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Racial wealth gap 𝚫𝑹 in the US

• Many things go into wealth, 
but for median American 
mostly housing
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Racial wealth gap 𝚫𝑹 in the US

• Many things go into wealth, 
but for median American 
mostly housing

• Higher in wealth distribution 
other factors salient

• One of those: inventions

• Recall NPR podcast, Week 1: 
publishing Cook (2014)
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Cook (2014)
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Research Question

• How much do reductions in personal security and property rights affect 
individual creativity + inventive activity?
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Research Question

• How much do reductions in personal security and property rights affect 
individual creativity + inventive activity?

• Social instability and conflict lead to worse economic outcomes

• Political unrest associated with reduced savings and investment at the 
national level (Alesina & Perotti, 1996)

• War is negatively associated with international trade (Luigi et al., 2009)
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Context: United States, 1870 – 1940

• During this period, race related violence increased dramatically
• Lynching peaked in 1983

• Race riots peaked in 1921

• Government policy: state segregation laws in 1908, 1928, 1933

• Cook (2014) uses these events to study the relationship between 
security/property rights and inventive activity
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Segregation, Violence, and Inventing

• The more Jim Crow laws, the “fewer the encounters between African 
Americans and whites and the greater the degree of anxiety, mistrust, 
and suspicion between the races, which could lead to” violence

• Violence + lack of enforcement of property rights ⇒ Black inventors 
rationally expect to not be able to keep their created wealth…
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Preview of Findings

• Black patenting activity reduced by 15% year in response to violence

• Overall patenting lower in states with more violence/segregation laws

• Result: 1100 “missing patents” relative to 726 actual patents
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Preview of Findings

• Black patenting activity reduced by 15% year in response to violence

• Overall patenting lower in states with more violence/segregation laws

• Result: 1100 “missing patents” relative to 726 actual patents

• Placebo study: similar hate-related violence directed towards white 
inventors would have depressed total US patenting activity by 40%

• Thus, more volatile technological advancement
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Data

• Race is typically not given on any patent documents/paperwork. 

• How does Cook (2014) infer the race of inventors to answer her question?
1. US patent office surveys in 1900 and 1913, but very incomplete

2. Matched patent records to the US census
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Data

• Race is typically not given on any patent documents/paperwork. 

• How does Cook (2014) infer the race of inventors to answer her question?
1. US patent office surveys in 1900 and 1913, but very incomplete

2. Matched patent records to the US census

• Matches corroborated using algorithm in Bertrand & Mullainathan (2004) 
to identify white- and Black-sounding names

• These efforts not sufficient; much more primary data collection done to 
find Black inventors and match their names to patent records
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Research question

• How do riots, lynching, and segregation laws affect the number of 
patents produced per capita among white and Black inventors?
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Conclusion

• Rational expectation among Black inventors that government would 
not protect them against violence by other citizens

• Racial gap in patenting 𝚫𝑹
𝐩𝐚𝐭𝐞𝐧𝐭

maxed in years when violence highest
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Conclusion

• Rational expectation among Black inventors that government would 
not protect them against violence by other citizens

• Racial gap in patenting 𝚫𝑹
𝐩𝐚𝐭𝐞𝐧𝐭

maxed in years when violence highest

• The 1100 missing patents due to violence no doubt harmed Black 
families within generation, but also perpetuated gaps in inherited 
wealth which is an intergenerational concern

• More evidence for the role of government policy in perpetuating 𝚫𝑹

22



23



Policies to close gaps      Δ𝑀 Δ𝐺 Δ𝑅

• Easy to state
1. Allow free labor mobility by opening borders (like capital and goods)

2. Make childbirth a parental cost rather than a motherhood penalty by 
implementing parental leave policies

3. Reparations + relenting targeted imprisonment of Black Americans, who go 
on to face discrimination in the labor, housing, and other markets
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1. Allow free labor mobility by opening borders (like capital and goods)

2. Make childbirth a parental cost rather than a motherhood penalty by 
implementing parental leave policies

3. Reparations + relenting targeted imprisonment of Black Americans, who go 
on to face discrimination in the labor, housing, and other markets

• Unclear
• Why are these policies not adopted?

• How could they feasibly be adopted?

• Which policies are most powerful?
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Somebody needs to 
answer these questions &
ask new, better ones… 

why not you??


