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South Africa has one of the highest levels of inequality globally. This paper shows that such inequality is not a recent development. Using several newly transcribed data sets from the seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century Cape Colony, I calculate historical wealth inequality across different groups and regions. The sources – including tax censuses, probate inventories and slave valuation rolls – offer rare insight into the structure of pre-industrial society, allowing for comparisons over time and across settler, enslaved and Khoe households. The results reveal persistently high levels of within-group inequality and highlight the concentration of productive resources across all groups with available data. While direct comparisons with modern income or wealth measures are not possible, the evidence suggests that severe economic inequality has long been a defining feature of South African society.

Significance:


	•
I show that the Cape Colony in the late seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries experienced severe income and wealth concentration.


	•
By using newly transcribed tax censuses, probate inventories and slave valuation records, I found severe levels of inequality within settler, enslaved and Khoe groups.


	•
These findings engage with global inequality debates, demonstrating that severe inequality is not a modern phenomenon but has historical foundations.









Introduction

The World Bank’s Gini index, a measure of inequality between 0 and 1, ranks South Africa as the most unequal country in the world. Although its most recent observation for South Africa is now a decade old, it calculates a Gini index for income of 0.63, four points above second-placed Namibia.1 South Africa is even more unequal when considering the distribution of wealth. Chatterjee et al. calculated that the top 10% of South African wealth holders own more than 85% of household wealth, while the top 1% wealth share reaches 55%.2 Von Fintel and Orthofer calculated a wealth Gini between 0.93 and 0.95, noting “wealth is as unequally distributed within South Africa as it is in the world at large”3.

While much of the research attention, for obvious reasons, focuses on post-apartheid trends in inequalities and understanding their determinants, there is little doubt that South Africa’s history of racial discrimination and repression helps to explain these persistently high levels of inequality. What is less clear, however, is when this high level of inequality emerged.

To answer this question, I investigated inequality at the beginning of South Africa’s colonial history: the Dutch Cape Colony of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the British Cape Colony of the early nineteenth century. I use several newly transcribed data sets that include information about wealth and income for three population groups: the settler population, mostly although not exclusively of European origin; the enslaved population, mostly although not exclusively from territories around the Indian Ocean; and the population of Indigenous pastoral and hunter-gatherer peoples, the Khoesan.

The Cape Colony, I document, was a severely unequal place. As can be expected, inequality between the three population groups was high; settlers were wealthier than the enslaved and Khoesan. What is surprising, though, is the large inequalities within each of these groups. The within-group Gini for settlers is as large as the overall Gini; in other words, were the enslaved and Khoesan removed from the population, the Gini coefficient for the Cape would remain extremely high. Importantly, I find that Khoesan villages and mission stations exhibited equally high levels of wealth inequality.

Measuring inequality

The study of inequality over the long run has attracted attention for at least 70 years. In his seminal 1955 contribution, Kuznets famously argued in favour of a ‘long swing’ in the relationship between economic growth and inequality, what we today would call an inverted-U line:


widening in the early phases of economic growth when the transition from the pre-industrial to the industrial civilization was most rapid; becoming stabilized for a while; and then narrowing in the later phases.4



More recent work suggests the opposite: of increasing inequality in the rich world, at least since the Second World War.5 Studying top income shares, Atkinson finds a ‘U-shaped pattern’ for the UK and the USA during the final third of the twentieth century.6 Atkinson et al. report similar results for English-speaking countries and India and China, but not for continental Europe or Japan.7 Whether inequality has risen, fallen or remained stable over the past century – in the USA and elsewhere – remains contested, with important implications for contemporary economic policy debates.8-11

Frustratingly, we know far less about inequality before the twentieth century. Engerman and Sokoloff famously argued that factor endowments shaped institutions in ways that entrenched inequality and slowed long-run development in the Americas, but provided little empirical evidence to support this claim. Instead, much of the more recent work on pre-industrial inequality, in Europe, the USA and elsewhere, has been built on that of Milanovic12. The results suggest that most pre-industrial Western societies were indeed more unequal than those societies today, with mid-nineteenth century Gini coefficients ranging between 0.44 and 0.49 in the USA and rural Palencia in Spain, to 0.52–0.53 in England and Wales, and reaching as high as 0.63 in Holland, for instance.

And what about inequality before the nineteenth century? Waldenström cautions that estimates for the mid-nineteenth century may reflect a historical peak, rather than a long-standing norm, noting that “on account of the lack of reliable sources, consensus is not reached regarding pre-industrial wealth inequality”13. Yet new work by Alfani, in a comprehensive review of pre-industrial Europe, finds that ”[f]rom circa 1450 or 1500 until 1800, economic inequality (of both wealth and income) has tended to increase almost monotonically across almost all of Europe”14. This echoes the intuition of Van Zanden who, in a seminal paper, points to rising capital incomes in premodern Europe to explain increasing inequality, making the case for a “super-Kuznets curve”.15 Others, notably Piketty et al., have documented a similar increase in French inequality from 1807 to 1914, but ascribe the decline thereafter to adverse shocks, notably war, rather than a Kuznets-type process.16

Yet, as Waldenström concedes, much of our knowledge about long-run inequality before the nineteenth century remains tentative.13 This is because the sources economists typically use to study such phenomena – national censuses – are mostly a creation of the nineteenth century; the first US census, for example, was administered in 1790 (with income included only in 1940) and the first census of England and Wales in 1801.

Economic historians have, however, found ways around these data limitations. Van Zanden, for example, used a variety of ad hoc tax records, house rental values and personnel rolls to make the case for an inverted-U inequality trend.15 Piketty et al. analysed a large sample of Parisian estate tax returns.16 But the most popular method to examine long-run inequality in data-poor settings before the nineteenth century has been social tables. These tables assign aggregate income or wealth values to broadly representative socio-economic groups. In this way, between-group differences are assumed to be a reliable indicator of overall inequality. For the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, Lindert reports Gini estimates based on social tables for England ranging from 0.56 in 1688, to 0.52 in 1759, to 0.59 in 1801.17 In Africa, where reliable household-level statistics are often absent for much of the twentieth century, social tables have become an important tool for measuring inequality.18-21 As Links et al. note, the use of social tables has provided “new insights on the connections between long-term economic development, institutions, globalisation, and inequality”22.

Because of the method’s reliance on data grouping at the socio-economic level, however, there is a concern that social tables hide considerable within-group inequality.12 One way to mitigate the risk of underestimating inequality is to include more socio-economic classes. Links et al. have recently found that how researchers construct social tables is crucial to the credibility of their inequality estimates. A larger “bottom class”, for example, can create a downward bias in inequality estimates, as in the case of large subsistence societies.22

Another way to address the limitations of social tables is to rely on household-level information. While rare for most pre-industrial societies, the late seventeenth- to early nineteenth-century Dutch and British Cape Colony offers uniquely detailed archival records, enabling an unusually precise investigation of pre-industrial inequality. First, though, I offer a brief literature overview of the existing scholarship on the roots of South Africa’s high inequality.

Inequality at the Cape

South Africa’s persistently high levels of inequality have prompted scholars to investigate its historical roots. Much of this work has focused on the twentieth century, including contributions by Seekings and Nattrass23, van der Berg24 and Alvaredo and Atkinson23-25. These studies show how apartheid entrenched racially structured income and wealth disparities through political exclusion, social stratification and labour-market controls. Yet they also acknowledge that twentieth-century inequality built on foundations laid much earlier – by colonial conquest and mineral discoveries, which shaped a dualistic economy marked by deep divisions from the outset.

The emphasis in much of this literature has been on inequality between racial groups. In the late twentieth century, debates about the links between apartheid, capitalism and inequality centred on the relationship between European settlers, enslaved people and African communities. ‘Liberal’ scholars traced inequality back to early European conquest, emphasising dispossession and the resulting poverty.26 They tended to see economic growth as a force that might gradually erode apartheid’s racial structures. ‘Radical’ scholars, drawing on Marxist theory, focused instead on colonialism as a prolonged struggle over land, labour and markets, where capital and segregation were deeply intertwined.27 As Seekings and Nattrass observe, however, these debates rarely engaged directly with the measurement of inequality itself.23

Economists and economic historians such as Wilson28, Wilson and Ramphele29, and Feinstein30 also focused on the racial inequalities shaped by conquest and control of resources.28-30 Wilson, for instance, emphasised how settler accumulation depended on access to land and water28, while Feinstein argued that conquest intensified labour shortages, limiting the options of Khoe and African communities and forcing them into wage labour on settler farms30. Bundy noted that slavery and the dispossession of Khoe pastoralists helped produce a “population of propertyless labourers”31. By the early nineteenth century, indebtedness and indentured labour increasingly tied African workers to settler households.32 Later, as Africans beyond the eastern frontier entered the cash economy, class divisions emerged within peasant communities, while capitalist farming and railway expansion created new inequalities among white settlers. Segregation and restrictive land laws further marginalised densely populated rural areas, entrenching poverty under apartheid institutions.33,34 The implication is that inequality intensified over time as marginalised groups faced mounting economic constraints.

Less attention has been paid to inequality within groups. Feinstein30, Bundy31, Terreblanche32 and Giliomee35 have shown that urban settler society was already highly unequal by the early eighteenth century. In 1731, just 7% of settlers owned more than half the colony’s landed wealth. This inequality, they argue, was shaped by VOC (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie or the Dutch East India Company) mercantilist policies that restricted free trade and regulated prices, and slavery, which advantaged large-scale producers while leaving landless Europeans to work as wage labourers or to farm at the colony’s fringes. Recent work by Fourie and von Fintel supports this view.36,37 Using household-level data, they found stark inequalities within the settler population, with a small elite rising above an increasingly impoverished farming class. However, their findings are based on a single district and cover only a few years.

As Chancel et al. note, “[s]ettler colonialism seems to cast its long shadow on Southern Africa even after the demise of apartheid”38. While much of the literature has focused on racial inequality, especially during the twentieth century, relatively little work has attempted to measure inequality over the long run – and, in particular, within-group inequality across time. This study begins to fill that gap by focusing on the Cape Colony from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries, using newly transcribed household-level data to reconstruct historical patterns of inequality.

New sources

The Cape Colony was established by the Dutch East India Company in 1652 as a refreshment station for ships travelling to and from Asia. Over time, it expanded into a settler colony with an agricultural economy based on grain, wine and livestock production, initially concentrated in the southwestern districts of Stellenbosch and Drakenstein. These districts, close to Cape Town and well integrated into market exchange, remained the colony’s economic core throughout the eighteenth century. Recent evidence suggests that these settler communities were not merely subsistence farmers but, particularly in the southwestern districts, accumulated levels of wealth comparable to some of the most prosperous regions of eighteenth-century Europe.39,40

By the early 1800s, the colony had expanded significantly, with settlers moving eastward across the interior. This expansion produced a distinctive economic geography: an urban port, a settled agricultural hinterland worked by enslaved and Khoesan labourers, and a frontier zone of extensive pastoralism. Most farmers were not specialised producers but combined multiple activities – viticulture, grain cultivation, and livestock farming – depending on soil, climate and access to markets.

By 1825, the Cape Colony had been divided into 11 administrative districts, with settler communities established from the agricultural heartland around Cape Town to the eastern and northern frontiers. That year’s opgaafrolle [tax records] recorded more than 10 420 settler households across the colony, with Stellenbosch and Drakenstein together accounting for 15.7% of the total. In 1825, wheat output per farm in Stellenbosch and Drakenstein was among the highest in the colony, reflecting the region’s early integration into market exchange and access to more fertile land.41 As noted, most settler farms pursued diversified agricultural strategies, combining different types of crop cultivation and livestock rearing. Because the VOC prohibited manufacturing at the Cape, farmers also engaged in secondary and limited tertiary activities, such as small-scale brandy production and local trade.42

This diversified production relied heavily on labour. By 1834, over 37 000 enslaved individuals were recorded in the Cape slave valuation rolls, forming what is effectively a near-complete census of the enslaved population on the eve of emancipation. Of these, more than 8400 were registered in the Stellenbosch and Drakenstein districts alone.43 Although numbers are more difficult to estimate, records suggest a steady increase in the use of Khoesan labour, particularly on the frontier. Settler households themselves contributed to the labour supply, with high fertility rates ensuring a steady growth in family labour.44

This rapid demographic expansion was matched by an administrative and bureaucratic growth that left behind a remarkable paper trail. This administrative legacy can be traced to two main causes: the Cape was governed, first, by a profit-maximising company, the Dutch East India Company, which prioritised recordkeeping to maximise profit and minimise corruption, and, second, by the British, for whom political control meant an accurate assessment of its subjects. The second reason for the information abundance is that Cape Town, where these records have been preserved for more than three centuries, has never experienced a major war or natural disaster. It is this rich supply of historical records that allows scholars to go beyond simple social table analyses. It was these records I used to calculate inequality measures for the Cape over almost two centuries. My analysis begins in 1685, three decades after Jan van Riebeeck and his crew of Company workers arrived in Table Bay, and ends in 1844, six years after the enslaved were allowed to leave the farms of the slave owners. The choice of years depended almost entirely on the availability and completeness of the source material.

I used several new historical sources to calculate and compare wealth inequality at the Cape. The first and largest is the opgaafrolle or tax censuses of the Colony. Over the last decade, a team of historians has been meticulously transcribing these records in the Cape Archives in Cape Town’s Roeland street archives, or, when possible, from the online collection of the Dutch National Archives in The Hague.45 The annual censuses of settler households are remarkably rich in their content. (Although “settlers” here refer predominantly to those of European descent, the tax censuses include all free burghers, including those of mixed-race residents, freed slaves, and, less frequently, independent Khoesan farmers and mission station residents.) They include the names of the male household head and wife, the number of settler sons and daughters, the number of enslaved workers (by gender and age), the number of Khoesan workers (by gender and age), and then various agricultural assets, including a count of horses, cattle, sheep, pigs and vines, and quantities of wheat, barley, rye and oats reaped and produced, and wine (and later brandy) produced. Towards the end of the period, the tax censuses also included information about wagon ownership and taxes paid.

While the VOC levied taxes primarily on surplus agricultural production, enforcement was inconsistent. Taxes were assessed annually by local officials who questioned settlers directly rather than conducting inspections. This reliance on self-reporting created clear incentives for under-reporting. Assets not subject to tax, such as slaves, were likely reported more accurately, while taxable assets, especially grain and later livestock, were systematically under-reported, particularly by wealthier households with more to gain.46 It is also likely that under-reporting varied across space and time. As such, any analysis must acknowledge the limitations of using these opgaafrolle: tax-based data may bias estimates downwards for taxable wealth, while the absence of fixed assets like land, which was more evenly distributed, could bias inequality estimates upwards. Yet, despite these concerns, the comprehensiveness of the opgaafrolle, their near-complete coverage of settler households and consistent inclusion of a wide range of economic variables, makes them the most reliable source for studying long-run inequality at the Cape.47

Another source I used is the probate inventories of Cape settlers. The assets of deceased settlers offer another opportunity to measure inequality. Probate inventories were collected by the Master of the Orphan Chamber (MOOC) in Cape Town, an institution responsible for administering estates when individuals died intestate, left heirs under 25 or unmarried or had heirs who were untraceable. In some cases, settlers specifically requested that the Orphan Chamber act as the executor of their estates, and, if no exclusions were made in their wills, the Chamber took responsibility. The series documents the material wealth left behind by deceased settlers, including household goods, livestock, slaves, and other movable assets, allowing researchers to paint a detailed picture of the economic life in the Colony. I first analysed the MOOC 8-series a decade ago39; for this analysis, however, I used an updated version that includes the full series of probates into the nineteenth century.

Third, I used a recently constructed Slave Emancipation Data set. The data set provides detailed insight into slave ownership and wealth distribution in the Cape Colony at the time of abolition in 1834.43 Compiled from slave valuation rolls, slave registers and compensation data, it allows for the analysis of inequality among slave-holders.

The foundation of the data set is the slave valuation rolls, compiled by appraisers appointed by London in 1834. These officials travelled across the Cape Colony’s 11 districts, documenting slave owners, the number of slaves they held, and various characteristics of the enslaved, such as their age, gender and occupation. This data set provides a near-complete census of slave ownership on the eve of emancipation, but it is crucial to note that it only includes those settlers who still owned slaves in 1834. Valuations were based on historical slave sale averages from 1823 to 1830, adjusted for district conditions, although the Clanwilliam and Swellendam districts lack valuation data.

Following the appraisals, slave owners were compensated by the British government, but the compensation process was controversial. Rather than receiving payment based on the appraised value of each individual slave, slave-holders were compensated according to an average value per slave class, calculated across the entire colony. This method, meant to allocate the limited compensation funds as evenly as possible, often resulted in significant discrepancies between the appraised value of slaves and the actual compensation received. Slave owners, in many cases, received far less than the estimated value of their slaves, fuelling dissatisfaction, especially among wealthier slave-holders.

Each data set introduces specific biases due to the limitations inherent in historical records. The annual tax censuses may contain errors from repeated handling and the poor condition of original documents; to reduce this impact, I manually trimmed outlier values, although this was unnecessary for the smaller probate and slave emancipation data sets. The MOOC 8-series probate inventories also face geographic and demographic bias, as they mostly reflect wealthier, younger estates near Cape Town, likely omitting poorer, remote frontier farmers and older households. Coverage of the settler population declines after the 1740s, potentially increasing sampling bias, yet the series remains invaluable for studying Cape wealth and material culture. Lastly, the Slave Emancipation Data set omits data for certain districts.

Here, I measure inequality based on agricultural assets recorded in these sources, encompassing elements of both income and wealth inequality. While some assets, like wheat reaped, reflect flow variables akin to income, most assets – such as the numbers of horses, cattle, and sheep – represent stock variables, a form of wealth. However, these are not pure wealth estimates: I do not capture fixed household assets, such as land or property, nor financial assets, except for the compensation settlers received at emancipation. Thus, these Gini estimates should lie between standard income and wealth inequality measures.

Finally, a full description of the data curation and transformation is provided in the supplementary material. All data and source codes used in this paper are available upon request to the corresponding author and will be made publicly available upon completion of the project in 2026; further details can be found at www.capepanel.org.

Results

I used four complementary data sets to trace the evolution and structure of inequality in the Cape Colony between the late seventeenth and mid-nineteenth centuries. First, I analysed the data from the tax censuses, focusing on patterns of inequality over time and across space. Second, I examined the settler probate inventories, which provide insights into wealth distribution based on the assets of deceased individuals. Third, I present findings from the slave emancipation data set, highlighting the valuations of enslaved individuals and the compensation received by slave owners following emancipation. Finally, I return to the tax censuses to study inequality within Khoe settlements.

Tax censuses

I first plot, in Figure 1, the annual Gini coefficients for six asset types – horses, cattle, sheep, wheat reaped, vines and wine – as well as the total value of the combined assets in the district of Stellenbosch-Drakenstein, one of the oldest and most populous districts within the Colony, and for which the records are also most complete.48 A total of 142 219 household-level observations were recorded across 159 annual censuses conducted between 1685 and 1844. These are not necessarily unique households, as many were surveyed repeatedly over time. The number of households recorded per year increased markedly over the period. In the first decade (1685–1694), the censuses recorded an average of 219 households per year. By the final decade (1835–1844), that figure had risen to 1442 households per year. The average across the entire period was 995 households per year.

[image: 113673_Fourie_20532_fig1]

Figure 1: Gini coefficients for six asset types and for the total value of all six asset types (averaged across every two decades) in Stellenbosch-Drakenstein, 1685–1844.



Three trends are immediately apparent. First, inequality within the free population is remarkably high; not a single asset has a measured Gini of less than 0.5 in any year between 1685 and 1844. Second, although there is some variation over time – the Gini for wine, for example, increases during the eighteenth century and then begins to decline at the turn of the nineteenth century – Gini coefficients are largely persistent. Third, there are moments of volatility: during the first three decades of the sample, in the period 1795–1805 and again after 1828. These reflect changes to the data generating process – political and institutional change – and should be treated with caution.

I next combined these six assets into a basket and calculated the Gini coefficient of the combined asset values. I derived a rix-dollar price series for the six basket assets from the Cape Orphan Chamber auction rolls (MOOC10, volumes 1–39, covering 1701–1825), recently transcribed and digitised.49 These auction-based prices are broadly stable through much of the eighteenth century but rise sharply and become more dispersed from the 1780s into the early nineteenth century – a pattern visible, for example, in ox prices, which are mostly below 20 rix-dollars before the 1780s and have higher medians after 1800. Valuing holdings at these contemporaneous market prices provides a common numeraire across households and years at the Cape, enabling like‑for‑like Gini calculations. The resulting series, shown in Figure 1, confirms the above results: a high and persistent Gini coefficient of between 0.6 and 0.75 for the entire eighteenth century, increasing further into the nineteenth century. As this measure combines the total production of all six asset categories, it yields somewhat lower inequality than the more extreme asset types, reflecting the non-specialised nature of agricultural production – yet it remains very high.

Another way to report the distribution is to express it in terms of top shares. Calculated on the combined value of the six agricultural assets only – excluding land and all other assets – and for settler households alone (Khoe and enslaved households excluded), the top 1% holds on average about 12% over the period, rising into the nineteenth century (averaging about 18% in 1800–1830). The upper tail likewise thickens: the top 0.1% and 0.01% increase from around 2% and 0.5% in the eighteenth century to about 3.7% and 0.8%, respectively, in the early nineteenth century. Although these values should be read with caution – they refer only to agricultural asset values and are therefore not directly comparable to estimates of top shares in later periods – they nevertheless indicate a distribution heavily skewed to the top.

Cape settlers relied heavily on slave labour, and ownership of enslaved people is recorded in the tax censuses. Although the proportion of slave-owning households declined somewhat during the eighteenth century, slave-holding remained more unequally distributed than other asset types throughout the period. The Gini coefficient for slave men, for example, consistently exceeded 0.7.

I first included enslaved people as assets within settler households. Because individual slave prices are not recorded in the tax censuses, I approximated their value by capitalising an annual ‘income’ of 12 sheep at a 6% interest rate – yielding an estimated value of 200 sheep per enslaved person.50 This aligns with historical estimates from the early nineteenth century suggesting that Khoe labourers received, on average, a sheep per month.51 Including slaves in the settler asset basket lowers the Gini coefficient slightly, as indicated by the dashed line in Figure 2. This suggests that slave ownership was not perfectly correlated with taxable agricultural output and is consistent with the historical record that enslaved labour was also used for domestic and artisanal work (e.g. as wagon drivers, coopers or servants), which is not reflected in the censuses.
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Figure 2: Gini coefficients under alternative scenarios of slave inclusion, Stellenbosch-Drakenstein, 1685–1844.



Yet enslaved people were not only economic inputs within settler households; they were part of the broader colonial population. To estimate inequality across both settlers and the enslaved in the Stellenbosch-Drakenstein district, I treated enslaved men as separate households and calculated two additional scenarios. In the first, I assumed they owned no assets. This assumption is not strictly accurate – enslaved individuals could, and sometimes did, accumulate personal property and savings, including to purchase manumission – but such cases were relatively rare before the legal reforms of the 1820s, which began to formalise slave property rights.52 In this scenario (shown by the dotted line in Figure 2), the Gini coefficient rises steeply, reaching 0.92 by the late eighteenth century.

In the second scenario, I assumed enslaved men received in-kind com-pensation equivalent to 12 sheep per year. This adjustment reduced measured inequality slightly, but the resulting Gini coefficient (shown by the dot-dashed line) remains extremely high, hovering around 0.89 to 0.91. These values are consistent with those found for Caribbean slave societies53, and stand in contrast to the Cape’s relatively equal land distribution and the partible inheritance system, which should have tempered wealth concentration54. The combination of enslaved labour, skewed asset ownership and demographic structure thus produced one of the most unequal settler societies in the early modern world.

It is important to note that the estimates presented thus far exclude Indigenous communities, most notably the Khoe, who were not systematically recorded in the settler tax censuses. While Khoe labour was critical to the colonial economy – particularly on the frontier – our knowledge of their population size and distribution remains limited. Estimating their numbers, let alone changes over time, is highly uncertain and cannot be meaningfully compared to the more precise counts available for settlers and enslaved individuals. For this reason, Khoe households are not included in the inequality estimates shown in Figures 1 and 2. We return to them later, when we examine the subset of Khoe households that do appear in the tax records and consider patterns of asset ownership within those communities.

These results are for the entire eighteenth century but focus only on the district of Stellenbosch-Drakenstein. Perhaps this region was uniquely unequal. To test whether this is true, I turned to a cross-section of all districts for which tax censuses are available in or around 1825. I used 1825 for the Cape district, Stellenbosch, Graaff-Reinet, Swellendam, Albany, Beaufort, George and Uitenhage; 1824 for Clanwilliam and Worcester; and 1823 for Cradock. I calculated the Gini coefficient for six agricultural outputs: horses, oxen, cattle, sheep, wheat and wine. The full data set consists of 10 420 observations. Note that these are unique households, as I relied on a single year only. The results are presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Inequality and asset concentration by district and asset type, 1825.

Note: Circle size reflects the total quantity of each asset in a given district, scaled relative to the largest value within each asset type. Gini coefficients measure within-district inequality of ownership for each asset. Asset totals are not comparable across facets.



Apart from one case – Albany has no wine production in 1825 – the Gini coefficients are above 0.5 for all output variables in all districts. Some output types are, however, more unequal than others. Wine, for example, is far more unequally distributed than any other crop: all districts record Gini coefficients above 0.8. By contrast, horses and oxen are more equally distributed. This suggests two reasons why Stellenbosch should be seen as the upper end of the inequality distribution: it had high wine output and it had a large concentration of enslaved people.

Probate inventories

I next analysed 4423 probates in total to calculate inequality. Despite concerns about sample selection, there are several benefits to using probates. First, they document a range of household assets, although I do not exploit this feature here. Instead, I only report five asset types to allow for easier comparison with the tax censuses. The levels of inequality for the other assets, however, largely mirror those reported here. Second, probates cover the entire period of analysis and all districts with little change in administrative procedure and reporting. Third, they avoid issues of tax avoidance, a serious concern in the tax censuses (and another reason to suspect that inequality is underestimated).

Figure 4 reports the Gini coefficients for cattle, horses, sheep, ploughs and wagons over the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. All five Gini coefficients closely mirror those calculated from the tax records. Both measures indicate severe and persistent inequality, with Gini coefficients for all assets exceeding 0.6, and from 1770 onward, surpassing 0.7. There is little doubt that these results reflect a deeply unequal distribution of settler wealth from very early in the colonial period.

[image: 113673_Fourie_20532_fig4]

Figure 4: Gini coefficients of assets at death, 1700–1830.



Slave emancipation

The Slave Emancipation Data set reports the valuation of each enslaved individual as well as the compensation each owner received. The total number of individual-level observations is 36 417. I calculated the Gini coefficient of both. Figure 5 reports the scatter plot of the two, by district (the black dots). What is clear is that slave ownership was unequal in 1834, although not as extreme as that from the other records analysed: the valuation Gini ranges between a low 0.29 for Somerset and Uitenhage to a relatively high 0.47 for Worcester. Compensation Gini coefficients are more unequal: some slave owners clearly received compensation equivalent to the value of their enslaved while others did not, as also highlighted in the literature. These Gini coefficients range between 0.45 in Somerset and 0.55 in the Cape district.
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Figure 5: Gini coefficients for valuation of the enslaved and compensation received by slave owners, by district, 1834.



Although these Gini coefficients suggest that inequality in slave ownership existed – and, therefore, wealth inequality, as enslaved people were considered the most valuable asset at the time – these results hide an important truth: it only includes slave owners, less than 30% of the settler population at the time. To calculate the actual settler inequality, I added 13 033 non-slave-owning settlers, and re-estimated both Gini coefficients. The results are also reported in Figure 5 (grey triangles).

The results now align much more closely with the inequality estimates as calculated in the tax censuses and probate inventories. Gini coefficients for the valuation data set range between 0.49 (Stellenbosch, surprisingly the least unequal district) and 0.75 in Beaufort, although that is largely a consequence of very few slave-owning families in that district. When considering the compensation received, Gini coefficient estimates are extreme, ranging between 0.83 in Somerset to 0.92 in the Cape district. Again, wealth was highly unequally distributed.

Khoe settlements

The above results reflect income and wealth inequalities of settler households. Where I have incorporated enslaved people, they appear as zeros. But colonial recordkeeping was not limited to the settler population. By the early nineteenth century, several Khoe settlements were also incorporated into the colonial administrative system, notably mission stations. These records are now being transcribed and analysed.

I considered three of these settlements in 1825: Bethelsdorp, Swartrivier, and Groenekloof. Bethelsdorp, founded in 1803 by the London Missionary Society near Algoa Bay, became an important settlement for the Khoe, offering some protection and autonomy within the colonial system.55 By 1814, Bethelsdorp had become a refuge for the 425 Khoe households recorded in the tax census, although it struggled economically due to poor soil and limited resources. Swartrivier, in the Swellendam district, developed as the Khoe were being drawn into the colonial economy through labour contracts and informal patronage.56 Primarily pastoralists, many Khoe worked for European farmers as herders or labourers, often in exploitative conditions. By 1825, Swartrivier served as a base for 364 Khoe households trying to maintain some independence. Groenekloof (later Mamre), established in the early nineteenth century by the Moravian Missionary Society, became a haven for freed slaves and Khoesan.57 By 1825, it was a thriving community where 108 households practised subsistence farming and casual labour. Although it offered sanctuary, the settlement’s population remained largely reliant on nearby farms for employment.

The tax records for these three settlements are similar in style and content to those collected for settler households, but they typically record fewer variables (on account, presumably, of Khoe households owning fewer assets). For my purposes here, I considered five asset types: cattle, horses, oxen, sheep and wheat reaped. I calculated Gini coefficients for each asset type across the three districts and report the results in Figure 6.
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Figure 6: Gini coefficients for five asset types in three Khoe settlements, 1814–1825.



The Gini coefficients reveal severe inequality within all three Khoe settlements. Aside from cattle in Bethelsdorp with a Gini of 0.72, all other assets have Gini coefficients above 0.75, with some very close to perfect inequality. For example, only ten families own sheep in Bethelsdorp and only one family owns sheep in Groenekloof. In many ways, the inequality within these Khoe settlements is as pronounced, and sometimes more so, than that recorded among settlers. However, when Khoe and settler households in Groenekloof, Swartrivier and Swellendam are combined into a single population, a different picture emerges. Because settler households were, on average, significantly wealthier than Khoe households, overall inequality rises sharply, reflecting both high within-group inequality and substantial between-group disparities. The Gini coefficient for cattle ownership, for instance, reaches 0.92, while the measures for horses, oxen and wheat all exceed 0.77.

These results reflect the severe and persistent inequality, both within and across the various population groups and time periods in the Cape Colony. Whether examining settler households, slave ownership or Khoe settlements, the data consistently reveal high levels of wealth concentration. Inequality, the household-level data reveal, was a defining feature of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, pre-industrial Cape society.

Conclusions

In their analysis of top incomes in twentieth-century South Africa, Alvaredo and Atkinson note that “[t]he share of the top 1% was halved between 1914 and 1993”25. This raises an important but largely unanswered historical question: when did these high levels of inequality emerge?

To begin answering this, I drew on newly transcribed household-level records from the seventeenth-, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Cape Colony. These include tax censuses, probate inventories and slave valuation rolls, which together enabled the first detailed reconstruction of inequality across different groups and periods in early colonial South Africa. The results reveal striking levels of inequality within settler society and, where data permit, within Khoe communities as well. Measured through ownership of agricultural assets, inequality among households consistently exceeded Gini coefficients of 0.6 – a threshold typically associated with severe levels of inequality in contemporary settings.

This study contributes to South Africa’s economic history by demonstrating that severe inequality is not a recent phenomenon. Rather, it was already deeply embedded in the structure of colonial society, long before the onset of twentieth-century racial segregation. While direct comparisons with modern income or wealth measures are difficult, the evidence suggests that highly unequal distributions of productive resources were a persistent feature of South African history.
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