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Introduction

▶ Even when formal rules (institutions) change, informal power
structures remain and can affect who wields political power
(Bachrach and Baratz 1962) (Acemoglu and Robinson 2008)

▶ Existing elites often manage to adapt to, or capture, new
democratic rules to retain de facto power

▶ When competition for power becomes formally open existing elites
might still be able to present themselves as more attractive
(competent, reliable etc...).

▶ The UK is an interesting case study because it is considered one of
the oldest and most stable democracies and its democratic
transition was gradual

▶ But power structures remained in place: an hereditary aristocracy
in the House of Lords but also dominating the House of Commons
until recent times



Share of aristocratic MPs



This paper

▶ We aim to contribute to our understanding of democratization
through the lens of political selection

▶ Build a new dataset combining MPs biographical information with
information on aristocratic family trees and connections

▶ Study political careers

▶ Age of entry into the House of Commons

▶ Probability of becoming a (junior) minister (in progress, not today)

▶ Probability of entering the cabinet

▶ Use dynastic connections (only family tree) or centrality in the
aristocratic network Literature



Data: Biographies of Members of Parliament

Sources of data on members of parliament (MPs):

▶ Wikidata

▶ Database built by Michael Rush containing information on British
MPs (house of commons) since the 1832 Reform Act

We mostly use the Wikidata (other than for school and party data) as
it is more complete. In parts, however, it has been assembled using also
the Rush database

▶ Around 10, 500 elected MPs born between 1751 and 1996,
parliaments since 1831

▶ A wide range of further information such as their party affiliations,
cabinet positions, school and university education, or occupations

Further details - MP data



Members of parliament over time

▶ Our main focus will be on how the aristocratic networks of MPs
have changed over time and how this affects

▶ selection
▶ career progression

▶ Examined by constructing measures of their network at birth
using their family history from records of families related to the
British aristocracy

▶ However, links to the aristocracy are not the only visible change in
the composition of MPs

▶ Less representation of those educated in elite private schools
▶ although the share of those educated in Oxford and Cambridge has

not changed very much

▶ We will therefore control for education in our core specifications
below



Attendance of elite schools and universities



Data: aristocratic family trees

▶ Database on the peerage of Britain as well as the royal families of
Europe collected by Darryl Lundy

▶ The core of the database is a digitised version of the Burke’s
Peerage and Baronetage books 1999 and 2003, but subsets of other
books and further information have been added to database

▶ Currently contains around 740, 000 individuals and their family
relations, birth years ranging from 350 to 2022

▶ Around 370, 000 individuals remaining if only Burke’s 1999 and
2003 books are considered as sources

▶ Match MPs to entries in the Lundy database. Links can be found
in Wikidata for some MPs, further links can be found with fuzzy
matching of names etc.

Peerage database sources Peerage database - key tables



Family tree of Winston Churchill
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The aristocratic network

▶ Unweighted and undirected graph. We add connections between:

▶ Parents
▶ Spouses
▶ Parents and children

▶ Idea: Compute (Eigenvector) centrality for individuals in peerage
network and match to MPs

▶ We want network centrality at birth



Calculating network centrality at birth

▶ For each individual in Lundy compute their centrality based on
the network ending at their birth decade

▶ Problem: now centralities come from different networks
▶ Individuals of earlier birth years would mechanically be more

central.
▶ Centrality relative to everyone in a network ranging all the way

back to 350 does not appear to be a natural determinant of career
progression

▶ We compare each individual centrality only to those born in their
birth decade: create dummy variables equal to 1 if individuals are
e.g. in the top 10% or top 25% in their decade network

▶ This seems to also naturally capture the zero-sum nature of
struggle for power within a cohort.



Crosstab



The political careers of aristocrats: Age of first
election in the House of Commons

▶ We test whether an MP has a political advantage in being socially
connected by looking at the age at which they are first elected
Duration model

▶ Specifically, ajp be the age of MP j elected for the first time in
Parliament p

ajp = αp + βδj + γXj + εjp

where δj = 1 if an MP has aristocratic connections and αp is a
fixed effect for each Parliament.

▶ Use two main variables for δj
▶ having a titled parent or grandparent
▶ being in the top 25% centrality score

▶ Interpret β < 0 as having a political advantage through
connections

▶ can allow this to be time varying

▶ We can also include “controls” Xi such as:
▶ educated in elite (private) school
▶ has a university degree including whether from Oxford or Cambridge
▶ occupation (as listed in Wikidata)



Age of first election in the House of Commons



Age of entry into the House of Commons

Table 1: Age of First Election in the House of Commons: Regressions Results

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Titled parent or gradparent -8.950∗∗∗ -7.037∗∗∗ -6.632∗∗∗ -5.015∗∗∗ -4.073∗∗∗

(0.466) (0.416) (0.427) (0.418) (0.581)

top25 in centrality network -9.674∗∗∗ -4.582∗∗∗ -7.297∗∗∗ -4.088∗∗∗ -4.535∗∗∗

(0.628) (0.475) (0.469) (0.435) (0.568)

Higher Education Degree -2.813∗∗∗ -2.770∗∗∗ -2.799∗∗∗ -1.952∗∗∗

(0.307) (0.309) (0.300) (0.408)

Oxford -1.384∗ -1.777∗∗ -1.455∗ -1.188
(0.548) (0.584) (0.554) (0.707)

Cambridge -0.590 -0.819∗ -0.611 -1.213
(0.399) (0.398) (0.388) (0.637)

Eton -2.857∗∗∗ -3.528∗∗∗ -2.498∗∗∗ -2.149∗∗

(0.394) (0.418) (0.380) (0.670)

Harrow -1.669∗ -2.123∗∗ -1.465∗ -1.051
(0.719) (0.701) (0.684) (1.249)

Elite School -2.151∗∗∗ -2.351∗∗∗ -2.205∗∗∗ -1.769∗∗

(0.358) (0.361) (0.359) (0.508)

Parliament fixed effects always included
Occupation dummies No No No No No No Yes

Observations 10331 10331 10331 10331 10331 10331 3258

Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition



Age of entry into the House of Commons by closest
peer (OLS coefficients)



Age of entry into the House of Commons by network
centrality (OLS coefficients)



Aristocratic connections and entry age in the House
of Commons over time



Share of cabinet members by aristocratic status



Probability of entering into cabinet

▶ We test whether an MP has a political advantage in being
promoted to the cabinet

▶ Specifically, θjp be the probability that MP j elected becomes
cabinet minister in Parliament p:

θjp = κp + λδj + πXj + ζsj + ηjp

where δj = 1 if an MP has aristocratic connections and κp is a
fixed effect for each Parliament.

▶ Interpret λ > 0 as having a political advantage through
connections

▶ can allows this to be time varying

▶ Along with other controls include sj seniority of an MP in
Parliament p

▶ measured by years of service
▶ also include the square of this.



Probability of entering into cabinet

Table 2: Probability to enter Cabinet

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Titled parent or grandparent 0.0309∗∗∗ 0.0256∗∗∗ 0.0167∗∗∗ 0.0124∗∗ 0.0180∗

(0.00381) (0.00362) (0.00375) (0.00384) (0.00859)

top 25 network centrality 0.0312∗∗∗ 0.0129∗∗ 0.0189∗∗∗ 0.0117∗∗ 0.0240

(0.00480) (0.00442) (0.00429) (0.00433) (0.0131)

seniority in parliament 0.00534∗∗∗ 0.00539∗∗∗ 0.00531∗∗∗ 0.00939∗∗∗

(0.000549) (0.000558) (0.000556) (0.00104)

seniority squared -0.0000346 -0.0000350 -0.0000344 -0.0000955∗

(0.0000223) (0.0000224) (0.0000223) (0.0000372)

Parliament fixed effects always included

Age, age squared, school and higher education controls No No No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Occupation dummies No No No No No No Yes

Observations 34764 34764 34764 34050 34050 34050 11148

Standard errors in parentheses

∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001



The effect of aristocratic connections on the
probability of entering cabinet over time

Titled parent or grandparent Top quartile centrality in aristocratic network



Seniority (years spent in the House of Commons) at
first entry in Cabinet

▶ We test whether a connected waits less (or longer) to become a
cabinet minister

▶ Specifically, let sjp be the seniority of MP j who joins the cabinet
in Parliament p:

sjp = µp + ϕδj + ρXj + ψaj + ωjp

where δj = 1 if an MP has aristocratic connections and κp is a
fixed effect for each Parliament.

▶ Interpret ϕ < 0 as having a political advantage through
connections

▶ can allows this to be time varying

▶ Controls now include age and ageˆ2



Table 3: Seniority (years spent in the House of Commons) at first entry in Cabinet

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Titled parent or grandparent 2.507∗∗ 2.755∗∗ 2.969∗∗∗ 3.121∗∗ 3.631∗

(0.766) (0.808) (0.825) (0.960) (1.653)

top 25 centrality 0.858 -0.661 0.463 -0.591 0.698
(1.356) (1.411) (1.172) (1.308) (1.686)

HE Degree 0.760 0.831 0.760 -0.218
(0.645) (0.677) (0.646) (1.436)

Oxford 0.491 0.549 0.484 0.00706
(0.639) (0.611) (0.642) (1.056)

Cambridge 0.494 0.632 0.473 0.539
(0.520) (0.567) (0.519) (0.849)

Eton 1.530 2.810∗∗ 1.691 0.324
(0.913) (0.948) (0.917) (1.602)

Harrow 0.779 1.754 0.833 -1.685
(1.652) (1.722) (1.592) (2.458)

Elite School -0.0648 0.113 -0.0796 -0.103
(0.949) (0.994) (0.951) (1.339)

age 0.0970 0.0848 0.0832 0.494
(0.394) (0.389) (0.389) (0.536)

age squared 0.00403 0.00401 0.00416 -0.000801
(0.00421) (0.00420) (0.00417) (0.00570)

Parliament fixed effects are always included
Occupation dummies No No No No No No Yes

Observations 565 565 565 565 565 565 312

Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Seniority graph Age of first entry in Cabinet Hazard rates Cox duration estimates



Party Heterogeneity

▶ We would expect differences across parties

▶ The Conservative party has been the main ruling party over the
period

▶ With close connections to the aristocracy

▶ Labour party emerged as the party of the working class
▶ much weaker connections to the aristocracy
▶ close alliance with the trade unions

▶ So decline in the importance of aristocratic connections is likely
due to:

▶ changes within the Conservative party
▶ an increase in the fraction of Labour MPs



Table 4: Party Affiliation by titled ancestry and high centrality

Panel A: Titled parent or grandparent

Party No Yes

Conservative 12035 3539

Labour 7822 142

Liberal 6681 1995

Other 2279 407

Panel B: Top quartile network centrality

Party No Yes

Conservative 13754 1820

Labour 7962 2

Liberal 7689 987

Other 2483 192

Party regressions



Within-party shares of connected MPs

Titled parent or grandparent Top quartile centrality in aristocratic network



Connected MPs in the Conservative party (OLS
coefficients of interaction terms)

Age of first election in HoC Probability of entering the cabinet



Main take-aways and discussion

▶ Network centrality in the aristocracy can be well approximated by
just looking at titled ancestry

▶ An aristocratic birth meant an early career start with an age of
entry in the House of Commons reduced by 7-12 years

▶ Aristocratic advantage in Cabinet entry less pronounced and
mostly indirect (via seniority acquired with the early start). A
meritocracy within peers?

▶ Is this mostly a story of the transformation of the party of the
landed elites, the Conservative party?

▶ Further results: intensive margin Weighted Aristocratic Embeddedness



Conclusions

▶ We build a novel dataset combining data on the careers of British
MPs with family trees of the British aristocracy.

▶ We document the advantages of aristocratic birth and centrality in
aristocratic networks: 1) early entry into parliament; 2) higher
likelihood to enter cabinet

▶ We also document the political decline of the British aristocracy,
the diminished role of elite schools, the persistent role of elite
universities.

▶ But the importance of the aristocracy in British politics persists
well into the democratic period.



Table 5: Age of Entry into the House of Commons: Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition

titled parent or grandparent high network centrality

b/se b/se

group 1 (not privileged) 44.27 43.63
(0.11) (0.11)

group 2 (privileged) 35.73 34.00
(0.25) (0.34)

difference 8.55 9.64
(0.27) (0.36)

endowments 1.83 1.37
(0.23) (0.32)

coefficients 6.51 7.24
(0.30) (0.38)

interaction 0.21 1.03
(0.27) (0.34)

Endowments include Higher Education Degree, Oxford, Cambridge, Elite School, Eton, Harrow

Back



Back



Table 6: Age of first entry into Cabinet

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

DV: age at entry HoC HoC HoC HoC Cabinet Cabinet Cabinet Cabinet

Titled parent or grandparent -5.501∗∗∗ -5.236∗∗∗ -4.311∗∗∗ -2.995∗∗ -2.481∗ -2.339∗

(0.944) (1.112) (1.214) (0.914) (0.994) (0.990)

Top quartile centrality -1.882 -0.707 -0.387 -2.736∗ -1.368 -1.717
(1.553) (1.520) (1.653) (1.358) (1.449) (1.517)

Parliament fixed effects are always included
Control variables No No No Yes No No No Yes

Observations 565 565 565 565 565 565 565 565

Control variables include higher education degree, Oxford, Cambridge, Elite school, Eton, Harrow. Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Back



Hazard rates of entering the Cabinet
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Table 7: The determinants of cabinet entry: Cox proportional hazard ratios

(1) (2)

Titled parent or grandparent 0.825
(0.116)

top25 centrality 0.876
(0.142)

HE Degree 2.286∗∗∗ 2.293∗∗∗

(0.366) (0.369)

Oxford 1.383∗ 1.370∗

(0.186) (0.185)

Cambridge 1.223 1.210
(0.212) (0.209)

Eton 0.667∗∗ 0.644∗∗∗

(0.0865) (0.0840)

Harrow 0.772 0.753
(0.153) (0.151)

age 1.340∗∗∗ 1.345∗∗∗

(0.110) (0.109)

age2 0.995∗∗∗ 0.995∗∗∗

(0.000833) (0.000829)

Elite School 1.127 1.117
(0.142) (0.140)

Parliament dummies included

Observations 7509 7509

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Back



Aristocratic connections and age of entry in HoC by
party

Titled parent or grandparent Top quartile centrality in aristocratic network

Back



Weighted Aristocratic Embeddedness (5 generations)

Let Tg denote the number of titled ancestors (in direct lineage) in gen-
eration g, where g = 1 corresponds to the parental generation, g = 2
to the grandparental generation, and so forth, up to generation 5. We
define the Weighted Aristocratic Embeddedness (WAE) as follows:

WAE =

5∑
g=1

(
1

2

)g−1

Tg

Back



Table 8: Intensive margin: weighted aristocratic embeddedness

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Dependent variable: see footnote

WAE -4.041∗∗∗ -3.140∗∗∗ 0.0117∗∗∗ 0.00638∗∗∗ 0.944∗ 1.327∗∗∗ -1.643∗∗ -1.628∗∗

(0.232) (0.184) (0.00168) (0.00153) (0.417) (0.310) (0.469) (0.482)

Observations 10331 10331 34764 34689 565 565 565 565

Parliament fixed effects always included
Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

Dependent Variable: entry age in HoC (1-2), prob(cabinet) (3-4), seniority at first cabinet entry (5-6), age at first cabinet entry (7-8)

Control variables include Higher education degree, Oxford, Cambridge, Elite school, Eton, Harrow.

Column (4) includes as controls also age and age squared and seniority (years spent) in the House of Commons and its square.

In column (6) age and age squared are included.

Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001



A duration model (1)

▶ Consider a cohort of individuals who are eligible to stand for
public office. Then let p (a : α) be the probability that someone of
age a becomes an MP and assume that this is an increasing
function of attactiveness.

▶ Let attractiveness be
α = f (c, a)

which is decreaing in a and increasing c where c is their network
connectedness.

▶ Let
p̂ (a : c) = p (a : f (c, a))

which is increasing in c.

Back



A duration model (2)

▶ Then the expected age of someone to become an MP is

E (a : c) =

∫ ∞

0
H (z : c) dz (1)

where H (z : c) p̂(z:c)∫ z
o p̂(z:c)

is the hazard function.

▶ Consider two MPs with different social connections c ∈ {0, 1}
c = 1 means being connected, then

E (a : 1)− E (a : 0) =

∫ ∞

0
H (z : 1)−H (z : 0) dz.



Books in peerage database as of 16.02.2022

▶ Burke’s Peerage 2003 - 4312/4312 pages done

▶ Burke’s Peerage 1999 - 3120/3120

▶ Burke’s Peerage 1970 - 711/2910

▶ Pines New Extinct Peerage 1970 - 288/288

▶ Burke’s Landed Gentry 2001 - 164/1454

▶ Burke’s Landed Gentry 1965-1972 - 81/2387

▶ Burke’s Irish family records 1976 - 711/1237

▶ BLGI1958 - 148/778

▶ Complimentary sources to add details on people from Burke’s:

▶ Cokaynes Complete Peerage - 1998//10539

▶ Cokaynes Complete Baronetage - 453/2380

▶ Pauls Scots peerage - 140/4999

Back



Peerage family data in a nutshell
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Speech data from the Eggers - Spirling database



Speech data from the Eggers - Spirling database
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