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Early Industrialization and Inequality in
Toronto, 1861 -1899

A. Gordon Darroch

I Introduction

THE QUESTION OF THE IMPACT of early industrialization on the distribution
of income and wealth has been central to social and economic history. The
guestion takes several forms. Did the division between working and capitalist
classes visibly widen? Did standards of living broadly deteriorate or improve?
Did the distributions of property, wealth, and income change shape? Like other
questions that initially appear elemental, these turn out to be quite controver-
sial.

One troublesome aspect of these debates is the tendency to confound the
separate, though related, questions of standards of well-being and of distribu-
tions of wealth or income. In fact, one can infer rather little about living condi-
tions from only a knowledge of the extent of inequality — that is, from a
knowledge of the relative scatter or dispersion of wealth and income. Both
questions are of interest in assessing the effects of the widening of labour and
commodity markets in the course of an “industrial revolution.”

In this paper, 1 focus on the extent and pattem of inequality revealed by
assessment data for nineteenth-century Toronto. I establish and trace trends in
distributions of assessed wealth from the eve of the city’s industrial revolution
to the turn of the century. The analysis is based on the flawed, but valuable,
evidence provided by assessment rolls for each of the census years 1861, 1871,
1881, 1861, and also for 1899,

II Inequality and Nineteenth-Century Industrialization

THE LATTER HALF of the nineteenth century saw increasing sensitivity to the
question of the effects of industrialization on the division of wealth and wel-
fare. The existence of poverty amid rising productivity and prosperity was a

A, Gordon Damroch, **Early 1ndustrialization and lnequality in Toronte. 1861-1899," Lebour {Le
Travaillewr, 11{Spring 1983), 31-61.
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recurrent theme of Toronto's journalism after mid-century.! For the most part
continuing poverty was treated as an unfortunate blight on the city's progres-
sive growth, rather than as a structural condition of capitalist development. By
the [890s, however, labour radicalism and the visible concentration of indus-
trial production ceincided to generate more widespread concern with both the
standards of living of the working class and with the question of shares in an
expansive economy.

Of course, there was considerable difference of opinion regarding the con-
sequences of industrialization for inequality. Many emphasized that, despite
continuing abuses and problems, there had been general improvement in living
conditions for all social groups. Despite other divisions this appears to be the
general consensus of the members of the Royal Commission on the relations of
labour and capital, reporting in 1889.2 Guarded optimism was also expressed in
the commen view at the end of the century, that if the rich were getting richer,
at least the poor were not so poor.? On the other hand, if Toronto had passed
through a phase of impressive demographic and industrial expansion, more and
more families were dependent on an unpredictable market for their very exis-
tence, and radical opinion could well take the position: “The mass of people
are not one penny richer because of this enormous endowment of riches.”*

Estublishing historical trends in patterns of inequality and their relation to
industrialization have proved 1o be ¢lusive endeavours. There are a number of
historical studies of individual communities and cities estimating wealth and
income distributions at one or more points in time in the jast century and there
are a few series for nations that allow systematic comparisons in the past.?
There are also cross-sectional comparisons of currently developing countries

' 0.C. Masters, The Rise of Toronto, 18501890 (Toronto 1947).

T H.A. Innis and A.R.M. Lower, eds., Select Documents in Canadian Economic His-
tory (Toronto 1933), 628: Gregory S. Kealey, Canadu Investigates Industrialism
(Torente 1973), 30, 35, 70-1.

? Lee Soltow, Men and Wealth in the United Staies: 1850-1870 (New Haven 1975).
111, citing Carroll D. Wright, “Are the Rich Growing Richer and the Poor Poorer?™,
The Atlantic Monthly, RO (1897), 300-9,

* Gene Howard Home!, * “Fading Beams of the Nineteenth Century:” Radicalism and
Early Socialism in Canada’s 1890s.” Labour/Le Travaifleur, 5 (1980), 12.

* Irving B. Kravis, The Structure of Income: Some Quantitative Essays (Philudelphia
1962); Lee Soltow, Toward Income Equality in Norway (Madison 1965): Lee Soltow,
“Long-Run Changes in British Income Inequality,” Ecoromic History Review, 21
(1968), 17-29; Stuart Blumin, “Mobility and Change in Ante-Bellum Philadelphia,” in
Stephan Themsteom and Richard Sennett, eds., Nineteenth Century Cities (New Haven
1969), 165-208; Robert E. Gallman, “Trends in the Size Distribution of Wealth in the
Nineteenth Century: Some Speculations,” in Lec Soltow, ed., Six Papery on the Size
Distribution of Wealth and (ncome (Now York 1969); Michael B, Katz, "Social Struc-
ture in Hamilton, Ontario,” in Thernstrom and Sennett, eds., Nineteemth Century
Ciries, 209-44; Peter R. Knighis, The Plain People of Bosten, 1830-1860: A Study of
City Growth (New York 1971); Howard M. Gitelman, Workingmen of Waltham: Mobit-
ity in American Urban Industrial Development (Baltimore 1974),
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from which some historical clues might be drawn.® The studies vary widely in
the nature and the quality of the data empioyed: they are all bedevilied by the
limits of available evidence and by questions of appropriate measurement. The
most detailed and systematic work is that of Soltow for several countries and
historical periods.”

Two very general conclusions might be ventured from a review of studies:
one is firm, the other is very tentative, First, during the course of early indus-
trialization inequalities in wealth were everywhere quite startling. Soltow’s
remark on the relative dispersion of wealth among males in Milwaukee County
in 1860 neatly captured the phenomenon: he reflected, " A statistician might
never again witness such an extreme case of skewness . . .."® He is referring to
distributions of real and personal propenty in which the top ten per cent of
wealthhelders controlled over 80 per cent of all wealth. The finding is not
unique for the last century_* Moreover, if income and wealth inequalities were
very great in general, they were markedly more so in urban areas than in rural.
For the United States as a whole, Soltow has shown that urban wealth was
nearly twice as concentrated as that in rural areas. Specifically, the top two per
cent owned almost half of all urban wealth.'® In fact, it was common in United
States cities for half of all adult males to own no property whatsoever.'' The
census definitions of property on which the finding is based even included
items such as furniture; to be propertyless meant quite literally to own one's
own clothes and perhaps some petty cash, Others have largely replicated these
findings. '2

The second, more tentative, generalization from studies of the nineteenth
century might be that there was considerable stability in patterns of inequality,
but some tendency toward equalization in the long run. '® Given the limits of the
historical series that have been studied, any generalization regarding trends is
daring. The evidence for increasing equality over the latter part of the century
comes mainly from studies of shares of national income, rather than from
estimates of wealth and property-holding: the two distributions can be quitr

* For exampic, Simon Kuznets, ~Economic Growth and [ncome Inequality,” American
Eeenomic Review, 45 (19551, 1-28 and Modern Economic Growth: Rate, Structure and
Sprrecd [New Haven 1966).

T Soltow, Men and Wealth: Lee Soltow, Patterns of Wealthholding in Wisconsin Since
{850 (Madison 19713 Lee Soltow, “The Wealth, Income, and Social Class of Men in
Large Northern Cities of the United States in 1860, in James D. Smith, ed., The
Persunal Distribution of Income and Wealth (New York 1975), 233-76.

" Sollow, Patterns of Wealthholding, 31,

* Gallman, “Trends in the Size Distribution.”

" Soltow, " Weulth, Income and Social Class.” 108.

"' Soltow, Men and Wealth, 36.

'? See Blumin, ~Mobility and Change.” and Kutz, *Social Structure, Hamilton.”

'* Felix Paukert. " Income Distribution at Different Levels of Development: A Survey of
Evidence.” International Labour Review, 108 (1973), 120.
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independent. * Further, a trend for studies of urban areas is really impossible to
detect: local studies provide evidence of both decreasing and increasing
inequality before 1900.'* Perhaps local conditions dictate changes in patierns
of inequality more than the general effects of the concentration of capital and
expansion of labour and commedity markets. It is just as likely, I think, that
current evidence is (0o weak and varied to withstand companison. In any case,
it would be a heroic act to speculate about patterns of inequality in Toronto
during early industrialization on the basis of existing studies.

HI Inequality in Toronto 1861 - [899: Sources and Measures

TORONTO'S RAPID INDUSTRIALIZATION after mid-century is ¢lear in broad
profile. The last half of the century was marked by several periods of depres-
sion and severe recession and by as many economic booms. Yet the basis of
factory production was laid down between 1860 and 1880, while the last two
decades of the century witnessed a truly massive transformation in both labour
force and production. !* The question of timing is of some interest later when
trends in the distribution of assessed wealth are examined.

In order to examine changes in the distribution of wealth in the ciry during
this industrializing era, | drew random samples of about 400 of the assessed
residents from the assessment roll records in each of the years 1861, 1871,
(881, 1891, and I899. The rolls provide one of the few means of estimating
wealth or welfare in the last century in Canada and are the most readily
accessible source. They have become increasingly popular as historians have
turned te census-like sources. But they also present some very particular prob-
lems of interpretation. T discuss these as a context for the detailed analysis.

The assessment rolls are available un microfilm for the years 1834 to 1899
(thus, the last year of the sampling). The first sample was drawn for 1861 since
it is a sufficiently earty date in the industrialization of the city and the assess-
ment of the preceding census year, 1851, appeared to be significantly more
deficient than later assessments. I chose samples from census years in order to

1 Soltow, Taward Income Equality; Soltow, “Long-Run Changes;" Kravis, The Struc-
ture of Income.

1> Soltew, Toward Income Equality; Blumin, “Mobility and Change”; Daniel D.
Luria, ~Wealtk, Capital and Power: The Sacial Meaning of Home Ownership,” Jour-
nal of interdisciplinary History, 7 (1976), 261-82. Gitelman, Warkingmen of Waltham.
'* John E. MacNab, “Toronto’s Industrial Growth to 1891, Ontario Histery, 47
(1955), 59-80; Peter G. Goheen, Victorian Toronto, 1850-1900: Pattern and Process
of Growth {Chicago 1970); Gregory S. Kealey, Toronrio Workers Respond to fndusirial
Capitalism (867-1892 (Toronto 1980); Michael J. Piva, The Condition of the Working
Class in Toronto, 1900-1921 (Ottawa 1979).
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have a series which corresponded to the census data, which other authors have
largely used.

The samples are relatively small, but I judge adequate for the task. The
samples were randomly selected, though stratified by ward in each year in
order to represent the ward populations proportionately. Thus, they are suffi-
cient to estimate overall wealth distributions for the city and to permit descrip-
tive and statistical comparisons among a few subgroups. Drawing larger sam-
ples than were required for descriptive purposes, given the limits of my
resources and of the records, seemed inadvisable in a first study. '’

The limitations of assessment data have not usually been featured in studies
employing them. Variations in the actual number of cases involved in analyses
below are due to missing data for specific assessment items. For example,
although assessors were clearly instructed to record the age of residents in all
cases, age is given in only 37 per cent of the sample cases in 1861, the smallest
proportion, and for a maximum of 75 per cent in 1891. Luckily, the evidence is
mere complete for real and personal property and for total assessed value on
which the analysis rests, but even for these items of assessment there are
inconsistencies.

It is useful to note that the assessors’ task in this period was fraught with
pitfalls, given limited training, limited supervision, and, indeed, limited
notions of the valuation of real and personal property. A reading of the Minutes
of the Proceedings of Toronta City Council reveals that there were frequent
concerns about assessment procedures and blunt comments on their
inadeguacies. For example, the 1874 report on assessment claimed, that
“owing to a want of definite understanding among the assessors themse]ves as
to the principles on which the valuation of real estate should be made, and the
hurried manner in which the work is of necessity performed, the assessment is

17 1 was first made aware of the potential use of the rolls by Peter Goheen’s Viciorian
Torenio. | also thank him for initial interest in the project. Another valuable and more
detailed source are the mss. records of the agricultural and industrial censuses. How-
ever, they are available only for 1861, 1871 and 1881 and require linking individuals
#cross records. Soltow refers to an Ontario sample for 1871, Men and Wealth, 23. A
constant sample size may seem particularly problernatic in a case where the city popula-
tion was rapidly expanding. Determining an approprizte sample size in any study
combines some information on the risk of error, with guesswork about actual population
values and considerations of cost. My guesses were based on limited data of a few
previous historical studies. The question of the adequacy of a constant sample size is
more directly answered, Though it appears to be counterintuitive, it can be readily
shown that the most important factor in reducing error in sample estimates s the
absolute size of the sample itself, not the proportion of the total population which the
sample represents. In fact, the absolute size of the sample will be found to be of vasily
greater significance in reducing errors of estimate, though both the size of the sample
and the proportion it is of the total are involved. For an introductory discussion see
Donald P, Warwick and Charles A, Lininger, The Sample Survey: Theory and Practice
(New York 1975), 92-5.
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neither equitably nor efficiently made .. . .*""® The report from the assessment
department of 1881 avers, *. .. great difficulties exist in the removal of all
inequalities in assessments of this kind (personal property), not the least of
which is the ease in which it may be concealed.” "

These comments should be sufficient to warn against the tendency to
interpret quantitative values, in this case, of assessed wealth and income, as if
they are valid and precise indicators of actual values. The wise course is to
consider the distributions and the values presented here as estimates of, or
better still, as judgements about, the actual values.?® At the same time, [ doubt
that these data are more demanding of careful interpretation than many other
historical sources: on the contrary, their biases are perhaps more systematic and
readily detected. Risking excessive qualification, it is useful to set out the
specific limitations at the start; they provide an account of the privileges of
property, on the one hand, and a context for further interpretation, on the other.

The municipal assessment intended to provide a valuation of real and per-
sonal property, and of taxable income, for all residents of the municipality who
were subject to tax. This was a quite specific group of people; many adults
were clearly excluded, as I point out in a moment. However, it was not only
property owners who were included, even for the purpose of real estate assess-
ment. The assessed parties included freeholders — unconditional owners —
but also inciuded householders and some tenants. Householders were those
who did not own, but occupied a dwelling and were usually responsible for a
family;*' the owners of the property were separately recorded when they were
not taxable parties. There was a provision that no one was to be counted twice
as a ratepayer, but the assessment could be paid by either owners or occu-
pants.2?

The assessment was hedged by a wide variety of exemptions, both statutory
ones and unintended ones. The exemptions varied somewhat throughout this

® Minutes of the Proceedings of the Council of the Corporation of the City of Toronto,
1874, 49, Appendix item 34; hereafter called Minures.

¥ Minuies, 1881, 511, Appendix item 133. A revised special audit was conducted in
1872 and justified by reference to . . . unfortunate irregularities in the Chamberlain's
department” and to the * gross injustices” resulting, Minurtes, (872, 327,

] borrow from Kuznets' waming in his pioneering work, see Paukert, “Income
Distribution,” 113.

 Black’s Law Dictignary, 4th edition (San Francisco 1968), 793 and 873; Municipal
Manuul of the City of Toronto, 1866, item 16.

# The relevant Acts are for 1861, Statutes of Canada, 13 and 14 Vic. ch. 67 (1850) and
Statutes of the Province of Ontario, 32 Vic, ch. 36, after Confederation. There are
many amendments over the years, [ note the relevant ones in the following text and the
relevant Statutes. Householders were distinguished from tenants in all the years studied
except 189%. Tenants were boarders and lodgers. In 1899 residence status was tabulated
as freehold or as houschold tenure. The Assessment acts also specified that taxes paid
by occupants who were not owners could be recovered from rents, unless some contrary
agreement was in force,
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period, but were surprisingly uniform. Personal property under $100 was
exempt in all years. Up to 1880 annual income under $400 was exempt; by
1891 only income over $700 was taxable (between 1880 and 1887, the exemp-
tion of the first $400 of income applied only to those whose total income was
less than $1000 annually).*® Household effects, inciuding books and clothes
wete excluded, and debts, other than mortgages, could be deducted from per-
sonal property. In addition, a host of specific exemptions affected a small class
of property owners. Stocks in provincial banks and raiiway companies were
exempt, as was all out-of-province stock. All rental or other real estate income
(except interest on mortgages) was exempted. Property in vessels and inven-
tories of many Kinds were free from assessment. Finally, the assessment of
incorporated companies was varied and ambiguous. In 1880 a statutory amend-
ment allowed assessment as if they were unincorporated firms, that is, directly
against the company, rather than as the personal property of shareholders. In
1886, the law was revised so that stock in incorporated companies was itself
exempt if the other personal estate of the owners was assessed.

I have been able to locate very little documentary evidence of the effects of
these changes on assessment, though two consequences are clear. Real estate
was the main basis of assessment, while personal property was largely free
from tax or escaped it.** Also, the exemptions applying to income must simply
have excluded many of the working class from assessment altogether. Again,
Soltow’s important work provides an essential context for any analysis of
assessment data. He has briefly reported the results of a study of Ontario census
manuscript data on property for 1871; precisely 47 per cent of adult males
owned any property in the province in that year, including a home or any
land.®® The proportion must have been much less in the city of Toronto than in

22 After 1885 one could enter the rolls as a “ wage-earner,” and hence qualify for the
vote; to qualify cne had to eam at least $250.00, but less than the taxable minimum
income for the year, $400.00.

™ As taxable parties, incorporated companies were frequently said to escape any
assessment, even though not legally exempted. The authorities attributed this o the
difficulty of establishing. tracing, and collecting from owners. In 1880 the statutory
revisions allowed the first assessment of incorporated companies as such, that is, as if
the company was the owner. The assessment department attributed the increased assess-
ments for 1881 of over $130,000 in part to this change and in part to the abolition of the
$400 exemption for those with incomes exceeding $1,000. Mirutes, 1881, 510, Appen-
dix itemn 133. Assessment authorities expressed doubts that personal property of any
kind was ever adequately assessed. The assessment commissioner complained in 1896,
*. .. personal property is easily concealed and easily removed and hence a very uncer-
tain article of assessmend, even under the present law.” Minutes, 1896, Appendix “A,”
44. He also cited a series of cases from the U.S. and elsewhere to document his view.
Also see the estimates of underevaluation in Craig Buettinger, " Economic Inequality in
Early Chicago, 1845-1850." Journal of Social History, 11 (1978), 414,

% Soltow, Men and Wealth, 23. The proportion is identical to that found by Soltow for
the UI.S. as a whole.



38 LABOUR/LE TRAVAILLEUR

a regional economy still predominately made up of family farms.*® Even
though the assessment aimed to evaluate every separate residence, whether
owner-occupied or rented, only the heads of such households are represented in
these data and households were relatively large: many nineteenth-century
households housed adult relatives as well as unrelated boarders and lodgers.
Thus, one must keep in mind throughout an analysis of the assessment data that
quite large numbers of adults are simply not represented.

My samples are intentionally restricted to households. The sampling proce-
dure excluded public institutions, vacant land, and any business property that
had no occupant identified as a taxable party.® Some of the dwellings are
artisanal places of work or small shops as well as residences, especially in the
early years.

In sum, then, what can we take differences in assessment to mean in terms
of social and economic inequality? First, the data do not aliow us to make a

2 Davey and Doucet report that for Hamilton just 7.2 per cent of the assessed popula-
tion of 1852 owned 50 per cent of the city's 1,922 houses, although they indicate spme
36 per cent owned at least one house. lan Davey and Michael Doucet, ~“The Social
Geography of a Commercial City, ca. 1853," in Michael Katz, The People of Hamilton
Canuda Wesr (Cambridge, Mass, 1975}, 371n3. Katz ejsewhere says that three-quarters
of the people rented accommodation in the city, The People, 25. Katz, Doucet and
Stem very recently report that about a third (35, 30, 33 per cent) of Hamilton™s assessed
population owned homes in 1851, 1861 and 1R87[ and using census schedules for 1871
indicate that some 29 per cent of household heads owned one or more houses, though
fully 12 per cent of the total owned two or more, see Michael B. Katz, Michael J.
Doucet and Mark J. Stern, The Social Organization of Early Industrial Capitalism
(Cambridge, Mass. 1982), 132 and 136-7.

¥ The procedure was simply to substitute & household from a larger list of random
numbers whenever one of the cases to be excluded was drawn. Vacant land made up an
especially large portion of real estate assessment in every year and of the excluded
cases. As many as 130 random substitutions were made for a given year in selecting
samples of about 400 households: the great majority were for vacant land. These
exclusions represent & great deal of wealth in property holdings that cannot be attached
to sampled households as part of their “conditions of life.” The inclusion of them waould
surely increase my measures of inequality. | have discemed no particular trends in the
numbers or types of excluded properiies in the samples.

¥ Of particular interest is the fact that the property exclusions did net exclude from my
samples prominent members of old families or of the rising capitalists of the city.
Among those whe are readily recognized in the small samples are Casimir Gzowski,
R.B. Denison, Bishop Bethune, Reverends George Whinaker and J.G. Spragpe,
George Boultor, J.D, Ridout, Frank Smith and a number of others. They appear to be
ussessed in their places of residence in each case. The assessment of their real and
personal property is always high, although there is evidence that the propeny of the
well-off was ofien undervalued. The Royal Commission on the Relations of Labour and
Capital reported in 1889, “In some cities, if not in all, the hovses of the comparatively
poor are, in proportion (o their value, more highly taxed for municipal purposes than
those of wealthy people,” cited by Kealey, Canada Investigates Industrialism, 10, also
see 249-50.
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clear distinction between the propertied and the propertyless. Being a resident
householder alone could confer liability for real estate assessment, as did some
earnings. On the other hand, much property was free from assessment entirely.
Moreover, since 1 use samples I cannot accumulate property holdings for indi-
viduals across the city. Given the qualifications, I think the assessment infor-
mation can be best interpreted as representing differences in the living condi-
tions of families, or at least among those who occupied and were responsible
for a dwelling. Most adult boarders and lodgers are excluded as separate taxa-
ble parties.?® In this sense, I expect distributions of assessed values for house-
holds are more akin to income than to wealth distributions. They are not
income data though, and 1 refer 1o assessed values throughout in order to
underscere the distinctions.

Table I

Sample Proportions of Those Assessed for Property and/or Income,
Toronto, by decades 1861- 1899

Year
Assessment 1861 1871 1881 1891 1899
Real Property —_— .73 76 81 .86
Personal Property .04 .15 13 .08 03
Taxable Income 42 A3 16 .08 .05
Total Value 91 .83 92 .87 92
N 401 399 406 407 408

* The 1861 assessment is incomplete in comparison to post-confederation
assessments. See the text.

IV Household Assessments, Toronte 1861-1899; Distributions and Trends

IN EACH YEAR, THE ASSESSMENT rolls provide a separate tabulation of the
values of real property, personal property, and taxable income subject to assess-
ment. They also provide a total assessed value. Table 1 indicates the propor-
tions of the samples in each year for which data was reported on the rolls.

The 1861 assessment is quite different from the others, especially given that
real property is simply not reported in that year, with rare exception. Setting
aside the 186] returns for a moment, there is a consistent increase in the extent
to which real property is the basis of wealth assessment in the city; 73 per cent
of those listed on the rolls were assessed for real property in 187, 86 per cent
¥ No lodger was to be rated for assessment, whatever portion of the dwelling he or she

occupied, 5o long as any portion was occupied by the legal householder or frecholder.
Municipal Manual, |B66, 127, item 166, note c.
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in 1899, Morzover, exactly the reverse trend appears to hold for the assessment
of personal property, declining from 15 per cent of all assessments in 1871 to
just 3 per cent at the turn of the century (one could be assessed for both in any
yeat). By 1900, obviously, very few people were assessed as holding any
taxable personal property. Most of those who were so assessed also had real
estate assessments. 3

The table also indicates that from 1871 to the turn of the century, a tiny
minority of persons had sufficient income to be taxable, The exemptions, as
noted earlier, were income under $400 in 1871 and 1881 and under $700 in
1891 and 1899. Thus, hardly any families apparently, had annual incomes that
exceeded these minimum levels. The values accord with other evidence; for
Ontario in the 1870s, for example, skilled labourers or artisans might have
eamed $400 annually and common labourers, $2350, if they were regularly
employed: they often were not. By the 1890s average earnings for manual
workers might be estimated at around $400 and could have been less, *!

Observing a decline in the relative proportion of assessed values repre-
sented by personal estate, Gitelman guesses that it reflects increasing tax eva-
sion over time in Waltham, Massachusetts.® No doubt evasion was fairly easy
and fairly frequent in Toronto, since assessors had to rely on individual reports
of personal estate and income. In the absence of evidence regarding the effects
of evasion on distributions of assets, however, there is no alternative but o take
the assessments at face value. The possibility of increasing evasion, both
among those with minimal assets and among those with large personal estates,
should be kept in mind as a qualification. There is another possibie, if not
probable, reason for the increasing proportion that real estate is of all assess-

¥ The percentages in Table | refer to the propontions of the wotal sample asscssed in
cach category. Those who were assessed in more than one calegory are obviously a
small proportion in any year. The percentages of total value assessed are less than 100
since they include those who were taxed only in lieu of statute labour because they had
no taxable income or property. A few cases were also recorded in each year as unas-
sessed. There were specific means of entering the assessment rolls for voting pumposes
if onc was assessed in another municipality or if one was not a property holder.

* One source is J.G. Snell, “The Cost of Living in Canada in 1870, Histeire Saciale!
Social History, 12 (1979), 186-91. The daily wage reported for artisans and skilled
labourers was in the order of $1.50 or $2.00, Common labourers earned daround $1.00
per day. If a skilled worker was employed a full 350 days in the year, say, inthe 1870s,
he might earn as much as $700 a year, but probably camed much less. A common
labourer might earn 5250 or $350. The uncertainty and seasonality of employment and
the vicissitudes of age and illness make 350 working days an improbably large number;
frequent unemployment cut deeply into earning power. A very selective estimate for the
1880s can be made trom evidence given by the Bureau of Industry. Annual earnings for
a2 small number of union members were reported to average $43%.44. The workers
avetaged only 244 days work in the year. Oniario Sessional Papers, 1844, 37, Vol. 16,
part 7, no. 55. I acknowledge these are only guesses based on readily available sources.
They seem to accord with other information.

# Gitelman, Workingmen of Waltham, 81.
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ments: assessors may simply have come to rely increasingly on their own
assessment of real estate and less on contacting and extracting information
from residents.

In any case, real property was clearly becoming the predominant form of
assessed wealth as the century progressed. The 1861 evidence simply lends
weight to the view that assessment was intentionally and increasingly directed
toward real estate with each decade, The Act that applied to assessment in that
year made real estate a taxable item, but requited assessors to make a more
complicated evaluation of its “yearly value” (an estimated yearly interest on
the actual value, at 6 per cent) or to estimate its real “rack-rent.” 3

The question of real estate as an increasing basis of assessed wealth in the
city raises the further question of the extent and passible spread of home-
ownership. I discuss here only the limited information with respect to overall
distributtons that can be extracted from the record of the residence tenure of
assessed parties.3 Unfortunately, the assessors often failed to record residence
tenure in 1861 and quite frequently thereafter. The main trend in my data is the
progressive increase in the numbers of households for which the information is
recarded; in 1861 it is given for anly 47 per cent of households and thereafter
for 70, 74, 82, and 90 per cent, by decades, The increasing attention given to
the item likely only reflects the increasing reliability of assessment records.

There is considerable evidence to indicate that homeownership was a prior-
ity for many nineteenth-century families in North American cities. A number
of studies have sugpested that working-class families made extraordinary
efforts to purchase housing.®® Most accounts have assumed that home-
ownership was a more or less unqualified advantage, primarily as a hedge
against the insecurities of the nineteenth-century urban economy. However, the
purchase of a home entailed some liabilities. Luria has argued, for example,
that there were distinct class implications to nineteenth-century home-

™ Statutes of Canada, 13 and 14 Vic., ch. 66 and §7. The main assessment principles
and exclusions remained in force from the 1850 Act that applied in 1861 with few
amendments. The post-Confederation Act was passed in January 1869 as Statutes of the
Prevince of Ontarie, 32 Vic., ch. 36,

* Tenant status in the years in which it is recorded appears to refer to single boarders-
lodgers only, and presumably only when they were the sole occupant of the premises;
see n. 30 above. In any case few were recorded: none in 1861 or 1899, 22 per cent in
1871 and 5 per cent in 188) and 1891, [ cannot account for the differences.

* Stephan Thernstrom, Poverty and Progress: Sociul Mobility in a Nineteenth Century
Cirv (Cambridge, Mass. 1964); Laurence Glasco, "The Life Cycles and Household
Structure of American Ethnic Groups: Irish, Germans, and Native-born Whites in
Buffalo, 1855,” in Tamara K. Hareven, ed., Family and Kin in Urban Conununities,
1700-1930 (New York 1977), 122-43; Harvey Graff, The Literacy Myth: Literacy and
Social Structure in the Nineteenth Century City (New York 1979), 95. Richard
Bushman, “Family Security in the Transition from Farm to City, 1750-1850." Journa!l
af Family Ristory, 6 (1981), 238-56. Also see n. 27 above.
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ownership. 3 Homeownership was the major form of wealth of working-class
families, but it did not immediately confer controi over their [ife circumstances,
much less that of others. For example, Luria suggests owning homes tied up
limited “marginal” incomes in a single investment, foregoing other forms of
consumption and possible investment; further the investment in housing may
have retarded job mobility in a highly unpredictable urban economy and further
limited opportunity.*

These questions of economic “strategy™ are clearly important, yet, the
class implications of ewnership do not stop with a consideration of economic
costs and benefits; homeownership had wider consequences for social life and
for sustenance than questions of investment or mobility reveal. Recent accounts
have begun to unravel this more intricate set of implications.* Homeownership
was a means of supplementing family incomes through boarding and lodging,
it served as the basis of a system of family-centred social welfare and, more
subtly, was a major resource in the acquisition and maintenance of status and
respect. Bushman provides a succinet summary of the social significance of
freehold status in nineteenth-century cities: “The value of a house rested
ultimately on its capacity for producing income and connecting the ill and the
aged with the work system of the city. But its worth enlarged as it became a
bargaining chip in the intricate family negotiations for care and respect.”*®

There are two related aspects of the Toronto data on residence tenure that
are of interest, First, after 1871, there appears 10 be a completely stable propor-
tion of owner-occupiers, although the city grew at a tremendous rate. The per
cent who had freehold status was 28.5in 1871,28.9n 1881, 28.5in 1891, and
fell slightly to 26.4 in 1899. In 1861, the per cent freehold was only 13.5, but,
as [ noted, the data were so deficient in this year that no conclusion of a sudden
leap in homeownership in the subsequent decade would be warranted.

The most ditect interpretation of these data is that they reflect an increase in
housing stock that was approximately proportional to the growth in the city
population. The latter grew from about 56,000 in [871 to over 200,000 at the
end of the century. Piva cites a 1918 Repart of the Toronto Housing Commis-
sion to the effect that nearly 45 per cent of the city’s houses were owner-
occupied in the previous year, indicating that Toronto was a city characterized
by single-family residences and quite high rates of owner-cccupancy for a large
city.*® Since, in my data, the missing data curiously tend to underrepresent the

# Luria, ~Wealth, Capital and Power.”

¥ Thid., 268-9.

4 Katz, Doucet and Stern offer a theoretically informed and detailed discussion of the
issues, Sueial Organizarion, ch. 4. They also give a scathing review of Luria's article,
ch. 4, n. 16. The work came to my attention after I had completed this paper. Aiso see,
Michael J. Doucet, "Working Class Housing in 4 Small Nineteenth Century Canadian
City: Hamilton, Ontario [852-1881.7 in Gregory 8. Kealey and Peter Wamian, eds.,
Essavs in Canadian Working Clasy History (Toronte 1976), 83-105,

9 Bushman, “Family Security,” 251.

* Michael ]. Piva, The Condition of the Working Class in Toronio — [900-192]
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wealthiest groups. the proportion of owner-occupiers might be 30 per cent or
more of the assessed households in each of the years.?" In any case, given the
rapid growth of the city, Piva’s characterization would largely apply to the city
throughout its early industrialization, though housing availability may have
increased in the early years of the twentieth century.

The second point of interest is simply that a rate of owner-occupancy
between 25 and 30 per cent is quite high for a relatively large nineteenth-
century city. In general, we would expect larger cities to have higher rates of
rented accommodation, given building technology and population turnover.
Yet recent work indicates that rates of homeownership of this level were char-
acteristic of much smaller nineteenth-century North American cities; it has
been suggested that larger cities were much less likely to have a quarter or more
of the workforce own their own homes.*® At this relatively early stage of
comparative urban analysis, the owner-occupancy rates for Toronto appear
especially high throughout the last half of the nineteenth ceniury.

The rates of homeownership are still more surprising, I think, when one
considers the assessed value of real property over the period. Real property
values are reported along with total assessed wealth in the following discus-
sion. [ focus on the implications of trends in the distributions. Table 2 provides
mean and median values for real property and total assessment in each year.
The standard deviations of the distributions are also given; they provide one
straightforward indicator of the extent of inequality in each year, though as a

(Onawa 1979), 125.

*' A tabulation of residence tenure by occupation, recorded for some cases, indicates
that assessors may have been least concemed to record the status of those in commercial
and professional occupations and most concemed to record it for fabourers. Thus, we
might revise the figures for freehold tenure upwards.

12 Note that the base of Piva's figures is total houses available, while assessment data on
owner-accupancy refers to assessed residences. Also, there may have been an expansion
of homeownership toward the end of the last century; certainly there was in the early
years of this century. A reviewer points out that in cities in the United States, house-
building technology and mortgaging arrangements altered significantly, providing for
wider home acquisition after 1900. On the moral and class implications of housing
design and suburban development, see Gwendolyn Wright, Moralism and the Model
Home (Chicago 1980) and, Building the Dream (New York 1981), especially chapter 6.
Also see Sam Bass Warner. Jr., Street Car Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Bosion,
1870-190¢ {Cambridge, Mass, 1978), 26, 120, and Peter Goheen, Victorian Torento.
Based on Doucet's work, Karz and his colleagues provide the first careful analysis of
mongaging and homeownership for the last century. A minority of homes were
maortgaged between 1850 and 1880 in Hamilton and the terms were short and the
amounts owed relatively small, Social Organization, 148-55.

** Theodore Hershberg, e af., “QOccupation and Ethnicity in Five Nineteenth Century
Cities: A Collaborative Inquiry,” Historical Methods Newsleiter, 7 (1974), 192,
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measure they require a very specific interpretation. The table reports only
current dollar values. *

Average wealth and real property values were surprisingly high throughout
the half century under study. The 1861 figures require special interpretation, so
I put them aside for the moment. But consider that the arithmetic mean value of
real property in 1871 was over $1200 and average total assessed wealth was
over $1600. At the highest point in current dollars, real estate values averaged
some $2155, in 1891, and the total assessed value stood at $2416. Tt is true that
real estate was greatly inflated during the 1880-90 decade.*® The report of the
assessment commissioner to City Council in 1891 is worth citing in this case:
*In submitting the assessment of 1891, I beg to say that the unprecedenied rise
in land values during the last four years has rendered it necessary to change
land values each year. To show the large increases, [ may just say that for 1887
the assessment was raised (using round figures) ten million dollars; for 1888,
twelve million; for 1889, fifteen million; and for 1890, twenty-one million
dollars."®

By 1889, real estate and total property holdings were assessed at consider-
ably less than they were eight years previously, as indicated in Table I1. Aver-
age total wealth assessmenis had dropped back almost to their level in 1881,
twenty years earlier.

Since the figures are not adjusted for price or cost of living changes, they
are not useful in considering changing standards of living. On the other hand,
in current dollar terms they do indicate the alteration in values and wealth that
people actually experienced through the period.*

What can we make of the fact that these average values of property and total
assessment were apparently so high, considering that average annual eamnings
of wage workers were surely less than half the average assessments, very few
had incomes sufficient 1o be taxed, and a minority were ever urban freeholders?
In fact the averages bear directly on the question of inequality; if large numbers
of families are without accumulated assets or have only minor holdings, of
course, average values are high when a few have a great deal.

#* Computing constant dollars requires a good series on purchasing power. 1 do not
attempt the conversioh. Also, assessors made the valuations in current dollars, of
course. Thus, current dollars reflect the sitwation as experienced a1 the time. Current
values are adequate for the main purpose here of estimating and computing the inequal-
ity in distributions.

* In fact, 1891 was a watershed year in which a setious recession began to set in
marking the end of the real estate boom and helping fuel subsequemt agitation for
municipal reform; see Christopher Armstrong and H.V. Nelles, The Revenge of the
Meshodist Bicycle Company: Sunday Streetcars und Municipal Reform in Toronto.
J888-1897 (Toronto 1977).

4 Minures. 891, 1964, Appendix item 325,

7 Table II also shows that the ratio of average real estate to the average total valuation is
high throughout the period, rising steadily from about .75 to .94, Agzin this reveals the
cxtent of the increasing reliance on real estate as a tax base.



Table 11

Sample Means, Medians, and Standard Deviations, Assessed Property and Income, for Toronto by Decades
1861-1899 {in current dollars)

Year
1861* 1871 1881 1891 1899
Assessment X MD SD| X ™MD sp[X ™MD sDl X wMD spl X MD sD
Real Property —— —— —_|1218 600 2085 1679 745 3797|2155 1211 3763|1855 975 3319
Tota! Value 124 54 442 | 1633 650 4001 |1903 800 4516|2416 1160 4876 | 1987 1000 3556
Assessed (2065) (905) {7364)
N 401 399 _ 406 407 408

* Total Value in 1861 is the sum of real and personal property or taxable income; in other years it is the sum of the three
items. The values reported for 1861 are based on estimated rack rents and “yearly” values of personal property.

The values in parentheses are the dollar values for the statistics if the reported values were 6 per cent of actual values.

In 1861, one sample case gave extreme values; the statistics would be as follows when that case is excluded from the
distribution:

X = $1732 MD =$904 SD = $3157 (N = 400).

St ALITVNOANI % NOLLVZITYIYLSIANI
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The inequality of assessed wealth can be considered in another way by
simply comparing two measures of average value. The difference between the
arithmetic mean of a distribution and the median, or mid-point, is a measure of
the “skew" of the distribution. Relatively few extreme values “pull™ the mean
toward the skewed tail of a distribution, while the median is largely unaffected.

The median values of real property and of total assessed wealth given in
Table IT reveals exactly the same trend with time as mean values; they increase
from values between $600 and $700 in 1871 1o a maximum of over $1100 in
1891 and fall to $1000 or sc in 1899, But the mid-points of the distributions are
always half or less than half of the arithmetic means. In fact, an interesting
trend is revealed here. In 1871 and 1881, the means are exactly 2.5 times the
medians; the ratio falls to 2.1 in 1891 and is just below 2.0 by the turn of the
century. Thus, the skew of the distributions is always considerable, but there is
an intriguing, progressive, if modest, decline in the extent of the inequality
among those assessed throughout this era of rapid industrialization.

Another straightforward, conventional measure of inequality is a measure
of the variance of the distribution, or its square root, the standard deviation.
The standard deviation is an appropriate measure of inequality in a rapidly
expanding economy where, say, doubling productivity and wealth overall also
doubles the “gap” between rich and poor, in the absence of other changes.
What happened to the “gap” between rich and poor in Toronto as industrial
wealth exploded between 1871 and the turn of the century?

The standard deviations reported in Table 1T suggest a pattemn of very large
and increasing economic distance between the privileged and poorer segments
of the population up to 189}, with a dramatic reversal in the last decade. In
1871, the average dispersion of assessed values was some $4000 — a large
“gap” considering again it was likely more than ten times the average annual
income of wage-camer. The distance increases most in the next ten years,
nearly $500 by 1881, and another $300 by 1891. Then, the gap declines to
around $3500 at the end of the century, a level well below that of 1871 and

* The standard deviation is the square root of the arithmetic mean of the squared
deviations about the mean of the distribution. As a measure of the average dispersion of
values about the mean, it is not adjusted for changes in the entire scale of increasing
average wealth, as are most other measures of inequality. Atkinson has forcefully
argued that no single measurement of inequality is adequate for comparative purpases in
the absence of a “theory”™ of inequality. or, at least, of an account of the normative
implications of the measure in question; any measure of inequality involves a judgement
aboul what Atkinson calls “social welfare.” All conventional measures will rank differ-
ent forms of income or wealth distributions differently with respect to the depree of
inequality: each is sensitive to different aspects of the distributions and to changes in
distributions. A.B. Alkinson, “"On the Measurement of Inequality,” Journai af Eco-
romic Theory, 2 (1970), 244-63. It also bears comment that ingquality is by definition a
distributive notion and, hence, implies some attempt a1 measunrement. Jonathan Kelly
and Herbert §, Klein, “Revolution and the Rebinth of Inequality: A Theory of Stratifica-
tion in Post-Revolutionary Society,” Amerivan Journal of Socielogy. 83 (1971, 78-99,
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following the pattern of average real estate and total assessment values. *

This view of inequality is useful to show how visible the sheer difference in
living conditions must have been at the outset of industrialization in Toronto.
The pattern of change indicates how economic expansion itself, fueled by
inflation, increases the dispersion along a wealth continuum, unless there are
powerful countervailing forces. Thus, even if every family that stayed in the
city maintained its relative position in the distribution, the effect of rapid
industrialization was to widen the gap between top and bottom. The felt expeni-
ence in an expanding and inflationary economy is that those with fewest or no
assets watch the values of accumulating assets soar, and presumably, recogmize
their increasing handicap.

In summary, the familiar statistics of Table II provide three perspectives on
patterns of inequality throuph this period of rapid change. First, taken at face
value, the distributions of taxable assets and income reflect relatively deep
inequality throughout the period, especially considering estimates of the lim-
ited average worker incomes and homeownership. Second, comparing two
average values indicates that the “‘skew™ of the distributions, the distance
between the wealthiest few and those in the middle, declined systematically
between 1871 and 1900, whereas the visible dispersion of assets, the “gap”
between rich and poor in current values, increased for twenty years and only
then declined after the inflationary peak of 1891. There is nothing contradic-
tory in these differences; they are just different aspects, and experiences, of the
same trends in the distributions.

Briefly, [ turn to the values for 1861 which were left aside in the foregoing
discussion. As noted earlier, they require separate consideration because of
missing real property valuaticns and because the form of the assessment itself
differed from the post-Confederation ones.’ In terms of the actual values
recorded, the 1861 assessment simply cannot be directly related to those of the
other years. But it is useful to have at least one point of comparison prior to the
onset of industrialization. Table Il shows mean and median values for the total
assessment to be $124 and $54 and the standard deviation to be $442 in 1861.
These are based on the assessment for taxable income and an estimated 6 per
cent or “yearly™ value of petsonal and of real property. In parentheses in the
Table I report what the values would be if all assessments were just 6 per cent
of the actual values of that year. The resulting distributions in general were
sensible in current dollar terms.>' However, the mean of this estimated distribu-
* Another common measure of inequality, the coefficiem of variation (V}, is just the
standard deviation divided by the mean of the distribution in gquestion: V is, thus,
adjusted for changes in the overall scule. The values of V for the 30 years 1871-99
suggest declining inequality, just as a measure of “skew” did above. V is 2.45 in 1871,
2.37in 1B81, 2.01 in 1891 and 1.79 in 1899.

™ See n. 34 above. i . . .
3 There was one exception, and “outlier” of 8,100; this is four times the next largest

sampled valuation. I also eeported in a note to Table I1 the results for (861 when Ihis one
case is excluded. My guess s that these are the best estimated of the actual values and
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tion is higher than that of any other year, except 1891 ($2065), and the standard
deviation exceeds any post-Confederation value (37064).

The 1861 data may be inflated by my assumptions. Knowing the limits of
the 1861 assessment, the data still suggests to me that a smaller portion of all
households were assesssed in the city in this year, resulting in the higher
average values. Moreover, the dispersion among those assessed was very great,
as indicated by the standard deviation. These results could derive from a distri-
bution that is relatively flat among those with fewest assets and rises steeply
among those who control some property and wealth. In contrast, the “skew™ of
the 1861 distribution is slightly lower than that in 1871 or 1881 and slightly
greater than the skew of 1891 and 1899 (the mean is 2.3 times the median).>?
There is a hint that inequality, in this sense, increased after 1861 and only later
returned to a lower level. 1 pursue the question of trends in inequality further
and in different terms in the next section.

V  The Shares of Assessed Wealth During Industrialization

INEGQUALITY CAN BE CONSIDERED in terms of the shares in total wealth or
income. Table I gives the size distribution of assessed wealth in Toronto by
quintiles for each year. The cumulative percentage distributions are also given.
The 1861 distributions are considered with the other years, since proportional
distributions are not directly affected by the scale, although the caveats dis-
cussed above should be kept in mind. For simplicity T present only the distribu-
tions of total assessed values.

This form of presenting the distributions perhaps most vividly reveals the
depth of the disparity in assessed wealth in all years. In no year does the poorest
20 per cent of the families and individuals hold more than 2 per cent of all
assets. In LB71 and 1891 this lowest guintile of the population had virtually no
resources, although it was composed of householders who were, as I noted,
responsible for dwellings and, usually, for families; if they had achieved the
proverbial “stake™ in propertied Toronto society, it was barely a toehold.

At the other end of the glissando of wealth and income, the wealthiest fifth

that the extreme case was one in which the assessor recorded actual values, rather than
the “yearly” values of approximately six per cent of the actual. The assessment record
provided no further ¢lue.

32 The coefficient of variation for 1861, V| was also the highest at 3.57. Also the rolls
reported a “statute labour tax™ for those males aged 21-60 who were taxable parties not
otherwise assessed because of insufficient assets or earnings, The proportion of all
assessed parties o enumerated was highest in 1861, at 15 per cent. The propottion was
about 13 per cent in 1871 and fell to about 4, 8, and 3 per cent in each subsequent
decade. The assessment in carlier years muy have been based more on the assets of
wealthier families than it was later on.
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Table 111
Size Distribution of Total Assessed Wealth, Toronto, by Decades 1861 - 1899

Year

] 1B61* 1871 1881 1891 1899

Quintiles Cum. Cum. Cum. Cum. Cumn.
% ) % R % % % % % %

Lowest Fifih 1.6 16 G2 02 1.3 1.3 01 0l 1.9 1.9
Second 46 6.2 47 49 54 67 6% 70 64 83
Third 85 147 78 127 87 154 105 175 il.9 188
Fourth 17.4 32.1 150 27.7 14.1 29.5 17.2 347 166 354
Highest Fifth 67.7 998 723 100.0 0.6 100.0 65.4 100.0 64.6 100.0
Top H% 53.9 56.2 56.1 49.4 499
GINT Ratio 656 690 661 624 598

* With one extreme case eliminated for 1861 the distribution varies somewhat, See the
text.

of the assessed families held a maximum of over 70 per cent of all assessed
wealth, in 1871 and 1881, and never appear to control less than 65 per cent of
all value. Whether one conceives of assessed wealth as an indirect indicator of
capital ownership and of social power, or of the quality of living conditions, as
I prefer in this case, the distributions are markedly unequal.

Even in relatively small samples it is of descriptive interest to consider the
total assessed wealth that accrues 1 the very top of the social and economic
hierarchy. The table provides an estimate of the total wealthholding of the top
10 per cent for each year. Again in 1871 and 1881 the distributions are most
top-heavy with over 56 per cent of all wealth controlled by this elite. The 1861
elite held 54 per cent, and those of 1891 and 1899 had apparently slipped to
being assessed for just less than half of the city’s wealth. As a point of compari-
son, using assessment data for the total assessed population, Katz has reported
that in Hamilton in 1852, the richest fifth of the population held 74 per cent of
all assessed wealth and the top 10 per cent held 60 and 66 per cent in 1852 and
1881. The figures are somewhat higher than the estimate for Toronto even in
1871, but given the differences between the cities they may not be surprising,3?

Table I also gives the most conventional summary index of inequality, the
Gini coefficien.” The coefficients show that, for these samples, inequality
was greatest in 1871 (.69) and least at the end of the period, 1899 (.60). The

3 Katz, The People of Hamiiton, 31 and Katz, Douacet and Stern, Socia! Organiza-
tions, 76, Kalz sensibly suggests in the first work that inequality may have been greatest
in larger cities, though my data do not suppant the speculation.

*t Like most other measures, Gini is defined independently of average values: if the
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pattern reflects the proportional distributions. Several points of comparison
may be usefully cited. These Gini values are similar to those calculated for
income distributions in one very detailed study of nincteenth-century Norwe-
gian cities, though they are not nearly as great as those usbally found for wealth
distributions.** It may also be noted that all the Gini ccefficients for Toronto
arte higher than those computed for income distributions for thind-world
countries in the middle of this century (the latter range from about .40 to ,50).%
And, the Gini for income inequality of families in Canada in 1961 was, by
contrast, relatively low, at .35.%7

The Gini coefficients facilitate comparisons across the 40 years of the city’s
early development. The pattern they reveal was first suggested by the consider-
ation of the skew of the distributions. Apparently, overall inequality of assessed
assets and income increased between 1861 and 1871 and subsequently declined
in each decade to the turn of the century. We can have least confidence in the
1861 results for reasons discussed earlier.*® Nevertheless, the orderliness of the
decline from 1871 is unmistakable and of considerable interest.

distribution of assessed wealth in 1891, say, was just a scaled up version of the disiribu-
tion of 1871, Gini would be identical for the two years, though average assels were
considerably higher in the former year. Gini tends to be particularly sensitive to changes
in the middle of typical wealth and income distributions. A value of 1.0 for Gini means
a completely unequal distribution: one party has all the wealth or income. A value of
0.0 means a perfectly equal distribution. It is comman to present Lourenz curves of
inequality on which Gini is based. The inter-decadal differences are as readily sum-
marized in Table JII and Figure I. See Atkinson, “0On the Measurement of Inequality.” also
sce useful articles by Paul D. Allison, “Measures of Inequality,” American Sociclogival
Review, 44(1979), 867-9. I thank John Fox for bringing Allison’s paper to my attention.

& Soltow, Toward Income Equality. Soltow's investigation of wealth distributions for
U.S. cities uniformly provides Gini indexes of .90; sce Soltow, Men and Wealth, 235.
This extraprdinary level of inequality results from the fact that median wealth in these
cities is zero: fully 50 per cent of men had no assets whatsoever. Many of these
propenyless people would not qualify as taxable parties or otherwise are missed in
assessments such as those [ use.

3% Paukert, " Income Distribution,” Table 6.

57 Jenny R. Podoluk, The Incomes of Canadians (Ottawa 1968), 374. The percentage of
total before-tax income going to families and unattached individuals in the top 20 per
cent of eamers was virtually unchanged between 1951 and 1978 — 42.8 per cent in the
former year and 42.5 in the latter, but the middle quantiles have much greater shares
than in the last century; see Alfred A. Hunter, Class Fells: On Social Inequality in
Canada (Toronto 1981), 56, Table 5.2,

# Removing the cne extreme case found in the sample for 1861 yields the following
cumulative per cent distribution, from lowest to highes quintile, 1.8, 7.3, 17.4, 38.2,
and 99.9. The top 10 per cent of asset holders would control 43.2 per cent of lotal value
compared to the 53.9 per cent reported in the text. These changes only reinforce the
trend in the table since the recalculated 1861 distribution would be the least unequal of

any year.
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The pattern of the Gini coefficients reflects the pattern of the cumulative
distributions of Table I1.%¢ In 1871 the lowest 80 per cent of all householders
did not hold even 30 per cent of all assessed wealth; in every other year the
lowest four fifths had at least 30 per cent and the per cent increased steadily to
1900. The poorest 40 per cent had less than 5 per cent of all assets and income
in 1871, whereas in 1861 and apain by 1881 they had a little over 6 per cent and
increased their claim on the city’s material conditions bit by bit to the turn of
the century.

The general patterns can be presented as in Figure I. It shows quite graphi-
cally the main shifts accounting for the changing Gini indices. The Gini’s are
plotted at the top of the figure. The step-like increase of the shares of total
assessed wealth held by the lower 40 and 80 per cent of the families is readily
seen. However, there is a hint in these data that the elite, top 10 and 20 per cent
consclidated their position before the century closed.

M Since measures of inequality are sensitive to different Kinds of changes in distribu-
tions, changes in Gini may not be sufficient evidence of reduced inequality. For popula-
tion distributions, we can unequivocally conclude that one distribution is more equal
than a second only if all points on the first are above those of the second when plotted as
Lorenz curves, that is, if all points are closer 1o a line of perfect equality. Several of the
curves of this study do intersect, but in such ways that a conclusion of decreasing
inequality is readily drawn; below the twentieth percentile, as Table 3 shows, the curves
are equivalent for all intents, above the thirtieth percentile the 1871 curve is clearly least
equal and the 1899 curve is identical to or above the others. The 1891 distribution is
above that of 188 at all points greater than the thirtieth percentile. For sample distribu-
tions there is the question of whether the differences could have occurred merely by
chance. Tt is a question that is particularly difficult to address in the analysis of inequal-
ity, since the sampling distributions of indices such as Gini are guite complicated. One
could 1est for differences in the means or in some proportions among the samples, but
this is a quite different question than whether the patterns of inequality are significantly
different. Allison has suggested an approach which uses the fact that the logarithm of
the variance of the distributions can be shown to be related to Gini and other measures
of inequality — the variance itself being such 4 measure. One might use the ratio of the
logarithm as a test statistic; it has an F distribution, if the original distributions are
lognormal. For samples as large as the ones used here, this approach can be refor-
mulated as a test of the differences between variances of the log distributions, using the
normat distribution. The test statistic was suggested and worked out for me by my
colleague, Michael Omstein. 1 much appreciate his interest. Using this test, I find that
the 1871 and 188] variances are significantly larger than that of 1861, at the .05 level,
and both are significantly greater than the 1891 and 1899 variances at least the .01 level.
The variance of the 1881 distribution is not significantly different from that of 1871, nor
is the 1891 distribution significantly different from the 1899, In sum, these indexes of
inequality indicate a more general pattern of increase and subsequent decline in inequai-
ity than the Gini indices did, but the change is in the same direction and the main
differences are very unlikely to have occurred by chance even in samples as small as
these. The rests are restricted to variances of the Jogarithms and must exclude all
NOR-ZETO cases, since the log of zero is undefined. This leaves out of consideration all
households recorded as having no assessable property or income. Their exclusion alters
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Figure 1
Distributions of Assessed Wealth, Toronto, By Decades, 1861-1899,
Showing Shares of Major Groups
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the distributions considerably. The 1871 variance of non-zero values, for example,
misses {7-18 per vent of the cases included in a Gini computation; there were more
propertyless houscholds recorded in 1871 than any other year — an important aspeci of
the pattern of ingguality in that peak year. | am inclined to attribute the lack of a
significunt differcnce between the variances of the log values for 1871 and 1881 to this
exclusion. See Allison, ~Measures.”
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Again, taken at face value, these trends suggest an intriguing possibility.
Was the first wave in the concentration of industrial capital and the expansion
of factory labour to 1871 accompanied by a markedly deeper siructure of
inequality? Thereafter was inequelity moderated slowly but consistently as
industrial capitalism became a way of life in Toronto? One must choose terms
carefully here; nothing in assessment distributions themselves allows an
analysis of the sources of inequality or of changes in the distributions. The task
at hand is wholly descriptive.

There are some important differences among those who have considered the
timing of Toronto’s “industrial revolution,"® Kealey’s recent, detailed study,
however, has the major sectors of the city's economy highly industrialized by
1871, * ... with large concentrations of workers, extensive mechanization, and
an ¢laborate division of labour.”®! He notes in addition that the central charac-
teristic of industrial capitalism at this date was its extteme unevenness of
development: there were very few exceedingly large shops (50 places
employed over 30 workmen) and hundreds of more traditional small work-
places {about 500 employed fewer than 30 workers). 2 Perhaps the first wave of
extremely uneven development had the effect of increasing the inequality in the
conditions of life in these early years.

A simple correspondence of patterns can only raise the question of the
historical relation. Still, the observed trend for the last quarter of the nineteenth
century in Toronto does accord with limited historical evidence from some
other places. For Great Britain, Denmark, the United States, and for Norwe-
gian cities, there is evidence either of stability in wealth and income inequality
or evidence of moderate, consistent reductions over the same nineteenth-
century period.%

Moreover, the pattem of short term increase and subsequent moderation
has been observed in a cross-section of a number of countries in mid-twentieth
century. Studies of national development have suggested that “indus-
trialization™ first tends to be accompanied by increased inequality and, then, as
development proceeds, the dispersion of incomes decreases.® The similarities
in the evidence may be entirely coincidental, considering the differences in the

% J.M.S. Careless, “Some Aspects of Urbanization in Nineteenth Century Ontario,” in
F.H. Armstrong et al., eds.. Aspects of Ninereenth Century Ontario. Essays Presented
to J.J. Talman (Toronto 1974); Goheen, Victorian Toronto; Kealey, Toronto Workers
Respond. Note that Goheen's and Kealey's figures regarding industrialization differ in
some important respects, though they are purportedly from the same census sources.

9 Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond, 29,

%2 Ibid., 25.

3 See Paukert, " Income Distribution,” 120 n. 1 with respect 1o Kuznets, *Economic
Growth,” Kravis, "The Structure of Income,” Soltow, “Long-run Changes” and also
see Gitelman, Workingmen of Waltham.

# Paukert, “Income Distribution,” 111, in reference to Harry Oshima, “The Interna-
tional Comparison of the Size Distribution of Family Incomes, with Special Reference
o Asia,” Review of Economics and Statistics (1962}, 439-45.
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period and in the type and scope of the data; yet, there are provocative questions
of historical continuity raised by the parallel.

Those who have examined international trends in this century have
suggested that the greatest inequality in income shares results when small
shares accrue to middle income groups, and that decreasing inequality is
largely a result of middle groups enhancing their shares in comparison both to
the lowest groups and those at the top.® Other distributional changes could
yield the same overall differences in indices of inequality, but this is a descrip-
tion that fits the Toronto data rather well. The middle 40 per cent of
wealthholders in Toronte seem first to have lost a substantial portion of
assessed wealth in 1871 and then regained and visibly increased their share,
Figure I shows the shifis.

One further comment on these distributions is in order. It has been common
viewing evidence of the structure of inequality, both for the last century and for
this one, to be impressed by the apparent stability of the distributions over
relatively long perieds. | have tended to emphasize the evidence of systematic
change. But one can draw attention to the fact that the wealthiest 10 per cent of
Toronto’s families altered their portion of total assessed wealth a mere 6 per
cent, al most, over an era in which the city nearly quadrupled in population and
its industrial production and industrial employment increased about four and a
half times.® The whole fabric of social and economic life was fundamentally
transformed in the era; the ordinary wage-worker who persisted throughout
could be forgiven for failing to notice any shift in the structure of inequality in
wealth or in power.

The question of the visibility of structures of inequality aside, there is
evidence in this assessment data of a quite orderly decline in inequality after
871, even if the orderliness is more obvious than the magnitude of the change,

V1 An Aging Population and the Structure of Inequality in Nineteenth
Century Toronto

COMPARISONS OF STRUCTURES of inequality at several points in time have an
unavoidable freeze-frame quality: we examine selected slices of the social
reulity. There are two problems of particular concem. First, the cross-sectional

53 Paukert, ~Income Disteibution,” (11,

% Goheen, Viciorion Foronto, 87, Table 4. OF course, it is possible thal the stability in
structures of inequality of shares is offset by individual income and wealth mobility.
Individuals and families do exchange positions over time, but there is no study 1 know
that suggests the exchange was very extensive from top to bottom, though nineteenth-
cenury cities were by no means closed societies, See Knights, Plain People:
Thernstrom and Sennen, Nineteenth Century Cities: Kaiz, The People of Humilten,
among others.
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patterns hide the processes generating and maintaining the structures of
inequality and the experiences of individuals and families that these processes
entail. Second, assessments of inequality, the measures we employ, carry a
considerable normative burden, since they must use some standard or baseline
notion of equality against which to compare any observed distribution.®” No
measure, unhappily, is free of the burden. The two problems are intimately
related. If we knew precisely the complex of processes generating and repro-
ducing structures of inequality, we could adjust standards and measures accord-
ingly.

One process of particular importance in the study of inequality turns out to
be, simply, aging. In any society in which personal assets can be accumulated
over time, just getting older will tend to enhance one’s estate, even in an
ecenomy that is not expanding. Moreover, a number of authors have pointed
out that most measures of inequality, such as the Gini index, imply very
extreme standards of egalitarianism, since they fail to take account of the effects
of the life-cycle on wealth and income. %8

One wants to account for the effects of age alone on structures of inequal-
ity. Specifically, it is reasonable that a portion of observed inequality in
Toronto in the last century can be accounted for by age differences among the
heads of assessed households. Moreover, it can be shown that the more numet-
ous the young are relative to the old in any population, the more unequal will be
a cross-sectional structure of inequality, Thus, it is also quite possible that shifts
in the city’s age composition could account for the pattern of change in inequality
in Toronto after 1861. )

In Table IV 1 have provided evidence relevant to these questions.,

The most striking data are given in the second part of the table. It shows the
age distribution of the rotal city population by decades, as given in the cen-
suses. The changes in age composition appear to be precisely the sort of broad
shifts that might account both for the observed increase in inequality from 1861
to 1871 and then orderly decline, decade by decade, to the end of the century!
For example, those under 19 years of age make up nearly half of the entire city
population in 1871, whereas they are 47 per cent a decade earlier and decline a

7 Morton Paglin, “The Measurement and Trend of Ineguality: A Basic Revision.” The
American Economic Review, 65 (19735}, 598.

% The indices usually take as a standard perfect equality among the vnits or individu-
als. Thus. the resulting measures assume that individuals and families at entirely differ-
ent stages of the life-cycle could be expected to experience equality of condition — if
only as an ideal. Clearly, it is one thing to consider as a standard equal lifetime income,
wealth or well-being; it is a great deal more radical to imagine equality of condition for
alt age groups given differences among them in labour force experience, exposure to
eamning and invesiment opportunities and differences in family cconomic respon-
sibilitics. See Paglin, ~Measurement and Trend;" Soltow, Men and Wealth, ch. 1,
Robert E. Gallman, ~Professor Pessen on the ‘Egalitarian Myth," ™ Social Science
History, 2 {1978}, 194-207.
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remarkable 5 per cent per decade to 190%. In the latter year they are just over a
third of the population.

The change in the age composition of the adult population is less dramatic,
so the effect on assessed households should be less obvious. About 17 per cent
of the population was aver 40 in both 1861 and 1871; those over 40 increased to
21 per cent in 1881 and 1891 and to 26 per cent by 1901 .5®

The correspondence between age structures and structures of inequality
over the 40 years is an interesting, but very gemeral association. Fortunately,
the assessment rolls also recorded the age of the assessed parties, so we can (ry
to explain directly the dispersion of the values among households in terms of age
variation. There are several possible ways to proceed, and several problems,
The first problem is that the age data are quite incomplete. The same sizes (N)
given at the bottom of Table 4 indicate that between 70 and 80 per cent of the
households had age of the head recorded in all years from 1871 to 1899 and age
was recorded for only 40 per cent in 1861, The second problem is that catego-
ries of the assessed population cannot easily be made comparable to the census
categories, since so few of the assessed were under the age of 20,
Nevertheless, the first part of the table shows the shifts for the assessed popula-
tion over time, along with the percentage share of the total assessed wealth that
each age group had,

The sample data do show that, like the total popuiation, the assessed heads
of households tended to be youngest in 1871: 54.8 per cent were under the age
40 in that year. The oldest assessed population was also that of 1899: 45.7 per
cent were under 40 at the end of the century. However, the differences among
the other years are very slight, with no marked trend: about 54 or 55 per cent of
assessed parties were under 40 years in each. In general, then, the clear pattern
of aging evident in the census data is not duplicated among the samples of
assessed households.

Consider the shares of assessed wealth held by the age groups in each year
as given in Table IV, In three of the decades the older groups have a dispropor-
fionate share of the assessed wealth, as we would expect from a life-cycle
process of accumulation. In 1861 and 1881 the older groups have less than a
proportional share or hold their own. If I rank the age groups by average
assessed wealth, only in 1891 does the age-wealth relation follow a strict
pattern of increasing assets over the life-cycle. Thus, in these data, the rela-
ttonship between age and assessed wealth is neither very strong in any year nor
shows a clear trend.

The weak relation between age and assessment is confirmed for each year
by the simple correlation of the two variables for all households. The Pearson

" {t ¢an be notcd in passing that the “life-vycle™ squeeze which working-class and
artisanal families routinely felt in the last century was probably most acute in Toronio’s
catly years of industrialization when the dependency ratic was higher than in any other
decade. The large number of young families was most likely a result of recent city-ward
MIigration in thesc years.
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correlation coefficients are given in the table. They range from a negative
association in 186] of -.08, to a maximum pesitive association of .21 for
1891. In statistical terms, age explains at most 4 per cent of the differences
among households in assessed values. Others have found stronger age-wealth
relationships than these for the nineteenth century.” 1 look at the question in
another way that tends to maximize the effects of age.

Since 1 have relied on descriptive measures of inequality throughout the
analysis, it is sensible to ask whether we can adjust such measures to reflect the
relation of age and wealth. In fact the Gini coefficient of inequality can be so
adjusted. T have calculated a minimum Gini index of wealth inequality that
could be due only to the variation in age in each decade.™ This minimum Gini
assumes all the dispersion of wealth is berween the age groups. The minimum
Gini’s due to age are reported in the last part of Table IV along with the
previously reporied, actual Gini's and the difference between the two. The
difference is a measure of the actual inequality that cazanor be accounted for by
age variation among householders in each decade.

The values of the hypothetical indices due to age are modest. The largest is that for
1881 at .250 and the smallest for 1871, at .129. Adjusting the actual
Gini’s to delete the age effects gives the tollowing results: in 1881 some 60 per
cent of observed inequality would remain, while in 1871, over 80 per cent is
unexplained, and in each of the other years about 70 per cent is residual to age.
Even trying to maximize the effect of age leaves the impression that the struc-
ture of inequality in nineteenth-century Toronto was very largely independent
of life-cycle causes. The observed trend toward decreasing inequality over the
1871-1900 period also seems unrelated to the altering age composition of the
city’s population.

It may be that the limits of the sample data for which age is given are
responsible for the lack of life-cycle effects found here, I suspect, on the other
hand, that age was not of particular importance in these volatile years because
such a large proportion of the assessed population was over the age of 25 and
quite substantial proportions were over 40. The accumulation of assets for most
people amounted to the acquisition of a dwelling or very small property and
took place most rapidly before the age of 40; thereafter accumulation tapered
off quickly and declined in old age.’ The evidence for Toronto during its rapid

7 For example, see Soltow, Men and Wealth, 28-31 especially; also see Kalz, *Social
Structure.”

™ Simply, the procedure assumes equal disiributions of assessed wealth within age
groups for the seven groups of Table I. The Gini index is based on the average for the
groups and the proportion of the population in each age group. See Peter M. Blau,
Inequality and Heterogeneity (New York 1977); also see a more complex procedurg
proposed by Paglin, **Measurement and Trend. ™’

7 This description is drawn from Soltow's comprehensive analysis of U.S. data on
property ownership. Soltow says, “The increase for all years after age 40 is essentially
no more than that occurring in the first ten-year period,” Men and Wealth, 28, 180, But
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industrialization in the last century is that one could expect aging alone to
provide little assurance of the accumulation of any assets at all.

VII Conclusion

A STUDY OF nineteenth-century inequality is hampered by the limitations of
the evidence. Assessment rolls provide one valuable and readily accessible
source. They provide evidence on real property, personal property, and income
assessment, though there were very substantial legal exclusions. From the
variety of exclusions and limits of the data, I judge that assessed values are best
interpreted as reflecting disparities in everyday living conditions, rather than in
the centrol of property and wealth per se. Samples of the assessment data for
Toronto for each decade from 1861 to the turn of the century permit the
measurement of inequality in several ways.,

Inequality among householders in all decades was such that the most
privileged fifth of the assessed families held at least 65 per cent of all value; the
poorest 40 per cent never had the benefit of more than about 8 per cent of all
assessed hofdings and income. Moreover, the sample data revealed an intri-
guing pattern of change in the structure of inequality. Inequality was most
extreme in 1871, having increased slightly from the previous decade; thereafter
each decade to the turn of the century saw a modest reduction in the dispersion
of assessed values among households. An important consideration in the study
of inequality is the effect of age differences among individuals on the distribu-
tion of wealth or income at any given time. Census data indicate the population
of the city was youngest in 1871 and aged distinctly with each successive
decade. However, using the available data on age from the assessment rolls in a
number of ways indicates there was a very limited direct effect of life-cycle
differences on pattemns of inequality; there was no pattern thar would account
for the orderly decline in inequality after 1871,

Recent study also suggests that the early 1870s marked a turning point in
the early industrial revolution of the city. The coincidence of the two patterns
raises provocative questions about the relationship between nineteenth-century
urban industrialization and inequality. For the most part we are not now in any
position to answer these questions. We are just beginning to understand the
implications of industrialization for standards of living, for trends in employ-
ment, for wages, for family life, or for the process of class formation. Specific
links between the form industrialization took in the city and structural trends in

the Torontoe data conflict with Soltow’s finding of an appurent growth rate of nearly five
per cent a year in wealth arising from aging alone. Also see Katz. The People of
Hamilton, 83 for a similar cycle of homeownership, and Katz, Doucet and Siern, Social
Orgarization, 137.
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inequality simply cannot now be dawn. The absence of the detailed analysis
should not, however, serve as an excuse for merely attributing a trend toward
reduced inequality in general to some ineffable, benign effect of “indus-
trialization™ or " modemization:™ only a historical trend is revealed in the data.

One suggestion of merit is that the lowered inequality may have resulted in
part from the known trend toward lower commodity prices which affected
Canada as afl the North Atlantic countries.™ The decline took place mainly
between the early 1870s and late 1890s. Declines in commodity prices might
have been followed by more moderate declines in wages and incomes and,
hence, enhanced the chances for asset accumulation by lower-income
families. So far as I know trends in wages and incomes have not been estab-
lished in general in the era, and certainly not for Toronto, so the notion is merely
speculative at this point.

With respect to the larger question of the relation of economic inequalities
and class, it is important to reiterate an eatlier point. The trends in the data
represent very large scale and slow structural changes in the distributions of
wealth and everyday living standards. In any era such changes are not readily
visible to men and women leading their lives within the smaller milieux of
work, households, kin, and community — indeed, they are largely invisible
even to those who are actively engaged in attempting to discern economic and
social patterns. Hence, I noted that few, if any, contemporaries could be
expected to recognize and comment on the glacial trends in inequality, which
apparently surrounded them. Thus, the increased sensitivity to class divisions
and socio-economic inequalities, which mark the city's politics in the latter
years of the century, must be understood largely in their own terms.”™ The
material setting is always relevant, of course, but as we have learned elsewhere
the processes of class formation and expression do not mark lock-step with
changes in material conditions, much less mimor them.

Finaliy, in this context, 1 note again that the data used here, as all assessment
data, do not capture the circumstances of those in the city's labour force who
were not responsible for parcels of land or residences on them. In the last
century, this was a very substantial proportion of the labour force. In fact, many
families and many households had multiple income earners and multiple sources

™ See Gordon W. Bertram, “Historical Statistics on Growth and Structure of Manufac-
wring in Canada, 1870-1957.” in J. Henrtipin and A. Asimakopulos, eds., CPSA Con-
ference on Swatistics 1962 and 1973 {Toronto 1979}, 93-146.

* The city's class politics followed a course of increasingly perceived and increasingly
articulated conflict. Gregory 8. Kealey, "The Honest Workingman and Workers'
Control: The Experience of Toronto Skilled Workers, 1860-1892." Labour/Le Travail-
feur, 1 {1976), Homel, " "‘Fading Beams,' " 12 cites Walter Burnill, Toronto Labour
Council President and radical campaigner to the cffect that the widening gap between
wealth producers and monopolists was alarmingly obvious (from the Globe, 15 June
1894). For a contrast see the 1872 view of the essential harmony of interests among
classes, despite inequality of condition. in John Battye, “The Nine Hour Pioneers: The
Genesis of the Canadian Labour Movement,” Labour/Le Travailleur. 4 (1979) 25-56.
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of sustenance. In addition to the wages of, perhaps, two or more members, forms
of sustenance included boarding, gardening, petty commodity production, and
normatively poverned exchanges within family and neighbourhood networks.
Thus, it is possible that a trend toward reduced inequality in assessments was
paralleled by some simplification in the uses of the household and its modes of
sustenance, especially in increased reliance on wage-labour. A fuller understand-
ing of the relations between economic inequality, standards of living, and the
class conditions of production and reproduction will need to unite studies of
household, family, and community with studies of the distribution of assets and
incomes.

I wish to thank Susan Gelman for research assistance, John Tibert and Bill Bruce
of the Institute for Behavioural Research for programming assistance, and Char-
lene Gilmour for typing assistance. The project was partially supported by a
grant from the Ministry of Labour and by an SSHRC leave fellowship. A number
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