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This paper presents new series on wealth concentration in Paris and France covering the 1807-1994 period

Series were constructed using: (i) large samples of individual estate tax returns collected in the Paris archives (1807-1902) ; (ii) tabulations by size of estate compiled by tax administration (1902-1994)

General motivation = in order to better understand the two-way interaction between development and distribution, one first needs to construct better data sets

Impact of development on distribution

Kuznets curve?

This work = continuation of Piketty (2001), “Income Inequality in France, 1901-1998”

(and Piketty-Saez (2001), “Income Inequality in the United States, 1913-1998”)

= “the 1900-1950 inequality decline was mostly an accidental, capital-income phenomenon” 

… but income tax data starts in 1913-1914..

Basic objective of this work: put the 1914-1945 period in broader historical perspective

>>> was there a downturn in inequality prior to World War I, or did inequality keep rising right until the war?

Inpact of distribution of development

With credit constraints, excessive wealth concentration can be harmful for growth

But cross-country inequality-growth suffer from serious identification problems and low quality data sets: no distinction between income and wealth distribution, little homogeneity across countries, only a small number of years per country…

>>> case studies with good data are more informative than cross-country studies with bad data…

Our 1807-1902 micro data sets allow us to look at the composition of wealth by fractile, type of property, age, gender, etc. and test for the efficiency impact of high wealth concentration. 

Basic idea = with credit constraints, high wealth concentration is OK as long as the people who have the wealth are those who know what to with it (active entrepreneurs, etc.). More problematic if the people who own the wealth are retired rentiers, inactive successors, etc.

>>> How does the age, gender, type-of-property profile of wealth changes in periods of high wealth concentration?  

Specific motivation for looking at France: thanks to the French Revolution, data is very good

= a universal estate tax was created in 1791, and the estate tax (and corresponding estate tax returns) has remained virtually unchanged since then (estate tax became progressive in 1902)

Estate tax created in 1894 in the UK, 1916 in the US  >>> modern, estate-tax-return-based cover only the 20th century ; 19th century estimates rely on non-universal probate records

>>> 19th century and 20th century estimates not homogenous, very difficult to say whether there was an inequality downturn prior to World War I

(see, e.g., Lindert 1986, 2000)
Main results

1. Wealth concentration in Paris and France kept increasing until World War I, with an acceleration (rather than a stabilisation) of the trend during the 1860-1913 period. This was driven by the growth of large industrial and financial estates and coincided with the decline of aristocratic fortunes

2. Post-WW1 decline in concentration driven by 1914-1945 shocks rather Kuznets-type process. Not driven by Paris/Province gap.

3. The very high levels of wealth concentration observed on the eve of WW1 seem to be associated to retired rentiers rather than active entrepreneurs. Wealth was getting older and older until WW1.

Data Sources

Since 1902, published tabulations by estate size and by “departement” (Piketty 2001)

Before 1902, one needs to go back to the original estate tax returns and tax registers

Nationally representative sample : problem = too few top wealth holders 

(see TRA survey, Bourdieu-Postel-Vinay-Suwa 2003)

Opposite sampling strategy: we collected all individual estate tax return information in Paris for 1807, 1817, 1827, 1837, 1847, 1857, 1867, 1877, 1887, 1902 

