[bookmark: _GoBack]Scholarly Reply to the article “How Prosperous were the Romans? Evidence from Diocletian's Price Edict (AD 301)” by Robert Allen
The article being replied to is, by the authors own admission,[footnoteRef:1] most certainty a starting point for an investigation into the prosperity of Romans rather than a final analysis. As such, this reply will discuss the article’s limitations, and will produce alternative, and hopefully more accurate, points of data for the multiple scenarios, both included in Allen’s paper and excluded.[footnoteRef:2]  Furthermore, we must attempt to examine how well the data and conclusions reached in the article match up to other pieces of evidence and approaches, proposing a new approach is all well and good, but it must be subjected to adequate scrutiny. Many of the problems this reply will explore Allen is keenly aware of,[footnoteRef:3] but as he does little to explore them further, that will be our first focus. After discussing the limitations and issues with some of the choices made in the article, this reply will then attempt to draw together both alternative calculations in Allen’s method and others’ methods to see if they can be used together to create a more holistic approach, as Allen wishes.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Allen 2009: 328]  [2:  Allen 2009: 327-8, 342-3]  [3:  Allen 2009: 328, 330, 342-3]  [4:  Allen 2009: 328 ] 

The first and most pressing issue is the validity of Diocletian’s price edict and to what extent it accurately represents wages and prices in the Roman Empire; a problem Allen is well aware of.[footnoteRef:5] Given the common failure of price controls in history (which is not to say they are never successful), as well as a lack of supporting sources, it is hard to simply assume the edict is representative.[footnoteRef:6] Merchants, employers and tradespeople may have flouted the rules, and it is also impossible to assume wages and prices were the same across the empire, when, in other periods, we know they could be significantly different; this is especially true when we consider the problem of transportation costs.[footnoteRef:7] However, Allen does suggest regional variations in prosperity were likely, they are just not modelled.[footnoteRef:8] The literary evidence, problematic as it may be,[footnoteRef:9] bears out many of these concerns[footnoteRef:10] which raises doubts as to the validity of basing a study of Roman living standards upon the edict. Furthermore, there have been doubts that the edict even applied to the entirety of the Empire, which would mean our “average Roman”[footnoteRef:11] may have had to hail from a more specific location.[footnoteRef:12] Another issue to consider is the intent of the edict and its context, it may have been primarily concerned with the supply of goods and services for the Roman State, particularly the military, rather than the civilian sector.[footnoteRef:13] In short, although throughout this reply data from the edict has been used, we cannot assume its accuracy, all we can say is that the administration of Diocletian viewed these to be good prices. [5:  Use his bit Allen 2009: 343]  [6:  Hirsch 1944: 284-88; Rockoff 2008; Darrow 1991: 498-8]  [7:  West 1939: 245; Sidebotham 2008: 88; Temin 213: 252, 254]  [8:  Allen 2009: 343]  [9:  Kent 1920: 37]  [10:  Kent 1920: 39-40]  [11:  Allen 2009: 328]  [12:  Kent 1920: 40]  [13:  West 1939: 239-41] 

Secondly, the complex issue of the family of the unskilled labourers requires consideration. Allen’s assumption that many labourers would have families, is this accurate?[footnoteRef:14] In addition, that the family could do little to support itself without the labourer, is this also accurate?[footnoteRef:15] Could women and children also receive food as in-kind payment for some of their labour?  Furthermore, is Allen’s calculation of three extra baskets correct for a wife and children?[footnoteRef:16] It seems hard to assume that the average Roman labourer was expected to start a family or maintain one by themselves, or choose to do so.[footnoteRef:17] A labourer’s family may have perhaps worked small amounts of textiles for a small income, or worked numerous other kinds of jobs such as seasonal agricultural work.[footnoteRef:18] To model the pay for women and children,[footnoteRef:19] comparison with children’s pay from a Victorian account has been used. In this account, pay for a child was around 20% that of an adult, with payment in-kind also being a significant possibility; child labour in the Victorian period was economically important to a family, that the same may have been true in the Roman period does not seem like a stretch.[footnoteRef:20] For women, there is evidence from Egypt for 33% of a man’s pay, and so this will be our point of data.[footnoteRef:21] This is not to say these numbers are actually accurate for a Roman family, but they hopefully move us in the correct direction. Obviously, the number of children in a Roman family could differ, as could surely the amount of work any of them, or the mother, or indeed the father, may have done, therefore, assuming three baskets for a family seems like a reasonable average, but we must not forget that an actual family may have required more or less extra goods.  [14:  Allen 2009: 329; Data from Roman Egypt suggests reasonably high marriage rates but varying significantly with age.  Bagnall and Friar 1994: 113, 117]  [15:  Allen 2009: 339]  [16:  Allen 2009: 335]  [17:  Brunt 1966: 8; App. BC. 1.1.7]  [18:  Cigno and Rosati 2005: 1-2; Evans 1991: 115-44; Dixon 2001: 115-32; Quint. Inst. 1.12; Rawson 2003: 127; Carcopino 1941: 180-3]  [19:  Defining what we mean by a child and the ages from which they might work is not always straightforward Rawson 2003: 139ff]  [20:  Jordan 1987: 140ff]  [21:  Rowlandson 1998: 266] 

Thirdly, there must be some uncertainty around the figure of 250 working days for an average Roman labourer, Allen argues that there were many festivals to attend and although that is true, it seems difficult to assume we know how many a labourer would attend, or to assume it remains the same across the empire. Let us use a few extant calendars as examples, although before criticising Allen’s figures it bears pointing out that he suggests labourers may have chosen to work more.[footnoteRef:22] One issue is that religious calendars may well have varied significantly from place to place within the empire.[footnoteRef:23] Indeed it may have changed year to year with different magistrates, further complicated by the issue that not all festival days may have been holidays for those with work to do.[footnoteRef:24] Therefore, it seems more or less impossible to ascertain the amount of working days an “average Roman”[footnoteRef:25] might have had away from work, because there might be no such thing, so far as average festival attendance within the empire, is concerned. For Rome herself the number of holidays including Ludi and Circenses was eighty-six,[footnoteRef:26] for pagan deities, in the Calendar of 354,[footnoteRef:27] perhaps similar to the turn of the century. This would produce around 280 working days assuming a reasonably solid attendance of festivities, which, although not too far off Allen’s estimate, still produces an increase of income of 12%. [22:  Allen 2009: 339]  [23:  Scheid 2003: 41-59]  [24:  Scheid 2003: 41, 48-54; Salzman 1990: 120]  [25:  Allen 2009: 328]  [26:  Unfortunately any count is problematic as which types of festivities to include as ‘holidays’ is not always clear. Carcopino 1941: 203-5]  [27:  Salzman 1990: 121, 176] 

Another issue is that of clothing, prices are only included for Linen clothing, but as Allen says the price must have ranged with quality, and woollen clothing may well have been more common.[footnoteRef:28] Would woollen clothes have been cheaper, or roughly equivalent in price to Linen? The problem is that the prices available from Diocletion’s edict are likely for “raw wool and not yarn or cloth”[footnoteRef:29] which makes it “hard to interpret”.[footnoteRef:30] However, even though Linen is the most expensive item in the basket it is also not required in large amounts,[footnoteRef:31] therefore changing the price up or down for woollen clothing would make relatively little difference to our overall calculations. Although the accuracy of the cost of a Roman’s clothing is questionable in Allen’s calculations, it seems true that wool may be “not useful for the present exercise”.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  Allen 2009: 333-4]  [29:  Frayn 1984: 143]  [30:  Allen 2009: 333]  [31:  Allen 2009: 334 Table 16.2]  [32:  Allen 2009: 334] 

When Allen discusses ways in which a Roman labourer and his family may have survived without seemingly enough money to afford the “respectability basket”,[footnoteRef:33] we must try to cross-check these methods with ancient sources and see if there is any matching or contradictory data. This is especially important considering that both his baskets remain the same for other time periods, which is all fine and well for comparison, but would a Roman really be buying as much dairy as, say, somebody in Strasburg century’s later?[footnoteRef:34] Something Allen does not take into account is the possibility of obtaining meat from public sacrifice, or other goods from wealthier patrons or from the state.[footnoteRef:35] These supplies may have been crucial to the survival of such a family, and included not just bread, but sometimes oil and other goods.[footnoteRef:36]  [33:  Allen 2009:  332-3]  [34:  Koepke and Baten 2005: 65-6]  [35:  Rupke 2007: 153; Southern 2004: 326; Lomas and Cornell 2003: 1ff; Parkin 2006: 62]  [36:  Brunt: 1966: 5, 8; Suet. Aug. 42; Rickman 1980: 206-9; Carcopino 1941: 171-4] 

Allen’s study only incorporates income from ‘per day’ labour, but many jobs may have been paid upon completion, or paid in some other manner.[footnoteRef:37] This kind of pay would be very hard to quantify for the kind of calculations Allen has performed, as it would likely be irregular amounts at irregular times, however we should bear in mind that for, say, an unskilled labourer on a building site, they may at some points have plentiful money, but, in-between jobs or pay may have had almost no access to cash.  [37:  Treggiari 1980: 51] 

Another issue is the extent to which a labourer is “representative”[footnoteRef:38] of the Roman population at large. Beyond the issue that slaves are not included in this type of wealth analysis, for the simple reason that many of them are unpaid, perhaps other types of paid workers may have been more or less as common as labours, or indeed, other kinds of occupations.[footnoteRef:39]  If our “average Roman”[footnoteRef:40] was instead a skilled labourer of some kind then their pay doubles to 50 denarii according to the price edict.[footnoteRef:41] This works out to 1.6 grams of silver per day and 400 grams per year by Allen’s method, not including any food or other types of pay. If we include a maintenance payment of 11.1 Denari a day there is an extra 0.35 gram of silver per day, assuming they were paid some for every day that comes to another 127 grams per year, taking us to a total of 527 grams, just over that needed to support a family following Allen’s calculations.[footnoteRef:42] If we include some of these suggested changes, then the family of a skilled worker was reasonably secure and could afford to live, without extravagance, in the Rome of Diocletian.[footnoteRef:43]  [38:  Allen 2009: 328]  [39:  Unfortunately the evidence from the analysis of graves for demographics can be problematic to draw firm conclusions from. Parkin 1992: 12-3; Garnsey 1980: 43-5; Carcopino 1941: 52-3, 178-81]  [40:  Allen 2009: 328]  [41:  Allen 2009: 336]  [42:  Allen 2009: 337]  [43:  Osbourne 2006: 5] 

The other possibility is that our “average Roman”[footnoteRef:44] did not have a day job to speak of and worked irregularly, part of the often imagined urban poor that constituted the “Mob”,[footnoteRef:45] or else worked the country as a very poor peasant.[footnoteRef:46] There would not be really any way such a person could comfortably support a family, but very poor families probably lived in a situation like this. This highlights a wider problem of how we create our “average Roman”[footnoteRef:47] with which to create our data, ultimately it likely rests somewhere between destitution and the relative safety of a skilled worker, however we can never know for certain. The solution is to produce multiple sets of data, so rather than speaking of an “average Roman”[footnoteRef:48] we should perhaps speak of average Romans.  [44:  Allen 2009: 328]  [45:  Morley 2006: 25]  [46:  Brunt 1966: 3ff; 34ff; Carcopino 1941: 202]  [47:  Allen 2009: 328; For a discussion on how we define the urban poor see Morley 2006 and Scheidel 2006]  [48:  Allen 2009: 328 ] 


In this paper Allen takes a denarius of 301AD to have a silver content of 0.032 grams[footnoteRef:49] which may be problematic.[footnoteRef:50] Translating the costs into silver cannot be a direct comparison to other epochs due to the possibility of shifting value, and a direct comparison purely based on silver earnings is only used tangentially in Allen’s study.[footnoteRef:51] Instead all costs are translated to silver and then a “welfare ratio”[footnoteRef:52] is calculated from the costs of the baskets verses the wages earnt.[footnoteRef:53] The issue herein being that it has largely been assumed that the baskets would remain the same in their content, which seems impossible to be sure of.[footnoteRef:54] This is assuming each of the prices that Allen gives are broadly correct across the manifold times and places that are compared.[footnoteRef:55] The actual table produced at the end of the analysis by Allen[footnoteRef:56] has inherited all the potential problems we have discussed thus far, the tables presented below aim to introduce alternatives that will address some of these problems.  [49: Allen 2009: 331 ]  [50:  There are many problems with measuring coins silver content, some emperors minted different purity’s and some measuring techniques can be problematic.  Ponting 2009: 270ff; Walker 1976: 1-2]  [51:  Allen 2009: 332 (Table 16.1)]  [52:  Allen 2009: 337]  [53:  Allen 2009: 337-9]  [54:  Allen 2009: 334, 339; Rickman 1980: 4-5; Alcock 2005: 31]  [55:  Allen 2009: 334-5, 338-9, 341; Allen 2001: 414ff; Allen 2003: 405ff; Mills 1936: 289, 309; Temin 2013: 27-8]  [56:  Allen 2009: 338 (Table 16.2), 342 (Table 16.3)] 




Table 1- Different working days 
	250 days work
	280 days work

	289g
	323.8g



Table 2- Family earns an income from two children and the mother
	Children’s Earnings
	Women’s Earnings
	Added to one unskilled labourers earnings

	115.6g
	96.3g
	500.9g



Table 3- Average Roman is a Skilled Labourer 
	Income
	Annual Consumption Cost
	Welfare Ratio

	527g
	516.352g
	102%



Table 4 – Woman and two children work and the Father is a skilled labourer
	Income
	Annual Consumption Cost
	Welfare Ratio

	738g
	516.352g
	143%



The conclusions we can draw from these alternative calculations is that the “Welfare Ratio”[footnoteRef:57] of a Roman and his family might vary significantly, with relatively small changes in social class or occupation, but it furthermore highlights the difficulty of such studies in assuring their accuracy, or at least trying to mitigate their inaccuracy. If we take a ratio of 102% or even 143% (which seems a little high) Rome’s position on the table rises significantly.[footnoteRef:58] The most important thing to take away from such diverse calculations and issues is that Allen may well have overestimated the poverty of an “average Roman”.[footnoteRef:59] [57:  Allen 2009: 337]  [58:  Allen 2009: 338 (Table 16.2)]  [59:  Allen 2008: 328 ] 

How do studies of Roman GDP and average income, with all their problems,[footnoteRef:60] compare to the data produced by Allen’s method? The studies of GDP differ in results and method[footnoteRef:61] but some of the results seem to suggest similar levels of income to parts of early-modern Europe.[footnoteRef:62] This is a significantly more optimistic view than that which is shown by Allen, and much more similar to the alternative calculations in this reply. [60:  Temin 2013: 244, 249; Allen 2009: 327-8]  [61:  Temin 2013: 243-61]  [62:  Temin 2013: 260] 

Lastly, we must examine and compare our ‘average Roman’ method to the skeletal evidence, with all its associated issues,[footnoteRef:63] and see if they give a similar answer. The data from studying average height seems to suggest that the Roman Imperial period was not a particularly healthy time for many of its citizens, with a few centimetres difference for those of a wealthy class.[footnoteRef:64] If we follow Allen’s data, that seems to match up reasonably well, the family who relied upon the wage of a labourer would have struggled to get by in a way that covered all their nutritional needs.  [63:  Koepke and Baten 2005: 72]  [64:  Koepke and Baten 2005: 76, 84] 

To tie all of this together, certain studies of GDP along with the alternative calculations appear to suggest the possibility of a relatively prosperous, or at least not struggling to get by, “average Roman”,[footnoteRef:65] whereas Allen’s calculations and skeletal evidence is more pessimistic.[footnoteRef:66] In an ideal world all the different pieces of evidence would point us in a single direction, and although we could dismiss Allen’s calculations and the skeletal evidence on their problematic nature,[footnoteRef:67] there is not evidence of a high enough calibre to be sure the other side is much more accurate, and our literary evidence rarely paints a rosy picture of the urban “proletariat”.[footnoteRef:68] Nor can we simply assume the truth lies in the middle, however, data can be used to give us some likely ranges of prosperity for different kinds of Romans and circumstances. Therefore, when trying to answer the question “how prosperous were the Romans?”[footnoteRef:69] we may first have to be more specific and ask, which Romans? If we are to speak in generalities, the alternative calculations would suggest a sizable but hardly seismic shift of Allen’s “Welfare Ratio”[footnoteRef:70] in an upward direction for an “average Roman”.[footnoteRef:71] [65:  Allen 2009: 328]  [66:  Allen 2009: 337; Koepke and Baten 2005: 76]  [67:  Allen 2009: 328; Koepke and Baten 2005: 62, 69-70, 72, 75, 91]  [68:  Brunt 1966: 3, 11ff; Carcopino 1941: 26-7; Morley 2006: 26; Woolf 2006: 83ff; Plb. 6.9; Suet. Aug. 42; Sen. Ep. 18; Juv. 10.77-100 Although sources range in time, some themes such as rent and food issues seem to be a common issue. ]  [69:  Allen 2009: 327]  [70:  Allen 2009: 337]  [71:  Allen 2009: 328 ] 


In conclusion, Allen’s estimations may be problematic, but as are all estimations when trying to answer such a complex question as the nature of the Roman Empire’s prosperity. More nuanced calculations and alternatives may help produce a range of data that may be more useful than a singular “welfare ratio”,[footnoteRef:72] particularly considering the difficulties in ascertaining the nature of an “average Roman”,[footnoteRef:73] if we even accept such a concept. What we can probably say with some certainty is that life for the more lower classes or a ‘working class’ likely ranged from complete destitution to reasonable comfort and security across the Roman empire. The proportions of such people, and, which of them is thus “average”[footnoteRef:74] is an issue of impossible complexity to solve, given the ever-present problem of sources. Being “guardedly optimistic”[footnoteRef:75] is probably not too far off the mark if we are speaking of skilled labourers or those whose families could also generate some meaningful income, for those who could not, one finds it hard to be optimistic for them within the bounds of the data from Diocletian’s edict of maximum prices.  [72:  Allen 2009: 337]  [73:  Allen 2009: 328 ]  [74:  Allen 2009: 328]  [75:  Allen 2009: 342] 
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