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Article abstract
Because land was freely available in New France, historians have all too
quickly concluded that during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the
ownership of land did not constitute a major social preoccupation. Even if, at a
glance, land was initially distributed rather equally, however, this situation
may not have been maintained over the longer term; greater inequalities in
ownership may have evolved over time. Thus the issue of land ownership
deserves more attention than it has been given. This paper proposes a
three-part examination of this problem: a critical survey of the available
documentary resources, a review of possible methods to deal with these
sources, and finally a case study of a single seigneury, Ile Jésus. This study
shows that, during the eighteenth century, land ownership by the peasants
remained the norm and, in spite of a tendency towards the breaking up of
estates, land ownership was still fairly equal. An examination of individual
estates reveals, however, that a hierarchy existed among land owners in spite
of this apparent uniformity. Some farmed several acres of productive land,
while others had only a few acres of cleared land. Even if land ownership was
open to all, access to productive land only came with work and investment in
equipment. Yet all peasants clearly did not have the same productive capacity.
The study concludes that, during a period of colonization, free access to land
did not necessarily imply an economically homogeneous peasantry.
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