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The aim of this paper is twofold: First, to present a new estimation of real wages for Early Modern Spain. 

Based on a new dataset, we compute wages in Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, Madrid, Valladolid and two 

villages in the Basque Country (Oñati and Bergara) with regard to a subsistence line -understood it as the 

minimum consumption level necessary to meet basic human needs (Allen, 2012; World Bank, 2008). 

Second, to contribute with this new evidence to the debates on the economic divergence before the 

Industrial Revolution. In broad terms, our results confirm the general picture of low and falling real wages 

in the country, with some regional variations in levels and timings. Nevertheless, in what concerns 

international comparisons, a revaluation of the canonical subsistence basket –by substituting bread for 

grain- suggests that the chronology and the magnitude of the “Little Divergence” of real wages between 

Spain and North-western Europe wasn’t so early nor so great as some recent calculations would insinuate 

(Allen, 2011; Allen, Murphy, & Schneider, 2012) 

 

Preliminary version. Please do no quote without author’s permission. 

 
  

mailto:ernesto.lopez@ehu.es


2 
 

A Map of Spain 

 

 

  



3 
 

During decades the debates on the timing, sources and characteristics of the Early Modern 

Spanish decline were dominated by qualitative considerations. More recently, quantitative 

research has taken the lead and several attempts to quantify the evolution of different socio-

economic variables (GDP, real wages, agricultural output, urbanisation rates, and biological 

standards of living) have provided standpoints to compare the Spanish experience with that of 

other countries1. The GDP conjectural estimates available offer long-run pictures of the 

performance of the Spanish economy yet they do not coincide in establishing chronologies and 

levels for the decline. Last attempts have somewhat improved the quality of the guesses, 

including more data and using more sophisticated methodologies but conclusions are still 

tentative (Yun Casalilla, 1994; Maddison, 2001; Carreras, 2003; van Zanden, 2005a; Álvarez 

Nogal & Prados de la Escosura, 2006, 2007; Duran & Feliu, 2008; Malanima, 2009; Álvarez Nogal 

& Prados de la Escosura, 2013). With all the due precautions when referring to such type of 

quantifications there is certain consensus, excepting Maddison, that during the Early Modern 

centuries the Spanish GDP per head grew little, or nothing, between 1500 and 1800. Whatever 

the case, what does stand clear is that Spain declined against the European Northwestern core. 

On the other hand, the picture that stems from the existing evidence on real wages is pessimistic 

as well. From both the first and the second generation’s consumer price indexes (CPI) to the new 

computations of purchase capacities, the image of declining and diverging wages is 

unquestionable. This text aims to increase the available evidence on real wages in Spain and, in 

that way, to contribute to the discussion on the international divergence during the Early 

Modern centuries. 

The paper is divided as follows. After a short presentation of the sources, the second and third 

sections present new CPIs and series of nominal wages for Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, New 

Castile (Toledo-Madrid), Valladolid and for two villages in the Atlantic Basque Country (Oñati-

Bergara). Their geographical and chronological scope make of them the most comprehensive 

dataset elaborated by now. The fourth section gathers our new estimates of real wages from 

two comparative perspectives; firstly, we calculate labourer’s wages in terms of litres of grain; 

secondly, we compute subsistence ratios for building craftsmen and labourers using the bare-

bones subsistence baskets methodology (Allen, 2009; Allen, Bassino, Ma, Moll-Murata, & van 

Zanden, 2011; Allen et al., 2012) Both estimates confirm, with some regional differences in 

timing and intensity, the downward trends and general low levels that real wages would show 

in Spain during the Early Modern period. In the final section, we compare Spanish and North-

western European wages. Here, and with the aim to foster debate, we put into play a different 

view to the canonical model that challenges the picture stemming from the existing literature 

on the subject. The question we discuss here is whether the Spanish Little Divergence was so 

great and so early as the latest estimations for Madrid and Valencia would suggest (Allen et al., 

2012). 

Sources 

In a fortunate comparison not long ago, van Zanden (2009, p. 121) defined relative prices as the 

genetic print of the preindustrial economies. The paucity of data for macroeconomic estimations 

during the Early Modern period reinforce the added value that wages, salaries and prices offer 

                                                           
1 A good resume in Llopis (2004). See also García Montero (2010). 
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for their understanding. Allen (2001, p. 411) had also insisted in their importance because of the 

information they might provide about multiple aspects of the economic life before modern 

times. There are obvious shortcomings though; wages and salaries can’t be understood as direct 

indicators of income or standards of living since it is often complicate to know about the familiar 

and socio-economic context, or simply about the number of days effectively worked and paid. 

On the other hand, as Marcos Martín (2005) emphasised, it is still to discuss the real 

representativeness of urban wages for a society with a small fraction of the labour force 

depending on wages to make a living. However the limitations, in a context with few other 

alternative options, they constitute a valuable proxy and the recent discussions on the 

Industrious Revolution and the Little/Great Divergence have once again situated prices and 

wages at the centre of historical debate.  

The Spanish historiography on prices has lived under the long-term legacy of Earl Hamilton who 

bequeathed to us all an impressive dataset of prices and wages. Based on his published series, 

together with the unpublished materials retrieved from his personal archive kept at Duke 

University, it has been possible to complete his Spanish panorama for the whole Early Modern 

period2. Nevertheless, Hamilton himself regretted that despite the efforts he was unable to find 

sources with a minimum quality to build series for Catalonia, an important gap in his immense 

opus that he tried to solve by considering Valencia’s series as representative for Barcelona too. 

Vilar (1949, p. 37) and, later, Nadal (1959, pp. 509-511) called this into question and missed 

specific approaches to the Catalan and Basque cases for the particularities and economic 

dynamism these regions would show, with clear links to the international markets. The first 

loophole was brilliantly filled by Feliu (1991, 2004) and we have added to the dataset inedited 

prices and wages from two villages of the Atlantic Basque Country (Bergara and Oñati) between 

1651 and 18003. Our nominal wage’s estimations are built on retributions paid to skilled and 

unskilled workers of the construction sector. For Barcelona we make use of the wages computed 

by Feliu (1991). The series of Valladolid derives from various sources: the 16th century wages are 

from Bennassar (1989); for the 17th and 18th centuries we made use of references found in 

Gutiérrez Alonso (1989) and Serrano García (1999) as well as the books of the Monastery of San 

Joaquín and Santa Ana4. Hamilton’s printed and inedited series gathered wages for Seville and 

Valencia until approximately mid-18th century5. From then on, the series were completed using 

alternative sources6. Andrés Ucendo and Lanza García (2012b) kindly provided us their 

unpublished wages for Madrid (1501-1700) while for 1680-1800 wages were recalculated from 

Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2007, 2011).  All the data has been standardised to metric 

measures and prices and wages converted into silver grams. In that manner, we overcome the 

problems posed by the existence of different currencies and metrological systems in Early 

                                                           
2 Hamilton (1929, 1934, 1947); http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/findingaids/hamiltonearl/#c01_4 (EHP thereafter) 
López Losa (2013).  
3 Data collected from the accountancy books of the Escuela de la Compañía de Jesús (Archivo Municipal de 
Bergara/Bergarako Udal Artxiboa) and the Monasterio de Santa Clara de Bidaurreta (Oñati) by Santiago Piquero. See 
Appendix. 
4 Archivo Histórico Nacional (AHN)  Clero, Libros 16891, 16893. Data for 1760-1800 hass been calculated applying the 
1806 daily wages –12 and 6 reales de vellón for masons and labourers, respectively- to the index numbers in Serrano 
(1999). 
5 EHP, Box 5. 
6 Archivo del Reino de Valencia, Clero, 334; Seminario de Nobles, sig. 50-6. Archivo de la Universidad de Sevilla, Real 
Colegio de San Telmo, Libros 91, 96, 106, 116, 126. 

http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/findingaids/hamiltonearl/#c01_4
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Modern Spain and, at the same time, it help establish baselines for regional and international 

comparisons. 

Consumer price indexes (CPI) for Early Modern Spain. A new proposal. 

Scholliers and Zamagni (1995, p. ix) lamented two decades ago the lack of standardisation in the 

literature on real wages in contrast with the developments in other economic history fields. As 

Broadberry (2011) pointed out this circumstance limited the scope of comparisons to 

differences in the rate of change rather than in levels. The array of real wages indices available 

for Early Modern Spain provide some interesting long term pictures. However, the use of 

different weightings to estimate the cost of living make any attempt of direct comparisons a 

difficult task7. The new CPIs presented here aim to overcome this limitation by applying the 

methodology of standardised subsistence baskets devised by Robert C. Allen (Allen, 2001, 2009, 

2012; Allen et al., 2012).  

The basket chosen (bare-bones basket) is computed to cover the minimum nutritional 

requirements for an adult male and the expenditure in non-food goods is reduced to the lowest. 

While maintaining the basic computations for the generic items (daily intake calories and 

quantities of non-food goods) we have introduced some variations in its composition according 

to evidences on regional consumption patterns in Spain. In the case of the legumes, we use 

chickpeas in the baskets of Madrid, Valladolid and Seville and beans for the Basque and Catalan 

ones. On the other hand, rice substitutes legumes in Valencia’s indices. At least since Muslim 

domination times, rice was doubtless a staple for the stews in combination with vegetables, 

other legumes and proteins of animal origin. In terms of prices, it was cheaper than chickpeas 

and more expensive than beans but differences between these two diminish significantly when 

the cost is measured in terms of calories. In what concerns meat, examples are many and 

variations too, but there seemed to be a geographical pattern of consumption together with a 

market segmentation as far as mutton and beef consumption are concerned. Beef was the 

characteristic meat in the Atlantic Spain while in the rest of the country, to varied degrees, 

mutton enjoyed higher estimation. However, in cities such as Seville or Madrid, beef was also 

widely consumed among lower classes. In the Mediterranean, ovine, in its different quality 

types, was almost the only source of meat.  

Among non-food items, linen is the most problematic matter. Sources do not abound and, more 

importantly, they commonly do not inform about qualities most of the times. Hamilton himself 

renounced to include it in his indices for New Castile (1651-1800) due to the difficulties to 

distinguish between grades and the irregularity of the quotations8. The same problems arises in 

Valencia and Valladolid. Using his notes and complementary sources we have elaborated 

conjectural proposals for Valencia, Toledo and Valladolid, but the level of uncertainty is still very 

                                                           
7 Phelps Brown and Hopkins (1959); Martín Aceña (1992); Llopis Agelán, Jerez Juan, Álvaro, and Fernández (2000); 
Fernández Romero (2005); Andrés Ucendo and Lanza García (2007), Reher and Ballesteros (1993); Feliu (2004); 
Fernández Romero (2005); Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2007); Llopis Agelán, García-Hiernaux, García Montero, 
González Mariscal, and Hernández García (2009); Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2011); Serrano García (1999); 
Moreno Lázaro (2002); 
8 EHP-MWS. Box 19. Research notecards. 
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high9. Moreover, we currently lack of any data for Barcelona, Seville or the Basque Country, for 

which we made use of Valencia, Toledo and Valladolid’s prices respectively. 

Table 1. Spanish subsistence lifestyle: basket of goods  

   Barcelona Valencia Seville Toledo Valladolid 
Basque 
Country 

 Kc/day Pr/day       

Bread (kg) 1819 74.24 271 271 271 271 271 271 

Maize 1819       184.4 

Chickpeas (kg) 187 11.4   20 20 20  

Dry Beans (kg) 187 15 23.3     23.3 

Rice 187 3.45  18.5     

Beef (kg) 34 3   5 5 5 5 

Mutton (kg) 34 3 5 5     

Olive Oil (l) 60 0 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Soup (kg)   1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 

Linen (m)   3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 

Candles (kg)   1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 

Lighting oil (l)   1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 

MBTU   2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 

         

Total 2100        
Sources and note for computations: Appendix 1. 
Qt- Quantity; Kc – Calories; Pr – Grams of Proteins 
Bread assuming 1 kg = 2450 calories and 100 gr. of proteins as in Allen (2001) 
Chickpeas 3400 calories and 208 gr of protein/kg 
Dry beans 2920 calories and 235.8 gr of protein/kg 
*The rest as in Allen (2009, pp. 36-37) 

Nevertheless, the main variation we propose regarding the canonical subsistence basket is the 

inclusion of bread instead of grain (wheat). Wheat bread was the basic staple for the urban 

population in Early Modern Spain and its price was a political issue of the first order. The concern 

of the authorities at all levels was to maintain prices into reasonable margins by intervening on 

wheat markets or/and subsidizing bread prices. This awareness was directly proportional to the 

fear of bread mutinies, to the extent that from the basic staples bread was probably the only 

that was untaxed directly. As Feliu (1991, p. 31) wrote about Barcelona, the bread supply was a 

major headache for the municipalities and for their finances10. The effect of the protective 

policies on brown prices in Barcelona (Feliu, 1991, pp. 32-33) can be easily appreciated in Figure 

1, an evolution that would likely mirror the situation in the rest of the country.  Nevertheless, 

the apparent homogeneity of bread protection broke in some places at the end of the 18th 

century. In 1765 grain trade was liberalised looking for a wider and cheaper urban supply, but it 

mostly failed. In big cities such as Madrid and Barcelona (Castro, 1987; Feliu, 1991), protective 

measures reinstated soon and municipalities recovered control over grain trade or/and bread 

                                                           
9 Our series is based on the quotations of crude linen and those of similar value but without any adscription. They are 
probably different types but the price difference regarding others with a geographical adscription such as “Aroca”, 
“de Santiago/Galicia/Coruña” (from Santiago/Galicia/Corunna), “Rouan”, “Genoa” or with a mention to the quality 
“fine” is significant. AHN, Clero 16037 
10 Examples in Andrés Ucendo and Lanza García (2012a);  Castro (1987); Caro López (1987), Pérez Aparicio (1975); 
Hernández Franco (1981); Palop Ramos (1977). 
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making. However, in Lorca and in Murcia, for instance, authorities were unable to sustain prices 

(Caro López, 1987, p. 37) as wheat/bread ratios there would show. 

Figure 1. Bread (kg)/Wheat (l) price ratios in Spain (Ten-year Averages)  

 
Source: Barcelona in Feliu (1991); Murcia in Caro López (1987); Lorca in Hernández Franco (1981); Seville in Ruiz Rivera 

(1977); Madrid in Hamilton (1947) ; Alcalá from AHN, Universidades, Colegio del Rey, legajos 412-414. 

Despite its importance, it is a real challenge to build bread prices series for such a long period. 

Those of Feliu (1991) for Barcelona, and to a lesser extent, of Caro López (1987) for Murcia, are 

the exception in a context of scarce and fragmentary evidence. Moreover, there is an added 

problem: when evidence exists we hardly know what type of bread it is referring to. Sources tell 

about the existence of a variety of qualities that goes beyond the simple division between white 

and brown bread, but available prices rarely reflect those differences. For example, in 18th-

century Madrid, there were, at least, four types of bread regarding the quality of the flour it was 

baked with: Candeal or French bread, Spanish bread, Common bread and that called Poor’s 

bread. In 1785, prices ranged as follows (for one piece of two pounds of 0.460 gr. each): French, 

44 maravedís (mrs); Spanish, 40 mrs.; Common, 31 mrs. In relation to wheat prices one kg of 

bread would equal the price of 1.72/78, 1.61/1.55 and 1.23/1.16 litres of grain respectively11. 

This source does not give any clue about the prices of that poor’s bread but some scattered 

references for the first third of the century put the price of the white bread consumed by the 

students of the Royal Seminar of Madrid between 1.7 and 2 times above that purchased for 

servants. Similar classifications are found elsewhere. In Bilbao, at the end of the century, the 

public mill produced four types of bread (French and Spanish of first class, second class bread 

and the so called comuña)12. In Barcelona, two basic types of bread -White and Brown- were sold 

                                                           
11 Own estimations using bread prices from Memorial literario instructivo y curioso de la Corte de Madrid 1785, pp. 
275-276) and wheat prices form Castro (1987). 
12 Archivo Municipal de Bilbao, Primera 0501/0008 
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for which Feliu computed prices though from the 1750s century onwards a medium (quality) 

bread popularised (Pérez Samper, 2002, p. 48). 

Under these circumstances, the alternative we chose is to make a conjectural estimate of a 

hypothetical price of wheat brown bread in the cities considered by applying Barcelona’s brown 

bread ratios. The basic resemblance of the wheat/bread ratios in the places for which evidence 

exists (Figure 1), and the significant similarity of the real and predicted prices (Figure 2) would 

sustain the validity of this option13.  

Figure 2. Brown bread prices in Madrid and Murcia.  

 

Sources: see Figure 1. 

As mention above, the use of the standardised basket not only help compare the evolution of 

the cost of living under the same premises for all places - more importantly, it answers the crucial 

question of how much money was necessary to buy the shopping basket. Whatever the reason 

(inflow of American silver, population and economic growth …), prices rose in a spectacular way 

in Spain during the 16th century.  Between 1501-25 and 1601-25 the living cost increased nearly 

three times in Valencia (2.8), Barcelona (2.5) and Valladolid (3.1). The rise was still more vigorous 

in Toledo and Seville where prices multiplied by 4.3 and 4.4 respectively. Prices not only rose 

fast. In this process, Spain became probably the most expensive country to live in the continent 

at the beginning of the 17th. Around the first quarter of the 16th century the price of the basket 

was roughly similar in the Spanish cities of the sample and in the most important urban centres 

of North-western Europe. One hundred years later, subsisting in Madrid, Seville or Barcelona, 

was between 1.5 to 2 times more expensive than in Antwerp, Amsterdam or London. Mid-17th 

century signalled the beginning of the divergence with regard the European North-western 

locations. From then on, Spanish prices started falling without exception. In the century after 

1601-25 the cost of the basket reduced to nearly the half while the deflationist movements were 

much less significant in NW Europe, where prices followed rising, at least until mid-century in 

Antwerp and the last quarter in Amsterdam and London. Prices hit the bottom in Spain in 1725-

50, yet inflationist tensions returned soon. From then on, prices rose vigorously again and on 

the eve of the 19th century the cost of living increased between around a 60% in Barcelona, and 

                                                           
13 Barcelona’s series for the years 1501-1533 is estimated using the bread/wheat average ratio between 1533 and 
1542 (1.38). We have discard the alternative of the bread equation proposed by Allen (2001) for the results obtained 
were closer to white bread prices than to brown/lower-quality bread ones. 
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Toledo, a 50% in Valladolid and Seville while in the Basque Country and Valencia the rise was of 

a lesser magnitude (about a 30%)  

  



 
 

Table 2. The cost of Subsistence Baskets (grams of silver). 25-year averages. 

 Barcelona Valencia Seville Toledo Valladolid 
Basque 
Country 

(wheat bread) 

Basque 
Country 
(maize) 

Antwerp* Amsterdam* London* 

1501-25 194.34 181.60 132.80 141.62 132.06   96.26 123.90 164.66 

1526-50 314.88 249.37 241.93 235.54 203.47   144.58 154.01 143.64 

1551-75 380.91 388.61 336.29 329.31 306.39   243.87 231.80 215.99 

1576-00 459.67 492.12 532.29 141.62 353.74   372.02 264.29 301.40 

1601-25 493.61 511.18 581.42 235.54 414.18   332.86 304.98 399.95 

1626-50 479.80 554.07 536.93 329.31 354.29   423.90 390.95 506.67 

1651-75 335.62 469.27 525.08 141.62 278.79 371.19 222.57 356.08 427.70 511.14 

1676-00 388.41 404.84 394.15 235.54 250.07 352.89 196.61 334.51 411.76 517.91 

1701-25 387.84 352.45 292.01 329.31 200.05 290.50 176.44 332.93 389.82 455.19 

1726-50 279.65 312.72 251.33 141.62 189.43 258.01 162.23 308.02 369.64 434.44 

1751-75 352.75 382.03 353.76 235.54 264.43 301.51 202.55 308.96 407.75 511.90 

1776-00 463.77 411.88 373.32 329.31 296.06 335,70 253.10 335.43 487.99 632.96 

*Baskets of North-Western European cities have been computed using bread prices (Rye bread in Antwerp and Amsterdam; wheat bread in London), peas (Antwerp and Amsterdam), beans 
(London) and two million BTU 

Source: see text Allen (2001) www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/General/Members/allen.aspx for Antwerp, London and Amsterdam; Amsterdam’s prices of bread, peas, meat and butter from van Zanden 
(2005b) http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/brenv.php. For Spain, see Appendix. Computed annual prices and wages can be found in www.ehu.es/ernestolopez 
 

  

http://www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/General/Members/allen.aspx
http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/brenv.php
http://www.ehu.es/ernestolopez
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In broad terms, secular trends did not differ significantly within Spain. Prices rose faster in Castile 

than in the Mediterranean in the long 16th century, to experience since a sharp and sustained 

fall until mid-18th, while in Valencia and Barcelona both rising and falling movements were 

softer. The 18th century showed an overall convergence of price movements but the picture 

displays different if we approach to price levels. At the beginning of the 16th century, living in 

the cities of the Mediterranean maritime axis (with Seville this time) was around a 20% more 

expensive than in the inland Castilian cities of Toledo and Valladolid. Things changed since, when 

the cost of living in Seville and Toledo accelerated and the reversal occurred: In the first half of 

the 17th century, live became more pricy in the Castilian axis of Seville-Toledo than in Barcelona 

and Valencia. The collapse of Castilian prices from the last decades of the 17th century put again 

the Mediterranean cost of living above, reaching the largest differential during the first half of 

the 18th century – a 30% higher on average. The second part of the century assisted to a 

reduction of the distances but living in Valencia or Barcelona was still somewhat more expensive 

than in Toledo or Seville, and significantly higher than in Valladolid, the city of the sample with 

the lowest basket cost. 

Nominal Wages in Spain, 1500-1800. Regional and international comparisons 

Our new series of wages for Valencia and Madrid need some further clarification since they 

differ from those used in Allen (2001). Unlike Allen, who extrapolated the wages for skilled 

building workers from Hamilton’s unpublished entries for confectioners and painters from the 

early 17th century, our series of Valencia were built on Hamilton’s series until 1640s and 

between this date and 1700 extrapolated from the few annotations of wages for masons, 

carpenters and building labourers found in Hamilton’s papers. For the 18th century, we have 

completed the series with new data from the accountancy books of different institutions. In local 

currency, differences among the two datasets are noticeable, especially with regard mason’s 

wages, although in terms of grams of silver these differences reduces because the silver 

premium that Allen applies to convert prices and wages is higher than the estimations of Feliu 

(1991, 1993) we use. In the case of Madrid, Allen used Hamilton’s printed evidence to build the 

series of craftsmen and labourers. Nevertheless, before 1737 he only provided data for 

labourers between 1551 and 1600 and master carpenters between 1601 and 1650. The rest, 

therefore, was necessarily extra and interpolated, and he did it multiplying and dividing by two 

alternatively labourers and master carpenters’ wages. For the 18th century, instead of using 

Hamilton’s wage data for craftsmen/journeymen (oficiales) he applied the same rule and 

duplicated labourers’ wages to compute mason’s earnings. It is not clear the reason of his choice 

since the identification of worker’s categories in Hamilton seems clear. Perhaps the high skill 

premium the displayed alerted him of a conjectural confusion. However the new evidence 

collected by Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2007, 2011) shows that, perhaps not so much as 

in Hamilton, it was still quite high. In any case, differences in skill premiums are sometimes 

difficult to explain. Apart from local specificities and circumstances, it cannot be excluded a lack 

of homogeneity in the data due to problems of identification –in particular for unskilled 

labourers but also for masons as the case of Valladolid would show- as van Zanden (2009, pp. 

127-128), Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2011, p. 306) and others cautioned.  
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Table 3. Skill premium in Spain, 1500-1800 

 Barcelona Valencia Seville Madrid Valladolid 
Basque 
Country 

1501-1550 18 57 111 100 90  

1551-1500 16 31 113 109 56  

1601-1650 43 30 114 103 58 35 

1651-1700 29 33 68 117 55 32 

1701-1750 56 33 78 122 74 41 

1750-1800 66 43 61 118 92 45 

 
 
  
 

 



 
 

Table 4. Building Craftsmen and Labourers’ daily wages in grams of silver, 1501-1800 
 
Craftsmen 

 Barcelona Valencia Seville Madrid Valladolid Basque Country Antwerp Amsterdam London 

1501-1525 5.39 6.84 7.10 6.39 5.11  4.53 4.40 5.75 

1526-1550 5.59 6.54 9.10 6.39 6.17  5.95 4.70 4.24 

1551-1575 6.01 7.25 16.42 10.30 7.92  9.07 6.29 6.22 

1576-1600 6.35 9.34 22.08 16.31 11.00  11.73 7.84 7.84 

1601-1625 8.46 10.89 27.55 22.86 15.70 12,08 12.78 9.86 9.48 

1626-1650 9.05 11.93 22.54 20.25 13.78 9,51 12.34 11.06 13.29 

1651-1675 8.22 13.79 14.58 17.82 10.37 7,24 11.92 12.04 15.03 

1676-1700 9.95 11.97 14.08 16.85 9.77 6,82 11.57 11.69 13.92 

1701-1725 9.34 8.91 10.17 14.48 7.82 5,85 11.53 11.51 13.92 

1726-1750 7.57 7.60 9.71 12.92 6.72 5,29 11.53 11.83 15.59 

1751-1775 7.91 7.53 9.56 12.78 8.21 5,72 11.53 11.88 16.70 

1776-1800 12.25 9.50 9.60 12.46 9.30 6,89 11.53 11.92 19.26 

   
Labourers 

 
 

Barcelona Valencia Seville Madrid Valladolid Basque Country Antwerp Amsterdam London 

1501-1525 4.67 4.38 3.24 3.20 2.64  2.73 2.93 3.60 
1526-1550 4.68 4.15 4.47 3.20 3.31  3.29 3.20 2.67 
1551-1575 5.13 5.30 8.10 5.13 5.29  4.88 4.00 4.34 
1576-1600 5.57 7.41 9.90 7.52 6.78  7.04 5.46 5.04 
1601-1625 6.22 8.39 13.10 11.34 9.54 9,05 7.68 6.79 6.48 
1626-1650 6.00 9.11 10.38 9.86 9.08 6,94 7.40 7.73 7.87 
1651-1675 7.09 9.97 9.39 8.13 6.61 5,36 7.15 8.35 9.28 
1676-1700 7.05 9.31 7.82 7.81 6.37 5,29 6.94 8.59 10.06 
1701-1725 6.08 6.76 5.62 6.54 4.55 4,23 6.92 8.87 10.24 
1726-1750 4.78 5.69 5.17 5.82 3.83 3,68 6.92 8.99 10.80 
1751-1775 4.80 5.75 5.03 5.66 4.20 3,90 6.92 9.18 11.14 
1776-1800 7.36 6.16 5.59 5.93 4.94 4,81 6.92 9.23 12.12 

Source: Antwerp, Amsterdam and London in Allen (2001) www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/General/Members/allen.aspx For Spain, see text. Computed annual wages can be found in 
www.ehu.es/ernestolopez 

http://www.nuffield.ox.ac.uk/General/Members/allen.aspx
http://www.ehu.es/ernestolopez


 
 

As Table 4 reveals, the Spanish price revolution also applied to the cost of labour. One of the 

outstanding characteristic of silver wages in Spain was the spectacular increase experienced 

towards the first quarter of the 17th century, which put them among the highest of Europe. It 

was stronger in the urban axis of the Kingdom of Castile (especially in Madrid and Seville) than 

in Barcelona or Valencia, though the rise did not stop there until the last quarter of the century. 

In their peaks craftsmen wages nearly multiply by factor of four in Seville, 3.6 times in Madrid, 

3 in Valladolid but only by 2 in Valencia and 1.7 in Barcelona. In what concerns labourers, 

circumstances were similar; wages increased 4 times in Seville and 3.6 times in Madrid and 

Valladolid while in Valencia and Barcelona they only did 2.3 and 1.5 times respectively. Yet, 

between 1625-50/1725-50 wages plummeted by a similar factor, and only knew a slight 

recovery during the last quarter of the 18th century –with the exception of Barcelona where the 

upturn was noteworthy for craftsmen and labourers. Regional differences were less marked 

within the latter than among skilled workers with a clear downward convergence trend along 

the 18th century. Craftsmen wages’ behaviour differed though, as they show a higher dispersion 

difficult to explain by now. 

The international contrast shows that in the first quarter of the 17th century labourers’ silver 

wages in Castile were close to double their European counterparts, but they went losing ground 

since to almost equilibrate by the end of the century. Later on, however, they plummeted 

against Amsterdam and London wages, these latter doubling on average the Spanish ones. In 

the Mediterranean wages did not show such a boom-bust cycle as in Castile. Movements were 

smoother and it was only from the first years of the 18th century when deviations from North-

western levels revealed substantial. Mason’s wages resembled the broad trend of the 

labourers’. In Seville in the late 16th and the early 17th centuries and in Madrid during the whole 

17th century mason’s wages reached probably the highest levels attained in the whole Early 

Modern Europe and, even after the long decline known in the curse of the 18th century, they still 

maintained among the highest of the continent around 1800 in the case of the latter, setting 

aside the exceptional case of London. At the same time, the skill premium would show clear 

particularities regarding the rest of Spain and Europe, and only comparable to that found in 

Seville in the 16th and early 17th centuries. While van Zanden (2009, p. 128) did not find any 

explanation of the low premiums in Naples or Valencia, which other Spanish evidence would 

confirm, Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2011, p. 306) argued that Madrid received a 

continuous inflow of a very flexible but highly unskilled rural labour, even in times of economic 

stagnation, which together with deficiencies in human capital formation, would explain the 

existence of this high premium14.  

A new estimation of real wages in Early Modern Spain  

The picture of a stagnant economy that stems from the majority of the macroeconomic 

estimations turns into an image of deterioration in the Spanish literature on real wages. In 

Madrid, real wages would show a long term sustained decline from the early 16th century to the 

beginning of the last quarter of the 17th century (Reher & Ballesteros, 1993; Andrés Ucendo & 

Lanza García, 2007). From the 1680s onwards, they would have experienced a slight recovery 

                                                           
14 Although the knowledge on the functioning of labour markets in the Castile is almost inexistent, as the authors 
recognised, they suggested the existence of bigger inefficiencies in Madrid than in Barcelona to explain the 
differences in the premiums between the two cities. Llopis Agelán and García Montero (2011, p. 306).  
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that transformed into a sort of plateau that lasted until the 1750s, to start falling sharply to the 

end of the century (Reher & Ballesteros, 1993; Llopis Agelán & García Montero, 2007, 2011). In 

Barcelona (Feliu, 2004) real wages behaved differently during the 16th century. Wages stopped 

falling at the end of the 16th century and stabilised until 1650s. After the Catalan Revolt, real 

earnings rose fast to surpass the levels attained at the early 16th century. Since then, and except 

during the times of the War of Succession, Barcelona’s index followed almost the same path 

observed in Madrid until the last two decades of the 18th century when they stopped falling and 

showed certain signs of recovery.  

Yet the value of index numbers as a comparative tool is limited. We know if wages (or prices) go 

down, up or stagnates but we don’t know what it means in terms of purchase capacity. We know 

whether workers earned less or more than before but we ignore how much they were able to 

buy then and now. Moreover, the weightings of the baskets may also bias comparisons. In this 

paper, instead of looking for trends, we approach to the real value of nominal wages through 

the number of goods they might procure. van Zanden (1999), Allen (2001, 2009, 2011) and Allen, 

Murphy, and Schneider (2011) Allen et al. (2012) were the first in offering tentative answers to 

those questions for Early Modern Spain. Following their lead, we provide a wider Spanish 

panorama by estimating real wages for Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, Madrid, Valladolid and the 

rural Basque Country up to 180015. One of the classical shortcomings of pre-statistical age’s 

computations is the difficulty to find clear evidences on household consumption patterns, and 

on their changes over time. The simplest alternative is to compute purchase capacities in terms 

of the basic staple of Early Modern times in Europe: grain. van Zanden (1999) produced a long-

term European outlook of the value of wages in terms of litres of grain. Presumably, from the 

Spanish perspective, it was the first time that proxies of real wages were put in comparison. We 

have followed this path and have extended chronologically and geographically his proposal. 

Admittedly, this type of computations has certainly weak points as it has been stressed for 

Eastern Europe (Allen, 2001, p. 420) but we consider its value as reference is still high for grain 

(mainly in form of bread) was the basic staple for the Spaniards. 

  

                                                           
15 To estimate real wages in Madrid we made use of Hamilton’s price series for New Castile, principally from Toledo, 
while nominal wages of masons and building labourers are from Madrid. 
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Table 5. Purchase capacity of Labourers ‘silver wages in litres of wheat, 1300-1800 

 Seville Valladolid* 
Toledo/
Madrid# 

Valencia Zaragoza Barcelona 
Basque 
Country 

** (a) 

Basque 
Country 
** (b) 

1270-1340     7.60    

1401-1425  20.40 25.00 15.50 16.90    

1426-1450  20.30 33.00 14.50     

1451-1475  15.50 13.13 13.08     

1476-1500  19.80  13.80     

1501-1525 20.02 15.29 14.64 13.08  12.37   

1526-1550 12.95 12.43 9.80 9.68  8.35 8.20  

1551-1575 17.32 13.53 11.03 8.16  8.07 8.60  

1576-1600 9.19 11.26 9.35 6.75  5.69 8.70  

1601-1625 15.46 16.51 11.70 8.50  6.63 8.70  

1626-1650 10.28 15.71 9.93 7.48  5.92 7.20  

1651-1675 9.46 14.30 12.59 9.55  9.73 6,82 10,80 

1676-1700 10.94 16.38 13.58 10.49  8.44 7,22 12,92 

1701-1725 9.83 16.27 14.72 8.70  7.24 7,18 10,44 

1726-1750 10.30 12.40 12.83 7.72  7.29 6,37 9,68 

1751-1775 6.64 9.35 8.75 6.37  5.80 5,81 8,08 

1776-1800 6.13 8.29 6.29 5.08  5.80 5,43 8,28 

Sources: See Appendix. For pre-1501 wages and prices of Valladolid, Casado Alonso (1985, 1991); Zaragoza, Zulaica 
Palacios (1994, 1995); Toledo, Izquierdo Benito (1983).  
*Valladolid (1401-1500) is Burgos 
# Prices from Toledo and wages from Madrid. 
**Basque country refers to the rural villages of Bergara and Oñati being (a) wheat wages and (b) maize wages. 

The idea of a heyday of real wages in the medieval aftermath of the Black Death (Pamuk, 2007) 

would be partly confirmed with the data displayed in Table 6. Grain wages would reach its 

maximum during the 15th century but, with some fluctuations, they would not stop falling since. 

If we take as reference the early 16th century, broadly speaking, the purchase capacity of daily 

wages reduced 2-3 times by the end of the 1800s, and differences widen back to the early 15th 

century. If the short evidence for Zaragoza served as reference, Spanish and continental 

trajectories would have been similar for the places there are consistent evidence it was after the 

plague when wages would have risen to their peaks. Between the late 17th century and the mid-

18th century there was certain recovery, stronger in inland Castile than in the cities of the 

periphery, but soon after the 1750s purchase capacity fell to its historical minimums. 

In recent years, other alternatives have come to light. The use of standardised baskets helps 

overcome the limitations the classic indexes posed to comparative analysis and provides more 

accurate information on the real value of the daily wages. Moreover, they help establish 

baselines through which measure different welfare situations, and permit to make more 

detailed comparisons between different places. Among other things, they allow to analyse the 

progress of the real costs of the items that compose the basket, to compare them and, in that 

manner, to see which goods might have changed their relative value over time. In this sense, it 

is also a good way to appreciate the effects of substitutive goods in the expenditure too. Yet 

regional refinements are possible, the composition of baskets devised by Allen (Allen, 2001, 

2009) is perfectly assumable for the most part of Europe in its basics. This paper follows the new 

computations the own Allen (2012) recently proposed for the Subsistence basket with the aim 

to relate the welfare ratios methodology with actual concepts of food security and poverty lines. 

–understanding subsistence as the minimum necessary to meet basic human needs (Allen, 2012; 
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World Bank, 2008). In this sense, the number of baskets credited to the family of four (a man, a 

woman and two children) rises to four and the calories each provides ascend to 2100 (see Table 

1). Housing (5%*basket) and the number of working days (250) imputed to the breadwinner 

male maintains inalterable16. A Subsistence ratio above 1 would indicate that the earnings 

accumulated during the year allow the family unit to reach the minimum level of subsistence. 

Below that figure, everything indicates that the annual income does not suffice to provide the 

goods and services that would guarantee the household to survive and therefore, more working 

days and/or the contribution of other family members –or charity- would be needed to reach it. 

Tables 6 displays the subsistence ratios we computed for Spain. Labourers’ subsistence ratios all 

around the country resemble quite similar; only in trends we find slight variations between 

Castilian and Mediterranean cities. In Barcelona and Valencia, after the fall of the mid-16th 

century, they only recovered slightly in the second half of the 17th century, but, in general, 

changes were minimal during the whole period. In Castile, the recovery of the 17th century was 

somewhat higher and lasted slightly more but without significant variations. As with silver 

wages, masons’ real earnings show greater dispersion but in broad terms, trends were similar 

to those described above. In this case again, Madrid revealed distinctive with a sooner a 

sustained upward trend up to the mid-1700s. Nevertheless, from then on, Madrid followed the 

general pattern of deterioration with real wage’s falling to around a 40% in the second half of 

the 18th century.  In what concerns levels, the evolution of the real wages measured in 

subsistence ratios leaves little room for doubt:  for the most part of those three hundred years 

labourers all around Spain were living barely above crude sustenance, with some moments as 

the late 16th and first half of the 17th century in Barcelona. Only in some moments, 

circumstances relaxed somewhat –for instance, between 1651-1751 in the Castilian cities of 

Valladolid and Madrid-, but never reaching any level of income far away from what could be 

defined in actual words as almost a situation of extreme poverty. Moreover, the last decades of 

the 18th century assisted to the negative convergence of all ratios toward the minimum 

sustenance. Mason’s real wages performed better in Castile than in the Mediterranean, but as 

in the case of unskilled building workers they also tend to converge negatively in the last decades 

of the 18th century. Except in Seville up to the mid-16th century or in Madrid between 1650 and 

1750s, welfare ratios weren’t either so out of touch of real poverty. 

The Basque series deserve a short comment. As Table 5 shows, wheat relative prices (measured 

in purchase capacity of labourer’s wages) were among the highest of the country. The poor 

agricultural landscape that dominated the northern Atlantic fringe of the Peninsula was deeply 

transformed with the diffusion of the American maize during the 17th century -in particular form 

1650 onwards. The “maize revolution” changed the agricultural structure, displacing other less 

productive crops such as millet, barley and oats and even redrawing the rural landscape as it 

combined with small livestock husbandry and forestry. Its introduction relaxed somewhat 

population pressure over the scarce agricultural resources by increasing land productivity. 

However, the effects that it had on population welfare weren’t significant as it led fundamentally 

to an increase of rural population (Fernández de Pinedo, 1974; Piquero, 1991). More people 

                                                           
16 Usually, the cost imputed to housing in Spanish CPIs is higher. See Llopis Agelán et al. (2009); Llopis Agelán and 
García Montero (2007, 2011), Moreno Lázaro (2002), Drelichman and González Aguado (2012). We also assume no 
loss of working days for any reason, as it is implied in Allen (2001, p. 425). 
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were sustained with the same amount on land and its effects went diluting in the second half of 

the 18th century. 



 
 

Table 6.  Subsistence ratios in Spain. Subsistence Basket/Silver Wage 

Masons 

 
 

Barcelona Valencia Seville Madrid Valladolid 
Basque 
Country  

(Wheat bread) 

Basque 
Country 
(Maize) 

Antwerp Amsterdam London 

1501-25 1.74 2.35 4.04 2.87 2.43   2.99 2.18 2.10 
1526-50 1.14 1.69 2.59 1.90 1.90   2.53 1.85 1.79 
1551-75 0.99 1.15 3.22 1.89 1.59   2.28 1.68 1.77 
1576-00 0.87 1.14 2.58 2.24 1.89   2.05 1.80 1.67 
1601-25 1.08 1.30 3.18 2.41 2.37   2.37 1.95 1.43 
1626-50 1.19 1.33 2.70 2.31 2.41   1.76 1.71 1.61 
1651-75 1.48 1.78 1.88 2.98 2.28 1.19 1.93 2.06 1.72 1.81 
1676-00 1.61 1.79 2.31 3.06 2.44 1.17 2.21 2.17 1.73 1.64 
1701-25 1.54 1.54 2.19 3.40 2.47 1.25 1.95 2.08 1.79 1.86 
1726-50 1.71 1.51 2.56 3.27 2.20 1.26 1.86 2.23 1.92 2.16 
1751-75 1.42 1.24 1.77 2.32 1.96 1.16 1.68 2.22 1.77 1.99 
1776-00 1.68 1.39 1.55 1.92 1.94 1.25 1.61 2.08 1.49 1.87 

 

Labourers 

 
 

Barcelona Valencia Seville Madrid Valladolid 
Basque 
Country  

(Wheat bread) 

Basque 
Country 
(Maize) 

Antwerp Amsterdam London 

1501-25 1.51 1.51 1.89 1.43 1.25   1.81 1.45 1.31 
1526-50 0.95 1.07 1.26 0.95 1.01   1.41 1.27 1.13 
1551-75 0.84 0.83 1.59 0.95 1.07   1.23 1.06 1.23 
1576-00 0.76 0.90 1.16 1.04 1.17   1.23 1.26 1.06 
1601-25 0.79 1.00 1.50 1.19 1.44   1.42 1.34 0.98 
1626-50 0.79 1.02 1.24 1.12 1.60   1.06 1.20 0.95 
1651-75 1.25 1.29 1.20 1.36 1.45 0.89 1.45 1.24 1.19 1.12 
1676-00 1.14 1.40 1.29 1.43 1.59 0.90 1.68 1.30 1.27 1.18 
1701-25 0.99 1.16 1.21 1.53 1.42 0.90 1.38 1.25 1.38 1.37 
1726-50 1.08 1.13 1.36 1.47 1.25 0.87 1.28 1.34 1.46 1.50 
1751-75 0.86 0.95 0.92 1.03 1.00 0.79 1.15 1.33 1.37 1.32 
1776-00 1.00 0.90 0.93 0.91 1.03 0.86 1.12 1.25 1.15 1.16 

 



 
 

Was the Little Divergence so big? Spanish real wages in the NW European mirror 

In this section, our interest focuses on the relationship between Spanish and NW European real 

wages, with the aim to shed more light in the understanding of the so called Little Divergence 

within Europe. To that end, we will compare the existing estimates of purchase capacities in the 

literature with our new computations. Under different premises, Spain appears in some of the 

international panoramas of real wages before the industrial ages and the picture of falling 

behind the European leaders seems to be unquestionable, although the degrees vary among 

them. Van Zanden (1999) included in his European long-run comparative analysis a partial, for 

the limited of the information available then, but interesting perspective of the Spanish grain 

wages. Thanks to the new evidence we have expanded and refined his estimations but the new 

image does not change significantly the one he produced. On the eve of the 19th century, 

average Spanish grain wages would fall to a 42% (López&Piquero) or a 45% (Van Zanden) of the 

levels attained in the first quarter of the 16th century; but, noteworthy, the biggest share of this 

loss happened in the second half of the 18th century. In comparative perspective, this situation 

repeats: it was after 1750 when the divergence and the falling behind of Spanish grain wages 

against NW Europe manifested fast and high. Based on the two mentioned estimates, Spanish 

real wages would be only a 76 or a 75 % of their North-western counterparts at the end of the 

18th century respectively. 

Table 8. Spanish grain wages in the North-western European mirror.  

 Grain wages (purchase capacities of silver wages in litres) Spanish levels relative to NW Europe 

 
Spain (1)* 

(López&Piquero) 
Spain (2)** 

Van Zanden (1999) 
NW Europe*** 

Van Zanden (1999) 
Spain (1)  Spain (2) 

1501-25 15.08 13.7 14.1 107.21 97.4 

1526-50 10.64     

1551-75 11.62     

1576-00 8.45     

1601-25 11.76 10,0 8,7 135.71 115,4 

1626-50 9.86     

1651-75 11.13     

1676-00 11.96 16.2 10.7 111.47 150.9 

1701-25 11.35     

1726-50 10.11     

1751-75 7.38     

1776-00 6.32 6.2 8.3 76.12 74.7 

*Spain (1) is average of the available figures for Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, Madrid and Valladolid.  
*Spain (2) is Van Zanden’s estimation of Valencia/Seville. 
**NW Europe is the average of Holland, Ghent and Southern England. 

With a different methodology, Allen (2001, 2009, 2011), Allen et al. (2012) included in their 

comparative panels estimations of welfare rates for building labourers and craftsmen in two 

Spanish cities: Valencia and Madrid -although the more complete series computed for Valencia 

make this city the most common reference to Spain in the international comparisons under this 

methodology. In his seminal paper of 2001, Allen calculated welfare levels with regard to a 

hypothetical poverty line through a model of basket that later, with a progressive increase in the 

kilograms of bread or other staple grains, it finished becoming into a Respectable basket. As this 
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first basket probably exceeded the consumption opportunities for the majority of the unskilled 

workers in Europe, Asia or America, he devised other Bare Bones or Subsistence basket which 

would cover the minimum nutritional requirements based on the cheapest cereal available, and 

reducing to a minimum the expenditure in non-food goods17. In the European baskets it 

supposed to replace bread with different grains. Table 9 provides information on different 

estimates of welfare ratios for Spanish and North-western European cities. In the first one, Allen 

(2001) calculated welfare ratios for skilled and unskilled workers of the construction sector. The 

data of the second estimation is taken from Allen et al. (2012) and it refers to subsistence ratios 

for building labourers. The third derives from our own computations and it estimates subsistence 

ratios for building craftsmen and labourers in Spain and NW Europe.  

  

                                                           
17 The evolution of the baskets and further details on their characteristics in Allen (2001, p. 421), Allen (2005, p. 115), 
Allen (2009, pp. 36-37), Allen, Bassino, et al. (2011, p. 21, 25), Allen (2012). 
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Table 9. Real Wages in Spain and in North-western Europe.  A new comparison. 

Welfare Ratios to Poverty Line (Allen, 2001) 

 Spain NW Europe 

 Labourers Masons Labourers Masons 

1501-50 1.15 1.79 1.40 2.21 

1551-00 0.85 1.40 1.20 1.91 

1601-50 0.82 1.46 1.29 2.01 

1651-00 0.76 1.47 1.36 2.06 

1701-50 0.81 1.54 1.49 2.15 

1751-00 0.62 1.09 1.37 2.06 

* Spain is average of Valencia and Madrid. NW Europe is average of Antwerp, Amsterdam and London 
 
Welfare Ratios to Subsistence Line (1) – Basket computed with grain prices. (Allen, Murphy et al, 2011) (Allen et 

al., 2012) 

 Spain* (wheat) NW Europe (oatmeal) 

 Labourers Labourers 

1501-50 2.23 3.47 

1551-00 1.71 3.16 

1601-50 1.71 3.22 

1651-00 1.76 3.43 

1701-50 1.61 3.70 

1751-00 1.17 3.25 

* Spain is average of Valencia and Madrid. NW Europe is average of Antwerp, Amsterdam and London 
 
Welfare Ratios to Subsistence Line (2) – Basket computed with bread prices. (Own estimation)* 

 Spain (Mediterranean) Spain (Castile) Spain (Average) NW Europe 

 Masons Labourers Masons Labourers Masons Labourers Masons Labourers 

1501-50 1.73 1.26 2.62 1.30 2.27 1.28 2.24 1.40 

1551-00 1.04 0.84 2.24 1.16 1.76 1.03 1.87 1.18 

1601-50 1.23 0.90 2.56 1.35 2.03 1.17 1.80 1.16 

1651-00 1.67 1.27 2.49 1.39 2.16 1.34 1.85 1.22 

1701-50 1.58 1.09 2.68 1.37 2.24 1.26 2.01 1.38 

1751-00 1.43 0.93 1.91 0.97 1.72 0.95 1.90 1.26 

* Spain (Mediterranean) is average of the available figures for Barcelona and Valencia while Spain (Castilla) 
corresponds to the average of Madrid, Seville and Valladolid. Spain (Average) is Barcelona, Valencia, Madrid, Seville 
and Valladolid. NW Europe is the average of Antwerp, Amsterdam and London. North-western subsistence ratios 
per city in the Appendix (Table 1) 
Sources: Allen (2001) and Allen et al. (2012) ; Spain, see text.  

To estimate subsistence ratios we have based our computations on the basket described in Table 

2. For the Spanish baskets we choose to use bread instead of grain prices for the reasons 

explained above. The novelty is that we applied the same rule to the NW European cities (rye 

bread in Amsterdam and Antwerp, and wheat bread in London). The choice was clear since we 

consider that substitution of oatmeal for bread in the baskets creates a situation that may distort 
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the final results and the subsequent images. We do understand the logic behind the exercise 

and as the Allen himself recognised, it was a matter of making a hypothetical calculus of the cost 

of the bare subsistence using the cheapest grain (and other foodstuffs) apparently available. In 

this sense, the choice for oatmeal is unquestionable. However, this raises some doubts on the 

real representativeness of the ratios obtained - fundamentally, when they are compared with 

others calculated using grains in other parts of Europe and the World. Had it the demand for 

oatmeal so high, we are not very sure that prices would have maintained at such a low level 

regarding wheat in London or rye in Amsterdam. Apart from that, there is the production 

problem. A higher demand of oats would have also affected agricultural land distribution and 

prices. We fear that these comparison of ratios based on grains (wheat, rice, maize and oats) 

will be biased for the first four are real staple cereals, with all the consequences this carries out 

in terms of production, commercialisation, demand and prices, while the oatmeal case is 

hypothetical –at least for the places it is applying. Although the use of wheat prices in the 

Spanish computations would increase subsistence ratios, as in Allen et al. (2012), it would be 

still an unbalance comparison since wheat is the raw resource required to produce bread, which 

was the commodity consumed, with again all it implied and something that, in our opinion, the 

price computed for oatmeal does not incorporate. On the other hand, we have also revaluated 

the weighting of legumes in North-western baskets. The daily allowance of calories (187) 

imputed to legumes in the European subsistence basket (Allen, 2009, p. 137), (Allen, 2011, p. 

10), (Allen et al., 2011, p. 25) would mean the use of a legume that provided around 3000 

calories per kg. However, the prices of the legumes included in the baskets of Antwerp and 

Amsterdam correspond to green peas, and for London we have doubts of the type of beans 

English prices represent. Using the equivalences of the USDA for fresh green peas the number 

of kg need to reach those daily 187 calories is 76 kg. In the London basket we have used the 

equivalences of calories per litre of beans in Allen (2001, p. 421), which results in 46 kg.  

The picture of decline and of real wages falling behind NW European levels appears once more 

in the three computations presented in Table 14. Broadly speaking, they share trends with the 

biggest falls occurring in the first half of the 16th century and during the second half of the 18th 

century. The two hundred years between 1550 and 1750 would show certain stability, with the 

exception of our estimate, that points to a slight recovery in the century between 1650 and 

1750. However, a first look reveals significant differences between them in what concerns the 

timing and the degree of the Spanish divergence; and, most importantly, they might generate 

different lectures of the decline and the role of Spain in the so called Little Divergence. The root 

of the differences lays in the composition of the baskets, clear in the case of Allen (2001) against 

the other two, and in the altered concept and weightings used to calculate Subsistence ratios in 

our case. The results obtained with this recalculation tell a different history to the one that have 

been displaying since this model of Bare Bones basket came to light. 

In comparison with the NW European average, the first estimate would put Spanish figures 

about a 20% below from the starting point of the early 16th century and during the following 

centuries Spanish real wages fell and diverged to reduce approximately to a 50% of the NW 

Europeans in last decades of the 18th century. The second approach only calculates subsistence 

ratios for unskilled workers. Here, due to the changes induced in the basket composition, and 

largely for the substitution of grain for bread, Spanish ratios practically doubled at the beginning 

of the 16th century and those in NW Europe came to be 2.5 higher than in Allen (2001). However, 
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the remarkable thing in this case is not the increase of the purchasing capacity of wages, as the 

concept of the ratio calculated changed in a significant manner. The key question in this second 

estimation is that the Little Divergence turns into a quasi-Great Divergence. In the early 16th 

century, the level of the Spanish real wages with regard to their NW European counterparts 

would be an approximately 35% lower. In other words, around 1500, the divergence already 

existed and it steadily increased throughout the Early Modern centuries. On the eve of the 19th 

century, Spanish real wages would have only accounted for approximately a third of the North-

western wages.  

Table 10. Spanish real wages’ relative position with respect to North-western Europe 
(NWE=100). Three different Estimations. 

Grain Wages   
van Zanden (1999) 

Labourers 

López&Piquero -  with regard to NW 
in van Zanden (1999) 

Labourers 

 1501-25  97  107 

 1775-00  75 76 

Welfare ratios to 
poverty line. Allen 
(2001) 

  Unskilled  Skilled 

 1501-25  79 81 

 1775-00  45 53 

Welfare ratios to 
Subsistence Line. Allen 
et al (2011) 

  Unskilled 

 1501-50  64 

 1750-00  36 

Welfare ratios to 
Subsistence Line. Own 
estimation 

  
Spain 

(Mediterranean) 
Spain (Castile) 

Spain (General 
Average)*** 

   Labourer Mason Labourer Mason Labourer Mason 

 1501-50  90 77 93 117 92 101 

 1551-00  71 55 99 119 88 94 

 1601-50  78 68 116 142 101 112 

 1651-00  104 90 114 134 110 116 

 1701-50  79 78 99 134 91 112 

 1751-00  73 75 77 100 75 90 

*** Spain (Average of Mediterranean Spain and Castile) 

Our ratios tell quite a different tale. The picture stemming from them is one of decline and 

divergence but they appear to have occurred later and with less intensity than it what was 

described before. In fact, Spanish and NW European unskilled real wages would have moved 

along together during the most part of the Early Modern period with Spanish ratios being 

approximately a 90% of the north-westerners. The biggest of the divergence would have 

occurred in the second half of 18th century when in the lapse of fifty years the Spanish unskilled 

real wages reduced to, approximately, a 75% of their northern counterparts. However, inside 

Spain different behaviours arose. The relative fall of Mediterranean unskilled wages regarding 

north westerners began in the second half of the 16th -with the exception of 1651-1700- and it 

accelerated from the 1750s onwards; in Castile, the 16th century was a time of convergence and 

the relative fall was a matter of the last half of the 18th century. In the case of the craftsmen, 

wages in the Mediterranean performed quite similarly to what described for labourers but in 
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Castile, mason’s wages would be always slightly above north-western figures to equal at end of 

the 18th century after another relative fall of a 20% in this last period. Summing up, our data 

suggest that the differences in real wages between Spain and the NW Europe were not 

substantial until the second half of the 18th century when the Little Divergence would have 

occurred and the available evidence seem to point out that it expanded during the 19th century. 

The truth is that our calculations can be also revised, principally, because of a common issue in 

all those types of computations: the uncertainty in the homogeneity of the goods included in 

the baskets. We hardly know, for example, if the quality of products is comparable in all places18. 

And all these, together with all that can be discussed about the (sometimes many) interpolations 

needed can make the following a futile exercise. Nevertheless, assuming all its limitations, we 

have also carried out a tentative comparison of the real price of the goods that compose the 

subsistence basket with the aim of shedding light into the sources of divergence of the Spanish 

prices and wages. The preliminary results of the exercise show that the biggest difference 

between Spain and NW European appears in energy prices. The real cost in Spain of the BTU was 

between two and three times higher during the Early Modern period. Differences in basic staple 

foodstuffs were not significant and, as it was expected, fats (olive oil) were cheaper in Spain but 

with a decreasing advantage in this last case. However, in the case manufactured goods (linen, 

soap, candles) the advantage was also for the North-western European cities from the 17th 

century onwards. 

Conclusions 

What does this evidence add new to what it was already known about real wages in Early 

Modern Spain? First, we provide a geographically wider and more complete sample of real 

wages with regard to the existing evidence. Second, we use a methodology that allows direct 

comparisons of trends and levels to be made between different Spanish cities and zones. Until 

now, we knew whether prices rose faster or slower but we ignored everything about their levels. 

As Feliu (1991, p. 17) rightly pointed out, a stronger or a weaker growth do not have the same 

meaning if base prices are similar or if they are recovering from a backward situation. The use 

of standardised basket, with all the problems it may pose and the doubts it may raise, helps 

overcome this limitation and, more importantly, it allows establishing baselines through which 

determine and compare, or at least approach to, levels of welfare among the different spaces 

considered. In this paper we have computed subsistence ratios for skilled and unskilled building 

workers of five Spanish cities (Barcelona, Valencia, Seville, Madrid and Valladolid) and two 

villages of the Atlantic Basque Country. The results show some differences in evolutions 

between the Mediterranean cities of the Kingdom of Aragon and the Castilian cities of Madrid, 

Seville and Valladolid, although the convergence at low levels during the 18th century was 

common in all places, and only in the case of skilled workers in Madrid we found some distinctive 

behaviours. In any case, what the computed ratios tell is that during those three centuries, 

labourers’ earnings gave few options to move above crude subsistence. There was not any 

improvement that would have allowed the family unit to invest in education or in other 

garments apart from basic furniture and clothes. Under such conditions, the need of more 

                                                           
18 As for bread, our prices and those of London seem to be comparable in terms of quality as the latter refer to 
wheaten household bread. Mitchell (1988, pp. 769-770); Muldrew (2011, p. 58). However, we lack of similar 
information about rye bread in Antwerp or Amsterdam. 



26 
 

income would have been only possible, hypothetically, by increasing the number of working 

days during the year and by the involvement of the rest of the members of the family in income-

earning activities. Even skilled workers, according to our calculations, with higher real salaries 

had genuine problems to reach a level significantly above subsistence.  

The changes in the composition of the subsistence baskets, with the substitution of bread for 

grain, give other perspective to the evolution of subsistence ratios in Spain as well as in North-

western Europe. The use of bread prices in the computations reduced the distance between 

southern and northern wages showed in prior exercises. Now, differences in real wages weren’t 

significant until the eighteenth century when the Spanish divergence seems to occur. Instead 

the 16th or the 17th centuries, the time of the beginning of the real divergence seems to point to 

the 18th century. 
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