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In previous years, my lectures were about « Party systems
and socioeconomic inequality in electoral democracies? »

Key question: who votes for whom and why?

What do we know about the interaction between political cleavages and 
socioeconomic inequality and its evolution over time?

On-going research program using post-electoral surveys: 
See  World Political Clevages and Inequality Database, WPID.world
See also Brahmin Left vs Merchant Right: Changing Political Cleavages in 21 
Western Electoral Democracies, 1948-2020 (with A. Gethin, C. Martinez-
Toledano, QJE 2022)
→ this research program offers interesting comparative pespectives on the 
changing effects of income, wealth, education, gender, etc., on political attitudes, 
but unfortunately with a limited time span (post-WW2) and limited sample sizes

http://wpid.world/
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/GMP2022QJE.pdf








• Unfortunately, these post-electoral surveys have limited sample size. In 
addition, there exists no survey at all before the 1940s-1950s               

• In order to study longer time periods, and also in order to provide more 
detailed decompositions of socioeconomic cleavages vs territorial cleavages, 
one needs to use other data sources: local-level election results matched
with local-level census & fiscal data

→ One key lesson from more granular data: the return of the territorial divide,
due to unequal access to high-end public services and infrastructures 

(universities, hospitals, transportation, etc.) 
and unequal exposure to international trade: large agglomerations now work in 
the services, while smaller cities keep loosing manufacturing jobs
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A new database on global trade
flows and the world balance of
payment (including goods,
services, income and transfers)
over 1800-2025 period

This allows us to construct
consistent global series on world
trade imbalances, current
account surplus/deficit and net
foreign wealth over more than
two centuries





Outline of the presentation
Sources/methods & contribution to the literature

Magnitude & composition of global trade & BoP flows 1800-2025

Global pattern of current account surpluses/deficits and foreign
wealth accumulation across world regions 1800-2025

Decomposing global imbalances 1800-2025: primary commodit.,
manufactured goods, services, income flows, transfers

Counterfactual simulations on foreign wealth accumulation under
alternative trade & monetary regimes 1800-2025











Sources/methods and contribution to the literature

(1) We start from official IMF BoP series 1970-2023:
Current account surplus/deficit CAit
= Net trade balance in goods (excl. freight/insurance etc.)
+ Net trade balance in services (incl. freight/insurance etc.)
+ Net income inflows (mostly capital income)
+ Net transfer inflows (remittances, public aid, war tributes, etc.)



(2) We use historical trade data (goods only) 1800-2023 in order
to complete IMF (which offer full world coverage for 1990- only):
WTO/UNComTrade (trade series 1948-2023)
Frederico-Tena 2016 (Historical Trade Database, 1800-1938)
Conte-Cotterlaz-Mayer 2023 (Gravity, 1948-2021)
Fouquin-Hugot 2017 (TradeHist, 1827-2014)
Deninger-Girard 2017 (RICardo, 1800-1938)

→ we harmonize these sources in order to construct consistent
global series for exports and imports of goods 1800-2025, with
breakdown primary commodities vs manufactured goods





(3) We estimate global BoP missing items 1800-1990 (services,
income, transfers) (“invisible flows”) using various historical sources:

LoN (League of Nations) 1920-1938: first official BoP (BIS)
IMF official BoP 1950-1990 (incomplete)

Country studies for historical BoP in large economies:
Imlah 1952, 1958 UK 1800-1950, North 1960 US 1800-1955, Levy-
Leboyer 1977 FR 1827-1914, Nogues-Marco 2021 IN 1800-1950,
Smits et al 2000 NL 1800-1998, Van der Eng 1998 ID 1800-1950,
Francos 1987 BR 1876-1970, Ferreres 2010 AR 1901-1970,
Gregory 1979 RU 1881-1914, Yan-Xin 2023 CN 1800-1950, etc.



For other countries-years we make assumptions about missing BoP
items on the basis of similar countries & in order to insure global
consistency (net zero for each item: services, income, transfers)

Consistency check: by cumulating current account surpluses/deficits
(NFAit+1=NFAit+CAit), we are able to approximately match stock-based
estimates of net foreign assets in 1880-1914 (using financial data on
foreign portfolio & major assets: railways, canals, banks, public debt,
etc.)(Giffen 1889, Foville 1893, Colson 1903, Hobson 1902, Hilferding
1910, Lenin 1916, Twomey 2000) & net foreign assets in 1970-2023
(IMF, WID, Lane-Milesi-Ferretti 2018, Nievas-Sodano 2024)

Our series are not frozen in stone: they will be updated as new
country studies on historical BoP become available



Magnitude & composition of global trade 
and BoP flows 1800-2025

The U-shaped pattern of global trade:
1800-1914 ↑, 1914-1970↓, 1970-2025↑

The changing composition of global trade: primary commodities,
manufactured goods, services

The changing magnitude and composition of foreign income
flows and foreign transfer flows









Global pattern of current account surpluses/deficits and 
foreign wealth accumulation across world regions 1800-2025

In 1800-1914 Europe accumulates large current account
surpluses and foreign wealth holdings in the rest of the world

Like East Asia (and oil countries) in 1970-2025, but with a much
larger magnitude relative to world GDP, and a very diversified
world portolio in 1914

























Decomposing global imbalances 1800-2025: 
primary commodities, manufactured goods, 

services, income flows, transfers

Key role of colonial transfers, low commodity prices (forced 
labour etc.) and capital income in order to build Europe’s foreign 
wealth: Europe never in trade surplus 1800-1914!

Both in 1800-1914 & in 1970-2025, low commodity prices play a 
critical role for wealth accumulation by manufacturing power 
(Europe or East Asia) 

























Counterfactual simulations on foreign wealth accumulation 
under alternative trade & monetary regimes 1800-2025

Financial simulations. We set colonial transfers to zero (or
raise commodity prices) and leave all other flows unchanged,
and look at impact on net foreign wealth in 1914 or 2025.

Economic simulations. Ideally we should also take into
account the impact on domestic investment/productivity &
global convergence in per capita GDP by 2025
(+ sectoral specialization/sustainability/carbon emissions)
(ignored here, left for future research)



Main results from financial simulations.

1800-1914. If colonial transfers (war and colonial tributes) are
set to zero, and/or primary commodity prices are raised by
20% (a lower bound estimate for the value of unpaid forced
labor in export production of cotton, sugar, grain, etc.), then
Europe ends up with huge negative foreign wealth in 1914.

1970-2025. If primary commodity prices are raised by 20% (still
a lot less than PPP), then Subsaharan Africa owns substantial
positive foreign wealth in 2025 (larger than East Asia).











Main results from economic simulations.

1800-2025. If colonial transfers are set to zero and primary
commodity prices are raised by 20%, and all corresponding
revenues invested in domestic human capital accumulation in
benefiting countries, then this brings us a long way toward
global convergence in per capita GDP by 2025

1800-2025. In order to obtain further convergence (including
for Subsaharan Africa), one also needs to assume a 30% rise in
terms of exchange for poor countries, e.g. via Global Clearing
Union and/or Common International Currency
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