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The relationship between economic performance and wealth inequality at a regional
level is examined using county-level wealth for Ontario in 1892 and 1902. The results
find that after controlling for confounding factors, declining wealth inequality was gen-
erally accompanied by slower economic performance as measured by changes in wealth
levels and manufacturing output over time. This suggests that a more egalitarian wealth
distribution came perhaps at the price of less robust economic performance.

Introduction

Long-run growth and economic inequality are increasingly the topic of international
economic history (Piketty 2014; Roine and Waldenstrom 2014). Piketty’s thesis, that
when the rate of return to wealth is greater than the rate of economic growth the
result is greater inequality, is a pessimistic one. Moreover, it is at odds with the more
hopeful Kuznets curve hypothesis that inequality grows during industrialization and
economic growth but declines once industrialization is widespread and economic
growth moderates (Kuznets 1955, 1966).

Deaton (2013: 78) remarks that rapid economic growth and change can be accom-
panied by greater inequality. Indeed, inequality is “one of the ‘gifts’ of civilization”
in that innovation, growth, and progress must start somewhere and differential timing
inevitably results in some divergence in material standards of living. The economic
inequality characterizing late-nineteenth-century Europe and America during their
economic expansion and industrialization that also raised individual material welfare
is evidence of this. Certainly, evidence for Canada also suggests periods of rapid
growth like the wheat boom era were also associated with rising inequality.1

There is debate and mixed evidence over whether long-term economic growth,
development, and industrialization reduced or increased inequality. For example, re-
cent research suggests that income inequality across countries, at preindustrial times
and today, is similar.2 In the case of the United States, Williamson and Lindert3

have argued that industrialization brought about increased inequality whereas Soltow

The author wishes to thank two anonymous reviewers and participants in sessions at the BETA-Workshop
in Historical Economics, University of Strasbourg (May 2013), Economic History Association Meetings,
Washington (September 2013), and the Social Science History Association Meetings, Baltimore (November
2015) for their comments on various drafts of this article.

1. The wheat boom era is commonly associated with the period from 1896 to 1914 though broader
interpretations extend the period to the start of the Great Depression in 1929. See Di Matteo (2012).

2. As noted in Milanovic et al. (2010: 268): “Simply put, both the dispersion and the mean of inequality
statistics across countries, at pre-industrial times and today, are similar.”

3. See Lindert (1991), Lindert and Williamson (1985, 2016), Williamson and Lindert (1980).
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616 Social Science History

(1989: 5) has felt that the Industrial Revolution had the opposite long-term effect
because the factory revolution offered greater employment opportunities than pre-
viously existed. Yet, Soltow has documented that even eighteenth-century America
appears to have exhibited significant wealth inequality that was nevertheless tolerated
because of wider rates of property holding relative to Europe.4

To provide another dimension to addressing the relationship between economic
performance and wealth inequality—a relationship usually addressed using national-
level data—evidence at a regional level is examined using county-level wealth for
Ontario in 1892 and 1902. The Canadian province of Ontario has been a keystone
of the Canadian economy since Confederation with the largest provincial share of
national population and output. Yet, late-nineteenth-century Ontario was marked by
an economic slump that was not reversed until the early-twentieth-century boom. At
the same time, this period for Ontario was accompanied by declining inequality of
wealth.

Most studies of the relationship between inequality and economic growth and per-
formance use national-level data.5 There are potentially several methodological issues
when it comes to examining wealth inequality that are compounded if international
comparisons are to be made. Among them are the actual definition of what wealth is,
the unit of observation, assorted biases of the data source being made use of, asset
coverage, sampling differences as well as institutional differences when data from
different countries are compared (Wolff 1991: 94).

These issues are exacerbated when long-term international comparisons of histor-
ical wealth inequality are made given the diversity of data sources over time. Roine
and Waldenstrom (2014) in their look at long-term trends in wealth inequality use
international data sets that cover households, adults, families, and males only and
that were generated from surveys, tax records, and probate. They note that even
when a common unit of comparison is available across countries (e.g., households)
the definition is not identical across countries and can even vary over time within a
country.6

In this article, the availability of data from one large jurisdiction with substantial
geographic diversity and a common set of institutions is an opportunity to examine in-
equality free from some of these data issues. The results here find that after controlling
for confounding factors, declining wealth inequality was generally accompanied by
slower economic performance as measured by changes in wealth levels. This suggests
that a more unequal wealth distribution may sometimes be the price of more robust
economic growth.

4. The case that wealth inequality increases during industrialization are not supported unambiguously
is also noted by Ohlsson et al. (2008), who find that wealth inequality in Denmark, Sweden, and Norway
did not rise during their early industrialization.

5. E.g., Benabou (2000) documents a dozen studies on the relationship between inequality and growth
using international cross-section data.

6. As Roine and Waldenstrom (2014: 5) write: “Finally, one should remember that it is not always a
matter of choosing the right inequality measure for the question at hand. In fact, when it comes to the study
of long run inequality the availability of any data at all is often the binding constraint.”
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Does Egalitarianism Come at a Price? 617

Economic Inequality and Economic Performance

Economic inequality was a prominent feature of nineteenth-century economies (see
Piketty 2014). The complex determinants of inequality ultimately depend on individ-
ual abilities to take advantage of economic opportunities as well as absorb economic
shocks. Any study of inequality using historical microdata must be placed into the
context of Simon Kuznets (1955, 1966) and the inverted-U hypothesis relationship
between economic growth and inequality. The relative optimism of the Kuznetsian
hypothesis lies in the inverted u-shaped relationship demonstrating rising inequality
during the initial phase of industrialization and rapid economic growth and then
declining inequality.

However, Piketty (2014) argues inequality rises when the rate of return to capital
exceeds the economy’s growth rate. Furthermore, Piketty’s work implies an era of
slower economic growth will inevitably be associated with rising inequality given
the long-term trend in rates of return to capital.7 Piketty (ibid.) argues that increasing
equality during the twentieth century was at best an aberration brought about by war,
which eroded the return to capital.

Causal links between economic inequality and economic growth include capital
market imperfections that hinder the poor from borrowing to invest in human capital,
policy responses to economic inequality, the disruptive effect of social unrest and
revolution on the economy from high economic inequality, and the effect of inequality
on savings rates.8 While most of the literature on the relationship between inequality
and economic performance growth focuses on income inequality, it can apply to
wealth inequality (see Forbes 2000).

Persson and Tabellini (1994) maintain that in a society where distributional conflict
is important, political decisions produce economic policies that tax investment and
growth-promoting activities in order to redistribute income. They find a significant
and negative empirical relationship between inequality and growth. Alesina and Ro-
drik (1994) present a model in which the public sector provides a public input into
production financed using a tax on capital income with the result that a more equal dis-
tribution of income results in lower taxation rates and faster economic growth. Alesina
and Perotti (1996) model high levels of income inequality creating social unrest, which
results in instability and less investment thereby reducing economic growth.

The effect of inequality of savings rates is also the subject of some debate with the
traditional view being that because the rich have higher savings rates, inequality may
lead to greater saving and investment (see Ashton 1948: 7; Kaldor 1957). However,
Stiglitz (2012) argues that greater inequality leads to a higher savings rate but this
results in a decline in aggregate demand, which reduces economic growth.

Most developed economies saw increasing wealth inequality during nineteenth-
century industrialization that abated during the first three-quarters of the twentieth

7. On a global level, Piketty places the historical pure rate of return to capita (pretax) at rates between 4
and 5 percent. See Piketty (2014: 354).

8. For an overview, see Dahlby and Ferede (2013). See also Aghion et al. (1999), Barro (2000, 2008),
Perotti (1993), and Castello-Climent (2010).
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618 Social Science History

century.9 North American studies of wealth accumulation document high rates of
accumulation as well as high wealth inequality, even in frontier areas of recent settle-
ment.10 Wealth inequality was also high for continental Europe, Australia, and New
Zealand in the nineteenth century and early part of the twentieth century.11

Banerjee and Duflo (2003) estimate an inverted u-shaped relationship between
growth and inequality using cross-country data but caution that while this result is
consistent with a Kuznets curve, it could also reflect measurement error as well as
identification problems. Studies finding a Kuznets-type relationship in an American
context include Williamson (1965), Lindert and Williamson (1985), Williamson and
Lindert (1980), and Lindert (1991).

For Canada, Alan Green (1967, 1968/69, 1971) found evidence of a Kuznets curve
with regional disparities converging after World War I. Green argues that regional
inequality continued to increase because the wheat boom era stimulated an agri-
cultural expansion that was a low-income sector in the west while the high-income
manufacturing sector expanded in central Canada. By contrast, Inwood and Irwin
(1998: 18), using pre–World War I regional income estimates for the period 1870 to
1890, observe a modest reduction in spatial inequality between 1870 and 1890.12

Williamson (1996, 1998) and Higgins and Williamson (2002) move beyond exam-
ining inequality as simply an unconditional Kuznets curve relationship and consider
that inequality is rooted in changes in income or wealth, as well as public policy, skills,
institutions, education, resource endowments, and age structure.13 Indeed, Atack and
Bateman (1981) and Gallman (1978) maintain that because wealth does rise with
age, the larger the proportion of young people in a society, the more wealth inequality
there would be. International studies have generally found that relative inequality
falls sharply over the first 10 to 15 years of the working lifetime, levels off over the
remainder of the working period, and then begins to increase during retirement.14

As well, values and beliefs regarding equity can be factors affecting economic in-
equality making religion a factor in determining wealth and income distributions. For

9. See Ohlsson et al. (2008) and Roine and Waldenstrom (2014) for evidence on several European
countries. The Scandinavian countries were an exception to inequality rising with industrialization.
10. For Canada: Siddiq (1988), Osberg and Siddiq (1988, 1992), Darroch (1983), Siddiq and Gwyn (1991),

Di Matteo and George (1992), Gwyn and Siddiq (1992), Darroch and Soltow (1994), Bouchard (1998),
Baskerville (1999). For the United States: Main (1975, 1977), Jones (1980, 1984), Burchell (1987), Bolton
(1982), Soltow (1975, 1979), Atack and Bateman (1981), Newell (1980, 1986), Herscovici (1993), Pope
(1980), Galenson and Pope (1989), Gregson (1996), Ferrie (1994), Steckel (1990), Steckel and Moehling
(2001), Stewart (2006, 2009), Clay and Jones (2008), Walker (2000), and Canaday (2008).
11. Shanahan (2001), Galt (1983), and McAloon (2002). See also Rubinstein (1977, 1979, 1987, 1988).

For a reference on the use of probate records in English economic history, see Owens et al. (2006) and
Lindert (1986). For Argentina, see Hora (2012). See also Roine and Waldenstrom (2014).
12. Inwood and Irwin, “Extending” (1998: 23) calculate descriptive income inequality measures for 1870

and 1890. Using districts weighted by population, they find that the value of the Gini coefficient in Canada
was 0.14 in 1870 and 0.15 in 1890. As well, the income shares of the wealthiest and poorest fifth of the
population remained about the same at 27 and 13 percent, respectively.
13. As another example, Spain sees a fall in income inequality during the beginning phases of its economy

opening to international competition from the 1850s to the 1890s and then a rise in inequality from the
1890s to the start of World War I, which coincided with a return to protectionism. See Escosura (2008).
14. These empirical results have been documented for Canada (Magee et al. 1991), the United Kingdom

(Shorrocks 1975a, 1975b), and the United States (Greenwood 1987).
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late-nineteenth-century Ontario, Di Matteo (2016) finds differences across religious
affiliations when it comes to the degree of partibility in estate division with more
partibility associated with less wealth inequality. At the international level, Fernan-
dez (2014) notes that between 1910 and 1930, countries such as Spain, New Zealand,
Belgium, Australia, and Italy displayed higher inequality in land distribution while
Finland, Denmark, Sweden, and Canada had less inequality. The latter countries had
more prevalent Protestant populations.

Ontario’s Poor Late-Nineteenth-Century Economic Performance

Understanding Ontario’s late-nineteenth-century economic performance is a chal-
lenge given the dearth of detailed long-term evidence on Canadian regional economic
performance combined with national economic evidence suggesting slower national
growth after Confederation followed by the more rapid growth of the prairie settlement
era. Taken together, the evidence suggests that Canada and Ontario experienced slower
economic growth prior to 1900 with Ontario being particularly hard hit. Growth then
becomes quite robust after 1900 in Canada including Ontario as a result of the wheat
boom era and prairie settlement. The wealth accumulation and distribution evidence
provided by the Ontario 1892 and 1902 probate records would invariably reflect much
of this pre-1900 era of slower economic growth.

At the international level, Canada appears to do relatively well between 1870 and
1929. Figure 1 shows the average annual growth rate of nominal per capita gross
domestic product (GDP) for several countries and shows Canada’s growth compares
favorably with both the United States and Argentina. However, Canadian economic
growth was more pronounced after 1896 and especially after 1900 coinciding with the
wheat boom era and sustained manufacturing productivity and development, though
the 1890s do appear to have witnessed an export surge (see Ankli 1980; Green and
Urquhart 1987, 1994; Keay 2000a, 2000b). While some recent work suggests the
Canadian economy actually grew at its most rapid pace for a decade prior to the set-
tlement effects of the wheat boom,15 Buckley and Altman have placed more emphasis
on the period from 1872 to 1892 as one of “secular depression” (see Altman 1987;
Buckley 1955) with the year 1891 associated with a particularly severe downturn
(Darroch 1983).

From 1871 to 1896, real per capita gross national product (GNP) in Canada grew
at an implied annual rate of 1.0 percent whereas from 1896 to 1926 it grew at 2.4
percent.16 While Ontario over the entire pre-1926 period still has the highest real per
capita output of the Canadian provinces (see Inwood and Irwin 2002), it does appear
to have been afflicted with poorer performance. For example, Ontario population
growth—which can be taken as one sign of response to economic opportunity—was

15. McInnis (2007) argues that three-quarters of the income gain of the boom era occurred between 1896
and 1907.
16. Author’s calculations. Data Source: Green and Urquhart (1994).
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FIGURE 1. Average annual growth rate of per capita GDP, 1870–1929.
Source: Sources for this calculation: McLean (2004) provides multipliers for GDP
relative to US data for Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, and the United
Kingdom; US per capita nominal GDP taken from Johnston and Williamson (2016).
See also: Urquhart (1993) and Officer (2016).

only slightly better than the rest of Canada from 1861 to 1881. It then fell below
the rest of Canada from 1881 through to 1921 as illustrated in figure 2. In addition,
between 1890 and 1910, Ontario’s share of national output declined from 49.2 to 41.4
percent, though after 1900 this would be the result of the opportunities of the wheat
boom expanding the western frontier economy and population faster than Ontario
rather than slower growth in Ontario per se (Green 1967: 238).

Employment growth as illustrated in figure 3 provides additional evidence of On-
tario’s economic performance relative to the rest of Canada throughout the period
1871 to 1921. Between 1871 and 1901, Canada and Ontario’s employment growth
rate fell, though Ontario’s fell substantially more. Whereas Ontario’s rate of employ-
ment growth exceeded Canada’s slightly during the 1870s, it fell slightly behind in the
1880s and then plummeted during the 1890s. Ontario’s employment growth remained
below that of the rest of Canada after 1901, though that can be attributed to the rapidly
expanding western Canadian economy as a result of the wheat boom. The pre-1900
performance cannot be explained by western settlement and is more likely the result
of a relatively more poorly performing Ontario economy.
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FIGURE 2. Implied population growth rates: Ontario versus rest of Canada, 1861–
1921.
Source: Statistics Canada (1999).

Ontario even in the nineteenth century was regarded as Canada’s industrial heart-
land but Ontario’s performance in manufacturing also appears to have substantially
worsened especially relative to the rest of the country. Percent growth in real output
per worker in manufacturing in Ontario was 12.6 percent between 1870 and 1880 and
rose to 15.5 percent from 1880 to 1890 before plummeting to -1.2 percent from 1890 to
1900 (see Drummond 1987: table 7.3).17 Comparing the growth rate of manufacturing
output between Ontario and the rest of Canada, they were similar between 1870 and
1890 but the period from 1890 to 1900 saw Ontario’s manufacturing output drop 7.5
percent while the rest of Canada’s grew by 61.3 percent.18 In their study of Canadian
regional industrial growth, Inwood and Chamard (1986) find that Ontario’s manufac-
turing output growth exceeded that of Quebec and the Maritimes but was below the
Prairies and British Columbia during the 1880s. During the 1890s, Ontario’s growth
in manufacturing output only exceeded that of the Maritimes falling even below that
of Quebec.

17. Output per worker deflated by DBS General (1926 = 100).
18. Author’s calculations. Data sources: Urquhart (1993: table 1.1) and Drummond (1987: appendix C,

table 7.1).
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FIGURE 3. Employment growth by decade, all occupations, Canada and Ontario,
1871–1921.
Source: 1870–71 Census of Canada, Statistics Canada (1999), Drummond (1987:
appendix C, table 2.1).

More direct evidence of poorer economic opportunities in Ontario is also suggested
by the tendency of English Canadians to migrate to the United States, which also had
higher per capita income.19 Indeed, according to the IPUMS 5 percent census sample
for the year 1900, 1.64 percent of the US population was Canadian born and Canadians
made up 12 percent of the foreign-born population (Ruggles et al. 2010). This outflow
of Canadians is significant when compared to the size of Canada’s population at the
time.20

19. The absolute numbers of Canadian-born residents of the United States grew from 147,711 in 1850
to 1,204,637 by 1910 as between 1850 and 1920 nearly two million Canadians immigrated to the United
States. Jackson (1923: 27–28). Jackson quotes Goldwin Smith as follows: “‘The Americans may say with
truth,’ wrote Goldwin Smith in 1891, ‘that if they do not annex Canada, they are annexing the Canadians.
They are annexing the very flower of the Canadian population, and in the way most costly to the country
from which it is drawn, since the men whom that country has been at the expense of breeding leave it just
as they arrive at manhood and begin to produce.’”
20. Whereas in 1950, the Canadian born living in the United States represented 6.2 percent of Canada’s

population, in 1900 it was 22 percent. Vedder and Gallaway (1970: 477).
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A study of the distribution of Canadian migrants to the United States over the
period 1850 to 1950 found migrants were particularly sensitive to state income
differentials and employment opportunities. There was a pronounced tendency to
settle along the border particularly between 1880 and 1900 (Vedder and Gallaway
1970: 482–84).21 Indeed, nominal per capita incomes in Canada were substan-
tially lower than the United States between 1870 and 1907 with some conver-
gence only occurring during the peak of the wheat boom era between 1907 and
1913.22

Evidence of greater economic opportunity in the United States also comes from
probate wealth evidence for American regions near Ontario. King (1915) in a survey
of American wealth and income provides several tables on the distribution of wealth
from estates of males probated in Massachusetts and Wisconsin.23 These tables were
used to compute the average wealth and wealth share of the top male 1 percent in
Massachusetts and Wisconsin.

The top 1 percent of 35,148 male estates probated in Massachusetts over the period
1889 to 1891 had an average wealth of $271,494 and owned 47.1 percent of all
probated wealth. The top 1 percent of 2,332 male estates probated in Wisconsin in the
year 1900 had an average wealth of $219,081 and owned 46.0 percent of all probated
wealth. By contrast, the top 1 percent of male Ontario probated decedents reported
an average wealth over the 1892 to 1902 period of $201,610 and owned 24.9 percent
of the wealth probated. Thus, average wealth in Ontario was also lower than these
two nearby American jurisdictions.24

Of course, ideal evidence would entail estimates of real per capita GDP growth
for Ontario prior to 1900 compared to the rest of the country, but this is difficult
given the absence of regional GDP estimates on an annual basis for Canada. As well,
comparisons are inevitably complicated by the westward expansion of industrializa-
tion, increases in wheat exports, and increasing working hours over time.25 Canada’s

21. It was also noted that French-speaking migrants were more sensitive than English-speaking ones to
income differences. For additional discussion of migration to North America, see Green et al. (2002) and
Minns (2000).
22. The exchange rate between the US and Canadian dollars was at parity for the period 1870 to 1913

making a comparison of nominal GDP satisfactory. In 1870, nominal per capita GDP in Canada was $107
compared to $196 in the United States. By 1890, the comparable figures were $150 for Canada and $273 for
the United States while by 1913 they were $366 and $406, respectively. Data source: Green and Urquhart
(1994) and Eh.Net (https://measuringworth.com/usgdp/).
23. Table IX, p. 69 provides the estimated distribution of estates of men dying in Massachusetts over the

period 1889 to 1891. Table XI, p. 76 provides the estimated distribution of the value of estates of men
dying in six Wisconsin counties in the year 1900.
24. There is additional evidence that particularly innovative, inventive, and entrepreneurial Canadians

did move to the United States to pursue opportunities in the larger and often more dynamic American
market. Zorina Khan’s work (Khan 2005) on US patent activity and innovation has constructed a database
of inventors and Canadian-born individuals feature prominently in the list. Among them are Reginald
A. Fessenden (1866–1932) with patent activity in radio-communications and submarines, James L. Kraft
(1874–1953) with patent activity in cheese processing and packaging, and Charles L. G. Fortescue (1876–
1936) with patent activity in electric power.
25. Huberman (2004) finds that while hours at work declined for many countries between 1870 and 1913,

they increased in Canada. As a result, once adjusted for less leisure time, Canadian economic growth and
per capita incomes are less impressive during this period.
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economy between 1870 and 1920 underwent western settlement, industrialization,
and rapid immigration especially after 1896, which together entailed a significant
structural change in the economy and also needs to be acknowledged prior to any
estimates of per capita out growth.26 The temporary arrest of industrial relocation in
central Canada noted by Inwood and Chamard (1986) could also be expected to be
reflected in a slower Ontario growth rate.27

However, by way of another estimate, one can apply Ontario’s share of national
income in 1871, 1891, 1911, and 1929 as estimated by Inwood and Irwin (2002) and
Green (1967)28 to annual Canadian GNP as constructed by Green and Urquhart (1994)
and Urquhart (1993) and then dividing by population to obtain an estimate of Ontario
real per capita GNP ($1,900) for those years and then estimating the implied annual
growth rates for Ontario and Canada net of Ontario. An estimate is also constructed for
1901 using the average of Ontario’s output share for the years 1891 and 1911. These
estimates of real per capita GNP and the accompanying growth rates are provided in
figures 4 and 5. Estimates are provided both using the Urquhart GNP deflator as well
as a revised deflator constructed by Altman (1992).29

The results show that while Ontario’s level of real per capita GDP was higher than
the Canadian average as well as Canada net of Ontario, there were some marked
differences in the growth rates of real per capita GDP particularly in the period
prior to the 1890s—the decade for which the probate wealth data was collected.
Over the period 1871 to 1891, Ontario’s real per capita GDP growth ranged from
1.3 to 1.8 percent annually while Canada net of Ontario ranged from 1.9 to 2.4
percent. For the period 1891 to 1901, Ontario’s annual real per capita GDP growth
ranges from 2.5 to 2.8 percent while Canada net of Ontario ranges from 2.8 to 3.1
percent. Ontario then rebounds significantly over the period 1901 to 1911 reflecting the
effects of the wheat boom era that kicked in after 1896 and became especially robust
after 1900 based on aggregate Canadian results. Real per capita income ($1,900) for
Canada as a whole from 1890 to 1896 is essentially flat going from $138 to $134

26. Western settlement certainly picks up based on land entries recorded by the federal government.
Between 1872 and 1896, the value of land grant entries for Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba (the
Prairie provinces) ranged from a low of 283 in 1872 to a high of 7,383 in 1882 for an annual average of
2,665 entries. From 1897 to 1914, they ranged from a low of 1,140 in 1897 to a high of 44,273 in 1911 for
an annual average of 24,895. Source: Author’s calculations. Data from Statistics Canada (1999), Historical
Statistics of Canada, Series L34-L41.
27. Inwood and Chamard (1986) note that the 1890s fall between the period of more erratic growth and

tariff introduction of the pre-1890 period and the investment boom after 1900. As well, the 1890s was a
period of centralization of some branches of Canadian industry within central Canada. They specifically
note that (Inwood and Chamard 1986: 114): “[T]he peripheral regions of Canada fared no worse during the
1890s than in most other decades and they fared better than the published unadjusted census data would
suggest. Only two decades stand out during the entire period. The 1880s saw a temporary arrest of the
tendency of industry to concentrate in Central Canada and during the 1900s the westward movement of
manufacturing activity accelerated.” The temporary arrest of industrial relocation in central Canada could
also be expected to be reflected in a slower Ontario growth rate.
28. These shares are 1871 (52.3 percent), 1891 (49.3 percent), 1911 (41.4 percent), and 1929 (39.4

percent).
29. Altman’s Series A is used as the deflator. See Altman (1992: 456–57). It should be noted that estimates

were also done with Altman’s Series B and they generated identical results to Series A.
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FIGURE 4. Real per capita GDP, Canada and Ontario, 1871–1929.
Source: Author’s calculations from Urquhart (1993) and Altman (1992).

but then recovers reaching $171 by 1900 and $246 by 1911 (Green and Urquhart
1987: 183). In addition, Ontario’s population during this period is growing slower
than the rest of the country thereby making its per capita income growth performance
appear better than if its population growth was matching the rest of Canada. One can
therefore reasonably conclude that from the early 1870s to at least the mid-1890s,
Ontario’s economic performance was relatively poor and lagged that of the rest of
Canada.

Data

The microdata consists of census-linked probated decedents from the 37 southern
counties and six northern districts of Ontario, Canada for the years 1892 and 1902.
It was constructed from the probate records of the county surrogate courts30 and the

30. The primary data source is the probate records of Ontario surrogate courts with probate being an
institutional process that transferred property from the dead to the living and as part of the process did a
detailed market-based evaluation of assets. The process of probate began in Ontario upon initial settlement

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2017.24  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2017.24


626 Social Science History

FIGURE 5. Implied annual growth rates of real per capita GDP, Canada and Ontario,
1871–1929.
Source: Author’s calculations from Urquhart (1993) and Altman (1992).

1891 and 1901 Census of Canada.31 Detailed wealth information across 16 probate
inventory categories is available allowing for estimates of individual net wealth.32

While income and output are often used as indicators of economic growth, wealth
and its change over time will be used in this article as an indicator of economic growth

in 1790. For further details on probate and the construction of these data sets, see Di Matteo (1997, 2001,
2008, 2016).
31. There are 7,156 decedents with 3,515 from 1892 and 3,641 from 1902. For 1892, a total of 4,925

estates were taken down of which 4,236 were traceable and 3,515 successfully traced for a success rate of
83 percent. For 1902, a total of 4,969 estates were taken down of which 4,233 were traceable and 3,646
successfully traced for a success rate of 86 percent. Five of these traced individuals from 1902 did not have
age recorded and therefore for analysis, the final number for 1902 is 3,641. Sources for the data set were:
(1) Public Archives of Ontario, Surrogate Court Wills, 1892, 1902 and (2) Public Archives of Canada,
Census of Canada, 1891, 1901 Manuscripts. Details on the construction of the data and probate as a data
source are available in Di Matteo (2008).
32. The inventory categories were (1) household goods and furniture, (2) farm implements, (3) stock in

trade, (4) horses, (5) cattle, (6) sheep and swine, (7) book debts and promissory notes, (8) moneys secured
by mortgage, (9) life insurance, (10) bank stocks and other shares, (11) securities, (12) cash on hand, (13)
cash in bank, (14) farm produce, (15) real estate, and (16) other personal property. Probate data suffers from
biases as it reflects individuals of a higher socioeconomic and often older age distribution. When studying
the wealth holding of the general population, an attempt can be made to adjust the data for potential biases
using the estate multiplier technique. See Siddiq and Gwyn (1991: 103–17), and Di Matteo and George
(1992: 453–83).
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TABLE 1. Summary statistics for key characteristics, 1892
and 1902 combined

All Decedents Top 1 % Bottom 1 %

Proportion Male 0.73 0.90 0.60
Average Age in Years 61.5 68.1 49.4
Proportion Urban 0.44 0.92 0.64
Proportion Farmer 0.44 0.07 0.14
Average No. of Children 3.08 3.95 1.58
Proportion Canadian Born 0.45 0.34 0.51
Proportion Married 0.60 0.64 0.42
Proportion Single 0.12 0.05 0.28
Proportion Anglican 0.19 0.30 0.25
Proportion Catholic 0.11 0.11 0.13
Proportion Literate 0.92 0.99 0.90
Proportion of Wealth in Land 0.46 0.31 0.01
Proportion of Wealth in Financial Assets 0.38 0.58 0.44
Proportion from Golden Horseshoe 0.22 0.55 0.26

and performance. Wealth is a stock while income is a flow, and both can be indicators
of material welfare that economic growth generally improves over time.

Table 1 presents summary statistics for all decedents as well as the top and bottom 1
percent and reveals the decedents were mainly male, largely Canadian born, married,
and quite literate. The top 1 percent was overwhelmingly male. Indeed, 90 percent
were men. As well, the top 1 percent were clustered in the Golden Horseshoe33 region
around the Western end of Lake Ontario with 55 percent of them from this region.
Overall, only 21 percent of decedents were from the Golden Horseshoe and only 73
percent were male. In contrast, 59 percent of the bottom 1 percent was female and 26
percent are from the Golden Horseshoe. As well, the average age at death of the top 1
percent on wealth holders was 68 while for the bottom 1 percent it was 49 reinforcing
the adage that the poor, like the good, die young.

Table 2 provides a description of the distribution of wealth separately for 1892 and
1902 as well as average wealth using a division employed by Piketty (2014: 237–70)
into top, middle, and bottom portions. Average wealth declines for each component of
the distribution across the two years. Meanwhile, the wealth share held by the bottom
and middle of the distribution grows while that held by the top declines suggesting a
relationship between poor growth and greater equality.

Between 1892 and 1902, the average wealth of the top 1 percent of the distribution
dropped from $194,397 to $148,958 and its share of total wealth fell from 26.1 to
23.3 percent. The share of the next 9 percent also dropped slightly between these
two years while the share of the remaining 90 percent of the wealth distribution rose.
Between 1892 and 1902, the wealth share of the middle 40 percent rose from 32.8 to
35.8 percent while that of the bottom half rose from 8.8 to 9.1 percent.

33. The Golden Horseshoe is defined as the counties of Wentworth, Lincoln, Welland, Peel, Halton, and
York.
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TABLE 2. Wealth distribution and average wealth

Wealth Share (%) Average Wealth ($)

1892 1902 1892 1902

Top 10 Percent 58.36 55.15 43,283 34,943
Top 1% 26.06 23.25 194,397 148,958
Next 9% 32.3 31.9 26,598 22,430
Middle 40% 32.8 35.77 6,091 5,667
Bottom 50% 8.84 9.08 1,313 1,150
Bottom 1% 0.01 0.01 48 39

It should be noted that Ontario had a more equitable wealth distribution relative to
other nineteenth-century jurisdictions.34 While the link between slower economic per-
formance and growth and greater equality is the focus of this article, it is worth noting
other potential factors resulting in a more equitable wealth distribution. An additional
reason may simply be the rural and agricultural nature of Ontario’s economy. In 1851,
86 percent of Ontarians were rural residents and largely employed in the agricultural
sector. While the rural share of the population declined during the nineteenth century,
it was still significant with the crossover period occurring between 1901 and 1911. In
1901, 57 percent of Ontarians were rural whereas by the 1911 census, 48 percent of
Ontarians were rural.35

There is evidence supporting greater wealth equality in jurisdictions with
economies rooted in farming and agriculture. For example, throughout the period
1870 to 1930, wealth inequality was less pronounced in the agricultural frontier of
Manitoba relative to that of industrializing Ontario with higher rates of land ownership
and greater farm employment as key factors in the difference (Di Matteo 2012). This
suggests that in a manner akin to other rural farming jurisdictions, Ontario may have
been a region in the nineteenth century that afforded a reasonable standard of living
to people of relatively modest means even if it meant they were in the lower end of
the wealth distribution.36

34. It is useful to benchmark Ontario’s wealth inequality with international comparisons. A comparison
of the wealth share of the top 1 percent in Ontario in the 1892 and 1902 data set with five other countries
compiled by Ohlsson et al. (2008) and Roine and Waldenstrom (2014) for the period stretching from the
late 1860s to the early 1920s finds that compared to these other countries, Ontario was more egalitarian
with respect to wealth distribution. Whereas Ontario’s wealth share held by the top 1 percent ranged from
26.1 to 23.3 percent, the United Kingdom ranged from 61.1 to 69.0 percent, France from 47.1 to 57.7
percent, Sweden from 53.5 to 51.5 percent, Norway from 36.0 to 37.2 percent, and the United States was
at 38.1 percent. See also Shanahan (2001: 58), Shanahan and Corell (1997, 2000) and Hora (2012) for
other international comparisons.
35. Source: Statistics Canada, Population, Urban and Rural by Province, 1851–2011, www.statcan.gc.ca/

tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo62a-eng.htm.
36. In a sense, this could be seen as a “Jeffersonian” vision of a rural society of stout yeoman. E.g.,

southeastern Pennsylvania in the eighteenth century was a rural society with growing inequality and yet
a large proportion of the population could be characterized as neither rich nor poor. See Lemon (1972).
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Another possibility is that this probate wealth data set is simply marked by ex-
tremely bad luck in that extremely wealthy Ontarians did not have their estates pro-
bated in either 1892 or 1902. A limited search of the Canadian Dictionary of Biography
(www.biographi.ca/en/index.php) was done to see if any additional evidence could
be uncovered on Ontario’s wealth elite with the purpose of seeing if very wealthy
individuals had somehow escaped probate. A search was done using Volume XII,
which covers the period 1891 to 1900 for males in central Ontario using the key
words of business, energy, and resources. The results yielded 47 individuals, many
with multiple business interests.

Of these, 28 percent report activity in transportation and utilities, 26 percent in
resources, 6 percent in banking or finance, 28 percent in trade and commerce including
retail, merchant activities, or real estate while 19 percent were manufacturers and 9
percent publishers. Nine of these individuals reported an estimate of business value
while 10 had an estimate of the value of their estates at death.

The average reported value of business was $355,644 ranging from a low of $30,000
to a high of $835,800 dollars. The average estate value reported was $373,069 ranging
from a low of $28,697 to a high of 2.2 million dollars. Based on these values, these
individuals were indeed on average wealthier than the top 1 percent reported in the
Ontario 1892 and 1902 probate records but still none of them could be classified as
being in the same league as the wealthiest Americans during this time period. Even
the wealthiest of them—Hart Massey, the farm implement manufacturer—who dies
in 1896 with an estate valued at 2.2 million dollars, almost double the wealth of the
wealthiest Ontarian in the probate data set—pales in comparison with the wealth of
American robber barons.37

Economic Performance and Inequality in Ontario: An Analysis

The 1892 and 1902 microdata are used to construct county-level inequality measures
and variables as defined in table 3. In 1892, average county wealth ranged from a
minimum of $2,415 to a maximum of $18,556 while in 1902 the range was from
$2,508 to $17,241. The value of the Gini coefficient38 ranged from 0.459 to 0.818 in
1892 and from 0.425 to 0.839 in 1902. Average wealth in this entire data set fell from
$7,427 to $6,334 between 1892 and 1902 or 14.7 percent. This was accompanied by
a fall in the Gini coefficient of inequality from 0.687 to 0.670.

There were also substantial regional fluctuations in average wealth and inequality
in Ontario counties between 1892 and 1902. Average wealth was highest in York

Lemon documents how the average farmer was able to produce sufficient output to provide for a family
while generating a marketable surplus thereby generating a reasonably high level of material welfare as
demonstrated through home consumption.
37. Railroad magnate George Pullman, e.g., who died in 1897, was estimated to have died with a fortune

of more than $75 million. See “The Wealthiest Americans Ever,” New York Times, July 15, 2007.
38. The Gini coefficient takes on a value between 0 and 1 with 0 as perfect equality and 1 as perfect

inequality. See Cowell (1977) and Cowell and Flachaire (2007).
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TABLE 3. Variables used in regression analysis

Variable Definition

Gini coefficient Gini coefficient of inequality for county/district.
Theil coefficient Theil coefficient of inequality for county/district.
Average wealth Total wealth of county/district probated decedents divided by number

of decedents.
Average age Average age of probated decedents in county/district.
Proportion aged 30–49 Proportion of probated decedents in county/district aged 30–49 years.
Proportion male Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were male.
Proportion farmer Proportion of probated decedents who were employed as farmers.
Proportion skilled trades Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were in skilled

trades defined as Katz Occupational Category III.a

Proportion urban Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were urban
dwellers.b

Proportion Canadian born Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were Canadian
born.

Proportion Roman Catholic Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were Roman
Catholic.

Proportion Presbyterian Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were
Presbyterian.

Average ratio of real estate wealth Average ratio of real estate to wealth for probated decedents in
county/district.

Average stock ownership
proportion

Proportion of probated decedents who reported ownership of stocks
and shares.

Average number of children Average number of children per probated decedents in county/district.
Proportion widows/widowers Proportion of decedents in county/district who were widows or

widowers.
Proportion single Proportion of probated decedents in county/district who were

unmarried.
Proportion literate Proportion of county/district probated decedents who were literate

(could read/write according to census).
Manufacturing output per capita Value of census manufacturing output divided by census population in

county/district.
Easternc 1 if an Eastern Ontario county/district, 0 otherwise.
Western 1 if an Western Ontario county/district, 0 otherwise.
Northern 1 if a Northern Ontario county/district, 0 otherwise.
Huronia 1 if county/district in Huronia/0 otherwise.
Golden Horseshoe 1 if county/district in Golden Horseshoe, 0 otherwise.
Year 1902 1 if observation from 1902, 0 otherwise.

a“These are socioeconomic occupational status categories with OCC1 as the highest, OCC5 as the lowest, and
OCC6 as an unclassifiable (see Katz 1975: 343–48). Category OCC1, for example, contains lawyers,
merchants, doctors, etc. Categories OCC2F includes farmers, while OCC2NF contains minor government
officials and small businessmen. Category OCC3 includes skilled tradesmen, such as blacksmiths, while OCC4
contains barbers and restaurant workers. Category OCC5 is mainly unskilled labor, while OCC6 is
unclassifiable. OCC6 contains mainly women.”
bUrban is defined as a resident of a city, town, or village.
c“The counties in each of the regional dummies are as follows: NORTHERN: Renfrew, Districts of Muskoka
and Parry Sound, Sudbury-Nipissing, Algoma, Manitoulin, Kenora and Rainy River, and Thunder Bay;
GOLDEN HORSESHOE: Wentworth, Lincoln, Welland, Peel, Halton, and York; WESTERN: Haldimand,
Norfolk, Elgin, Kent, Essex, Lambton, Middlesex, Oxford, and Brant; HURONIA: Waterloo, Perth, Huron,
Wellington, Bruce, Grey, Simcoe, and Dufferin; EASTERN: Ontario, Victoria and Haliburton, Durham and
Northumberland, Peterborough, Hastings, Prince Edward, Lennox and Addington, Frontenac, Leeds-Grenville,
Dundas-Glengarry-Stormont, Oprescott and Russell, and Carleton and Lanark.”
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FIGURE 6. Percent change in Gini coefficients, Ontario counties, 1892–1902.

County (Toronto area) in 1892 at $18,556 but then declined by 50 percent to reach
$9,225 in 1902. In 1902, average wealth was the highest in Carleton County (Ottawa
area) and here wealth was up 65 percent from $10,483 in 1892. Inequality was also
highest in York in 1892 but the value of its Gini fell 6.8 percent by 1902. In 1902,
inequality was highest in Carleton County with the value of its Gini up 11.2 percent
over 1892.

Between 1892 and 1902, wealth inequality fell in 18 counties and grew in the
remainder as shown in figure 6. This raises the concern as to whether such large swings
are reasonable.39 It should be noted that along with being a period of economic change
and industrialization, the 1890s also saw a major recession early on which inevitably
could have differential effects across the province and be a factor in swings in both
average wealth and inequality across counties. For example, Darroch (1983: 44–45)
notes a decline in assessed property values in Toronto between 1892 and 1902, which
he attributes to an inflation in real estate values during the 1880s that was ended by
the recession in 1891.

There appears to be a strong correlation between changes in average wealth and
inequality in these counties between 1892 and 1902 as shown in figure 7, which plots
the relationship between the percent change in the value of the Gini coefficient and the
percent change in average wealth for these counties between 1892 and 1902. While
this evidence suggests a relationship between growing wealth and rising inequality,

39. In terms of percentage changes, the range is from 42.3 percent to -32.6 percent over a 10-year period.
It should be noted that other researchers have also found large swings in inequality over time even using
national level data. Banerjee and Duflo (2003: table 2) note over five-year periods for countries in the
Deininger and Squire data set with percentage changes in the Gini coefficient ranging from increases of
11.0 percent and declines of 9.3 percent.
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FIGURE 7. Relationship between inequality and average county wealth changes.

it is also useful to see if the relationship is sufficiently robust when age or gender are
accounted for.

Figures 8 and 9 plot the relationship between changes in county wealth and in-
equality for individuals aged less than 60 and then for males. Given the high average
age of probate data as well as the predominance of males in the data, adjusting for
age or sex is useful to see if the relationship between wealth and inequality emerges
for a younger subset of the data given that wealth generally rises with age or if only
males are considered. Figures 8 and 9 also show a strong positive correlation between
county changes in average wealth and inequality even when these subcategories of
data are used.

When examining the relationship between economic performance and inequality,
it is also important to control for confounding factors in a more rigorous fashion.
Regression analysis is used next to examine the determinants of changing wealth in-
equality in these county divisions of Ontario between 1892 and 1902. The difference
in value between 1902 and 1892 (1902 value minus 1892 value) in Gini and Theil
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FIGURE 8. Relationship between inequality changes and wealth changes: Population
aged less than 60 years.

coefficients40 is regressed on the difference in average wealth as well as differences
in other economic, demographic, and social characteristics to take the broader deter-
minants of inequality into consideration. These additional variables include average
age, proportion male, proportion urban dweller, the number of children, marital status
(county proportion of spouse deceased or single), and religion (county proportion who
are Roman Catholic or Presbyterian).

Roman Catholics and Presbyterians were included as opposed to Anglicans or
Baptists or Methodists because of their inheritance practices. Di Matteo (2016) shows
that wealth inequality was positively related to the presence of impartible estate di-
vision and inversely related to more partible division. Di Matteo (2016) also shows
that in late-nineteenth-century Ontario, Roman Catholics were significantly more
likely to engage in impartible estate division and Presbyterians in partible estate
division.

40. The Theil coefficient uses information theory to interpret individuals as events and their wealth share
as probability and then proceeds to construct an index. It ranges from 0 to infinity with larger values being
associated with greater degrees of inequality. See Cowell (1977).
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FIGURE 9. Relationship between inequality changes and wealth changes: Males only.

Additional variables include regional dummies (with the Golden Horseshoe as
the omitted category), portfolio variables (the ratio of average real estate to aver-
age wealth and the proportion reporting ownership of stocks and shares), a literacy
variable, an age-distribution variable defined as the proportion between ages 30 and
49,41 farm occupation, and a skilled trades variable to capture the potential effects of
skills deepening on inequality changes. As well, the value of inequality in 1892 is
included as to provide an estimate of the change in inequality against the initial level of
inequality.

Furthermore, an industrial output variable is included to capture any effects
on inequality of industrialization. It is defined as the per capita county value of

41. Atack and Bateman (1981) and Gallman (1978) suggest that because wealth does rise with age, the
larger the proportion of young people in a society, the more wealth inequality there would be. A mature age
demographic has been associated with a reduction in inequality. Higgins and Williamson (2002) finds that
the relative size of the “mature” population cohort between ages 40 and 59 had a negative and significant
impact on inequality. The definition of mature in this article differs from that used by Williamson, but
it is based on preliminary plots of the data showing the proportion aged 30 to 49 associated with lower
Gini coefficients. Davies (1996) also argues the relationship between age structure and inequality can be
u-shaped.
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manufacturing production as provided in the 1891 and 1901 Census of Canada.
While the value of manufacturing output (and wealth) is in nominal rather
than real dollars, inflation adjusting is of little consequence between these two
years.42 Manufacturing and industrialization were important features of the econ-
omy in late-nineteenth-century Canada with manufacturing’s share of GDP at more
than 20 percent making manufacturing output a reasonable indicator for indus-
trial output as well as a good correlate for total GDP (see Urquhart 1993). It
should also be noted that this manufacturing output variable provides a measure
of current output and can therefore be considered as another economic growth
variable.

These variables are defined in table 3 and the results presented in table 4. The
regressions are estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS) and all significances
are reported at the 5 percent level (from t-statistics) unless otherwise specified.
The estimates are for both Gini and Theil coefficients and are done for all the
variables as well as a parsed subset of the most significant variables from the
first regression.43 The presence of a high r-squared and numerous insignificant
variables in the full specification suggested that multicollinearity was a problem
and therefore a parsed specification was run that dropped the least significant
variables.

Furthermore, given that probated decedents were more likely to be older and male,
an effort was made to adjust the data using age-sex specific mortality multipliers.44

Regressions were done using weighted OLS45 with the county average inverse of
the age-sex specific mortality rate46 used to weight the regression data. The mortality
rates used are from historic life-tables constructed for Canada by Bourbeau and Légaré
(1982). One can treat each probated decedent as a household head and then multiply
each decedent by the inverse of his or her age-sex specific mortality rate.47 The average
value of this “multiplier” was calculated for each county and used as the weight and

42. According to Green and Urquhart (1987: 183), the value of the implicit price index (1900 = 100) was
104 in both 1892 and 1902.
43. Inequality indices can be sensitive to the presence of outliers as well as the size of tails in a distribution

and therefore using several measures is a good practice. See Cowell and Flachaire (2007).
44. When constructing historical wealth distributions, such an approach is often used to adjust probate

data to consider the living population. The estate multiplier technique is a method by which the probated
estates of those dying in a particular year can be used as a sample of the population still alive at that time.
If it can be assumed that the age and sex of those dying in a given year are representative of the living
population, you can then “blow up” the estate data by a mortality multiplier equal to the reciprocal of the
mortality rate. See Atkinson and Harrison (1978).
45. Suppose our initial model is Wi = Zi’B + vi where Wi is wealth, Zi is the independent variable, B is

the coefficient to be estimated, and vi is the error term. If we define the inverse of the mortality rate as a
multiplier Mi, then each observation Wi, Zi is replicated Mi times. The weighted least squares estimator
is obtained by applying OLS to the transformed model: Mi

1/2 Wi = Mi
1/2 Zi’B + vi.

46. Bourbeau-Legaré’s (1982) mortality rates are available for every five years—e.g., males aged 5, 10,
15, 20, 25. For the purposes of assigning the mortality rates, the death rate for males aged 20 was assigned
to males in the data set aged 17.6 to 22.5 years, for males aged 25 to those between the ages 22.6 to 27.5,
etc.
47. E.g., suppose that there is a 25-year-old male decedent with $1,000 in reported wealth and the age-sex

specific mortality multiplier is 5 deaths per 1,000 for individuals his age. The estate multiplier technique
would say that there are 200 such individuals each with wealth of $1,000.
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TABLE 4. Regression results for changes in wealth inequality from 1892
to 1902

Dependent Variable: Change in value of inequality measure
Estimation Technique: Ordinary least squaresa

Full Specification Parsed Specification

� Gini � Theil � Gini � Theil
Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

� Average wealth 0.00001 0.00008 0.00001 0.00008
� Average age − 0.00594 − 0.05063
� Proportion aged 30–49 − 0.57707 − 2.77376 − 0.65704 − 2.46302
� Proportion male 0.17416 0.30463
� Proportion farmer − 0.40638 − 2.04801 − 0.33374 − 1.80093
� Proportion skilled trades 0.43520 0.27648 0.38128 0.22444
� Proportion urban 0.06546 0.19899
� Proportion Canadian born − 0.05345 − 0.48304
� Proportion Roman Catholic − 0.20991 − 1.34320
� Proportion Presbyterian 0.18974 0.42380
� Average ratio of real estate wealth − 0.00805 0.30327
� Average stock ownership proportion − 0.20284 − 1.56345
� Average number of children 0.03579 0.06744
� Proportion widows/widowers 0.10895 0.50807
� Proportion single 0.34352 0.87208
� Proportion literate − 0.18527 − 0.01914
� Value of manufacturing output per capita 0.00034 0.00231 0.00043 0.00158
Gini coefficient in 1892 − 0.47318 − 0.36171
Theil coefficient in 1892 − 0.24331 − 0.18139
Eastern − 0.05828 − 0.12925 − 0.03091 − 0.04520
Western − 0.05586 − 0.17762 − 0.03215 − 0.12234
Northern − 0.05055 − 0.06673 − 0.03602 0.04967
Huronia − 0.07163 − 0.17759 − 0.06183 − 0.18006
Constant 0.37069 0.47943 0.24596 0.18282

n 38 38 38 38
F-statistic 3.05 4.14 8.15 9.34
Adjusted R2 0.5493 0.6514 0.6589 0.6927

aBold denotes significant at 5 percent level. Bold italic denotes significant at 10 percent level.

placed a higher weight on the younger individuals in the data set in an attempt to
make it more reflective of the age distribution of the general population. These results
are presented in table 5.

The parsed results for both the unweighted and weighted regressions provide strong
support for changes in wealth, the proportion employed as farmers and age structure
as being the key factors driving the changes in wealth inequality across these counties
between 1892 and 1902. The proportion employed in skilled trades and the value of
manufacturing output per capita also seems to have had a positive effect on inequality
but they are not very significant. All other things given, there was also a decline in
inequality from 1892 and the Huronia region appears to have exhibited significantly
less inequality relative to the Golden Horseshoe. However, the significance of the
variables varies depending on whether Gini or Theil measures of inequality are used.
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TABLE 5. Weighted regression results for changes in wealth inequality
from 1892 to 1902

Dependent Variable: Change in value of inequality measure
Weighting Variable: County average inverse of the age-sex specific mortality rate
Estimation Technique: Ordinary least squaresa

Full Specification Parsed Specification

� Gini � Theil � Gini � Theil
Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient

� Average wealth 0.00001 0.00008 0.00001 0.00008
� Average age − 0.00578 − 0.05161
� Proportion aged 30–49 − 0.59993 − 2.84428 − 0.68164 − 2.54862
� Proportion male 0.20068 0.35783
� Proportion farmer − 0.45634 − 2.21052 − 0.36794 − 2.00058
� Proportion skilled trades 0.43027 0.23434 0.37051 0.04899
� Proportion urban 0.05841 0.19060
� Proportion Canadian born − 0.02668 − 0.41541
� Proportion Roman Catholic − 0.26475 − 1.50212
� Proportion Presbyterian 0.18453 0.38908
� Average ratio of real estate wealth 0.00202 0.34666
� Average stock ownership proportion − 0.23217 − 1.66160
� Average number of children 0.03592 0.06769
� Proportion widows/widowers 0.13625 0.60623
� Proportion single 0.34055 0.87241
� Proportion literate − 0.18372 − 0.00520
� Value of manufacturing output per capita 0.00034 0.00228 0.00037 0.00145
Gini coefficient in 1892 − 0.47067 − 0.33249
Theil coefficient in 1892 − 0.22655 − 0.12096
Eastern − 0.06022 − 0.13109 − 0.03194 − 0.04460
Western − 0.05664 − 0.17828 − 0.03222 − 0.12028
Northern − 0.05063 − 0.07615 − 0.04583 − 0.01492
Huronia − 0.07025 − 0.16375 − 0.05888 − 0.15770
Constant 0.36836 0.46299 0.22696 0.12612

n 38 38 38 38
F-statistic 3.13 4.44 8.20 9.34
Adjusted R2 0.5593 0.6716 0.6604 0.6926

aBold denotes significant at 5 percent level. Bold italic denotes significant at 10 percent level.

The most consistently significant variables at the 5 percent level across all the spec-
ifications are the change in average wealth (� Average Wealth) and the change in
the proportion of population aged 30 to 49 (� Proportion aged 30–49).48 However,
increases in the proportion employed in skilled trades and the per capita value of
manufacturing output both had a positive effect on inequality while increases in the
proportion employed as farmers had a negative effect on inequality.

Wealth inequality in late-nineteenth-century Ontario was indeed related to changes
in economic performance especially as measured by changes in wealth. Between 1892

48. Specifications were also run using changes in county median wealth and yield similar results. Also,
regressions were also run using county Gini coefficients constructed for males only as well as only for
individuals aged less than 60 years of age. The results for males closely paralleled those reported here. As
for those aged less than 60 years of age, the results were less significant.
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and 1902, increases in wealth were associated with increases in the value of inequal-
ity coefficients while decreases in wealth were associated with a fall in inequality.
This result represents an exception to the pessimistic Piketty prognosis that slower
economic growth, albeit combined with a rate of return to capital greater than the rate
of economic growth, is associated with greater inequality.

Of course, an additional question is what the rate of return to capital was in
nineteenth-century Ontario. Given that Canada was a small open economy, the re-
turn to wealth in Canada and Ontario could not have deviated from international
norms given the flow of foreign investment into Canada for railway transportation
and resource development projects.

On a global level, Piketty places the historical pure rate of return to capital (pretax)
at rates between 4 and 5 percent (Piketty 2014: 354). Even estimates of the private rate
of return to capital-intensive projects like the Great Western or Grand Trunk railroad
in Ontario in the 1850s and 1860s range from 1.71 to 5.20 percent (Carlos and Lewis
1992: 413). The return on capital “r” would certainly have exceeded the growth rate of
the economy “g” even in slow-growing Ontario and yet inequality diminished during
the period of this study in contrast to the Piketty prognosis.

Conclusion

There is debate whether long-term economic growth, development, and industrializa-
tion reduced or increased inequality during the course of the nineteenth century with
much of the evidence based on international data comparisons. However, compar-
isons of inequality using international data either in the present or the past are often
fraught with measurement and coverage issues. The use of a region with common
institutions and data-gathering processes, as is the case with these nineteenth-century
Ontario probate records, represents a unique opportunity to control for many of the
data issues that face current and past international inequality comparisons.

Ontario’s late-nineteenth-century wealth, like other jurisdictions around the world,
was marked by inequality in wealth holding. Over the period 1892 to 1902, the top
1 percent of the wealth distribution in Ontario owned 25 percent of the total wealth.
Moreover, over the course of this period, the wealth share of both the top 1 percent
and 10 percent of the wealth distribution declined. As well, this was accompanied by
a fall in the Gini coefficient of inequality from 0.687 to 0.670.

Wealth inequality as measured by Gini and Theil coefficients diminished in Ontario
between 1892 and 1902 but there was substantial regional fluctuation. Between 1892
and 1902, wealth inequality fell in 18 of the 38 counties/district divisions employed in
this study and grew in the remainder. However, there was a strong correlation between
changes in average wealth and inequality in these counties after confounding factors
were controlled for. Over the period 1892 to 1902 at the county level, declining
wealth inequality was generally accompanied by slower economic performance and
growth as measured by changes in wealth levels over time after controlling for other
factors.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2017.24  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2017.24


Does Egalitarianism Come at a Price? 639

Ontario’s poor economic performance during the latter years of the nineteenth
century may be an explanation as to why its wealth inequality was somewhat muted
relative to other faster-growing jurisdictions. Nevertheless, this appears to place On-
tario as an exception to the prognosis of lower economic growth being accompanied
by rising economic inequality. In the case of Ontario, the price of greater equality was
less robust economic growth, and Ontario’s more egalitarian distribution was there-
fore a mixed blessing. Future regional-based studies using other countries would be
useful contributions in further delineating the relationship between economic growth
and inequality.
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