
Summary 

This thesis offers a study of upper class formation in Norway, a country that is often 

described as a particularly egalitarian society. Drawing on the Bourdieusian notion of horizontal 

class divisions, it approaches the upper class as comprised of different fractions, defined by the 

relative weight of economic capital to cultural capital. Using an occupation-based class scheme, 

three fractions are identified: an economic fraction (e.g. proprietors, rentiers, chief executives 

and financial intermediaries); a cultural fraction (e.g. professors, architects, and cultural 

directors); and a ‘balanced fraction’ (e.g. elite professionals, politicians, and top-level 

bureaucrats). As well as offering original sociological insights into the social composition of 

the dominant class in Norway, it suggests novel research designs for studying class formation 

by combining statistical techniques in a manner that is unusual in class analysis. 

The point of departure for the study is the central emphasis placed on biographical 

experiences for elucidating processes of group formation in sociological theory. The study 

devotes specific attention to contextualized accounts of class biographies in both time, space 

and according to the dynamics of class fractions. Class analysis often relies on temporal 

snapshots, disregards intra-class variation, and abstracts class reproduction away from the 

spatialized contexts in which much social life is played out. Notwithstanding the growing 

attention devoted to both space and class fractions in recent contributions, a key argument in 

the study is that these matters remain insufficiently linked to temporal dynamism and life course 

variation. Thematically, the articles deal with three biographical features that are anticipated to 

promote homogenized experiences along class divisions; in addition to the conventional interest 

in intra- and intergenerational class immobility, the study adds ‘contextual immobility’ as 

indicated by the degree to which one’s neighbourly environment is reproduced over time.  

The dissertation consists of three articles that are prefaced by an introduction that 

clarifies the theoretical and methodological framework of the study. The methodology 

employed largely adheres to a ‘relational paradigm’ that focuses on assessing temporal 

dynamism (social sequence analysis) and topological patterns of association (multiple 

correspondence analysis). In addition, segregation indices are employed to account for spatial 

inequalities. The research designs offer strategies that have hitherto been underexplored for the 

purposes of analysing class formation. In particular, the joint application of social sequence 



analysis and multiple correspondence analysis enables the ‘situating’ of class careers in a 

relational structure, thereby both easing the difficulties of sequence analysis in analysing the 

structural properties that stratify careers and helping introduce more dynamism into geometric 

data analysis. 

The first article analyses contextual mobility by mapping different neighbourhood 

trajectories in the Oslo region. It follows three cohorts who left their parental home in 1989 and 

traces the annual level of affluence or poverty in their neighbourly surroundings over a 24-year 

period. The article reveals that about one-third experience contextual reproduction of dense 

poverty or dense affluence and that types of contextual mobility are linked to the parental home 

environment. The intragenerational reproduction of contextual affluence, however, is far more 

restricted in physical space, and the affluent are more segregated and isolated over the life 

course than the poor. The main implication is that the affluent partake in closure strategies of 

‘spatial withdrawal’ over the life course that add to and intensify class privilege.  

The second article deals with intragenerational class mobility and maps different 

pathways into the three upper-class fractions. By analysing the 21 birth cohorts who became 

affiliated with one of these fractions at least once in a ten-year period in adulthood, it uncovers 

how class careers are patterned by vertical mobility – differentiating between long-range 

mobility as well as stable affiliations at the top – and horizontal mobility as evidenced by limited 

mobility between the class fractions.  

The last article addresses the key issue of the association between class origins and class 

destinations within the Norwegian upper class. It assesses the main lines of divisions in the 

‘inherited’ capitals pertaining to kinship ties. The origins of the upper class are divided firstly 

along a capital volume dimension that differentiates ‘the newcomers’ of modest origins from 

‘the established’ of resourceful origins. Secondly, a differentiation along capital composition 

separates privileged origins in the economic domain from origins in other class fractions. The 

relationship between class origins and class destinations is then analysed by linking ‘destination 

careers’ – which are constructed in a similar manner as in Article II – to the ‘origin space’. This 

procedure suggests that ‘the newcomers’ are more likely to experience fragile and 

discontinuous careers or biographically late arrival to the upper class. ‘The established’, on the 

other hand, seem more likely to experience stable affiliations at the top. However, the 

established seem internally divided along the dimension of capital composition and their stable 

affiliation to the upper class seems patterned by origins in specific class fractions. This suggests 



the existence of multiple fraction-specific cores in the Norwegian upper class that are patterned 

by a lifelong accumulation of specific forms of capital. 


