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Abstract 
Most research on the history of inequality in pre-industrial economies has focused on either 
wealth or income. Characterizing the distribution of wealth (resp., income) is problematic 
owing to insufficient information about the distributionÕs low (resp., high) end. Because the 
sources and methodologies differ between these two approaches, their results are not readily 
comparable and it is difficult to establish links between the respective distributions that result. 
In this paper, we shall use a unique data set for different regions of Spain circa 1750 and 
present resultsÑ the first for any preÐ20thcentury economyÑ on both income and wealth 
distributions for the same sample of households. Information on wealth and income is derived 
from (respectively) probate inventories and the Ensenada Cadastre. Our main findings are that 
poor households are not entirely absent from the data set of inventories, that a householdÕs 
position in the income distribution is strongly correlated with its position in the wealth 
distribution, and that increases in a householdÕs wealth are associated with less-than-
proportional increases in its income. 
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using the Ensenada Cadastre) makes it possible to assess the magnitude of selection bias.42 

Surviving PIs are a biased slice of society in that poorer households are clearly under-

represented; even so, our PI data set does include some households from the bottom of 

the income distribution. Hence once should !"# accept the widespread but unfounded 

notion that households of below-median income or wealth are entirely absent from the 

archives of probate inventories. 

We find also that the income assigned by the EC and the wealth registered in the 

PIs are closely associated not only within the whole sample of 194 inventories but also 

when the three regions that we consider (Palencia; Madrid and Guadalajara City; Granada) 

are analyzed separately. From this result we can conclude that, even though income 

inequality seems to be consistently less than wealth inequality, a given household’s location 

in one distribution depends strongly on its location in the other. 

Given the data set used in this paper, the best econometric specification for 

estimating the association between variables is one in which both income and wealth are 

stated in terms of their logarithms. Under this specification, the elasticity of income with 

respect to wealth varies between 0.4 and 0.9 (depending on the GU). These values imply 

that a 10% increase in the wealth of a household is associated with its income being from 

4% to 9% higher. 

Elasticity that is less than 1 is consistent with observations that wealth inequality is 

greater than income inequality. Our paper does not explain this relation between the 

distributions of those two variables in Modern Spain, but we do document some highly 

relevant results. In particular: labor income is slightly larger (relative to other income 

sources) in the bottom part of the distribution; at the same time, changes in relative 

importance of the different components of wealth (land, livestock, buildings, urban 
                                                 
42 In this case, the “selection” is affected by (a) the choices and possibilities related to the 18th-century 

elaboration of a PI and (b) the $%&'!(' of inventories that failed to survive until the present. 
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FIGURE 2 

SPAIN, CIRCA 1750 
(PALENCIA, MADRID, GUADALAJARA, AND GRANADA) 
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FIGURE 3 

WEALTH AND TOTAL INCOME IN THE 194 INVENTORIES 

Graph 1 
Variables in levels  

Graph 2 
Variables in logarithms 

  
Source: Author calculations. 
 
 

FIGURE 4 

PERSONAL INCOME AS SHARE OF TOTAL INCOME 

Graph 1: Total Graph 2: Primary sector Graph 3: Secondary and 
Tertiary sectors 

   
Source: Author calculations. 
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