Unit 7 booklet (Archaeology): Theory and Methodology for the Study of the Ancient World – Tracing poverty in Antiquity
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The so-called “sale of bread” fresco, Pompeii – House of the Baker (VI.3.3) – in fact depicting bread distributions by a political candidate

For this online task, you will investigate the theme of poverty in Antiquity, with a focus on how we can trace this in the archaeological record. The study of poverty is an increasingly popular theme but complicated by our ability to grasp at the lived experiences of the “poor” – individuals who might range from those with a modest amount of surplus income beyond subsistence to those at subsistence level, and especially those at (constant) risk of falling below it. Additionally, poverty can be endemic, epidemic and episodic. Or, to put it another way, chronic (i.e., structural poverty), conjunctural (a confluence of potentially destabilising events, such as a local or regional famine) and episodic (e.g., a farmer and his family suffer due to a bad harvest one year, or shortages on the market causing high grain prices in a town). 
A distinct challenge that scholars face is that our literary and documentary testimony about poverty primarily comes from elite authors. These perceptions could be highly complex, being viewed not only in economic terms, but also through cultural, philosophical and religious dimensions. However, archaeology and bioarchaeology are being increasingly used to obtain (proxy) evidence for the challenges faced by the poor in Antiquity. For instance, studies of organic materials, like skeletal remains and waste, have been used to address questions of health, hygiene, disease and diet.  
For this online task, you should read the following article and consider the questions set out below [see Moodle for link]: 
Jongman, W. M., Jacobs, J. P. A. M., and Klein Goldewijk, G. M. (2019). ‘Health and wealth in the Roman Empire.’ Economics and Human Biology, 34: 138–150.

Please share any thoughts you have on the unit forum.

Questions
1) What do you make of the contrast drawn by the authors between material standards of living and biological standards of living? Does the fact that the two do not necessarily parallel in this study surprise you? 
2) What problems can you see concerning the data that the authors of the study are working with? What “biases” are there in the data sample?
3) Are you convinced by the authors’ explanations for the contrast between material standards of living and biological standards of living in the Imperial and Late Antique periods?
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