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Including women: 
The battering ram of empirical evidence

• Newly discovered/put together 
evidence

• Case studies
• Blocks of data
• But linking up?
• Bearing on the mainstream?



The Trojan Horse of Theory

• The ‘industrious revolution’ and 
modern economic growth

• Unified growth theory and the 
escape from Malthusian 
stagnation

• The northern European  marriage 
pattern and the ‘little divergence’

• The ‘high wage economy’ and 
the industrial revolution  



Using the empirical evidence to refine the theories

• Motives for ‘industriousness’
– Consumerism or coercion?

• Preferences for ‘high quality’ children
– Payoffs to human capital?

• Incentives to delay marriage or remain celibate
– Relative rewards in annual service?

• Extending the high wage economy to women 
– Wages of women and child workers?



‘Explosion in wage studies’ (Jordan Claridge, EHS, 
2018)



The measurement of the cost of living?
• Changing cost of a ‘representative basket of commodities’ 
• Price changes weighted by expenditure proportions derived from budget studies
• Allen (2007;2009) defines two historical standards: 1. a physiological minimum, 

the ‘barebones basket’; and 2. a ‘respectability basket’, inspired by budgets that 
Eden and other observers report for ‘respectable’ labourers in Britain and the 
Low Countries

• Obvious, deep and intractable problems 
– What goods to include? What prices to use? What budget shares  for weights?
– New goods?
– Patterns of substitution?

• Problems deeper when looking at the past and over long periods of time
• Problems have particular relevance for the grand theories looked at earlier…..



Quantities Calories

Good per Year per Day

Bread 234 kg 1571

Beans/peas 52 L 370

Meat 26 kg 178

Butter 5.2 kg 104

Cheese 5.2 kg 54

Eggs 52 each 11

Beer 182 L 212

Soap 2.6 kg ---

Linen 5 m ---

Candles 2.6 kg ---

Lamp oil 2.6 L ---

Fuel 5.0 M BTU ---

Rent 5% allowance ---

Total 2500

Source:	Allen,	British	Industrial	Revolution,	pp.	36-37.



The measurement of the cost of living?
• Changing cost of a ‘representative basket of commodities’ 
• Price changes weighted by expenditure proportions derived from budget studies
• Allen (2007;2009) defines two historical standards: 1. a physiological minimum, the 

‘barebones basket’; and 2. a ‘respectability basket’, inspired by budgets that Eden and other 
observers report for ‘respectable’ labourers in Britain and the Low Countries

• Obvious, deep and intractable problems 
– What goods to include? What prices to use? What budget shares  for weights?
– New goods?
– Patterns of substitution?

• Problems deeper when looking at the past and over long periods of time
• Problems have particular relevance for the grand theories looked at earlier…..
• And for one of the longest standing problems concerning women’s economic roles…. 



Turning baskets into a living

Kitchen interior,ca.1610, unknow
n artist, Rijksm

useum



Valuing unpaid domestic work

• ‘Domestic labour is accorded no rational recognition in the mind of 
political economy or in the heart of labour reform’ (Flora Thompson, 1900, 
cited in Wagman and Folbre, 1996)

• Excluded from national accounts despite recognition of the anomaly 
(Boserup, Reid, etc) and some early attempts to value housewives’ services 
(King, Mitchell, Macaulay and Knauth, 1921)

• ‘The Enduring Debate’ (Beneria) persisted with some important historical 
contributions (Wagman and Folbre, 1996), public engagement (Waring, 
1988), serious scholarly attention from feminist and development 
economists, (e.g. Elson, Beneria, Himmelweit, etc) and hesitant response 
from UN and government agencies 



A new approach…..
• ‘For the person studying and measuring [the standard of living] the conventions 

of society are matters of fact ….and not issues of subjective search…’ (Sen, 1982, 
p.17)

• ‘[Importance of] the endeavour to define the style of living which is generally 
shared or approved in each society’ (Townsend, 1979, p.46)

• ‘substantial social consensus about what constitutes an unacceptable living 
standard’ (Mack and Lansley, 1985)

• ‘Compared indeed with the more extravagant luxury of the great, his 
accommodation must seem simple and easy; and yet it may be true, perhaps, 
that the accommodation of a European prince does not always so much exceed 
that of an industrious and frugal peasant, as the accommodation of the latter 
exceeds that of many an African king…..’ (Adam Smith)

• What did it actually cost to live at a ‘respectable’ standard?



Type Example
1.Accounts: costs of workers’ board and 
lodging

In 1548, the Boxford Churchwardens employed Thomas Armysbye
for ‘dawbynge of the town shopps’ . He was paid 12d for 3 days 
work, his ‘meate & dryke’ was costed separately at 9d, and  his bed 
at 1d.  

2. Price Assessments of Board and lodging In 1604, a feather bed for 1 man ‘alone’ was assessed at 6d per 
week, while a flock bed for 1 or 2 at 4d.

3.Accounts: difference between with and 
without board and lodging

In 1578 at Stanford in the Vale, a thatcher’s servant was paid 8d for 
two days work ‘with meat’ in addition, while in 1580 he was paid 5d 
per day but had to ‘boorde himselffe’.

4. Accounts: direct payments to providers of 
board and lodging

Admiralty records record payments c.1562 to ‘Joan Kinge, Alice Bary, 
Elizabeth Ffrances, Joan Rocke and eighteen other persons of 
Deptford, Greenwich, Lewisham, and thereabouts for the lodging of 
170 shipwrights, caulkers, sawyers, smiths…..’.

5.Estimates by social commentators Arthur Young estimated harvest board in the 1770s as high as 10d 
per day.

6.Grain liveries In 1303-5, on various Durham Priory manors ploughmen received 
4.33 quarters of wheat, which Britnell valued at 21s per year.

7. Cost of supporting ‘respectable’ poor, 
inmates, etc

Garrison accounts for Great Chalford in 1645 record payment of 5s 
for the ‘diet’ of a sick soldier and for a woman ‘tending’ him for 16 
days.

8. Records of boarding kin, pensions, etc Agnes att Wode, ‘the lord’s beadswoman’ on the Manor of Mote 
was boarded with a servant for 3 months in 1479 at a cost of 2s 6d.

9.Difference between with and without food 
and drink in wage assessments

A 1724 Kent wage assessment determined that the ‘second sort’ of 
artificers were to get 14d per day in summer or 7d and food.

10. Board wages The Hampden estate accounts at BRO record regular payments for 
boarded servants e.g. retained while the family was away !730s-80s.



Sources of estimates of what it cost to live at a 
respectable standard



Distribution by type of record



Agreement made by the Pastor of 
the Cornish Methodist Circuit with 
Mrs Amelia Thomas that she would 
provide washing, lodging, candles 
and meals of a specified standard 
for the ‘young preachers’, dated 
1855, Cornwall Record Office, Truro.



Credible estimates?

• Board and lodging an essential and contested part of the wage bargain, e.g. Joseph Mayett, 
John Bennett, etc

• Employers’ well aware of the costs of boarding servants, e.g. Robert Loder’s farm accounts
• Workers and employers bargained around the inclusion/exclusion of board and lodging, e.g. 

when George Culley was advising on whether or not to hire a specific servant he asked 
‘what he expects with and without meat’ and emphasized that ‘If he has his meat that must 
be deducted’ (Farming Letters, p. 106)

• Poor living resulted in restive workers e.g. Mary Ann Ashford and her Scots employer: ‘Mary, 
child, you would be very handsome were it not that your cheeks are too large; if you would 
eat less, they would be thinner’ (Ashford, 1844)

• Understood that skilled workers and those who were working long hours at heavy labour 
(harvest, construction) needed a ‘respectability’ diet and lodging

• Anxieties? 
– Poor Law support
– Board wages



Cost of respectable living: All observations, pence 
per day



Cost of respectable living: By age and gender, pence 
per day



Cost of respectable living: Men only by skill, pence 
per day



Dependent variable : daily cost of respectable living

Variable Unstandardized coefficient (standard error)

Constant -2.174 (1.479)

Year 0.002 (0.001)

Basket CPI 1.827   (0.139)**

Skill: relative to unskilled Skilled 1.938  (0.206)**

Semi-skilled 0.738  (0.114)**

Age and sex: relative  to  men Women -0.773 (0.204)**

Mixed -0.297 (0.529)

Children -1.332 (0.340)**

Type: relative to accounts 
estimates

Price assessments -1.649  (0.302)**

With and without food in accounts -0.344  (0.159)

Direct payment 0.249   (0.159)

Estimates by social commentators -1.177  (0.444)

Grain Liveries -0.443  (0.198)

Inmate/poor law -2.107  (0.413)**

Pensions/kin -0.920 (0.192)**

With and without food in wage assessments -0.454  (0.199)

Board wages 1.159   (0.593)

R2 Adj. = 0.644; N = 1784; F = 202.755 (sig. =.000); ** Sig. ≤ .001



Cost of respectable living compared with basket CPI 
(all adults)



Implications

• Analyse trends in the cost of respectable living e.g. include 
women’s wages as independent variable

• Construct value of women’s unpaid work
• Aggregate up to contributions to total incomes
• Explore implications for structural change
• Uncover women’s contribution to economic growth



Contribution to total income and total income of 

‘respectable’ families
Date Source of social table Value added to CPI basket, 

£ per annum, for single 
adult 

Estimated number of 
‘respectable’ households 
(per cent of all households)

Contribution to total  
income, per cent

Contribution to total 
‘respectable’ household 
income, per cent 

1300 Campbell 2016 1.49 

(based on 53 cases)

610,000 (55.8) 16.7 26.0

1688 Lindert and Williamson 

1982 [revision of 

Gregory King ]

2.83 

(based on 57 cases)

664,291 (47.8) 3.5 4.7

1759 Lindert and Williamson 

1982

[revision of Joseph 

Massie]

3.93 

(based on 24 cases for 

1750-9 and 25 cases for 

1760-69)

1,028,782 (66.8) 5.7 8.8

1801-3 Lindert and Williamson 

1982 [revision of 

Colquhoun]

7.41 

(based on 12 cases for 

1800-1809 and 6 cases 

for 1810-19)

1,087,805 (49.6) 4.1 7.7



The scrubbing woman, André Bouys, 1739



Value-added to CPI basket and women’s wages


