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Henry ςrecently retired corporate lawyer

Ψ/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ wǳōōƛǎƘΗ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ 
be one of the elite. I consider myself, justifiably or 
ƴƻǘΣ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƭƛǘŜΧ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƭƛǘŜ 
that can dominate society, I have considerable 
Řƻǳōǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΧΦLŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƭŀǿȅŜǊΣ ŀ 
successful banker or whatever you are within your 
profession, yes you have a fair amount of push, but 
Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΚ bƻΣ ƴƻƴŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΧΩ



,­Ç |J´ #³ ºJ «Ż´ XӃ ºX N|J«zXT ­ÆX³ º|X
last 125 years?



What is the role of elite universities 
in that broader story? 



źA|X Ç­³T XӃ ºX  ´ °³­MJMӃÉ ­«X
of the most misused words in 
º|X ´­N ­Ӄ­z NJӃ ӃXÈ N­«Ż

(Scott, 2003, 155)



źA|­´X Ç º| T ´°³­°­³º ­«JºX
access to, and control over, a 
range of economic, social, 
cultural and political 
³X´­Ä³NX´Ż
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& Nº ­«J³É ­Z ª­´º ź«­ºXÇ­³º|É J«T
 «ZӃÄX«º JӃŻ  «T Æ TÄJӃ´

Compiled annually for 120 years

0.05% of UK population

;³ ªJ³ ӃÉ T­NÄªX«º´ J ź°­´ º ­«JӃŻ
elite

Data on schooling, university, clubs 
and recreations



A Consecrated Elite

50% included automatically based on 
position (e.g. MPs, Ambassadors, 
Judges, FTSE100 CEOs)

50% selected by advisors based on 
reputation (e.g. perceived positional 
impact on British society)

Inclusion marker of consecration in its 
own right



So, who are the contemporary  British 
elite?



Research Design
Longitudinal Mixed Methods

Quantitative
Å, ´º­³ NJӃ NJºJӃ­zÄX ­Z F|­Ż´ F|­ Ǝ6 ǵǎǐǍŵǍǍǍƏ
ÅProbate records 1855-1995 (15m) + genealogical records (n = 60,000)
Å?Ä³ÆXÉ ­Z NÄ³³X«º F|­Ż´ F|­ X«º³J«º´ Ǝ6 ǵ ǐǏӅǍƏ
Å ³N| ÆX ­Z ##$ >JT ­ ǑŻ´Desert Island Discs (N = 2500)

Qualitative
Å?XN­«TJ³É J«JӃÉ´ ´ ­Z ǓǍ  «ºX³Æ XÇ´  « #³ º ´| 2 M³J³É ź6Jº ­«JӃ 2 ZX ?º­³ X´Ż ´X³ X´

(matched to F|­Ź´ F|­) 
Å100 interviews carried out by us and our post-docs 
ÅInterviews organized into four birth cohorts 
Å(1900-1920, 1920-40, 1940-1960, 1960-today) 



;Ä´| «z #JN¦ ­« #X «z ź(Ӄ ºXŻ

ź. Ç­ÄӃT «­º N­«´ TX³ ªÉ´XӃZ  « J«É ÇJÉ ´|J°X ­³ Z­³ª
X´ºJMӃ ´|ªX«º ­³ XӃ ºXŻ(Aiden, civil service)

ź. ªXJ« É­Ä ¦«­Ç . ´­³º ­Z ³XN­ Ӄ  «´ TX Jº º|X  TXJ º|Jº . N­ÄӃT
MX º|Jº °X³´­«ŵ . ªXJ« . ´°X«º JӃӃ ªÉ Ӄ ZX Z z|º «z XӃ º ´ªŻ(Alex, 
politics, power elite)

ź.Żª ÆX³É NӃXJ³XT XÉXT JM­Äº º| ´ŵ .Żª «­º °J³º ­Z º|X XӃ ºX Jº JӃӃŸ .
|JÆX ÆX³É Ӄ ª ºXT  «ZӃÄX«NX J«T JӃª­´º «­ °­ÇX³Ż Ǝ?JªJ«º|Jŵ
business, power elite)



Struggling to be ordinary



Narratives of Opening up

źA|X º³Äº|  ´ º|X³XŻ´ MXX« ªJ´´X´ ­Z Ɛ´­N JӃ ª­M Ӄ ºÉƑŹ´­
when I was young the number of top jobs were very limited. 
Nowadays there are so many top jobs there are plenty of 
ways in which you can move up. I mean if I was thinking 
about a certain elite from the 30s, 40s, 50s, 60s then a 
³XJӃӃÉ ӃJ³zX «ÄªMX³ ­Z °X­°ӃX Ç­ÄӃTŻÆX z­º º|X ³ º|³­Äz| J
boarding, yes a boarding school. And that would be a way 
É­Ä Ç­ÄӃT  TX«º ZÉ °X­°ӃXŹ«­Ç É­Ä Ç­ÄӃT«Żº T³XJªŵ .
ªXJ« . NJ«Żº  ªJz «Xŵ ´­³º ­Z J´¦ «z Ç|Jº ´N|­­Ӄ ´­ªX­«X
ÇX«º º­Ż(Duncan, Policy/Politics, power elite)



Deflecting Privilege

E Nº­³ Jŷ .Żª NX³ºJ «ӃÉ «­ºŵ . ªXJ« Ä°°X³ ª TTӃXŵ . T­«Żº ¦«­Ç Ç|Jº É­Ä
call it. I mean [my father] probably thought himself as upper class but 
N­ªªÄ« ´ºŸ H­Ä ¦«­Ç . T­«Żº °J³º NÄӃJ³ӃÉŸŸŸ. T­«ƛº º| «¦ ­Z ªÉ´XӃZ J´ J
class, but I'm clearly not working class or lower class. And I, you know, I 
don't particularly want to think about class, but I must have come from 
°³ Æ ӃXzXT MJN¦z³­Ä«TŹ. ªXJ« T­ É­Ä º| «¦ .ŻÆX z­º J ´Ӄ z|ºӃÉųŹ. ªXJ«
.Żª ´­ªXº ªX´ ´Ӄ z|ºӃÉ ´|­N¦XT Ç|X« . |XJ³ J ³XN­³T «z ­Z ªÉ Æ­ NX
º|Jº  º ´­Ä«T´ J M º Ä°°X³Ź

Int : It's got a middle class sound, but it doesn't sound super posh to 
me.

E Nº­³ Jŷ FXӃӃŵ z­­Tŵ ÇXӃӃ . T­«Żº ÇJ«º  º º­ ƎE Nº­³ Jŵ , z|X³ (TƏ



Family 
Fortunes

 ³X XӃ ºXŻ´
narratives of 
opening up 
correct?



Probate

Record of the estate of 
someone who died

Records kept between 1855 
and 1995

Scraped all of this data (18m 
records)

We match probate with Xipǃt!
Who to identify those in top 1% 
of (probate) wealth distribution 



The dramatic equalization of wealth



Elite reproduction has declined (a bit) 



The Clarendon Schools



The Decline of the Old Boy, 1897-2021



The persistence of the old boy, 1996-2022 



What about Oxbridge?



Oxbridge is over-represented and it has 
remained stable within the British elite



Oxbridge has declined as a proportion of all 
students



²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΚ



The fall and rise of Oxbridge



Is there a 
ΨƎƻƭŘŜƴ 
ǘǊƛŀƴƎƭŜΩΚ



Oxbridge in a different world



But, the London-based Russell Group Unis are 
extremely successful



The Oxbridge Myth

© DafyddJones



Sir David Steel 
(1916-2004)
I then I think already decided to go, follow my brother 
ǳǇ ǘƻ ¦ƴƛǾΦΣ ǘƻ hȄŦƻǊŘΦ .ǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇΧ 
But I did get some sort of exhibition, which I think 
ƘŜƭǇŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ώΧϐ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
thing, I mean it wasn't anything... Because maybe it 
was...it was an exhibition to Univ., so...except there 
were quite a number of people; Rugby had quite a 
connection with Univ. at Oxford. So, then I went up... 

So it could have been a sort of closed Rugby... 

Closed Rugby grant, yes, I think it was, yes. So it wasn't 
all that... 



Sir David Steel 
(1916-2004)
Well, I have to admit what you gather, that I was no great 
ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊώΧϐ

CollegeUniv., it hasn't got that reputation quite now, but at

that stagehada reputationasbeing`thepub in theƘƛƎƘΩώΧ]

I used to go and have to spendSundayafternoon with tea

with one or the other of [his 3 aunts who lived in Oxford].

And they, I'll neverforget one of them sort of saying,̀ I hear

you're doing so well', and I think it wasMr Beveridgethen,

Mr Beveridgesaying,̀ You'resogoodat putting downdrink in

Univ.', whichwasa nicephrase[Χ]

Yes,cricket,I playedcricket,I playedfor the universityΧI was

a memberof the VincentClub,but I meanthat merelycomes

with beinga sportsman[Χ]

But the greatestfun, I enjoyedit, andI remembermybrother

lovedeveryminuteof it too.



Hugh Peppiatt



I said, "how is everything, Basil?" 

Now, Basil Bridgewater, says to me, 
he says, "Ah", so he said, "It's all 
changed. It's all changed." 

I said, I said, "What do you mean?" I 
said to Basil, "No, no bottles about?" 

"Sir, there are hundreds of bottles, 
ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŀƭƭ Ƴƛƭƪ ōƻǘǘƭŜǎΗϦΩ 



Hugh Peppiatton the decline of nepotism

aŀǊǘƛƴ IǳƴǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘƻǳǎŜƳŀǎǘŜǊ ŀǘ ²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƻŦ 
course, is why he came here. He came to the firm. He was interviewed by my 
father, and, after half an hour of talking about sailing, and his father, my 
housemaster and cricket, another important subject, my father put his hand 
ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ϧ²ŜƭƭΗέAnd Martin said he sat up, and he, he straightened his 
tie, because, you know, "Well", was going to lead into the real questions. 
Ϧ²ŜƭƭϦΣ ǎŀƛŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ϦǿƘŜƴ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΚέ ό[!¦DI{ύ {ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 
what ... A typical interview story of those days, of courseΦΩ

ΨFreshfields had fallen behind in size, and had relied on the traditional 
methods of people coming knocking on the door, and the, the someone at 
the Club, or the school saying, "Could you take my boy?"And, of course, it was 
soon found that was an extremely inadequate wayΩ ǘƻ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘ



ΨǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩ 



Hard Work



The end of certainty



The two 
Oxbridges


