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Gregory Clark’s new book, To Have and Have Not (Clark 2026), completes
his intellectual voyage of discovery that began with A Farewell to Alms (Clark 2007)
and continued with The Son Also Rises (Clark 2014). Each book has drilled deeper
into an alternative explanation for social mobility.

Clark’s argument in A Farewell to Alms was that the Industrial Revolution was
not primarily caused by Europe’s advantages in geography, natural resources, or
institutions, but by a process of natural selection, from the Middle Ages onward,
in which the differential reproductive success between rich families and poor fam-
ilies (“survival of the richest”) changed the characteristics of the population. His
premise was that people who acquire wealth tend to have characteristics such as dis-
cipline, patience, industriousness, and future-orientation that are to some degree
passed on to children, whether culturally or genetically. As prosperous families pro-
duced more surviving children, the economically valuable traits gradually spread,
producing a population with the human resources to break free of the Malthusian
equilibrium.

Clark’s next book, The Son Also Rises, applied his thesis directly to social mo-
bility. Before the book appeared, the received wisdom went something like this:
social mobility increases as a society shifts from an agricultural to an industrial
economy because occupational mobility expands—farmers’ sons have more op-
tions than their fathers had. Social mobility is further fostered by the diminishing
role of ascriptive characteristics—caste, aristocratic rank, kinship, sex—in transmit-
ting status from one generation to the next. Once a society has industrialized and
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ON CLARK’S BOOK

social hierarchies have weakened, occupational achievement becomes the primary
determinant of social status, and the primary determinant of occupational achieve-
ment is education. The logical implication was that social mobility has increased
substantially since the Industrial Revolution began.

Scholarship in the last half of the twentieth century also found that contem-
porary intergenerational correlations on basic measures of status, such as income
and educational attainment, were low, in the region of 0.2 to 0.4, leading to the
second conclusion, that social mobility is high in contemporary societies.

The Son Also Rises argued that both conclusions were wrong. Clark used
databases containing information on the social status of hundreds of thousands of
subjects from families with rare surnames across several major nations and span-
ning centuries. He also created a novel way to measure the persistence of social
status across generations. Instead of calculating intergenerational correlations of
parents and their offspring on discrete measures like income or educational attain-
ment, he measured the persistence of status by tracking members of a given family
on a measure of high or low status over time.

To illustrate how the measure works, consider England’s Pepys family and
one of the many indicators of high status Clark used, attending Oxford or Cam-
bridge. Clark’s measure of the /ewe/ of status on this indicator is the percentage of
the people named Pepys attending Oxford or Cambridge within a given time frame
divided by the percentage of people named Pepys in the English population during
the same time frame. A value of 1 means that the Pepys family is at the national
average on this status measure. A value above 1 indicates higher-than-average sta-
tus. The measure of the persistence of status is the intergenerational correlation of
those levels, using 30 years as the length between generations.

Clark drew three controversial conclusions from his surnames analysis. First,
the thing that is being transmitted from parents to children is not income, edu-
cation, or any of the other discrete resources, but a broader trait that he called
“underlying social competence.” Second, industrialization made little difference to
social mobility. Social mobility in agrarian seventeenth-century Jacobean England
was as high as in industrializing nineteenth-century Victorian England. Sweden’s
social mobility was about the same under an eighteenth-century monarchy as under
a twentieth-century social democracy.

Third, the persistence of intergenerational status within families was high.
The intergenerational correlations (the measure of persistence) on a variety of in-
dicators were in the 0.7-0.8 range, exceptionally high for the social sciences.

Clark published The Son Also Rises (Clark 2014) in an era when using genetics
as an explanation for anything involving differences in group outcomes was a third
rail professionally, potentially fatal to a scholar’s career. He was also publishing at a
time when little molecular evidence was available about the genetics of the human
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traits that made up his “underlying social competence.” Twin studies had provided
strong indirect evidence, but no more than that. He therefore phrased his position
with appropriate caution:

[W]hy are mobility rates seemingly constant across very different social regimes?
Here I conjecture that this is because status inheritance is indistinguishable in
form from the inheritance of genetically controlled attributes. This is not to say
that social status is determined genetically. But whatever drives it is, on the tests
performed here, indistinguishable from genetic inheritance. (Clark 2014)

In To Have and Have Not, Clark grabs the third rail with both hands. Taking
advantage of an explosion of knowledge about the genetics of cognitive and per-
sonality traits, as well as important findings about genetic nurture and assortative
mating, he makes the case for a primarily genetic explanation of the transmission
of social status.

Clark sets the stage with five chapters recapitulating the findings of the eatlier
two books and presenting the basics of additive versus interactive genetic determi-
nation. Then come the eight chapters of Part II, “Evidence for Direct Genetic
Influence,” the technical heart of the book. Four of them take on topics that do
not lend themselves to short illustrations. The other four do. In each case, Clark
describes the contrasting predictions that follow from social causation versus ge-
netic causation. Then he presents the empirical record.

Sex differences. 1f social outcomes are caused mainly by social factors, then the
roles of males and females in social mobility should be markedly different, given
the wide variation in male and female roles in raising offspring over time and across
cultures. If instead social outcomes are caused mainly by genetic factors, then the
maternal and paternal effects should be equal (since mother and father contribute
almost equally to the child’s genetic makeup) and invariant over time and across
cultures. Empirically, fathers and mothers contribute equally to their children’s
social outcomes over time and across cultures.

Family size. 1f social outcomes are caused mainly by social factors, then the
number of children should show a strong negative correlation with child outcomes
because of what economists call the “quality-quantity tradeoff.”” Parents with five
children cannot devote either the time or resources per child that parents of two
children can. If instead social outcomes are caused mainly by genetic factors,
the quality-quantity tradeoff is unimportant. Empirically, the number of children
makes no difference to child outcomes.

Birth order. 1f social outcomes are caused mainly by social factors, then birth
order should matter to child outcomes. Mothers are known to be more likely to
seck prenatal care and take prenatal vitamins during their first pregnancy, and to
breastfeed their first child, than during subsequent pregnancies or with subsequent
children. Mothers and fathers are both known to devote more attention to the

w
U
(ee]

VOLUME 23, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2026



ON CLARK’S BOOK

first child than later ones. If instead social outcomes are caused mainly by genetic
factors, these advantages enjoyed by the first child will have little or no effect. Em-
pirically, birth order makes no difference to child outcomes.

Birthplace. 1f social outcomes are caused mainly by social factors, then the
characteristics of birthplace should be reflected in child outcomes. In Britain, for
example, wages, health, longevity, and education have been better in LLondon and
Southeast England than in North England or Wales. If instead social outcomes
are caused mainly by genetic factors, these observed geographic differences are
not causal. Empirically, those better outcomes are the result of a persistent net
flow of people with greater talent out of North England and Wales into London
and the Southeast. Clark provides evidence that the better outcomes seen in certain
places are caused by genetic differences in their populations, not that certain places
cause better outcomes.

The chapters of Part II are not an easy read, but Clark didn’t have a choice.
He wrote knowing that each of his conclusions would be fiercely attacked. Reading
these chapters, I could imagine Clark saying to himself, “I will cover every possible
alternative in such numbing detail that people will have no choice but to concede
that I'm right.” He couldn’t do that without asking his readers to dive deep into
the weeds on some complex topics. That, however, is part of the indispensable
contribution of To Have and Have Not. Clark makes his conclusions hard to dismiss
with glib assertions—or at least that’s my hope.

In Part III, “Social Implications of Genetic Inheritance,” Clark returns to
the kind of reader-friendly narrative that he used in A Farewell to Alms and The Son
Also Rises. The implications are momentous:

* The high expenditures on education in rich societies might be good for
economic growth but will have little effect on social and economic out-
comes for students of lesser abilities.

* Emigration and immigration will be powerful forces in shaping the for-
tunes of societies.

* Differential fertility across social classes can importantly affect mean abil-
ity in succeeding generations.

* The higher the level of assortative mating (people marrying people of sim-
ilar abilities), the wider the distribution of abilities within a society.

A chapter is devoted to each of these implications.
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To Have and Have Not is an important contribution to an important social
science issue. Itis hard to predict the impact it will have. Consider that twin studies
of cognitive and personality traits since the 1970s have repeatedly and consistently
shown that the variance in outcomes explained by heritability dwarfs the variance
in outcomes explained by the role of environmental influences such as parental
income and education, parenting style, schools, and neighborhood. Consider that
Steven Pinket’s The Blank Slate (Pinker 2002), published twenty-three years ago,
made these findings accessible to the public and was a huge best-seller. Consider
that the last decade has seen hundreds of technical articles documenting the role
of genes in human traits at the molecular level. Yet denialism about the role of
genes still pervades academic social scientists, the media, and public policy analysts.
The insistence that human beings can be shaped by the right economic and social
policies seems impervious to refutation.

I will nonetheless invoke Herbert Stein’s Law: “If something cannot go on
forever, it will stop.” To Have and Have Not makes it more difficult for wishful
thinking to go on forever.
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