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Scholarly Reply to Allen’s ‘How prosperous were the Romans? Evidence from Diocletian’s Price Edict (AD 301).’

Attempting to study the ancient economy has always been a difficult task for scholars. When one thinks of the study of economics, it can conjure images of a series of charts, tables and graphs, showing GDP and economic growth. However, with the study of the ancient economy it becomes a lot more problematic as people in antiquity did not record detailed economic figures like we have now for the study of economics. Or if they did they do not survive. This has meant that when attempting to discuss various economic principles such as the economic growth of the Roman Empire, ancient economic historians have traditionally had to resort to more abstract ways to attempt to understand the nature of the ancient economy.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Hopkins article ‘Taxes and Trade in the Roman Empire (200BC- 200AD), discusses a number of different ways to ascertain the rate of economic growth in the Roman economy. For an overview of different ways in which scholars have tried to measure the Roman economy see chapter 9 of Peter Temin’s The Roman Market Economy.] 

This leads me to Robert Allen’s article in Bowman and Wilson’s Quantifying the Roman Economy: Methods and Problems in which he attempts to propose a new approach to ascertaining the level of living standards for the average worker in the Roman Empire. Allen begins his article by proposing a question. ‘How prosperous were the Romans?’[footnoteRef:2] This question is one that in many different forms has long puzzled historians of the ancient economy, a fact that Allen acknowledges. He begins by outlining two methods previously used to attempt to understand the living standards of Roman workers and their families.  [2:  Allen 2009: 327.] 

The first method he outlines is the attempt to calculate average income by taking Gross Domestic Product[footnoteRef:3] and dividing it by population.[footnoteRef:4] This approach however, as Allen points out has met with serious roadblocks when it comes to the Roman Empire and according to Allen these problems can be surmised as the fact that there is not enough economic data that exists from the period to accurately calculate the GDP of the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:5] This combined with a lack of accurate figures for the population of the Roman Empire[footnoteRef:6] leads Allen to conclude that any attempt to use this method to calculate living standards in the Roman Empire would be ‘problematic’.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Later referred to as GDP.]  [4:  Allen 2009: 327-328.]  [5:  Allen 2009: 327.]  [6:  Allen 2009: 327.328.]  [7:  Allen 2009: 328.] 

The second method that Allen writes, has been used to attempt to understand Roman living standards, is through the use of skeletal evidence.[footnoteRef:8] This method simply hinging on the idea that if one were to eat larger quantities of food as they were growing up they would grow to be taller.[footnoteRef:9] Thus, if average height in the Roman Empire was found to be high then it would be possible to make educated assumptions on the living standards of the average population.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Allen 2009: 328.; Koepke and Baten’s 2005 article ‘The biological standard of living in Europe during the last two millennia’ attempts to answer the question of Roman living standards using this method.]  [9:  Allen 2009: 238.]  [10:  Allen 2009: 328.] 

Jongman argues in his article on consumption and living standards in the Early Roman Empire, that stature is the best indicator of nutritional status as people grow taller the more they eat.[footnoteRef:11] Jongman uses the average heights of skeletons from sites throughout the Roman Empire, such as Herculaneum,[footnoteRef:12] to suggest that living standards were in on average quite high for the tie period and suggests that they would not be matched for several centuries.[footnoteRef:13] However, this method again has major drawbacks that Allen again points out; it is incredibly difficult to estimate average height in the Roman Empire, due to factors such as the wide use of cremation and that measuring the height of a person from the length of their femur is not entirely reliable.[footnoteRef:14] Not to mention that there are questions as to whether height and living standards actually correlate with each other.[footnoteRef:15] And as Allen again points out, even if we could accurately calculate the average height of the Roman population, what Koepke and Baten termed ‘the biological standard of living’[footnoteRef:16] does not equate to an economic standard of living.[footnoteRef:17] [11:  Jongman 2007: 607.]  [12:  Jongman 2007: 607-608.]  [13:  Jongman 2007: 617-618.]  [14:  Allen 2009: 328.]  [15:  Allen 2009: 328.]  [16:  Koepke and Baten 2005: 61.]  [17:  Allen 2009: 328.] 

The cautionary approach that Allen takes to these to previous methods for understanding Roman living standards is one that I would also choose to adopt. Attempts to estimate the size of the Roman economy are always going to be underlined by the lack of concrete figures to base calculations off. And thus, broad sweeping generalisations made from these estimates are always going to be difficult to accept due to the number of questionable assumptions that would have to be made, such as population estimates necessary to calculate per capita GDP. As far as the attempt to calculate a ‘biological standard of living’ from skeletal evidence, the problems Allen raises such as the prevalence of cremation and the difficulties of accurately measuring height from the length of the femur bone[footnoteRef:18] seem sufficient enough to be sceptical of such an approach to understanding living standards in the Roman Empire. [18:  Allen 2009: 328.] 

Thus, due to the problems with these two approaches to the answering the question of living standards in the Roman Empire, Allen proposes a new method. This Allen sums up as investigating ‘the purchasing power of an unskilled, free male labourer’,[footnoteRef:19] which he refers to as ‘real wages’.[footnoteRef:20] This he argues is a method of approaching the question of living standards in the Roman Empire which includes information previously unused in such studies, and allows for comparison between the Roman world and other famous historical economies where similar studies have been undertaken.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  Allen 2009: 328.]  [20:  Allen 2009: 328.]  [21:  Allen 2009: 328-329. Such as Han China, Medieval and Early modern Europe and India.] 

Allen’s new approach to the study of living standards in the Roman Empire hinges primarily on information gained from Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices from the early fourth century. Through wage and price information recorded in this document Allen calculates both the wage of an unskilled labourer and the amount of money it would have cost to feed themselves and their family, which he calls a ‘consumption basket’, and he presents two versions for comparison.[footnoteRef:22] Then he simply compares the wage of the worker to the price of the basket. In essence, could the worker afford the amount of food and other necessary commodities to support a family. This however, leaves questions of how universal the model Allen presents can really be for understanding Roman living standards, as Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices provides information on wages and prices for only a very short period of Roman history. However, I shall address this later in this essay. [22:  Allen 2009: 329-330. He first uses a ‘respectability’ basket taken from similar studies of ‘real wages’ in Early Modern Northern Europe. Allen 2009: 333-334. He also calculates what he calls a ‘bare-bones’ basket to represent the most basic level of subsistence. Allen 2009: 339-341.] 

Using the data from the edict then, Allen calculates the wage for the Roman unskilled labourer to 36.1 denarii per day, this being the 25 denarii per day stipulated in Diocletian’s edict, plus the food allowance of five Italic Modii of wheat per month, which was worth 11.1 denarii per day.[footnoteRef:23] The use of a food allowance as part of the wage of the worker comes from Duncan-Jones, who argues based on evidence from literary sources that it would be expected for workers throughout the Roman Empire to be payed not only a wage, but also receive a food allowance.[footnoteRef:24] Allen then uses five Modii per month to represent this, which Duncan-Jones writes was the amount of grain that the plebs frumentaria received as the grain dole.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Allen 2009: 330.]  [24:  Duncan-Jones 1982: 146-147]  [25:  Duncan-Jones 1982: 146.] 

He then transfers this into wage in actual weight of silver to allow for comparison with wages from other time periods,[footnoteRef:26] which works out to 1.16g of silver per day.[footnoteRef:27] Then to calculate the yearly income of such a worker, he multiples this number by 250, which Allen argues is a reasonable estimate of the amount of days per year that a labourer would have worked for, given the large number of festivals that often took place in Roman civic society.[footnoteRef:28] So it works out using the methods of calculations presented by Allen that a Roman unskilled labourer would have earned 289g of silver per year.[footnoteRef:29] Scheidel however points out that this simply for one single worker to allow for comparison with other cultures and time periods, and does not account for income gained by wives and children.[footnoteRef:30] He argues, and I would agree, that for a more accurate assessment of total household income, it should include estimations of the income provided by the family as a whole rather than just a single breadwinner.[footnoteRef:31] [26:  Allen 2009: 330-332.]  [27:  Allen 2009: 331. This is predicated on the silver content of a denarius at the time to be 0.032g, based off of King’s (1993) belief that the argenteus (100x a Denarius) was worth 3.38g of silver, which Allen appears to believe is slightly inflated. Thus, after he lowered the value to what he believes to be more correct, he came to the conclusion of 0.032g of silver in a denarius.]  [28:  Allen 2009: ]  [29:  Allen 2009: 337.]  [30:  Scheidel 2010: 433.]  [31:  Scheidel 2010: 433. For more on his efforts at calculating this see his article ‘Real Wages in Early Economies: Evidence for Living Standards from 1800 BCE to 1300 CE’.] 

This moves us to the second part of Allen’s new methodology, and that is the calculation of the ‘consumption basket’. The first basket that he uses is what he calls a ‘respectability’ basket, and the basis he uses for this is what workers in northern Europe would have lived off of if one would deem their lifestyle as respectable, rather than barely subsisting as people did in poorer regions.[footnoteRef:32] Allen then scales the cost of this list of items to the prices listed on Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices[footnoteRef:33] and estimates that the respectability basket, for just one person, was worth 163.921g of silver per year. However, in order to factor in the cost of rent and feeding not just one Roman male labourer, but also if it were possible to support a family. To do this he adds 5% of the original cost to account for the cost of housing[footnoteRef:34] and then multiplies the cost again by three to account for a family. This brings the cost of the basket to 516.352g of silver,[footnoteRef:35] meaning that the Roman male, unskilled labourer would not have been able to afford the ‘respectability’ basket of consumption that Allen outlines. This leads Allen to lower the standard of the consumption basket to what he calls a ‘bare-bones’ basket. [32:  Allen 2009: 332-335. Allen’s ‘respectability’ basket includes the amount and variety of food that would be necessary to sustain the human body but includes items that would be considered more luxurious than basic subsistence, such as meat, bread. It also includes non-food items that the average person and family would need to live such as soap, linen and lamp oil.]  [33:  Allen 2009: 334-336.]  [34:  Allen 2009: 334. Allen bases this off of budget studies that suggest that housing accounts for 5-10% of a budget.]  [35:  Allen 2009: 337.] 

This basket includes the same level of calories and protein necessary to support human life, but, removes the processed food and animal protein to replace them with cheaper alternatives. This he bases off of the diets that people in poorer regions of the world throughout history ate, such as Scottish highlanders eating oatmeal rather than bread, and Asian populations eating primarily rice-based diets.[footnoteRef:36] This cost of this basket in silver was thus lowered to 83.163g of silver and so the cost of supporting a family based on Allen’s calculations would have been 261.963g of silver,[footnoteRef:37] which the Roman labourer would have been able to afford with a small amount of excess income. Using this method of assessing Roman living standards by looking at real wages, Allen concludes that the standard Roman worker in Diocletian’s reign would have been living at a very basic subsistence level, similar to the standard of living shared by workers in eighteenth century Asia and Europe.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Allen 2009: 339.]  [37:  Allen 2009: 340.]  [38:  Allen 2009: 342-343.] 

This then is the model that Allen has proposed for answering the question of living standards in the Roman Empire. The model I would argue, is certainly a valid alternative to others proposed by Roman economic historians such as the GDP and skeletal based studies that were mentioned earlier. However, one could argue that it is not without its problems. The major problem that one could have with Allen’s analysis of real wages in the Roman Empire stems from the primary piece of evidence that the model is predicated on; Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices. The main problem being the limited window of time in which the edict was in effect. The edict was implemented in 301AD but as Allen himself acknowledges we do not really know for how long it was in effect.[footnoteRef:39] Williams argues that it was obsolete and ignored only a few years after its original issuing.[footnoteRef:40] He also argues that unless the prices stipulated in the edict followed the real world fluctuations in prices at the time it would have been ‘all but unenforceable’,[footnoteRef:41] This is because the people expected to enforce the prices at their value in the edict, would have also been property owners and involved in transactions themselves, meaning that they would have only obeyed the regulation prices when it suited them.[footnoteRef:42] This coupled with the fact that an economy in kind, being alongside a money economy would have made evading the fixed prices stipulated in the edict even easier than it would have been anyway.[footnoteRef:43] So if this model presented for the study of Roman living standards hinges on flimsy and unreliable price and wage information, then surely it faces similar problems to attempts at calculating the GDP of the Roman Empire. With the edict as the primary evidence used, it also poses the problem, that due to the short amount of time the Edict on Maximum Prices was in effect, we can potentially see what Roman living standards may have been, but only for a tiny fraction of the history of the Roman Empire. [39:  Allen 2009: 329.]  [40:  Williams 1985: 132.]  [41:  Williams 1985: 131.]  [42:  Williams 1985: 131-132.]  [43:  Williams 1985: 132.] 

However, I would argue that the problems of Diocletian’s edict do not invalidate Allen’s proposed method for understanding Roman living standards. The model would work very well to help us understand living standards for Roman workers if we had more reliable information on prices and wages, and if this were the case then we would also be able to look at a larger range of time, rather than just the beginning of the fourth century. Attempts to do this have been made following the publication of Allen’s proposal, notably, and rather successfully I would argue, by Scheidel, who attempted to use the same method but for Roman Egypt.[footnoteRef:44] As we can see from Scheidel’s article, this method of studying real wages and consumption baskets seems to be able to provide a picture of living standards in the Roman Empire for more than just a few years at the beginning of the fourth century. Of course, the use of this method will always be limited by a lack of data, but I would argue that that is simply the nature of studying the ancient economy.  [44:  See Scheidel’s 2010 article ‘Real Wages in Early Economies: Evidence for Living Standards from 1800BCE to 1300CE’.] 

In conclusion then, I would say that Allen’s proposed method for the study of living standards in the Roman Empire is a welcome addition to the study of the Roman economy. It certainly fills the void of a reliable method by which to answer the question of Roman living standards, as previous methods have been met with large scepticism. The attempt to calculate GDP and use that to calculate living standards is simply based too heavily on speculation and assumptions to provide a satisfactory answer, while attempts to use skeletal evidence are also problematic. This due to the lack of large and diverse samples of skeletal evidence available from the Roman Empire, the problems of estimating average height from skeletal remains and the fact that average height does not necessarily correlate with the standard of living.
The study of real wages in the Roman Empire that Allen proposes also, I would argue, does a better job of dealing with a lack of economic data that the study of the ancient economy is often plagued by. Because the model does not attempt to make broad sweeping statements about economic principals and concepts, but instead focuses in on certain times and places, it can provide a more detailed picture of these places and times than previous methods have been able to do, and whilst the method is more restricted in scope than many economic historians would like, it avoids a lot of the problems that the study of ancient economics often faces. So, in conclusion I would argue that the study of real wages in the Roman Empire to understand the living standards of workers is a welcome addition to the study of the Roman Empire’s economy and is certainly a better alternative than previously proposed methods. 
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