rural mobility levels of the late sixteenth 
century are similar to medieval urban levels. Additionally, among our rural cases there are no discernible 
regional differences. Around 1600, mobility levels in Ingelmunster (in inland Flanders) and Haasdonk and 
Sint-Niklaas (Land of Waes) were similar, even though the social structure was very different: 
Ingelmunster, like the rest of inland Flanders, had many smallholdings (2 – 5 ha) and an important minority 
of large holdings (> 15 ha), whereas small- and medium sized holdings (2 – 10 ha) predominated in the Land 
of Waes. The same is true for the late eighteenth century if we compare the Land of Waes with Steenkerke 
in coastal Flanders, where very large holdings (> 25 ha) predominated. By that time, Sint-Niklaas had 
developed into a town of 10,000 inhabitants and modern industries, yet mobility levels were no different 
from those elsewhere. 

The third hypothesis we investigate is whether rising life expectancy and/or absence of violent 
conflict explains dropping mobility levels. If violent conflicts create exceptional mobility through 
destruction of life and property, than their absence could explain reduced mobility. However, regarding 
violent conflict, to test this hypothesis we would have to be able to indicate whether the cases considered 
here were actually struck, directly or indirectly, by those conflicts, which remains difficult. The only 
exception to this is the Eighty Years’ War, the effects of which can clearly be seen the substantial loss of 
population. The high levels of mobility towards the end of the sixteenth century are probably due to this 



conflict. Regarding life expectancy, this had probably little effect on mobility levels. Estimates of life 
expectancy in England (in the absence of data on the Southern Netherlands) do not show any long-term 
trend before 18001. 

Finally, we investigate whether declining mobility patterns could be related to changing patterns of 
cohabitation. Earlier research has found that the Land of Waes counted a comparatively high proportion of 
sibling households (siblings continuing to live together after the death of their parents, maintaining the 
family holding) and never-married people. This was thought to reflect a strategy to preserve one’s 
independence by not splitting up holdings (Ronsijn 2014: 114-115). In other words, it is a strategy to avoid 
downward social mobility. 

Figure 7 shows the proportion of households in our tax lists for Haasdonk, Sint-Niklaas and 
Steenkerke indicated by ‘the widow of…’, ‘the heirs of…’, and sibling households (households of two or 
more people with the same surname). Before 1650, the pattern in unclear: while there are almost no sibling 
households, the proportions of widow and heir households are very similar. Possibly both terms were used 
interchangeably, while after 1650 the term widow households may have been used exclusively to indicate 
households headed by widows, while heir households were not. After 1650, all three categories clearly 
grow, except in Steenkerke which counted almost no heir or sibling households. By contrast, in the Land of 
Waes, the combined proportion of heir and sibling households (which, if they are not headed by a widow, 
in practice are probably virtually the same) amounts to about 5 (Haasdonk) to 8 (Sint-Nikaas) per cent. This 
is similar to the proportion of 6 per cent found for this region in the census of 1796 (Van Loocke 1984: 192). 

However, these heir and sibling households were rarely children hanging on to the land of their 
parents, as Table 4 makes clear. Table 4 crosstabulates heir and sibling households, and unspecified 
households, by quartile group for status tax and by land use category. Only data for the eighteenth century 
were considered, when these households became a substantial minority. The large majority of heir and 
sibling households (70 per cent and over) had little or no land (< 0,5 ha), which is virtually the same 
proportion as unspecified households in Sint-Niklaas (68 per cent), and even considerably more in 
Haasdonk (where 57 per cent of unspecified households had little or no land). Yet these heir and sibling 
households with little or no land were not bereft of means: they are more likely to be found at the higher 
end of the status tax than the unspecified households. The difference is especially striking in Haasdonk, 
though we have only few observations for this village. These households consisted of offspring sharing the 
resources left by their parents. Those resources rarely consisted of land; what they did consist of, our 
sources unfortunately do not tell. 

How to interpret this result? The rise in the proportion of heir and sibling households probably does 
not explain the decline in social mobility entirely; instead both could be symptomatic of another trend: that 
access to the means of subsistence became more difficult. ‘Means of subsistence’ should here be interpreted 
in the broad sense, referring not only to land but also non-agricultural resources such as a shop, an artisanal 
workshop and perhaps even skills. In response to this trend, households who inherited such means hung on 
to them, as reflected in the rise of heir and sibling households, while households without such means 
experienced difficulties in gaining access to them and thereby climbing the ladder. 

We need to be aware that this interpretation rests on the rise in the proportion of heir and sibling 
households. However, the large share of such households, together with the large share of never-married 
people, was peculiar to the Land of Waes; in other parts of Flanders, their proportions were lower (Van 
Loocke 1984: 194; Gyssels and Van der Straeten 1986: 55; Jaspers and Stevens 1985: 61). Further research is 

                                                            
1 Clio-infra, Life Expectancy per country (Average, total Population), 1500-2000, Richard Zijdeman and 
Filipa Ribeiro da Silva. 



needed to see whether the same downward trend in social mobility in as apparent as it is in the Land of 
Waes. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
This paper set out to reconstruct trends in intra-generational income mobility in Flanders between ca. 1400 
and 1800. Contrary to the older model which assumed rising mobility levels during the transition from pre-
modern to modern societies, but also contrary to Clark’s conclusion that mobility levels remained constant 
throughout this period, we expected to find declining mobility levels for Flanders. This expectation was 
based on the observation that inequality levels rose while elite openness declined. 
We indeed found declining mobility levels. Our reconstruction showed a clear decline in relative mobility 
starting around 1600. By the eighteenth century, relative mobility levels were significantly lower than 
during the late middle ages. This pattern was confirmed by our reconstruction of absolute mobility, based 
on land use. However, contrary to expectations, this decline in mobility could not be linked to rising 
inequality levels, as mobility declined even among groups within which inequality did not rise. Our 
findings point towards an increasing difficulty in accessing the means of subsistence broadly defined. This 
conclusion is still provisional: a number of methodological issues (absence of urban data for the early 
modern period, unification of land and status tax) still need to be resolved. Further research is still required 
to shed more light in this issue. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  



 
 
Figure 1: Cases in the county of Flanders 

 
 
 
Table 1: Social mobility tables, Diksmuide (1441-1450, relative mobility) and Haasdonk (1761-1782, absolute 
mobility) 
 
Diksmuide: 

1450: 
1441: 

1 2 3 4 

1 57 24 2 1 
2 10 21 15   
3 5 12 18 8 
4 2 3 16 35 

 

Direction N % % per year 
up 50 22% 2,4% 
down 48 21% 2,3% 
total mobility 98 43% 4,8% 
total cohort 229   

 

 
Haasdonk: 

1782: 
1761: 

<0,5 0,5 - <2 2 - <5 5 - <15 

<0,5 34 2 2   
0,5 - <2 1 5 3 1 
2 - <5 3 2 6 3 
5 - <15 6 1   11 
5[>=15]       1 

 

Direction N % % per year 
up 11 14% 0,6% 
down 14 17% 0,8% 
total mobility 25 31% 1,5% 
total cohort 81   

 

 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
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Table 2: Estimations of income mobility: number of estimates by type and case 
 
  Diksmuide 

(1408-1458) 
Haasdonk 

(1571-1792) 
Hoeke 

(1410-1428) 
Ingelmunster 

(1518-1655) 
Sint-Niklaas 
(1569-1795) 

Steenkerke 
(1743-1796) 

Land Absolute 0 15 0 24 42 12 
 Relative 0 15 0 24 42 12 
Status Relative 0 33 0 0 24 9 
Other Relative 33 0 6 3 0 0 
 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 
 
  



 
 
Figure 2: Relative mobility: total 
 

 

 
 
Note: one outlier (Diksmuide 1440-1441, total mobility of 51%) is not shown on either graph. 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 
 
  



 
Figure 3: Relative mobility: upwards and downwards 

 

 
 
Note: one outlier (Diksmuide 1440-1441, upward mobility of 49%) is not shown on either graph. 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 
 

  



 

 
Figure 4: Absolute mobility (land use): total 
 

 
 

 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 
 

 



 

 
Figure 5: Absolute mobility (land use): upwards and downwards 
 

 

 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 
 

  



 
Table 3: Anova 
 
Relative mobility: ANOVA, post-hoc test LSD: summary: 
Century  Total (p=0,003) Up (p=0,042) Down (p=0,000) 
  Mean diff. P-value Mean diff. P-value Mean diff. P-value 
15 16 ,036963 ,165 ,034307 ,188 ,002655 ,629 

17 ,063092* ,004 ,048981* ,021 ,014110* ,002 
18 ,074489* ,000 ,054938* ,006 ,019551* ,000 

16 15 -,036963 ,165 -,034307 ,188 -,002655 ,629 
17 ,026129 ,294 ,014674 ,546 ,011455* ,029 
18 ,037526 ,117 ,020631 ,375 ,016896* ,001 

17 15 -,063092* ,004 -,048981* ,021 -,014110* ,002 
16 -,026129 ,294 -,014674 ,546 -,011455* ,029 
18 ,011397 ,519 ,005956 ,730 ,005440 ,141 

18 15 -,074489* ,000 -,054938* ,006 -,019551* ,000 
16 -,037526 ,117 -,020631 ,375 -,016896* ,001 
17 -,011397 ,519 -,005956 ,730 -,005440 ,141 

 
Absolute mobility: ANOVA, post-hoc test LSD: summary: 
Century  Total (p=0,000) Up (p=0,001) Down (p=0,000) 
  Mean diff. P-value Mean diff. P-value Mean diff. P-value 
16 17 ,010286* ,034 ,006109 ,177 ,004177 ,163 
 18 ,032753* ,000 ,018234* ,000 ,014519* ,000 
17 16 -,010286* ,034 -,006109 ,177 -,004177 ,163 
 18 ,022467* ,000 ,012125* ,003 ,010342* ,000 
18 16 -,032753* ,000 -,018234* ,000 -,014519* ,000 
 17 -,022467* ,000 -,012125* ,003 -,010342* ,000 
 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 

  



 

 
Figure 6: Inequality levels (Gini-coefficients) 

 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 

 
Figure 7: Household types (only Haasdonk, Sint-Niklaas, Steenkerke) 

 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
 



 
Table 4: Position of sibling vs. unspecified households in the income hierarchy, eighteenth century, 
Haasdonk and Sint-Niklaas 
 

Sint-Niklaas (1709-1795) 
Heirs & siblings (n=426) 

 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 0 

< 0,5 12% 10% 13% 16% 19% 

0,5 - 2 2% 1% 2% 2% 3% 

2 - 5 1% 2% 4% 2% 1% 

5 - 15 0% 1% 4% 6% 0% 

> 15 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

      Unspecified (n=5299) 

 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 0 

< 0,5 17% 12% 11% 10% 18% 

0,5 - 2 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

2 - 5 3% 3% 4% 2% 1% 

5 - 15 0% 1% 3% 3% 0% 

> 15 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
 

Haasdonk (1761-1792) 
Heirs & siblings (n=30) 

 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 0 

< 0,5 17% 10% 10% 30% 7% 

0,5 - 2 0% 0% 3% 0% 0% 

2 - 5 0% 3% 3% 0% 0% 

5 - 15 0% 0% 10% 7% 0% 

> 15 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

      Unspecified (n=559) 

 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 0 

< 0,5 17% 8% 7% 5% 20% 

0,5 - 2 5% 2% 1% 2% 3% 

2 - 5 3% 5% 3% 1% 1% 

5 - 15 0% 2% 6% 8% 1% 

> 15 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
 

 
Note: Column headings are quartile groups of status tax (with ‘0’ for those not paying status tax); row 
headings are land use categories. 
Source: Social mobility database Southern Netherlands 
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