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Extended abstract
Epidemic mortality is generally believed to have produced short-term reductions in wealth
inequality in pre-industrial Europe (Alfani and Murphy 2016; Scheidel 2017). Yet, the effects
of mortality spikes on asset prices were transitory and often limited in early modern Europe
(Gelderblom and Jonker 2011; Francke and Korevaar 2021), while labor shortages did push up
wages. Empirical evidence for short-term inequality reductions is also quite ambiguous,
showing substantial inequality deviations in some cases but none in other cases (Alfani 2013,
2021). Accordingly, it remains an open question whether and how epidemic mortality could
shift wealth distribution.
In this paper, we estimate how large mortality spikes changed patterns of home
ownership in seventeenth-century Leiden over a period of 40 years. Housing wealth is a major
component of wealth distribution, both historically and in modern times (Van Zanden 1995;
Jorda et al. 2019). The city of Leiden provides an interesting case. It was the second city in the
highly urbanized province of Holland, the economic core of the Dutch Republic. Here,
distribution of income and wealth was highly unequal already by the seventeenth century (Van
Zanden, 1995). Recent literature has shown, furthermore, that wealth inequality increased
mostly monotonously in the Low Countries across the early modern period (Alfani and
Ryckbosch, 2016)—thus unaffected by mortality spikes. Although mortality crises in the Low
Countries were slightly less severe than estimated so far for elsewhere in Europe, several major
epidemic disease outbreaks occurred in the period under study (Van Besouw and Curtis, 2021).
We use newly collected data on owners and the rental value of houses of over 5,000
houses in four consecutive property-tax registers. 1 Rather than studying price effects, we
exploit the nature of the sources to analyze actual property changes. In addition, we exploit
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Given high turnover of real estate and the absence of legal restrictions on house transactions, rental values of
houses can be straightforwardly related to house prices.

variation in street-level mortality to relate ownership changes to mortality shocks. The detailed
data on ownership and street-level mortality allow us to dissect at what segments of the housing
wealth distribution, and of the spatial urban distribution, ownership changes were most
frequent.
Doing so, we emphasize three empirical findings. First, we show that variation in street
level mortality explains most of the variation in the turnover of housing wealth. Second,
turnover is largest at the intermediate segments of the housing distribution. This holds across
neighborhoods but also within streets. Importantly, these first two findings are even more
evident when we take into account our third finding: epidemic diseases did not affect all people
equally. Mortality increases were much higher in poorer neighborhoods than in richer ones.
Although this result is unsurprising—see, among others, Cummins, Kelly and Ó Gráda (2016);
Kesztenbaum and Rosenthal (2017), and Francke and Korevaar (2021)—it has direct bearing
on the potential for mortality shocks to redistribute wealth, because the most substantial assets
in terms of housing wealth were less likely to be in need of a new owner. In addition, and more
fundamentally, the direct connection between epidemic mortality and urban housing wealth is
obscured by large numbers of tenants located especially in poorer neighborhoods. Put simply,
houseowners did not always live in the houses of badly afflicted neighborhoods, and sometimes
did not live in the same city at all. Rather, both the most expensive and the cheapest houses
were generally owned by wealthier people who did not live in the neighborhoods and streets
where mortality was most severe.
Besides providing new estimates on pre-industrial wealth inequality and the capacity
of epidemic disease to shift wealth distribution, our results speak to two more strands of
existing literature. First, it provides estimated effects of major demographic shocks to the
literature on urban susceptibility and resilience to major shocks, which so far, mostly studies
shocks to housing capital (Davis and Weinstein 2002; Brakman, Garretsen and Schramm. 2004;
Hornbeck and Keniston 2017). Second, it links up with literature on spatial patterns of
inequality in urban settings (Ahlfeldt et al. 2015; Baum-Snow, Freedman and Pavan 2018;
Heblich, Redding and Sturm, 2020). The papers closest to our work are Ambrus, Field and
Gonzalez (2020), who also study the effects of mortality shocks on the urban landscape, and
Francke and Korevaar (2021) who study the effects of mortality shocks on housing markets.
However, compared to these two papers, we focus on actual ownership changes rather than
changes in housing prices.
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