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Studying Inequality, Studying the Rich
An Introduction to a Long-Overdue Discussion *

Michele Campopiano, Lorenzo Coccoli **

This article, which introduces this issue’s special section on Guido Alfani’sAsGods
AmongMen, explores the history of the rich as a distinct field of historical inquiry,
arguing that wealth and wealthy groups have remained comparatively understud-
ied despite their central role in shaping economic, political, social, and cultural
systems. While recent scholarship has advanced the study of inequality through
analyses of economic divergence, income distribution, and social hierarchies, less
attention has been devoted to the historical actors who occupy the upper reaches
of these structures. The article examines the historiographical and theoretical chal-
lenges involved in studying the rich, focusing on their identities, forms of represen-
tation, institutional power, and systems of legitimation.

The election of Donald J. Trump as the forty-seventh President of the United
States in 2024, together with his short-lived alliance with the South African-
born tech billionaire ElonMusk, has helped bring the role played by the wealthy
in contemporary political systems—or in their unraveling—into sharper public
focus. Not that public interest in the super-rich had previously been lacking. A
wide range of recent works of popular culture—from Ruben Östlund’s Palme

* Although this article was conceived jointly by Michele Campopiano and Lorenzo Coccoli, its
individual sections were written separately: Michele Campopiano wrote Section 1, while Lorenzo
Coccoli wrote Sections 2 and 3.
** Editors of the special section. University of Catania (michele.campopiano@ unict.it;
lorenzo.coccoli @ unict.it).
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d’Or-winning Triangle of Sadness (2022) to successful television series such as
Succession (2018-2023) and The White Lotus (2021–), and even reality franchises
such as The Kardashians (2022-) and Dubai Bling (2022-)—have made the often
exoticized lifestyles, eccentricities, and excesses of the wealthiest members of
the global elite a recurring subject, in tones ranging from critical scrutiny to
gossip and open admiration. Yet this extensive attention from the cultural in-
dustries has not been matched by a comparable body of scholarship in the hu-
manities and social sciences, particularly in the field of historical research. The
book by Guido Alfani, As Gods Among Men: A History of the Rich in the West,
and the contributions inspired by this stimulating work included in this volume
help to fill this gap. To fully understand this research field, it is necessary to ex-
amine how the issues of wealth and inequality have shaped recent scholarship.

1. Wealth, Inequality, and Social Classes

A classic concern of economic history has been the question of the “wealth
of nations”, to borrow Adam Smith’s famous expression, and more broadly the
economic success or failure of nations and civilizations over time. This tradi-
tion has sought to explain why some societies achieved sustained economic
growth and industrialization while others did not. Among the most influen-
tial contributions to this literature is Kenneth Pomeranz’s seminal work on the
Great Divergence.¹ This line of inquiry has also been advanced by scholars such
as Daron Acemoğlu (who was awarded the 2024 Nobel Prize in Economics),
whose work emphasizes the importance of political and economic institutions
in fostering long-term development, and Joel Mokyr.² Maarten Prak, one of the
contributors to this volume, has also examined the relationship between the

¹ Kenneth Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World
Economy (Princeton University Press, 2000).
² Daron Acemoğlu, Simon Johnson, Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technol-
ogy and Prosperity (Public Affairs, 2023); DaronAcemoğlu, James A. Robinson,WhyNations Fail:The
Origins of Power, Prosperity and Poverty (Profile Books, 2013); Avner Greif, Joel Mokyr, and Guido
Tabellini, Two Paths to Prosperity: Culture and Institutions in Europe and China, 1000-2000 (Prince-
ton University Press, 2025); Joel Mokyr, A Culture of Growth: The Origins of the Modern Economy
(Princeton University Press, 2013).
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Great Divergence and the institutional and political foundations of economic de-
velopment, paying particular attention to the role of citizenship and municipal
authorities.¹

Recent decades have witnessed a consistent shift towards the study of in-
equality at the individual and household level. Not least thanks to the work of
Thomas Piketty—whose Le Capital au XXIe siècle (2013) was itself a remarkable
publishing success—and Branko Milanović, the study of inequality and of the
accumulation and distribution of wealth has attracted renewed scholarly inter-
est, including from a historical perspective.² Both Thomas Piketty and Branko
Milanović have increasingly turned their attention to the history of ideas. Their
work examines how inequality and wealth have been justified across different
societies and historical periods, while also exploring the various conceptions—
or visions—of inequality that have shaped economic and social analysis.³ As
Branko Milanović observes, inequality among individuals was not the central
concern of classical political economy, including the work of Karl Marx. Rather
than focusing on inequality per se, classical economists analyzed social strati-
fication through the concept of class and its relationship to the means of pro-
duction. In the writings of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and Marx, class divi-
sions were understood primarily in terms of ownership of distinct productive
assets—land, capital, and labor. With the decline of formal legal distinctions
between social groups, economic differences became increasingly grounded in
the assets individuals possessed. Consequently, inequality was conceptualized
as what would now be termed functional inequality, namely the unequal distri-

¹ Maarten Prak, Citizens without Nations. Urban Citizenship in Europe and the World, c.1000-1789
(Cambridge University Press, 2018).
² For a necessarily selective sample of this extensive literature, Branko Milanović, The Haves and
the Have-Nots: A Brief and Idiosyncratic History of Global Inequality (Basic Books, 2011); Joseph E.
Stiglitz, The Price of Inequality: How Today’s Divided Society Endangers Our Future (W. W. Norton,
2012); Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2014); Anthony B. Atkinson, Inequality: What Can Be Done? (Har-
vard University Press, 2015);Walter Scheidel,TheGreat Leveler: Violence and the History of Inequality
from the Stone Age to the Twenty-First Century (Princeton University Press, 2017); Thomas Piketty,
Capital and Ideology, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Belknap Press, 2020); and Branko Milanović, Vi-
sions of Inequality: From the French Revolution to the End of the Cold War (Harvard University Press,
2023).
³ Thomas Piketty, Capital et idéologie (Seuil, 2019). For Milanović, see the following paragraph.
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bution of income derived from different factors of production. Discussions of
inequality therefore revolved around the relative shares of land rents, profits,
and wages accruing to landlords, capitalists, and workers, respectively. Implicit
in this framework was the assumption that individuals derived most of their in-
come from a single factor of production and could therefore be associated with
a particular class position.

A significant shift occurred with Vilfredo Pareto, whose analysis displaced
class as the primary unit of inquiry. Pareto’s work redirected attention toward
the distribution of income among individuals and laid important foundations
for the quantitative study of inequality. At the same time, his sociological the-
ory recast the fundamental social divide as one between elites and the rest
of the population rather than between economic classes. This transition may
have reflected both the social conditions of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Italy and France, as well as Pareto’s broader sociological concerns. For
Pareto, the composition of elites could vary across societies, consisting of cap-
ital owners in capitalist systems or state bureaucrats in socialist ones, but the
essential distinction between elites and the broader population remained con-
stant.Thus, the analytical focus shifted from class-based relations of production
to the distribution of income among individuals and to the circulation and dom-
inance of elites.¹

Economic science fostered the study of inequality, which played a key role
in the development of historical research on inequality, especially through the
concept of the Kuznets curve, developed by Simon Kuznets. The Kuznets curve
suggests that income inequality follows an inverted U-shaped pattern during
a country’s economic development. According to Simon Kuznets, in the early
stages of industrialization, structural changes in the economy—such as the shift
from agriculture to industry—lead to increasing inequality because the bene-
fits of growth are concentrated among certain groups. In the later stages of
development, these structural transformations become more widespread, and
a larger share of the population gains access to economic opportunities, edu-
cation, and higher incomes. As a result, income inequality tends to decrease

¹ Branko Milanović, Visions of Inequality. From the French Revolution to the End of the Cold War
(The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2023), pp. 13-14.
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over time.¹ To rethink this framework, the work of Jan Luiten van Zanden has
been particularly influential. His research challenged the traditional Kuznets
curve by demonstrating that, long before the Industrial Revolution, periods of
economic growth were often accompanied by rising inequality. Through pio-
neering datasets and the formulation of a “super Kuznets curve”, van Zanden
traced a long-term increase in inequality that began in the late medieval and
early modern periods.² These analyses were pivotal in stimulating research on
inequality before industrialization.

Several studies have explored the relationship between inequalities across
countries and regions and inequality among individuals and households. In The
Invisible Hand? How Market Economies Have Emerged and Declined Since AD
500, Bas van Bavel argues that markets should not be understood as neutral
or universal mechanisms, but rather as historically specific institutions shaped
by social and political structures. Through a comparative analysis of different
market economies, he shows that while the expansion of markets can initially
stimulate economic growth and broaden opportunities, it often leads to increas-
ing concentrations of wealth and power. As economic elites consolidate their
position, they may reshape institutions in ways that reinforce inequality and
hinder further development, producing long periods of stagnation and persis-
tent disparities. This perspective helps explain why economic growth does not
necessarily lead to more equal societies.³

A similar concern is raised in Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age
of Globalization, where Branko Milanović examines the evolution of inequal-
ity in the era of globalization. Milanović argues that the recent experience of

¹ Simon Kuznets, “Economic Growth and Income Inequality,”American Economic Review 45 (1955):
1-28.
² Jan Luiten van Zanden, J. L. “Tracing the Beginning of the Kuznets Curve:Western Europe during
the Early Modern Period,” The Economic History Review 48, no. 4 (1995): 643-64.
³ Bas van Bavel, The Invisible Hand? How Market Economies have Emerged and Declined since AD
500 (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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Western Europe and other advanced economies challenges the predictions of
the Kuznets curve. Since the 1980s, income inequality within many countries
has increased, even as inequalities between countries have generally declined
due to the rapid growth of emerging economies. As a result, globalization has
produced a complex pattern in which international convergence coexists with
growing domestic polarization. Milanović also emphasizes that rising inequal-
ity cannot be explained solely by technological change or market forces; politi-
cal institutions and the growing influence of economic elites also play a crucial
role. Hewarns that the concentration of wealth among a small global elite raises
the risk of plutocratic tendencies, particularly in advanced democracies, where
economic power can increasingly translate into political influence.¹

More recently, scholars such as Bas van Bavel have explored the relationship
between inequality and associational institutions,² while Daniel Curtis has ex-
amined the connections between inequality, commons, and pandemics.³ Bas
van Bavel, Daniel Curtis and Tim Soens have also investigated the links be-
tween social inequality and the impact of natural disasters.⁴ At the same time,
researchers including Sarah G. Carmichael, Selin Dilli, Alexandra de Pleijt, Auke
Rijpma and Jan Luiten van Zanden have renewed attention to the relationship
between gender and inequality.⁵ These examples provide only a broad indica-
tion of a field that has expanded significantly in both scope and sophistication,

¹ Branko Milanović, Global Inequality. A New Approach for the Age of Globalization (Belknap Press,
2016).
² See, for example: Bas van Bavel, “Wealth inequality in pre-industrial Europe: What role did asso-
ciational organizations have?” The Economic History Review 75, no. 3 (2022): 643-66; Bas van Bavel,
Auke Rijpma, “How important were formalized charity and social spending before the rise of the
welfare state? A long-run analysis of selected western European cases, 1400-1850,” Economic History
Review 69 (2016): pp. 159-87.
³ Daniel R. Curtis, Epidemic Disease and Society in the Premodern Low Countries. Inequality and
Community (Routledge, 2026), in particular ch. 5; Daniel R. Curtis, “Did the commons make me-
dieval and early modern rural societies more equitable? A survey of evidence from across western
Europe, 1300-1800,” Journal of Agrarian Change,16 (2016): 646-64.
⁴ Bas van Bavel, Daniel R. Curtis and Tim Soens, “Economic inequality and institutional adaptation
in response to flood hazards: a historical analysis,” Ecology and Society 23, no. 4 (2018).
⁵ Alexandra de Pleijt, Jan Luiten van Zanden, “Two worlds of female labour: gender wage inequal-
ity in western Europe, 1300-1800,” Economic History Review, 74, no. 3 (2021): 611-38; Selin Dilli,
Sarah G. Carmichael, Auke Rijpma. “Introducing the Historical Gender Equality Index,” Feminist
Economics 25, no. 1 (2019): 31-57.
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encompassing an increasingly diverse range of themes, methods, and historical
contexts.

Research on inequality also gained momentum in Italy, not least thanks to
the work of Guido Alfani, whose scholarship has fundamentally advanced our
understanding of preindustrial wealth and income inequality.¹ An important
milestone was the publication of the Datini Conference proceedings in 2020,
which brought together contributions from some of the leading international
scholars who had participated in the conference held in 2019.²

Nor has research on control over assets and resources and social classes en-
tirely disappeared from economic history. These themes have recently been
revisited by medieval historians who have contributed to renewing the field,
identifying key components of social hierarchies and elite formation, the com-
position of assets, and the relationship between social, economic, and political
power, particularly in relation to groups such as the aristocracy. In his study
of the early medieval aristocracy, Chris Wickham identifies landed wealth as
the most stable and enduring criterion of aristocratic status, alongside ances-
try, political office, royal favor, and lifestyle, while also stressing the multi-
dimensional nature of elite power. Control over land thus remained a funda-
mental basis of power and social distinction.³ A similar focus on assets and
relations of production can be found in Christopher Dyer’s Making a Living
in the Middle Ages, which offers an integrated analysis of economic resources,
labor relations, and household strategies, highlighting diversified strategies of
survival and accumulation rather than a strictly class-theoretical framework.⁴
By focusing on how wealth was generated and maintained, this scholarship has
opened new perspectives on the historical formation of wealthy groups and the
long-term dynamics of inequality.

¹ Guido Alfani, “Economic inequality in preindustrial times: Europe and beyond,” Journal of Eco-
nomic Literature, 59 (2021): 3-44.
² Disuguaglianza economica nelle società preindustriali: cause ed effetti (Firenze University Press,
2020). The proceedings are available in open access.
³ See in particular: Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean
400-800 (Oxford University Press, 2005). See also: Peter Coss, The Aristocracy in England and Tus-
cany, 1000-1250 (Oxford University Press, 2019).
⁴ Christopher Dyer, Making a Living in the Middle Ages: The People of Britain 850-1520 (Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2002).
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2. Study the Rich!

Far less consideration, however, has been given to those who embody these
disparities: the social groups that enjoy the privileges they generate. The fo-
cus has largely remained on wealth as an abstract economic quantity rather
than on the wealthy as flesh-and-blood historical actors, with their specific—
and changing—collective identities, cultural self-representations, and ideologi-
cal forms of legitimation.

Among its many merits, Guido Alfani’s As Gods Among Men goes a consid-
erable way toward filling this gap.¹ As Alfani notes in the introduction, it was
precisely his recognition of this lacuna that prompted him to devote an entire
study to the subject: “The sudden realization that the rich as a specific category
have rarely been the object of proper scientific study, especially for preindus-
trial times, slowly grew into an ambitious project” (2). The same, of course, can-
not be said of the social group traditionally cast as the counterpart of the rich.
From the 1960s onward, in successive waves, social historians have produced
a vast and by now almost unmanageable literature on the figure of the poor in
all its dimensions: from iconographic and conceptual representations to mate-
rial conditions, everyday practices, and forms of livelihood. So much so that,
today, social history can at times appear almost synonymous with the history
of poverty, with the poor as its principal protagonists. It is even possible that
the very success of certain socio-historical traditions—such as English “history
from below”, Italian microhistory, or South Asian subaltern studies—with their
emphasis on the experiences of the oppressed and the marginalized, has helped
push the wealthy into the background and render them comparatively invisible
as objects of historical inquiry.

Yet this narrowing of focus also risks limiting the range of questions that his-
tory is able to ask. “From below” is not an absolute designation, identifying once
and for all the social groups worthy of attention; it is a relational perspective, a
choice of angle and scale.²When one considers, as Alfani does, processes such as

¹ Guido Alfani, As Gods Among Men: A History of the Rich in the West (Princeton University Press,
2023). The book has already been reviewed in vol. 13, no. 26 (2024) of this journal. Unless otherwise
indicated, all subsequent parenthetical page references are to Alfani’s volume.
² On the relational character of the notion of “below,” see Simona Cerutti, “Who Is Below? E. P.
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the gradual consolidation of the super-rich into a “new global aristocracy” (84-
7), it becomes clear that the “below” of historical analysis may itself lie at the
very top of the social hierarchy. Alfani’s book, and the essays collected in this
dossier, contribute to broadening the scope of social history in this relational di-
rection: not by displacing its traditional objects of inquiry, but by extending its
analytical gaze to society’s upper reaches, to the shifting relationships that bind
them to the rest of the social body, and to the ideas, representations, and justi-
ficatory languages through which their position has been defined, naturalized,
and contested.

However, the relative invisibility of the rich may also have deeper and more
complex historical roots. Intellectual history is particularly revealing in this re-
spect. Until roughly the eve of the Age of Revolutions, the rich occupied a place
in Western thought no less prominent than that of the poor. This was largely
because the dives—and, before him, the potens—and the pauper were not con-
ceived as separate social types, but as the opposite poles of a single conceptual
relationship. Such a logic informed both the Christian economy of salvation and
the theological and homiletic literature in which it was articulated, as well as
classical and humanist traditions, with their tripartite or binary representations
of society.¹ In these frameworks, the pairing of rich and poor designated a social
relation rather than two discrete social categories, so that one could scarcely be
conceived without the other. This relational conception did not operate only in
affirmative terms. Like the poor, the rich could also be represented as a threat
to the stability and preservation of the res publica—not because they occupied
the same social position, but because they stood at the opposite extreme of the
social order. The passage from Nicolas Oresme discussed by Alfani, and echoed
in the title of his book, offers a particularly striking illustration of this point
(216-7).

This conceptual interdependence reflected, in turn, a normative—if often also
ideological—conception of the reciprocal obligations binding the upper and lower
strata of society. This is what E. P. Thompson famously described as “moral

Thompson, historien des sociétés modernes: une relecture,” Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 70,
no. 4 (2015): 931-56.
¹ See Gabriele Pedullà, Machiavelli in Tumult: The Discourses on Livy and the Origins of Political
Conflictualism, trans. Patricia Gaborik and Richard Nybakken (Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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economy”: a shared understanding of legitimate economic conduct, grounded
in customary expectations of reciprocity, subsistence, and social responsibil-
ity.¹ Within this paternalistic framework, the rich were expected to ensure the
subsistence of the poor—and, more broadly, the welfare of the community—in
return for general deference and acceptance of their place in society. Its sym-
bolic and institutional effects remained visible until the “economic turn” that
reshapedmany European discourses and practices from themid-eighteenth cen-
tury onward.² As Alfani consistently shows in the third part of his book, and
as several of the essays included in this dossier further suggest, the moral obli-
gation imposed on the rich to place their wealth at the service of the common
good through acts of charity and magnificentia was double-edged. It provided
a powerful means of social legitimation, but it also subjected the wealthy to a
set of constraints on the use of their economic resources. In the early modern
period, these constraints also extended into the realm of artistic representation,
where opulence and luxury could rarely be celebrated for their own sake: they
had to be presented as serving broader social purposes. As the contributions
by Tom Nichols and Vincenza Perdichizzi indicate, each from a different per-
spective, the display of wealth typically required some form of moral, civic, or
symbolic justification.

Significantly, and contrary to a certainWeberian orthodoxy, the Reformation
did not sever the social embeddedness of the rich. Simon Schamamade this point
in his 1987 study of the moral tensions generated by Dutch prosperity—one of
the few important precedents for Alfani’s book, albeit more limited in geograph-
ical and chronological scope. As Schama notes, while Calvinist teaching contin-
ued firmly to reject the idea that good works could secure a state of grace, they
were nevertheless “endorsed as an obligatory feature of right living”.³ Maarten
Prak’s essay in this dossier returns to this issue from a complementary angle.

¹ The classic reference is E. P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eigh-
teenth Century,” Past & Present 50 (1971): 76-136. For a recent reconsideration of the concept and of
its broader applicability, see Tanja Skambraks and Martin Lutz, eds., Reassessing the Moral Economy:
Religion and Economic Ethics from Ancient Greece to the 20th Century (Palgrave Macmillan, 2023).
² See Steven L. Kaplan and Sophus A. Reinert, eds., The Economic Turn: Recasting Political Economy
in Enlightenment Europe (Anthem Press, 2019), esp. 1-33.
³ Simon Schama,The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age
(Alfred A. Knopf, 1987), 338.
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Even in the Protestant Low Countries, the wealthy remained bound by a dense
web of civic, religious, and institutional obligations.The “Protestant ethic”, then,
seems to have left the older nexus between wealth, obligation, and communal
welfare largely intact. If anything, it may even have reinforced it.¹

The real turning point seems to have occurred between the mid-eighteenth
and the mid-nineteenth centuries, roughly during what Reinhart Koselleck
termed the Sattelzeit, the threshold period when the political and social vocab-
ulary of the modern world took shape.² At the level of ideas, one of the clearest
symptoms of this shift—whose social, cultural, and economic causes fall beyond
the limited scope of this introduction—was the gradual revaluation of interest
and its emergence as a central concept in a new language of legitimation for
wealth. Across otherwise divergent strands of eighteenth-century philosophi-
cal and economic thought—fromBernardMandeville to AdamSmith, fromMon-
tesquieu to the Physiocrats—private enrichment, the circulation of wealth, and
even luxury consumption could increasingly be represented as sources of na-
tional prosperity and power.The social usefulness of riches no longer depended
exclusively on their redistribution through charity or their deployment in the
service of the community. The pursuit of individual advantage could itself be
recast as a contribution to the common good, so that the justification of wealth
no longer depended directly on actions undertaken by the rich for the benefit
of the poor.³

¹ See also Carter Lindberg, Beyond Charity: Reformation Initiatives for the Poor (Fortress Press,
1993); Charles H. Parker, The Reformation of Community: Social Welfare and Calvinist Charity in
Holland, 1572-1620 (Cambridge University Press, 1998); Andy Wood, Faith, Hope and Charity: En-
glish Neighbourhoods, 1500-1640 (Cambridge University Press, 2020); and Timothy G. Fehler and
Jared B. Thomley, eds., Do Good Unto All: Charity and Poor Relief across Christian Europe, 1400-1800
(Manchester University Press, 2023).
² For the now-classic formulation of this thesis, see Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Seman-
tics of Historical Time, trans. and with an introduction by Keith Tribe (Columbia University Press,
2004).
³ This is, admittedly, a highly simplified reconstruction of a much more complex intellectual his-
tory. For fuller accounts, the locus classicus remains Albert O. Hirschman, The Passions and the
Interests: Political Arguments for Capitalism before Its Triumph (Princeton University Press, 1977).
See also Pierre Force, Self-Interest before Adam Smith: A Genealogy of Economic Science (Cambridge
University Press, 2003); Deirdre N. McCloskey, The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Com-
merce (University of Chicago Press, 2006); Anoush Fraser Terjanian, Commerce and Its Discontents
in Eighteenth-Century French PoliticalThought (Cambridge University Press, 2013); Charly Coleman,
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This is where the two figures began to part ways. With the advent of in-
dustrial society and the emergence of the so-called “social question”, it was
above all the poor—now subsumed under the ominous category of pauperism—
who came under the critical scrutiny of moral reformers, political economists,
social theorists, and improvers of various kinds.¹ The rich and the super-rich,
by contrast, gradually receded from view, even though—as Alfani repeatedly
emphasizes—the threat posed to political coexistence by the growing concen-
tration of wealth did not diminish, but rather intensified. Their relative disap-
pearance from the field of social analysis may therefore be read, at least in part,
as a sign of their successful consolidation as a social group and of their increas-
ing emancipation from the expectations and obligations that had traditionally
constrained them.

This consolidation was not merely economic. It also involved the accumula-
tion of symbolic capital: the prestige, deference, and authority that allowwealth
to appear not as a historically produced relation of power, but as the natural out-
come of talent, merit, risk-taking, or success. Such symbolic capital—embodied
today, for instance, in the often uncritical reverence accorded to the rich, the
powerful, and the supposedly self-made—helps shape social perceptions, po-
litical responses, and even judicial attitudes. Yet this process of naturalization
does not operate only at the level of representation. It is also embedded in in-
stitutional and legal forms, as Joshua Barkan’s contribution makes especially
clear. Law does not merely register the existence of wealth or protect assets
already accumulated; it helps constitute the actors who can accumulate, trans-
mit, and defend them, and thereby gives institutional solidity to social positions

The Spirit of French Capitalism: Economic Theology in the Age of Enlightenment (Stanford University
Press, 2021); and Alfani, As Gods Among Men, 238-45.
¹ See Giovanna Procacci, Gouverner la misère: La question sociale en France, 1789-1848 (Seuil, 1993);
Gareth Stedman Jones, An End to Poverty? A Historical Debate (Profile Books, 2004); Franco Maria
Di Sciullo, Gestire l’indigenza: I poveri nel pensiero politico inglese da Locke a Malthus (Aracne, 2012);
and Holly Case, “The ‘Social Question,’ 1820-1920,” Modern Intellectual History 13, no. 3 (2016): 747-
75.
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that may then appear self-evident or deserved. To write the history of the rich,
then, is also to strip wealth of its aura of inevitability and return privilege to
the realm of historical explanation.

3. Towards an Interdisciplinary History of the Rich

As the preceding pages suggest, writing the history of the rich requires an
intrinsically interdisciplinary effort. The rich are at once economic actors, legal
subjects, political elites, cultural figures, and objects of representation. Their
history cannot be confined to the measurement of fortunes or to the recon-
struction of patterns of accumulation; it must also consider the institutional
forms that make wealth possible, the symbolic languages through which it is
displayed or concealed, the normative frameworks that authorize or constrain
it, and the social relations that render it legitimate, contested, or invisible. The
dossier presented here does not claim to exhaust this agenda. Rather, it aims to
indicate some of the further lines of inquiry that can unfold from Alfani’s book,
bringing together perspectives from political and legal theory, economic and
social history, the history of art, and literary and intellectual history.

Thus, Maarten Prak’s contribution, “Constraining the Rich in the Dutch Re-
public”, shifts the focus from the meanings attached to wealth to the politi-
cal and institutional conditions under which affluent elites exercised power.
Taking the regenten who governed the towns of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century Holland as a case study, Prak questions the assumption that effective
constraints on elite behavior emerged only with the advent of modern parlia-
mentary and democratic systems. Long before the nineteenth century, he ar-
gues, urban oligarchies were already limited both by mechanisms internal to
their own ranks—including rules of eligibility, the rotation of offices, factional
agreements, and the gradual incorporation of newly enriched families—and by
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pressures exerted from outside, through civic militias, guilds, petitions, and tra-
ditions of popular mobilization. The comparison with New Netherland, where
many of these civic constraints were absent, throws the metropolitan case into
sharper relief: colonial rule was marked by authoritarianism, violence, and slav-
ery. Prak’s analysis also has a broader conceptual implication. The rich do not
constitute a homogeneous or self-sufficient class. Their ability to rule depends
on historically specific forms of mediation and on a degree of legitimacy among
the wider population. Institutions matter not only because they restrict elite
power, but also because they shape the ways in which elites understand and
justify their place within the civic community.

Joshua Barkan’s contribution, “Epoch, Action, and Legal Form in the Mak-
ing of the Rich”, explores a theoretical question implicit in Alfani’s longue-
durée history: how do different historical epochs shape the possibilities for ac-
cumulating wealth and determine the social meanings attached to individual
enrichment? Barkan argues that legal form provides a crucial, if often under-
appreciated, link between political-economic structures, dominant discourses,
and individual action. Drawing on Marxist theories of form and, in particular,
on Evgeny Pashukanis’s account of the relationship between legal categories
and social relations, the article shows that the pathways to affluence examined
by Alfani—including inheritance, landed privilege, financial activity, conces-
sions, and taxation—cannot be understood independently of the legal forms that
make them possible. The article’s concluding discussion of progressive taxation
brings this analysis into the present. If taxation represents one of the few histor-
ically effective alternatives to the violent redistribution produced by wars, pan-
demics, and other catastrophes, its contemporary erosion suggests that the un-
derlying legal forms of political economy may themselves be changing. Barkan
thus proposes a genealogy of legal form as a necessary complement to the his-
tory of the rich.

Tom Nichols’s “Control and Contingency: Representing the Rich in Early
Modern Art” tests Alfani’s account of the growing social acceptance of the
wealthy during the early modern period against the evidence of visual culture.
The unprecedented expansion of portraiture between 1400 and 1800 appears, at
first sight, to support the idea that the rich had consolidated their position as
legitimate and increasingly visible leaders of European societies. Nichols shows,
however, that early modern images rarely offered a straightforward celebration
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of material affluence. Wealth was frequently downplayed, displaced, or medi-
ated through other qualities, such as civic virtue, military service, refinement,
piety, and charitable giving. Extending the analysis beyond portraiture, the es-
say considers representations of poverty, almsgiving, pastoral fantasy, and so-
cial role-swapping across a wide range of European contexts. These images sug-
gest not simply the confidence of the rich, but also a persistent awareness of the
fragility of their position and of its dependence on the surrounding non-rich
population. Nichols therefore complicates the narrative of consolidation: early
modern visual culture made the wealthy more visible, but it also represented
material advantage as contingent, reversible, and inseparable from its social op-
posite.

Finally, Vincenza Perdichizzi’s essay, “Entre la gloire et le plaisir: la distinc-
tion des riches au XVIIIᵉ siècle”, approaches the history of the rich through
the changing symbolic and conceptual frameworks that have shaped the so-
cial meaning of wealth. Moving from the medieval Christian economy of salva-
tion to the secularized moral world of the eighteenth century, Perdichizzi traces
the gradual weakening of the religious and civic norms that had traditionally
subjected private riches to ideals of measure, public utility, and magnificentia.
In the emerging culture of modernity, luxury no longer appears merely as an
economic stimulus or as a morally questionable excess: it becomes a language
of distinction and a vehicle of symbolic domination. The essay explores this
transformation primarily through the works of Giuseppe Parini and Vittorio
Alfieri. In Parini’s Il Giorno, wealth converted into refinement and voluptuous
consumption allows the giovin signore to stage a form of immanent apotheosis,
replacing heroic virtue with the distinction of pleasure. Alfieri, by contrast, as-
sociates luxury with tyranny and opposes the materiality of riches to the imma-
terial promise of literary glory. By connecting wealth to changing conceptions
of the body, time, recognition, and transcendence, Perdichizzi shows how the
modern rich could come to appear, in a strikingly literal sense, as gods among
men.
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