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Introduction 

When thinking about how best to frame this prolusion to the Settimana Datini, 
which this year is dedicated to social mobility, I was first and foremost faced with a 
dilemma: where to begin?1 With the relatively little we know from previous publica-
tions on this topic? With an overview of what I think were the long-term develop-
ments of social mobility? Both seemed fine options, but in the end, it occurred to me 
that, first and foremost, we need to understand why we are convened here to discuss 
social and economic mobility, which is not at all a traditional research topic for eco-
nomic historians. Although this topic is somewhat implicit in the work of many, it is 
only in the last decade or so that social mobility has become an explicit objective of 
research in economic history. 

I believe that there are two reasons for this new interest, one direct and one 
indirect. First, the direct one: we are concerned about the levels of social mobility 
today, which in much of the world, and definitely across most of the West, tend to be 
perceived as low and declining. Consequently, we seek to better understand mobility 
in the past because we want to figure up what is happening today (it is a well-known 
fact that the questions we ask when exploring the past are often determined by the 
present, that is by the epoch that we live in and by the challenges that our own society 
is facing). The second, indirect reason for which many social and economic historians 
are now looking at social mobility, is that this avenue of research seems to be a logical 
next step after all the collective effort that went into exploring long-term trends in 
economic inequality, an effort which has substantially intensified from the beginning 
of the Great Recession in 2008 (Wade 2014; Alfani 2024a).2 This refocusing of the 
attention from inequality to mobility was surely important for me personally: the two 
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Inequality (New York), Stone Center for Research on Wealth Inequality and Mobility (Chicago) 
1 I am grateful to Francesca Trivellato for many useful comments on an early draft of this prolusion. 

The final version also profited from discussion with several participants to the 2024 Settimana Datini. 
The research leading to this article has received funding from the European Research Council under 
the European  Union’s Horizon 2020 Framework Program/ERC Grant agreement No. 725687, 
SMITE-Social Mobility and Inequality across Italy and Europe, 1300-1800. 

2 This recent, collective effort in researching long-term trends in economic inequality built upon a 
long tradition of research by economic historians: see Alfani 2021 for an updated synthesis of older and 
more recent research conducted on preindustrial inequality. 
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CRITERI DI CERTIFICAZIONE SCIENTIFICA 
 
 
I testi pubblicati in questa collana raccolgono i risultati di ricerche originali attivate dalla 
Fondazione Istituto Internazionale di Storia Economica “F. Datini”, sulla base di un progetto 
varato dai suoi organi scientifici. Gli autori vengono selezionati a seguito di una Call for papers 
che indica gli obiettivi scientifici del progetto; la selezione è effettuata sulla base di proposte 
circostanziate contenenti indicazioni sulle questioni storiografiche che si intende affrontare, l’area 
e il periodo storico preso in considerazione e la tipologia delle fonti da utilizzare. La Giunta del 
Comitato scientifico, eventualmente integrata da specialisti, analizza le proposte e seleziona 
quelle ritenute più valide e coerenti con il progetto generale di ricerca. I testi risultanti dalle 
ricerche vengono presentati e discussi in occasione della Settimana di Studi. Nel mese precedente 
al suo svolgimento, essi vengono messi a disposizione dei partecipanti, per consentire il 
necessario approfondimento della discussione. A seguito delle osservazioni e del dibattito svolto 
durante il convegno, gli autori inviano i loro testi definitivi. Tutti i testi vengono sottoposti a 
duplice peer review anonimo integrato da una terza valutazione in caso di pareri discordanti. 
Questo volume raccoglie solo quelli che hanno registrato un giudizio positivo. 
 
 
The works published in this series represent the collected original research works initiated by the 
“F. Datini” International Institute of Economic History (Fondazione Istituto Internazionale di 
Storia Economica “F. Datini”), based on a project launched by its scientific bodies. The authors 
are chosen following a Call for Papers indicating the scientific objectives of the project; the 
selection is performed on the basis of detailed proposals containing indications regarding the 
researched economic history topics, the area and historical period considered, as well as the 
sources used. The Scientific Committee analyzes the proposals, choosing those considered the 
most valid and coherent with the general research project. The works resulting from research are 
presented and discussed during the Study Week. During the month preceding the Study Week, 
the works are made available to the participants to ensure a more detailed discussion. Following 
the comments and the debate held during the conference, the authors send their final texts, 
which are submitted to two anonymous peer reviewers; the review is supplemented by a third 
evaluation in case of divergent opinions. This book only contains the essays recording a positive 
judgment. 

FUP Best Practice in Scholarly Publishing (DOI 10.36253/fup_best_practice)
Angela Orlandi (edited by), La mobilità sociale nelle società preindustriali: tendenze, cause ed effetti (secc. XIII-XVIII) 
/ Social mobility in pre-industrial societies: tendencies, causes and effects (13th-18th centuries), © 2025 Author(s), CC 
BY 4.0, published by Firenze University Press, ISBN 979-12-215-0667-9, DOI 10.36253/979-12-215-0667-9

https://doi.org/10.36253/fup_best_practice
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
https://doi.org/10.36253/979-12-215-0667-9



