gregory clark a farewell to alms

gregory clark a farewell to alms is a seminal work in the field of economic history that
offers a provocative analysis of the Industrial Revolution and the divergent economic
trajectories of societies. This book challenges traditional explanations for economic
growth by delving into the pre-industrial era, exploring why some societies advanced while
others remained stagnant. Gregory Clark’s analysis intertwines economics, history, and
evolutionary theory to provide a comprehensive understanding of wealth disparities over
centuries. This article examines the core themes, arguments, and critiques of Gregory
Clark’s "A Farewell to Alms," highlighting its impact on economic thought. Readers will
gain insights into the book’s explanation of the Malthusian trap, the role of culture and
institutions, and the implications for modern economic policy. The following sections will
guide you through an in-depth exploration of this influential work.
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Clark’s Theory of Social Selection and Economic Progress
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Overview of Gregory Clark’s "A Farewell to Alms"

Gregory Clark’s "A Farewell to Alms" is a groundbreaking economic history book
published in 2007 that seeks to explain why the Industrial Revolution occurred in England
and why economic growth has been uneven across different societies. Clark challenges
conventional narratives that attribute economic development primarily to institutions,
geography, or culture. Instead, he introduces a biological and evolutionary perspective,
arguing that long-term economic progress is influenced by the differential survival and
reproductive success of individuals with certain behavioral traits. This overview presents
the book’s structure, methodology, and key arguments that underpin Clark’s thesis.

Purpose and Scope of the Book

The main objective of "A Farewell to Alms" is to analyze the persistent poverty faced by
most of humanity before the Industrial Revolution and to understand what changed. Clark
traces economic conditions from the agrarian societies of medieval Europe through the



dramatic transformations of the 18th and 19th centuries. The book covers the
demographic, economic, and social aspects that contributed to economic stagnation and
eventual growth. It aims to provide a unified explanation that connects human behavior,
population dynamics, and technological advancement.

Methodological Approach

Clark employs a multidisciplinary approach, combining historical data analysis with
economic theory and evolutionary biology. He uses quantitative evidence from historical
records, such as wages, population levels, and mortality rates, to support his arguments.
Clark also challenges the reliability of standard economic growth models by highlighting
the constraints imposed by Malthusian limits. His innovative use of natural selection
theory to explain economic behaviors adds a novel dimension to economic history
scholarship.

The Malthusian Trap and Pre-Industrial Economy

One of the central concepts in "A Farewell to Alms" is the Malthusian trap, which explains
why economic growth was largely stagnant for centuries before the Industrial Revolution.
Clark examines the dynamics of population growth and resource constraints in pre-
industrial societies, showing how these factors limited wealth accumulation and living
standards.

Understanding the Malthusian Trap

The Malthusian trap is an economic theory proposed by Thomas Malthus which posits that
population growth tends to outpace agricultural production, leading to periodic famines
and poverty. Clark elaborates that before industrialization, any increase in income or
productivity would lead to higher population growth, which in turn would consume the
surplus, preventing long-term improvements in living standards. This cycle kept most
societies at subsistence levels for centuries.

Economic Conditions Before Industrialization

Clark provides extensive data illustrating that wages and living standards were
remarkably stable and low from the Middle Ages until the 18th century. He emphasizes
that economic gains were offset by demographic pressures that maintained equilibrium.
The pre-industrial economy was characterized by:

e Low technological innovation



e High mortality rates
e Limited capital accumulation

e Subsistence-level income for the majority

This context sets the stage for Clark’s exploration of what mechanisms eventually allowed
some societies to break free from this trap.

Clark’s Theory of Social Selection and Economic
Progress

Gregory Clark introduces a controversial but insightful theory that social and economic
progress may have been driven by natural selection acting on behavioral traits over
generations. This theory provides a fresh explanation for the cultural and economic
changes leading up to the Industrial Revolution.

Natural Selection of Behavioral Traits

Clark argues that in pre-industrial England, wealthier and more economically successful
families tended to have more surviving offspring, leading to the gradual spread of traits
associated with economic success, such as thriftiness, literacy, and hard work. This
process of social selection meant that over centuries, the population evolved culturally and
genetically toward behaviors conducive to economic growth.

Impact on Economic Development

This evolutionary perspective suggests that changes in human behavior and culture were
fundamental in preparing societies for rapid technological innovation and economic
expansion. Clark posits that these behavioral changes were largely unconscious and
cumulative, creating a population better adapted to industrial capitalism. This theory
challenges purely institutional or geographic explanations for economic divergence.

Industrial Revolution Explained

One of the most significant contributions of "A Farewell to Alms" is its explanation of why
the Industrial Revolution occurred when and where it did. Clark attributes the rise of
industrial capitalism to a combination of escaping the Malthusian trap and the
accumulation of favorable behavioral traits in the population.



Breaking Free from the Malthusian Constraints

Clark emphasizes that the Industrial Revolution marked a fundamental shift where
technological progress outpaced population growth, allowing sustained increases in living
standards. Innovations in machinery, energy use, and production methods enabled
economies to grow beyond subsistence limitations. This escape from Malthusian
equilibrium was unprecedented and transformed human societies.

Role of Cultural and Genetic Evolution

The social selection theory suggests that the English population was uniquely positioned
to embrace industrialization due to centuries of selection for traits like patience, literacy,
and industriousness. These traits facilitated the adoption of new technologies and
institutions necessary for industrial growth. Clark argues this evolutionary change was a
crucial, often overlooked factor in explaining the timing and location of the Industrial
Revolution.

Critiques and Controversies

While "A Farewell to Alms" has been praised for its innovative approach and extensive
data use, it has also attracted criticism. Scholars debate the validity of Clark’s social
selection hypothesis and the relative importance of genetics versus institutions in
economic development.

Debates Over Genetic Determinism

Critics argue that Clark’s emphasis on genetic evolution risks oversimplifying complex
cultural and social processes. Many researchers highlight the significant role of
institutions, education, and political factors in shaping economic outcomes, cautioning
against biological determinism. The evidence for genetic selection on economic traits
remains contested in academic circles.

Alternative Explanations for Economic Growth

Other economists emphasize factors such as property rights, legal systems, access to
markets, and geographic advantages as primary drivers of the Industrial Revolution. Some
scholars argue that Clark underestimates these variables, suggesting that economic
institutions and policies had a more direct impact on growth than inherited behavioral
traits.



Implications for Modern Economic Understanding

Gregory Clark’s "A Farewell to Alms" offers important lessons for contemporary economic
thought by highlighting the deep historical roots of economic inequality and growth. The
book challenges simplified narratives and encourages a multidimensional view of
economic development.

Reevaluating Economic Policy

The insights from Clark’s work suggest that policies aimed solely at institutional reform
may be insufficient without considering the broader cultural and behavioral context.
Understanding the long-term evolution of economic behavior can inform strategies to
promote growth and reduce poverty more effectively.

Future Research Directions

Clark’s integration of evolutionary theory with economic history opens new avenues for
interdisciplinary research. Future studies may further explore the interaction between
genetics, culture, and economic institutions to develop more comprehensive models of
economic progress. Such research could deepen understanding of persistent global
inequalities and guide inclusive development strategies.

1. Understanding the Malthusian Trap

2. Economic Conditions Before Industrialization
3. Natural Selection of Behavioral Traits

4. Breaking Free from the Malthusian Constraints
5. Debates Over Genetic Determinism

6. Reevaluating Economic Policy

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Gregory Clark's 'A



Farewell to Alms'?

Gregory Clark argues that the Industrial Revolution and modern economic growth were
driven by long-term cultural and social changes that led to increased productivity, rather
than by sudden technological breakthroughs or capital accumulation alone.

How does Gregory Clark explain the persistence of
poverty before the Industrial Revolution in 'A Farewell
to Alms'?

Clark explains that for thousands of years before the Industrial Revolution, societies were
trapped in a Malthusian equilibrium where any economic gains were offset by population
growth, keeping living standards stagnant and poverty widespread.

What role does evolution play in Gregory Clark's thesis
in 'A Farewell to Alms'?

Clark suggests that social and cultural traits promoting thrift, hard work, and literacy
were gradually selected over centuries because wealthier families had more surviving
offspring, leading to the spread of these traits and setting the stage for economic growth.

How does 'A Farewell to Alms' challenge traditional
views on the Industrial Revolution?

The book challenges the view that the Industrial Revolution was primarily due to
technological innovation or capital accumulation, proposing instead that deep-rooted
social and cultural evolution was the key driver of sustained economic growth.

What evidence does Gregory Clark use to support his
claims in 'A Farewell to Alms'?

Clark uses historical data on wages, living standards, population growth, and social
mobility from England and other parts of the world to argue that economic growth was
preceded by long-term changes in social behaviors and reproductive success.

Why is 'A Farewell to Alms' considered important in
economic history?

'A Farewell to Alms' is important because it provides a novel explanation for the origins of
modern economic growth, linking economic history with evolutionary biology and
challenging conventional economic theories.

What criticisms have been raised against Gregory
Clark's 'A Farewell to Alms'?

Critics argue that Clark's genetic and cultural evolution hypothesis oversimplifies complex



social phenomena, underestimates the role of institutions and technology, and relies too
heavily on limited historical data to support broad conclusions.

Additional Resources

1. Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty by Daron Acemoglu
and James A. Robinson

This book explores the political and economic institutions that have shaped the fate of
nations throughout history. Acemoglu and Robinson argue that inclusive institutions foster
economic growth and prosperity, while extractive institutions lead to poverty and
stagnation. It complements Clark’s analysis by emphasizing the role of institutions in long-
term economic development.

2. The Wealth and Poverty of Nations: Why Some Are So Rich and Some So Poor by David
S. Landes

Landes offers a historical perspective on economic development, focusing on cultural,
geographic, and institutional factors. The book examines why industrialization and
economic growth occurred in Europe before other parts of the world. It provides a broad
context that enriches the themes discussed in *A Farewell to Alms*.

3. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies by Jared Diamond

Diamond investigates the environmental and geographical factors that influenced the
differential development of human societies. He explains how the availability of
domesticable plants and animals, as well as the spread of technology and diseases, shaped
civilizations. This work complements Clark’s focus on economic history by adding a
biological and environmental dimension.

4. The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy
by Kenneth Pomeranz

Pomeranz challenges Eurocentric views of economic history by comparing China and
Europe’s development prior to the Industrial Revolution. He argues that accidental factors
and resource availability played a crucial role in Europe’s economic rise. This book
provides an important counterpoint to Clark’s narrative about economic takeoff.

5. Capital in the Twenty-First Century by Thomas Piketty

Piketty examines wealth concentration and distribution over the past few centuries,
emphasizing the dynamics of capital accumulation. His analysis of inequality and economic
growth intersects with themes in Clark’s work regarding wealth persistence and social
mobility. The book provides a modern perspective on economic inequality’s historical
roots.

6. The Origins of Wealth: Evolution, Complexity, and the Radical Remaking of Economics
by Eric D. Beinhocker

Beinhocker explores the complexity of economic systems using insights from evolutionary
biology and complexity science. He challenges traditional economic theories by
emphasizing adaptation and emergent phenomena in wealth creation. This complements
Clark’s evolutionary approach to economic history.

7. Economic Growth and the Origins of Modern Political Economy by Robert C. Allen
Allen provides an in-depth analysis of the Industrial Revolution and the economic



transformations that led to modern growth. He discusses technological innovation, labor
markets, and institutional changes. This work offers a detailed economic perspective that
enriches understanding of the themes in *A Farewell to Alms*.

8. The Rise and Fall of American Growth: The U.S. Standard of Living since the Civil War
by Robert J. Gordon

Gordon examines the unprecedented economic growth and technological progress in the
United States from the late 19th century through the mid-20th century. The book
addresses the limits of growth and the future of economic progress. It serves as a useful
case study in the broader context of economic history discussed by Clark.

9. The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power and the Origins of Our Times by Giovanni
Arrighi

Arrighi traces the interplay between capitalism, global power shifts, and economic cycles
over several centuries. He investigates the systemic changes that have shaped the modern
world economy. This book complements Clark’s historical approach by situating economic
history within global power dynamics.
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