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Introduction

Convincing results about inequality are now recognized to be conditional upon the availability of homogenous long run series of data. Few western countries have such data but this is not the case of Italy.

To provide an overview of historical sources on estate and income distribution in post-unification (1861) Italy is the first aim of this paper. Sample surveys on household expenditure and income, as well as official fiscal statistics, are taken into account, though attention is given mostly to the latter. An income tax (Ricchezza mobile) was introduced in Italy in 1866 and estate tax returns have been collected in the public archives since 1862. The ins and the outs about how these sources have been used in the past, their availability nowadays and the many limitations they are affected by are discussed in detail.

Subsequently, focus shifts to a data set constructed by using all the individual estate tax returns recorded at the Registrar Office of Milan in the years between 1862 (when a new law on death duties was enacted) and 1900. Standard indices and measurements of inequality are tested and their effectiveness considered carefully. Possible further investigations are suggested while the concept of inequality is once more scrutinized.

1) The state of art.

In the aftermath of Unification many scholars and politicians turned their attention to rural people. The life conditions of poor agricultural communities were investigated by numerous surveys on food consumption, diets and expenditure. The first household budgets appeared in the 1860’s and  between the wars some urban families belonging to the middle-class were also considered. After the II world war, in 1953, the Italian Public Institute of Statistics (Istat) carried out a survey on a sample of one thousand non-rural households.  A larger inquiry was repeated ten years later, by Istat itself, gathering also some information on family income and extending interviews into the countryside. Recently, all the family budgets available for the years between 1861 and 1881 have been reclassified and analysed by the Italian scholars Vecchi, Rossi and Toniolo. Their work - which follows Somogy’s publication in the 1950’s – concludes that  Italy, throughout the century, moved “towards a more egalitarian expenditure distribution”, the trend being accentuated in the last decade (see table 1). 

Such a result, that in the authors’ opinion is thought to be an “educated guess”, is actually far from compelling, due to the paucity and poor quality of the data. Mostly in the 19th and first half of the 20th Century, the household budgets present serious  limitations, such as non response behaviours, under or no valuation of non monetary revenue and expenditure, uncertainty about the sample procedure and the income estimate. Furthermore, as highlighted by Istat itself in 1953, many problems arose from the selection and training of the interviewers, as well as from the lack of precision of many answers, often given by illiterate people.

Similar difficulties were encountered by Pierpaolo Luzzato Fegiz, professor of statistics at the University of Trento, when he was given the task of carrying out the first scientific sample survey of household incomes in Italy. He was entrusted with the job in 1948 directly by Luigi Einaudi, a prominent Italian economist then serving as Minister of the Budget, specifically in order to study “the shape of the revenue curve”. The findings of the survey were published in 1949. In 1955 and 1958-59 Istituto Doxa, the private agency founded and directed by Luzzato Fegiz carried out further surveys of household incomes, attempting to improve the former results, seriously undermined by the lack of up to date information on the demographic structure of the Italian population and the sampling procedure adopted.

Taking into account Luzzato Fegiz’s findings as well as those provided the Bank of Italy for the years between 1967 and 1995, Andrea Bartolini recently stressed the “stability, or perhaps moderate decline” of income inequality during the 1950’s and 1960’s (see table 2). Such an outcome is clearly inconsistent with the one presented above, and neither is the Istat survey of the 1960’s helpful on the subject, lacking figures on  percentile shares. As only the availability of original information allows one to adopt homogeneous methods in processing data - and so making long run comparisons -, there is probably a case for turning to the Istat archive and looking for original records, if there are any. 

Anyway, income sample surveys cover only the period from after the II World War onwards, while fiscal information spread over one hundred and more years. That is why it is worth drawing attention to them, first recalling the few works published on the issue.

Overall figures on income distribution were constructed on the basis of data deriving from the so called Ricchezza mobile tax by the Ministry of Finance in 1872 and by a private scholar, Orlandi, in 1922. In 1952, another economist, Vergottini, presented a table of incomes taxed by the so called “Imposta complementare”. In the years between the 1890’s and the outbreak of first world war, official institutions as well as celebrated economists and statisticians such as Pantaleoni, Gini, Mortara, Benini, Princivalle and politicians such as Nitti and Beneduce devoted themselves to the study of wealth distribution. Tabulations by size of estate at death were published in 1890-91,1901-2, 1902-3 and 1914-15, while many articles appeared disputing both the effectiveness of the various concentration indices proposed (by Pareto and Gini for istance) and the reliability of De Foville’s method of wealth estimation.

On the whole, these publications don’t offer any consistent knowledge on the long term inequality trend. Neither was that their goal, most works focusing on the scarce efficiency of the state taxation system, on the strong regional disparities and, to a larger extent, the poverty and backwardness of the nation.

2) Primary sources under review.

Being aware of the high and not significant level of evasion, as well as of the extent of the tax exemption area, fiscal data appears to be the most suitable for obtaining information on income and wealth distribution, due to its availability for a long period of time. Inheritance duties were introduced in the aftermath of the Unification and they have continued more or less unaltered to the present day, requiring people who were left any property to fill out an estate tax return (Dichiarazione di successione). On the income side, in 1866 a tax called Ricchezza mobile came into force. It was intended to assess revenues from capital investment and entrepreneurial and professional activity- wage and land were not liable to this tax- and lasted for more then one hundred years. Lists of taxpayers, including name surname, job position and amount of income, were published by the Ministery of Finance in 1872, 1874, 1889, 1922, 1924, 1928, 1929, 1933 and 1960. In some cases the lists included all the people liable to tax, in other cases only those who earned more than a certain amount of money were included. Except for 1872 and 1922 no overall table is provided, so an effort must be made to group and process the scattered data. Once this work has been completed, it’s likely that scholars will be acquainted with something new. Though caution is required due both to the changeable legal framework shaping the taxation system in time and the fact that “Ricchezza mobile” was not an individual and personal income tax (the latter was introduced only in 1925 and called “Imposta complementare sul reddito”).

Owing to the length of the lists and the difficulty of the job, due to the necessity of constructing homogeneous statistical series, it is probably sufficient to start with no more than one town or city. A fruitful field of research could be opened in such a way, even if evidence is likely to be found about inequality within the groups, rather than between the groups. 

The same number of problems and difficulties arise with the use of estate tax returns. Records are often unavailable, as collected in local, current – not historical- archives and in some cases they have been definitively lost. Furthermore, frequent provisions of the law shifted the level of exemption as well as that of evasion. As an example, Mortara pointed out that in the years between 1900 and 1907 the number of decedents with positive wealth didn’t increase (see tab. 3), the fact being incongruent with the impetuous economic and industrial growth of the time and intelligible only in the light of the new  tax system then introduced. Lastly, it must be noted that unlike what happened in France, Italian Registrar offices did not compile any summarizing report on the records there probated. So the task is to enter selected items from every single record in a file, and then to classify and process the data. Such a job has been done using the estate tax returns probated in Milan – a big city in the developed North of Italy - between 1862 and 1900, thus having the opportunity to test the quality of such a procedure. 

The Milanese data set includes more than 40 thousand records, whose fields have been filled with information such as name, surname, archival references, date of death and amount of the estate (gross assets, liabilities not considered). An overall view of the decedents with positive wealth attests their number rising in the last four decades of the century, as well as the full amount of the estates (see Fig.1). Minor changes in the taxation system occurred in 1877,1884 and 1894 but they were trifling. In 1866, on the other hand, owing to a reassessment of land, buildings and furniture, the curve of the estates went suddenly up (see again fig 1 ). It is worth pointing out that people living in Milan were, on average, richer than people living elsewhere in Italy. This is confirmed by the distribution of estates by size in 1890, the only year in which a comparison is possible between Milan and Italy as a whole (see Fig.2). According to the scarce evidence available, the degree of wealth concentration in Milan was higher too, and it is worth asking if it changed during the second half of the century. That was the period in which the industrialization process spread and according to Kuznets’ hypothesis a rise in wealth and income concentration should be found.

In fact, taking into consideration the three decades 1870-1900 –once the trend definitively  adjusted after the change driven by the 1866 law- the top 1, 2 and 10 percentiles, increased their share markedly, while the bottom 20 fell (see table 4), the Gini index shifted from 0,76 to 0,82. It must be underlined, however that quite similar results would be found focusing on 1870 and 1871, when the top first percentile almost doubled, the top 2 and 10 nearly reached the same value of 1900 (see again tab 4). From another point of view, comparing 1871, instead of 1870, with 1900, the outcome would be quite different and it would be just the opposite if 1874 were used, when a very rich man died leaving 15 million lire, a share totalling more than 20 per cent of one-year total estate.

As a matter of fact, no clear trend in inequality is attested by the data taken into account, as it only depicts strong oscillation from year to year due to the weight of big fortunes (see Fig.1). The fact both corroborates the assumption that it is very risky to draw conclusions about long run inequality when lacking complete statistical series and suggest focussing on the top wealthy people, whose fortunes stand out in shaping the concentration curve. One can probably assume that beyond its level of poverty a society is more or less fair – if not “equal”- depending on the ratio between earned and inherited wealth. When profits and earnings allow some people to become rich and enter the top wealthy ranks, a high degree of concentration is going hand in hand with social mobility. On the other hand, when  great fortunes are mostly  inherited, no equal opportunities are available and inequality is prominent. 

Needless to say, the source of an estate is not traced by statistical inferences, rather it requires accurate, historical inquires to be properly understood. In the case of 19th Century Milan, new entrepreneurial activities have been found at the origin of a number of very large properties, thus confirming the good opportunities of enrichment provided by the first stage of the industrialization process.  In the meanwhile, a few substantial professional fortunes entered the stage, testifying the growing importance of education in a more equitable distribution of wealth. On the other side, inheritance continued to be significant with regards to aristocracy as well as to women, further confirming inequality between gender by the absolute lack of equal opportunities.

Tables and Figures

Tab 1

	Aggregate inequality indices, Italy 1881-1961
	
	
	
	

	
	1881
	1891
	1901
	1931
	1936
	1951
	1961

	Gini
	0,448
	0,431
	0,397
	0,362
	0,363
	0,32
	0,295

	Top 10
	42,1
	37
	33,9
	29,9
	27,1
	22,4
	20,8

	Top 20
	53,2
	50,5
	45,9
	44,3
	43,5
	37,7
	36,3

	Bottom 10
	2,9
	2,9
	3,3
	3
	2,6
	2,7
	3,1

	Bottom 20
	6,7
	6,8
	7,2
	7,3
	6,7
	6,4
	7,9

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Source, N. Rossi, G. Toniolo, G. Vecchi, “Is the Kuznets curve still alive ? Evidence from Italian household budgets, 1881-1961”, The journal of economic history, 4, 2001.
Tab 2

	Distribution of post-tax household incomes, deciles shares, SHIW (BdI), 1967-1995

	
	Top 10
	Top 20
	Bottom 10
	Bottom 20

	1948
	34,2
	48,4
	2,2
	6

	
	
	
	
	

	1967
	30,5
	46
	1,6
	4,8

	1968
	29,3
	45,8
	1,7
	5

	1969
	30,2
	45,8
	1,8
	5,4

	1970
	28,5
	44,6
	1,9
	5,1

	1971
	29,3
	45,4
	1,6
	4,8

	1972
	28,4
	44,4
	1,8
	5,2

	1973
	32,7
	47,6
	1,7
	4,9

	1974
	31,9
	46,9
	1,8
	5,1

	1975
	30
	45,3
	2
	5,7

	1976
	26,6
	42,1
	2,4
	6,5

	1977
	27,9
	43,5
	2,3
	6,2

	1978
	27,2
	42,3
	2,4
	6,6

	1979
	28
	43,6
	2,2
	6

	1980
	29,8
	44,2
	2,4
	6,5


Source, A. Brandolini, “The distribution of personal income in post-war Italy: source description, data quality and the time pattern of income inequality”, Temi di discussione del servizio studi della Banca d’Italia, 350, April 1999.

Tab 3

Decedents with positive wealth, 1894-1907

	94-95
	18,99

	95-96
	18,94

	96-97
	21,96

	97-98
	19,2

	98-99
	20,87

	99-00
	19,62

	01-02
	21,8

	02-03
	21,75(18,87)

	03-04
	19,7

	04-05
	19,21

	05-06
	19,32

	06-07
	18,96

	07-08
	20,72


Source, Beneduce, A. (1909). "Sulla curva di distribuzione dei redditi." Giornale degli economisti; Ministero delle Finanze (1901-02)”Italia, Svolgimento delle tasse di successione nel periodo 1877-1902, Bollettino di statistica e legislazione comparata, 1.
Tab.4

	Wealth concentration at death in Milan, 1870-1900

	
	Top 1%
	Top 2%
	Top 10%
	Bottom 20%

	1870
	23,330
	34,270
	67,680
	0,150

	1900
	41,880
	52,050
	80,381
	0,033

	
	
	
	
	

	1871
	41,879
	52,055
	78,988
	0,142


Source: Archivio di Stato di Milano,fondo registro successioni, dichiarazioni dal 1862 al 1900, author’s calculations.
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Sourcse: Archivio di Stato di Milano,fondo registro successioni, dichiarazioni dal 1862 al 1900, author’s calculations. See also S. Licini, Guida ai patrimon imilanesi. Le dichiarazioni di successione ottocentesche. Rubettino, Soneria Mannelli (CZ), 1999.
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Survey

		Household incomes distribution, decile share

		Top 10		Top 20		Bottom 10		Bottom 20

		34.2		48.4		2.2		6		doxa 48

		22.4		37.7		2.7		6.4		toniolo51

		20.8		36.3		3.1		7.9		toniolo 61

		30.5		46		1.6		4.8		Brandolini 67

		29.3		45.8		1.7		5		Brandolini 68





Income tax

		

		Income distribution, 1952 (milion Lire)

		range		n		income share

		0,24-0,50		33.0761%		5.6765%

		0,50-0,75		61.0253%		21.6224%

		0,75-1		79.1921%		41.2191%

		1-2		95.7642%		72.3808%

		2-5		99.3254%		88.6094%

		5-10		99.8230%		93.9796%

		10-50		99.9916%		98.5726%

		50-100		99.9983%		99.3358%

		100-200		99.9993%		99.6137%

		200-500		99.9999%		99.9223%

		>500		100.0000%		100.0000%

		Income distribution, 1922 (thousand Lire)								Income distribution, 1952 (milion of lire)

		range		cases		income share				reddito		casi cum		Ycum netto

		<0,533		3.7239%		0.3080%				0,24-0,50		33.08%		5.68%

		>0,533<0,640		12.0145%		1.4659%				0,50-0,75		61.03%		21.62%

		>0,640<0,75		16.2962%		2.2017%				0,75-1		79.19%		41.22%

		>0,750<1		27.0711%		4.6258%				1-2		95.76%		72.38%

		>1<2		56.4082%		15.8273%				2-5		99.33%		88.61%

		>2<3		71.0695%		25.5240%				5-10		99.82%		93.98%

		>3<4		78.9752%		32.7542%				10-50		99.99%		98.57%

		>4<5		84.2652%		38.9897%				50-100		100.00%		99.34%

		>5<7,5		89.9556%		47.8514%				100-200		100.00%		99.61%

		>7,5<10		93.9335%		56.6510%				200-500		100.00%		99.92%

		>10<15		96.5527%		65.0314%				>500		100.00%		100.00%

		>15<25		98.4480%		74.3783%

		>25<50		99.4900%		83.6648%

		>50<100		99.8298%		89.7303%

		>100		100.0000%		100.0000%





Milan

		

		Wealth concentration at death in Milan, 1870-1900

				Top 1%		Top 2%		Top 10%		Bottom 20%				media		mediana

		1870		23.330		34.270		67.680		0.150						9,000.00

		1900		41.880		52.050		80.381		0.033						3,234.00

		1871		41.879		52.055		78.988		0.142				78,584.79		7,582.10





estate tax

		Decedents with positive wealth (% on total annual decedents)

		year		%

		1877		16.62

		1878		17.63				Distribution of individual estates, by size (Italy)

		1879		15.11						1890-91		1901-02		1902-03		1914-15

		1880		16.7				<500		39.55%		42.27%		37.14%		29.22%

		1881		15.89				>500<1000		17.58%		16.52%		17.85%		17.63%

		1882		17.13				>1000>2000		14.59%		14.22%		15.39%		16.75%

		1883		17.2				>2000<4000		11.04%		10.74%		11.93%		14.18%

		1884		18.29				>4000<10000		9.20%		8.62%		9.42%		12.23%

		1885		16.3				>10000<50000		6.13%		5.82%		6.45%		7.71%

		1886		16.86				>50000<100000		1.06%		1.02%		1.03%		1.32%

		1887		17.61				>100000<1000000		0.82%		0.76%		0.77%		0.92%

		1888		18.61				>1000000		0.04%		0.03%		0.03%		0.04%

		1889		16.93				totale		100.00%		100.00%		100.00%		100.00%

		1890		17.75

		1891		18.88

		1892		20.49				Distribution of individual estates, by size,  in  Milan and Italy. 1890

		1893		21								MI 1890		Italia 1890-91

		1894		18.99								Milan		Italy

		1895		18.94				1,000.00				31.26%		57.13%

		1896		21.96				10,000.00				28.42%		34.82%

		1897		19.2				100,000.00				28.65%		7.18%

		1898		20.87				1,000,000.00				10.77%		0.82%

		1899		19.62				>1m				0.90%		0.04%

		1900		21.8

		1901		21.75

		1902		19.7

		1903		19.21

		1904		19.32

		1905		18.96

		1906		20.72

		1914		21.871
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