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Abstract
The article explores the evolution of household income in India before the late nineteenth
century. At a time when criticism of estimates of global real wages challenges the
assumptions arising from the Great Divergence Debate, we aim to provide alternative
ways of contributing to the discussion. By looking at individual and household income,
as well as consumption levels in different parts of India, we found that members of the
household other than the head (namely women) supplied a larger part of its total
income than an analysis of wage differentials would suggest. Moreover, we argue that
India, in the centuries under review, had a functioning labour market, despite several
impediments. This adds to the value of our data as building blocks to reconstruct real
wages and, consequently, to better understand welfare levels. Nevertheless, the decline in
the Indian skill premium suggests that channels of social mobility decreased over time.
The implications of all these findings for the Great Divergence Debate depend on the
extent to which our approach also has consequences for our view on household income
in other parts of Eurasia. Certainly, they call for a nuanced approach to Indian
economic development during the period.

Introduction

The study of real wages in India has progressed substantially over the last three
decades. The present contribution aims to expand the current evidence available,
resulting in more complete long-term trends between c.1500 and 1870.
Such reconstructions of income trends are important for two reasons. The first
pertains to the historical roots of India’s underdevelopment. The second reason,
linked to the first, is the importance of the Indian case for the Great Divergence
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Debate (GDD).1 Modern research into India’s economic underdevelopment is heavily
dependent on statistical evidence after 1900 or even after 1945. However, earlier
quantitative evidence is necessary to reveal more important backgrounds to
contemporary underdevelopment.2

The key question in this debate is when the Great Divergence between different
parts of Eurasia started. To answer this, it is necessary to trace back from global
inequalities blatantly visible in the nineteenth century and thereafter. It requires the
precise timing, which is a sine qua non for discovering the root causes of the
divergence between living standards in Western Europe on the one hand and in
Asia, in particular China and India, on the other. The evidence collected so far
suggests – notwithstanding substantial fluctuations over the earlier centuries – that
India’s real wages were lagging behind those of Europe already in the sixteenth
century.3 The most recent historical reconstruction of India’s real wages emphasizes
the need for significant improvements in data quality, given the vast geographical
scope of the Indian subcontinent and the long time span under consideration. This,
of course, also applies to the other regions involved in this global comparison.
However, for the seventeenth century, especially for the years 1640–1720, Indian
wage data are still relatively scarce compared to earlier and later periods. This article
will address that gap by examining new evidence from Portuguese sources. It will
also briefly expand on discussions regarding the reliability of the colonial sources used.

Apart from these preliminary but necessary additions, our main aim is to
contribute to their interpretation in a more nuanced way – along the lines of Joyce
Burnette’s recent work on European comparisons and Pim de
Zwart’s intercontinental comparisons. In this respect, the debate has advanced more
recently, e.g. through a discussion of the frequency of payment, possible wage
deductions, and the composition of the “basket” of consumer necessities.4

Nevertheless, two methodological questions deserve priority. First, the household as
a consumption unit (instead of the – adult male – individual) and the contribution

1For a summary of the Indian case, see J. Lucassen and R. Seshan, “Introduction: The Study of Wages in
India 1500–1900”, in J. Lucassen and R. Seshan (eds), Wage Earners in India, 1500–1900: Regional
Approaches in an International Context (New Delhi, 2022), pp. 1–42; for a more global approach, see
J. Lucassen, The Story of Work: A New History of Humankind (New Haven, CT, 2021), pp. 245–289, and
P. de Zwart, “The Long-Run Evolution of Global Real Wages”, Journal of Economic Surveys (2023) (early
view).

2J. Drèze and A. Sen, An Uncertain Glory: India and Its Contradictions (London, 2013).
3For an extensive summary of the debate since the 1920s, see H. Carvalhal, J. Lucassen, and P. de Zwart,

“After da Gama: Real Wages in Western India, c.1500–c. 1650”, European Review of Economic History, 28:3
(2024), pp. 311–334. This debate will not be replicated here. See also H. Carvalhal, P.T. de Matos, and
J. Lucassen, “Wages, Income and Living Standards in Western India, 1510–1570”, in Lucassen and
Seshan, Wage Earners in India, 1500–1900, pp. 43–84.

4For the Indian case, see Carvalhal et al., “After da Gama”. For recent developments on these topics, see
C. Boter, “Living Standards and the Life Cycle: Reconstructing Household Income and Consumption in the
Early Twentieth-Century Netherlands”, The Economic History Review, 73:4 (2020), pp. 1050–1073;
J. Stephenson, “Working Days in a London Construction Team in the Eighteenth Century: Evidence
from St Paul’s Cathedral”, The Economic History Review, 73:2 (2020), pp. 409–430; and recently
J. Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living: Male Wages, Non-Market Production and
Household Income in Nineteenth-Century Europe”, The Economic History Review, 78:1 (2025), pp. 87–112.
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to household income by its different members, and second, the scope available to
Indian wage-earning families to improve their income position.

Indeed, nearly all adult males are part of a family, consisting of several members,
but these males cannot simply be seen as a pars pro toto. We need to ask ourselves
which of these members, male and female, contribute to household income, and
how many consumers is this income meant to support (the consumer:producer (or
c/p) ratio)? In other words, what is the relationship between the income generated
by household members and their own consumption, as well as that of their
non-working dependants? We will try to answer this question by looking at both
long-term developments in the “gender wage gap” and by analysing the earliest
sources available on the composition of wage-earning families.

Second, this relationship between producers and consumers within the household
is directly related to so-called family strategies. Not only who works and who does
what kind of work, but also decisions on whether and how to improve working
conditions and remuneration. This goal can be reached by improving skills and
related wages (the “skill premium”). It is an important aspect of mobility,
geographical (which we will not discuss here) as well as social, i.e. strategies to
change types and places of work and employers. Both methodological issues
(briefly, the gender wage gap cum c/p ratios and the skill premium) affect our
interpretation of welfare levels and, consequently, any global comparison.

With these objectives in mind, the article proceeds as follows. First, it offers a
reassessment of the evolution of Indian real wages, supplemented by new evidence
for the seventeenth century and by a discussion of the reliability of our long-term
wage series between 1500 and 1870. It then examines the gender wage gap in
relation to individual male and female income before assessing how the latter
contributions are representative for both household income and consumption in
precolonial and early colonial India. It investigates household strategies to improve
income, or at least prevent its deterioration, by examining the so-called skill
premium as an indicator of the scope to improve one’s income position by moving
from a lower paid unskilled job to a better paid skilled one. Finally, it summarizes
our main contributions to both our knowledge about Indian household income and
consumption as well as to the Great Divergence Debate, ending with a plea to
improve its methodology and, thus, the quality of global comparisons.

Long-Term Trends in Real Wages: A Reconsideration

The reconstruction of long-term trends in real wages in precolonial India has made
significant progress in recent decades.5 This article will not only summarize these
but also add to the data collection new evidence from Western India for the
seventeenth century. This provides us with a substantially longer set of parallel wage
data for Western and Northern India than before, enabling us to discuss the

5T. Roy, “Globalisation, Factor Prices, and Poverty in Colonial India”, The Australian Economic History
Review, 47:1 (2007), pp. 73–94; Drèze and Sen, An Uncertain Glory; Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”,
pp. 1–42.
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relationship between the two.6 The evidence for the 1680s is based on a yearly overview
of payments to sailors and taskmasters in Portuguese settlements on India’s West
Coast. It also helps to say more about the eighty-year period between 1640 and
1720 for which the Dutch and English sources are severely wanting. In the
appendix more details are given about these new data. Together with the results of
previous research about real wages in Western India (2024), Figure 1 shows the
long-term trend in real wages, expressed in terms of how many subsistence baskets
an adult male could afford with an unskilled daily wage.

Although more research may be needed, this serves as the starting point for the rest
of the article. Provisionally, we can discern the following trends. After a hike during the
1520s, real wages of unskilled workers in Western India decreased from nearly four
baskets around 1525 to extreme poverty levels until 1600. We stressed earlier that a
combination of internal and external reasons – including the decline of both
intercontinental and intra-Asian overseas trade, together with the imposition of a
“stricter” set of colonial policies, and possibly stagnating agricultural productivity –
might explain such decline.7 Again, after an ephemeral and less expressive hike in
the 1620s, real wages plummeted – coinciding with the famines in the 1630s – only
to grow steadily until the end of century to levels comparable to the 1620s (around
two baskets per day). Adding to our previous analysis of subsistence real wages, this
new evidence suggests two things. First, that the often-used normative data of the
Ain-i-Akbari, represented in the evolution of Northern Indian real wages in the
1590s, are clearly outliers due to their nature (according to Haider, they were based

Figure 1. Evolution of real wages for male adults in India, 1500–1870. Goa and Bengal represent,
respectively, Western and Eastern India, while Agra represents Northern India.
Sources: See Appendix, section A1.

6This is even more important because evidence around 1600 was heavily dependent on the –most likely –
more normative wages from the Ain-i-Akbari, a sixteenth-century detailed document regarding the
administration of the Mughal Empire under Emperor Akbar. See N. Haider, “Structure and Movement of
Wages in the Mughal Empire, 1500–1700”, in J. Lucassen (ed.), Wages and Currency: Global
Comparisons from Antiquity to the Twentieth Century (Bern, 2007), pp. 293–321; N. Haider, “South
Asian Economy during 16th and 18th Centuries and the Great Divergence Debate”, unpublished paper
presented at the Asian Historical Economics Conference (Beijing, May 2010).

7Carvalhal et al., “After da Gama”.
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on wages paid to palace employees and other administration servants); and second,
that workers in Western India lived in poverty for the whole of the period, with
between one and two baskets most of the time and only three around 1525. In turn,
Northern Indian unskilled workers (in Agra) already enjoyed higher real wages by
the 1630s, and this grew to five baskets as a daily wage until 1720, followed by a
decline up to 1780–1780 and two hikes (seven baskets in the North around 1800
and 1850) until wages stabilized around five baskets at the end of the period.

These substantial wage differences for Western and Northern India in the
seventeenth century are simultaneously the most spectacular and the most
enigmatic results of our research, which requires an explanation. Sivramkrishna
shows that, in Mysore (around 650 kilometres southeast of Goa), around 1800, the
purchasing power of agricultural wage labourers, if expressed in ragi or jola
(meaning corn, the prevailing staple of the poor), is nearly twice as high than if
expressed in coarse rice.8 Although we have no evidence in our data from the
Portuguese settlements on the West Coast that this kind of substitution was feasible,
let alone that it was practised (as far as we know “our” workers ate rice as a staple),
Sivramkrishna’s research may serve as a warning to take care when selecting a
particular staple for a particular group of workers in a specific place and moment in
time.

Let us now see what this means for the global comparison and, in particular, for the
trends in the seventeenth century (Figure 2).

Compared to the conclusions in our previous article, the evolution of real wages in
several parts of pre-1700 India suggests different development trajectories.9 Western
Indian grain wages showed little significant increase from the 1630s until the end of
the seventeenth century. Western Indian male workers fared slightly better than
their rural Japanese counterparts. However, Northern and Eastern workers had
significantly better living standards than Western Indians (and Japanese), at least
during the above-mentioned period. Nevertheless, India lies below most European
data lines, although it should be stressed that Southern Europe and Northern India
did not differ substantially in this respect around the early 1700s. This implies that
the conclusions from our previous research about an early Great Divergence
between India and Europe are corroborated by our new data for Western India in
the late seventeenth century.

So far, our contribution to the GDD aligns partially with our own earlier research,
while also nuancing it. Most importantly, it teaches us to be cautious in contrasting
“all-Asian” with “all-European” trends, as well as in supposing long-term linear
trends for different parts of Eurasia.

Before drawing more conclusions by comparing regional trends, we need to delve
more deeply into the comparability as such. A few more considerations deserve our
attention. Earlier source critique extensively addressed possible misinterpretations

8S. Sivramkrishna, “Ascertaining Living Standards in Erstwhile Mysore, Southern India, from Francis
Buchanan’s Journey of 1800–01: An Empirical Contribution to the Great Divergence Debate”, Journal of
the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 52:4 (2009), pp. 695–733. For some other Southern Indian
wages, see S.J. Stephen, The Coromandel Coast and Its Hinterland: Economy, Society and Political System
(A.D. 1500–1600) (New Delhi, 1997), pp. 192–195.

9Carvalhal et al., “After da Gama”.
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because of, for instance, the possible inclusion of board and lodging,10 or seasonal
fluctuations in wages and employment, and that critique will not be repeated here.
However, we also have to question whether the type of employer matters. Many of
our sources pertain to Indians working within a colonial setting. We should therefore
ask who pays best: the European colonial government, private European employers in
India, or private Indian employers? If the first were to be the case, our trend would
be too optimistic. Counterintuitively, perhaps, this seems not to be the case. On the
contrary, European sources might even provide an overly pessimistic view if we follow
J.H. Middleton, Assistant to the Civil Commissioner Delhi. In a long letter in 1819,
he writes at length regarding the prevailing wages in Delhi and Meerut (seventy-five
kilometres north of Delhi).11 Notwithstanding recent wage increases by the British
authorities, private Indian employers outcompeted the British, both governmental
and private: “A native [employer] pays one piece per diem beyond the rates
established [by Government] more than a European does.” Furthermore, Middleton

Figure 2. Indian real wages for male adults in global perspective, 1500–1870. The different parts of India
are represented as explained in Figure 1. Madrid and Oxford represent respectively Southwest and
Northwest Europe; Beijing represents China.
Sources: See Appendix, section A2.

10We have found fresh evidence for the occurrence of board and lodging for in-living farm servants, for
example for Dinajpur (see the budgets below) and for Purnea about the same time. See F. Buchanan, An
Account of the District of Purnea in 1809–10 (New Delhi, [1928] 1986), p. 159: “In the town of Puraniya
these domestic servants usually receive from two to three rupees a month and find themselves in food,
clothing and lodging; but if they have no family on the spot they are always allowed to sleep in some hut,
which, however, costs their master nothing as he furnishes no bedding. They lie of course on the ground.”

11National Archives of India [NAI], MBP 14 March 1820, pp. 5036–5037, letter dated 23 December 1819.
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thinks this is right and that the British should not try to disobey the rules of the labour
market: “I think every man should be free to work for the man who will pay and treat
him best.”

Against this possibility of underestimating wage levels are the risks of
overestimation. We mention two here: deductions by foremen and money exchange
losses. Such deductions were made where workers were hired as a group.
The intermediaries, sometimes called jobbers, were entitled to keep part of the wage
for themselves in exchange for their services. There is plenty of evidence of this for
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it is hard to quantify. Daniel Houston
Buchanan thinks that, in the 1930s, foremen in the textile industry kept between
one and ten per cent for themselves on pay days.12 Unfortunately, this is rather
vague and not very helpful for drawing further conclusions. In the Indian case,
losses from exchanging the coins received as wage stem from frequent fluctuations
in the exchange rate of silver, copper, and cowrie shells (the lowest denomination,
especially in use in northeast India until around 1850). There are numerous
complaints about the shroffs or money changers taking advantage of the ignorance
or weakness of workers in this process, but, again, it is hard to quantify.13 It is quite
possible that the decentralization of the minting process in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, along with the subsequent distortion of centrally enforced
exchange rates, exacerbated this disadvantage for workers, making it more severe
than in earlier or later periods. On the other hand, workers’ protests and abuse of
shroffs are well documented and therefore wage receivers cannot be represented
simply as their powerless victims.

This questioning of the reliability and representativeness of our wage data does not
point to a problem that is typical of Indian history alone. It applies equally to other
regions studied within the framework of the Great Divergence Debate and to later
Indian wages. We must therefore content ourselves with these results, chiefly
because of a lack of information on systematic change over time. At the same time,
we hope for research that will elaborate on these important issues. More results can
be achieved by looking at the c/p ratio.

Individual Income and Gender Wage Gap

In recent decades, much of the literature on real wages adopted the methodology of
assembling baskets of goods to assess the purchasing power of individuals over time
and space.14 This literature generally and mostly implicitly suggested that the male
wage earner’s income is intended to support not only himself, but also the other

12D.H. Buchanan, The Development of Capitalistic Enterprise in India (New York, 1934), pp. 337–339.
13J. Lucassen, Money of the Masses: Copper Coin Production and Circulation in India 1500–1900 (New

Delhi, 2025).
14R.C. Allen, “The Great Divergence in European Wages and Prices from the Middle Ages to the First

World War”, Explorations in Economic History, 38:4 (2001), pp. 411–447; R.C. Allen et al., “Wages,
Prices, and Living Standards in China, 1738–1925: In Comparison with Europe, Japan, and India”, The
Economic History Review, 64:S1 (2011), pp. 8–38. For criticism, see J. Humphries and J. Weisdorf,
“Unreal Wages? Real Income and Economic Growth in England, 1260–1860”, The Economic Journal,
129:623 (2019), pp. 2867–2887, as well as Boter, “Living Standards and the Life Cycle”.
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members of his household. If, for example, his income equals two baskets of goods,
this would mean that his earnings were sufficient for himself, his wife (who is
assumed to consume less), and one or two small children. Yet, there is a growing
body of literature showing not only the degree to which women are involved in
working for the market (Figure 3), with more visible impact on household finances,
but also in the income generated from non-market activities (domestic work for
example).15 Regarding the former point, how does a woman’s wage compare to that
of a man? In other words, how wide is the so-called gender wage gap?

This assessment is of paramount importance because we need to know more about
the earning capacity of all able-bodied household members, not only the adult males
that appear in our general trends, but also their spouses, other women in the
household, and elderly and working children. More precisely, did women also
produce more than they consumed? If so, to what extent? This brings us to the
question of the “gender wage gap”, which indicates the difference between average
male and female wages for work of the same kind and amount (Figure 4). The
female wage is expressed as a percentage of the male wage, which is set to 100 per cent.

The available evidence for both Western India and Bengal (Figure 4) points to a
gender wage gap of at least 0.5 or less during most of the period. In Bengal, the gap
seems to have been lower around 1700, 1760s, and 1820s, which, in part, was in

Figure 3. A basket-maker and his wife, Trichinopoly, India, c.1870. Painting; gouache on mica.
Source: Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

15Again, see Boter, “Living Standards and the Life Cycle”, as well as Burnette, “How Not to Measure the
Standard of Living”.
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counter cycle with the evolution of male real wages. Western India witnessed a
decreasing gap between the 1520s and the 1580s–1590s. In theory, this tendency
might be related to the decline in Western Indian real wages until around 1600, as
women had an incentive to carry out waged work outside the household if their
economic circumstances worsened. In the context of high male real wages, the
opposite would probably happen, due to patriarchal culture and norms, as seen
above (see below for further considerations about perceptions on women’s wage
work outside the household). While these two regions do not represent precolonial
India as a whole, the estimates suggest that men earned twice as much as women in
the same or similar jobs. At the same time, the gender division of labour was
significant in many areas of activity.16 It is also true that variation existed, and
lower male real wages would boost the income of women’s wage work. However, as
will become clear from the following analysis of budgets, the earnings power of
women cannot only be derived from the gender wage gap. There is much more to
it, and women’s earning capacity was larger than that.

Household Income

To widen our perspective from individual wages to household income, we need to
know the average or median size of the household, the composition of that
household, and the balance between the income-earning capacity (in the broadest
sense of the word) of its members, as well as their consumption needs (Table 1).17

Figure 4. Evolution of gender wage gap in precolonial India, 1510–1870. 0.1 is considered a very high gap
(women making 10 per cent of a man’s wage), while 0.9 implies a lower gender wage gap (women’s wage
is 90 per cent of a man’s). Decadal benchmarks for Western India are Kannur 1510s, Goa 1520s, and Kochi
1580s–1590s. Both men and women worked in similar unskilled jobs (HISCLASS 11). Interpolations were
used accordingly for the decades for which evidence is missing.
Sources: See Appendix, section A3.

16S. Moosvi, “The World of Labour in Mughal India (c.1500–1750)”, International Review of Social
History, 56:S19 (2011), pp. 251–252.

17By stressing the great importance of households of on average four to five persons (see further
considerations in tables 1 and 2), we do not deny the existence of one-person households. Because of the
low age at marriage for girls in Purnea district: “In many parts no free women servants are on any
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Table 1. Household size in India, c.1800–1850.

Location Larger region Period Inhabitants Households (HH) Average size of HH

Puraniya haveli Purnea district 1809–1810 32,100 8,234 3.90

Purnea district Bengal/Bihar 1809–1810 1,429,111 332,092 4.30

Shahabad district 1812–1813 n/a 217,525 4.75

Poona coll. The Deccan 1822 331,015 69,105 4.79

Ahmednagar coll. The Deccan 1822 625,000 127,811 4.89

Khandesh coll. The Deccan 1822 371,404 93,788 3.96

Dharwad coll. The Deccan 1820s 740,579 165,308 4.48

Unnamed village Gujarat 1820s n/a n/a 4.54

Unnamed village Maharashtra 1820s n/a n/a 4.26

Radhvanaj Central Gujarat 1825 1,305 283 4.61

Ajmere c.1830 208,201 46,529 4.47

Nimaur c.1830 16,385 4,065 4.02

Scindia’s district c.1830 74,160 16,839 4.40

Eastern Shoojawulpoor c.1830 35,66 8,196 4.35

Goa 1848 360,402 81,252 4.44

Sources: See Appendix, section A4.
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Before the census of 1881, little was known about size of the household in India and its
working members, and before 1800 virtually nothing. But even afterwards there was
much confusion. Definitions and counting methods were not consistent across the
different censuses.18 An early complaint from Bengal about the confusion caused by
the uncritical usage of the terms “family” and “household” warns us that “It should
be noted here that the term translated family or house is often employed to
describe an aggregate of families, as when two or more married brothers live in a
collection of huts or buildings having one enclosure, one entrance and one court”.19

These people living on more or less the same spot form separate households
according to A.M. Shah’s definition of a household unit: “A residential and domestic
unit composed of one or more persons living under the same roof and eating food
cooked in a single kitchen.”20 This definition is important for Shah but also for us
because of the stubborn and still very influential idea that, in the past, Indian
households were extended (patrilocal or virilocal patrilineal) three-generation units to
become smaller only under the influence of colonialism and industrialization. In his
authoritative study, which appeared in 1974, Shah demonstrates that this simple
evolutionist dogma was initiated by Henry S. Maine in the 1860s–1870s and worked
out in the Indology tradition. However, as he also shows, this development of the
Indian household from traditional joint to modern elementary family under the
influence of colonialism is based not on solid demographic data, and the evolution
might even have been in the opposite direction.21

The earliest, more reliable evidence available to us now, covering Northern, Central,
and parts of Southern India (see Table 1), points in the same direction. It indicates
that, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the average Indian household was
small – as small as or maybe even smaller than that in Europe. It is also likely that
the poor had smaller households than the wealthy at that time.22 In fact, the average
household size of the wage earners we are concerned with here will have been closer
to 4 than to 4.5. Unless new evidence suggests otherwise, we suppose that for the
wage-earning part of the Indian population during the period under scrutiny we
must assume small households. This assertion is also important for global
comparisons, as the 1911 Census of India concludes that India’s average 4.9 persons
per house is “much the same as in European countries”.23

account procurable. In some they can be had for nearly the same wages that are given to men; and are called
Chakrani and Dasi. Most of them are elderly women who have lost their connections; but some are young
and are probably concubines veiled under a decent name.” (Buchanan, An Account of the District of Purnea,
p. 159).

18See A.M. Shah, The Household Dimension of the Family in India: A Field Study in a Gujarat Village and
a Review of Other Studies (Berkeley, CA, 1974) – approvingly cited by S. Guha, “The Population History of
South Asia from the Seventeenth to the Twentieth Centuries: An Exploration”, in T. Liu et al. (eds), Asian
Population History (Oxford, 2011), pp. 63–78, on the problematic way in Indian statistics of counting houses
and families; J. Krishnamurty, “Changing Concepts of Work in the Indian Censuses: 1901–61”, The Indian
Economic and Social History Review, 14:3 (1977), pp. 323–340.

19W. Adam, Second Report on the State of Education in Bengal: District of Rajshahi (Calcutta, 1836), p. 5.
20Shah, The Household Dimension, p. 8; cf. Lucassen, The Story of Work, pp. 5–6, 439 fn. 12.
21For this orientalist view, see also Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, pp. 10–11.
22Shah, The Household Dimension, pp. 148–150.
23Ibid., p. 126.
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How can we go beyond numbers of persons to imagine more concretely the
composition of this Indian household in the past? In his extensive study on the
Indian household, A.M. Shah also emphasizes how little we know about this, even
after the gradual improvement in the Indian censuses from 1881 onwards. Luckily,
we have information about Goa around the mid-nineteenth century that enables us
to get an idea about how to envisage this relatively small household of the Indian
working classes.

Given the age-class division of twenty-five per cent under the age of ten (some of
whom started working from, say, the age of eight, see below) and five per cent over
sixty years old, we may suppose that, around 1850, about twenty-five per cent of the
total population of Goa was unable to work.24 A more detailed idea about family
composition may be gained from an – admittedly – small sample of gunpowder
factory worker families around 1800.25 This rare information became available from
correspondence relating to industrial accidents, mainly explosions, and
compensation paid to the widows, parents, or children of the victims. These records
generally include their names and age. The factory for which most information is
available was situated at Ichapur, north of Calcutta, but data for a few victims from
the auxiliary factory at Allahabad may also be included. For sixty-five out of a total
of 126 named victims from 1783 until 1815 we have enough relevant information
about their family composition. Twelve of them were unmarried, and, as the
information on brothers and sisters of the victims is generally lacking, we will
restrict ourselves to the households of the fifty-three married factory workers.26

These fifty-three cases represent two different types of households. First, there were
forty-four complete households, comprising husband (in this case, the victim of the
industrial accident) and wife, with or without children, plus (sometimes) the
husband’s parents (three with a co-residing mother and one with both co-residing
parents). One of these husbands had two spouses. Secondly, there were nine
incomplete households, seven of which comprised the father (the victim of the
industrial accident) and his children (from that moment full orphans), one case
comprising the worker, his mother, and his son, and in another the worker, his
father, and two sons.

Despite the incomplete information on the unmarried victims, the age of their
parents is still important. In the case of two of them, both parents were still alive
(father aged seventy and mother forty-five in one case; father aged sixty-one and
mother forty-two in the other). Two lived alone with their father (ages 70 and 80)
and no fewer than seven with just their mother (ages 48, 50, 2×60, 60-70, and two
unknown). Finally, one lived alone with his brother.

The substantial age gap between the parents of these unmarried victims (age gaps of
9, 15, and 22) is confirmed by the same gap for workers whose ages we know, along

24P.T. de Matos and J. Lucassen, “Goa at Work around 1850: A Source-Based Report on Labour Relations
in Western India under the Portuguese”, IISH-Research Paper 54 (2020), p. 55.

25J. Lucassen, “Working at the Ichapur Gunpowder Factory in the 1790s (Part I)”, Indian Historical
Review, 39:1 (2012), pp. 19–56, 40–48. Since fourteen accidents, mainly at Allahabad in 1815, have been
added to the database, it is likely that brothers and sisters of the victims are missing here. This, however,
does not influence the conclusions drawn in the present article from these data.

26Lucassen, “Working at the Ichapur Gunpowder Factory”, pp. 40–41, fn. 85.
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with that of their wives (age gaps 5, 10, 12, 14, and 17). This means that girls married at
a very early age (in our sample we have widows aged 10, 11, 2×12, 13, 14, 15/16, 16/17;
the rest were twenty or older at that time of the accident).27 As far as we can judge, they
had their first child between the ages of sixteen and seventeen. It is possible that at the
time of the accident many firstborns had already passed away. This is suggested by the
fact that the age gap between succeeding surviving children was no less than 3.2 years.
This and the rather low number of children per household must be due to high
mortality rates for children, in particular for girls (see Table 2).

The census data for Goa around 1850 and the “Ichapur” sample of half a century
earlier have important implications for the interpretation of our wage data, which so
far only pertain to adult males. It confirms A.M. Shah’s thesis, namely, that these wage
earners were members of small households (especially because of the high mortality
rates among children, in particular girls) and that the supposedly normative
three-generation household was rather an exception (six out of fifty-three in the
Ichapur case), and not adding substantially to the household size of the commoners.

For a better understanding of welfare rates, we now must know the ratio between
consumers and producers in these wage-earning households. For this, we need to
make a brief excursion to late Czarist Russia. Using a wide range of Russian
statistics around 1900, Alexander V. Chayanov proposed to measure the pressure of
consumer demand by a coefficient relating the number of farm consumer units to
the size of the labour force. He computed this relationship between the number of
consumers to the number of workers (c/w) by using budget surveys. Without
providing actual numbers, his c/w categories vary from a minimum of 1.00–1.15 to
1.61 and higher. The effect of a high c/w ratio is, he claimed, that “other things
being equal, the peasant worker, stimulated to work by the demands of his family,
develops greater energy as the pressure of these demands becomes stronger. The
measure of self-exploitation depends to the highest degree on how heavily the
worker is burdened by the consumer demands of his family”.28

Applying this formula to the – equally rural – Goan society around 1850 (see
Table 3) gives a c/w ratio of 1.33, supposing that the consumption of dependants
(mainly children) equals that of the members of the household actually producing
(mainly adults). Luckily for the parents, that is not true as the dependants are
mainly children who consume less. For that reason, and also given the fact that
workers’ households were among the smallest (as posed by Shaw and confirmed by
our Ichapur sample), we tentatively suggest that in pre-industrial India the
availability of 1.25 baskets of goods per fully abled household member was required
to prevent a shortage of food – with all that implied.

From the handful of early budgets that provide data on the production and
consumption side of a worker’s household, we present one that illustrates best how

27Cf. similar results from two Goa parishes 1750–1834 (P.T. de Matos, “Grupos populacionais e
dinâmicas demográficas nas Ilhas de Goa (1720–1830)”, in J.P.O. Costa and V. Rodrigues (eds), O Estado
da Índia e os desafios europeus. Actas do XII Seminário Internacional de História Indo-Portuguesa
(Lisbon, 2010), p. 626), and from Goa 1850 (de Matos and Lucassen, “Goa at Work around 1850”, p. 18,
fn. 8). See also Buchanan below.

28D. Thorner, B. Kerblay, and R.E.F. Smith, A.V. Chayanov on the Theory of Peasant Economy
(Homewood: IL, 1966), pp. 57–59, 77–78.
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such a balance can be realized. It is provided by the best proto-statistician, active in
India at the dawn of the nineteenth century, Francis Buchanan Hamilton.29 He
started his statistical career working for the East India Company in Southern Bengal
in 1798 and Southern India in 1800–1801, the results of the latter enabling Sashi
Sivramkrishna to draw his important reconstruction of welfare levels (ut supra),
including his emphasis on the importance of female earning power. We will now
follow Buchanan on his tours through Bengal and Bihar, where he further
developed his working methods some ten to fifteen years later. For our purpose, his
report on the district of Dinajpur (now in Bangladesh) is the most revealing.
Among the six budgets he details for Hindu families at Dinajpur, the sixth and
lowest class consists of “sharecroppers, common labourers, low artificers (basket
makers, washermen, the greater part of fishers, carpenters, etc)”. We first
summarize the expenses of “a common labourer, his family, consisting of his wife

Table 2. Children per household in the Ichapur sample, 1783–1815.

Number of households Total number of children

No children 16 0

1 child 11 11

2 children 14 28

3 children 8 24

4 children 2 8

5 children 2 10

Totals 53 81

Gender division of children: 40 boys, 31 girls, 10 unknown gender. Average number of children per household: 1.6.
Source: See Appendix, section A6.

Table 3. Average household composition in Goa, 1848–1851.

Inhabitants % of total
Household members per head

(chefe de família)

Married men and widowers 108,988 30 1.35

Married women and widows 124,897 35 1.55

Dependants 127,969 35 1.59

Total 361,854 100 4.49

By dependants we mean the remaining non–married, non–widowed household members.
Sources: See Appendix, section A5.

29F. Buchanan, A Geographical, Statistical and Historical Description of the District, or Zila, of Dinajpur in
the Province, or Soubah, of Bengal (Calcutta, 1833), pp. 73–77, 130–131, 243–245. His representation of the
Dinajpur budgets can be compared directly with the very similar ones he gives for Purnea in Buchanan, An
Account of the District of Purnea.
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and two children” and subsequently two ways in which these may be covered by
income gaining activities.

Buchanan comments: “The food of the people is in general superior to their
lodging, furniture and clothing: few are distressed by hunger; and although in
general their food is not of a nature sufficiently nourishing, it is abundant. […]
Their supply of fish, oil and vegetables is very scanty”. About the vegetables, he
wrote that these were “either wild ones collected by their children, or a few beans
and cucurbitaceous plants that cover the roofs of their huts”. In sum:

On the whole half a seer of rice, weighing […] 1.231 pound avoirdupois [0.56
kilograms] is considered as sufficient for the daily sustenance of each person in
a family, young and old; to which if there is plenty of salt and oil, with pulse
or other vegetables, rather to convey the latter, than to afford nourishment, the
person is considered as living on a full diet. The only drink is water.30

On the income side, Buchanan provides two types of landless households:
sharecroppers and farm labourers. The sharecroppers (adhiyars; 150,000 families
in Dinajpur) are cultivators who work with their own stock, and the produce of
their labour is divided between them and the farmer-owner “and each takes his
fair share”.31

Apparently, this is a household where the children (if any) still do not contribute to
the household income. More importantly, the net monetary contribution of the
woman (10¼ rupee) as compared to the net income of her husband (13 rupees)
shows a relatively modest gender wage gap of seventy-nine per cent.

The households of farm labourers (krishans; no more than 80,000 families in
Dinajpur) are even slightly smaller than those of the sharecroppers:

I have only supposed two small children per family, because the women are so
hardly wrought, that they do not breed fast, and before a woman has more
than two children, the eldest is usually eight years old. At that age the boys
[…] begin to tend cattle and each can take care of 25 heads [against a meal
and 3 annas per year] from every proprietor in turns. The girls can then assist
their mothers in beating rice but are generally very soon married.32

The work of these farm labourers is described as follows:

In lands that produce a constant succession of crops [they are] hired for the whole
year; but in clay farms they are engaged for six months only. This, however, makes
little difference, as at the months when agriculture is at a stop, the demand for
workmen is great, and they can make rather more than in the season of
cultivation. (See Table 6.)

30Idem, A Geographical, Statistical and Historical Description, pp. 74–77.
31More extensive on the adhiyars is R. Datta, “Rural Bengal: Social Structure and Agrarian Economy in

the Late Eighteenth Century” (Ph.D., University of London, 1990), pp. 176–178, 203–211.
32See the earlier discussion on the age gap at marriage for men and women.
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In this case of agricultural labourers, the woman earns eighty-five per cent of what her
husband earns. Of course, both budgets need to be compared to those for wage earners
outside the purely agricultural sector, who dominate our wage statistics. These are not
abundant before the last quarter of the nineteenth century; thus, a systematic
comparison is not possible within the framework of this article.33 A rare
working-class household budget from Calcutta in 1797–1798, for example,
mentions only male cash incomes and is silent on any possible contributions by
females.34

Themain purpose of presenting these two very early, very detailed, and very complete
budgets is to provide a clear idea of the contributions to household income by the
different household members – husband, wife, and children – from about eight years
of age35 – at least for the lowest income classes (we will return to this issue later
when discussing the impact of caste). While touring Bengal and Bihar in 1808–1814,
Buchanan stressed the importance of female wages also in districts other than in
Dinajpur. Interestingly, men did not always view positively this opportunity to
increase household income through female labour. In Bihar, he remarks that
“notwithstanding the extreme jealousy of the men, the women of the day labourers
make almost as much as the men, as they are employed to weed and transplant rice,
receiving the same allowances as men, and they assist in the harvest”.36 Such
“extravagant jealousy” is also known from agricultural labourers in the district of
Bhagalpur. On the other hand, these same men enabled the women to make extra
earnings from gleaning. While the husband earned 15 rupees per year, “[t]he woman
makes the remainder, in which she is very much assisted by gleaning, most of the
reapers having a strong fellow-feeling in leaving her a large quantity of ears”.37

All these reports are consistent with and might even confirm our previous tentative
conclusion about 1.25 baskets of goods as a minimum requirement for the male wage
income (see also Table 4). At the same time, it illustrates how varied the sources of
income are at the bottom of the social ladder: from a very early age, all members
contribute wages (in cash or in kind), independent agricultural produce for the
market and the fruits of industrial production, gardening, and gathering.38 Perhaps

33The two most important collectors of budgets in the first quarter of the nineteenth century were Francis
Buchanan Hamilton (some of his work has been published; some is available only in manuscript at the
British Library and at the Royal Asiatic Society; regrettably, there is no detailed comparison of all his
data) and Henry Sykes (see J. Lucassen, “Wage Labour and Other Forms of Remuneration in the Deccan
in the 1820s”, in Lucassen and Seshan, Wage Earners in India, 1500-1900, pp. 166–223).

34British Library, London [BL], IOR: Home/Misc/420.
35Craft apprenticeship generally started at the age of six or seven (D.K. Nite et al., “Skill, its Agencies and

Institutions: The Formation of Human Capital in Nineteenth-Century Western India”, Paedagogica
Historica, 60:5 (2024), 845–866; cf. Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, p. 27, and P. de Zwart and
J. Lucassen, “Poverty or Prosperity in Northern India? New Evidence on Real Wages, 1590s–1870s”, The
Economic History Review, 73:3 (2020), pp. 644–667, 662–663, for the relatively low gender wage gap in
India in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

36Royal Asiatic Society Archives, London [RASA], Papers of Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, GB 891/FBH/
6, Vol. 2, Book 4, p. 121.

37C.E.A.W. Oldham (ed.), Journal of Francis Buchanan Kept during the Survey of the District of Bhagalpur
in 1810–1811 (Patna, 1930), p. 469.

38See Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, p. 28, for the implications of the difference between cash and/
or kind.
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most importantly, the contribution of female wages was essential, even more so than
the gender wage gap approach suggests. Moreover, there is the unremunerated work of
childbearing, childrearing, and household chores, of which we see only a glimpse in
this source – and, thus, a more profound analysis of this dimension is beyond the
scope of this article. Some of these were heavily seasonal, others were not. During
the long period researched here, fluctuations in the income opportunities offered by
different types of labour will have had an impact on the total results. This was
clearly the case with the demand for public works, which, as we have seen, was so
important during the slack agricultural season, but also in the demand for spinning,
which declined quickly in the nineteenth century.39

Social Mobility and Skill Premium

However important the trend in prevailing wage levels may be, equally crucial are the
options for wage earners to improve their position or to prevent it from deteriorating.

Table 4. Household expenses of common labourers in Dinajpur, 1808.

Main category Costs
% of
total Specifications

House/Lodging 00:07:00 1.92 [available, but not included here]

Furniture 00:10:00 2.74 [available, but not included here]

Ornaments 00:01:08 0.82 [available, but not included here]

Clothing 02:06:00 10.42 [available, but not included here]

Food 10:04:03 45.17 1.5 seer of 96 sicca. Weight of coarse rice daily
is 13 maunds 27.5 seers a year at 12 annas

Food 01:08:00 6.58 1 seer oil/month at 2 annas

Food 01:08:00 6.58 6 seers/month of pulse or lentils at 2 annas

Food 01:08:00 6.58 1 seer salt (many use ashes)

Food 00:06:00 1.64 pots, baskets, seasoning

Food 01:08:00 6.58 tobacco and betel

Holidays and
religious
expenses

02:00:00 8.77 [n/a]

Barber (once/
month)

00:08:00 2.19 [n/a]

Total 22:10:11 100

Costs are displayed in rupees, annas, and pice.
Sources: See Appendix, section A7.

39For seasonal work in the industry, see J. Lucassen, “The Brickmakers’ Strikes on the Ganges Canal in
1848–1849”, International Review of Social History, 51:S14 (2006), pp. 47–83, and idem, “Working at the
Ichapur Gunpowder Factory”. For the concept of the work cycle, see J. Lucassen, Migrant Labour in
Europe, 1600–1900: The Drift to the North Sea (London, 1987), pp. 95–99, together with the former two
articles.
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Aside from one’s economic position, these options could contribute to significant
change in household income over time. To what extent were Indian wage earners in
our period able to move from lesser-paid to better-paid jobs in their own profession?
And how significant an increase in income could this result in? To what extent were
they able to change occupations, again improving their income? And to what extent
did these attempts at social mobility also involve geographical mobility, either
temporal (seasonal or not) or permanent? Many authors are pessimistic as to these

Table 5. Annual household income of sharecroppers in Dinajpur, 1808.

Income Expenses

15 bigahs cultivated to produce
grain at an average Rs 41:04 of
which half is his share

20:10:00 A boy to tend his cattle 00:04:00

His farm occupies him six
months; holidays and
sickness two months; he hires
out his labour for four months
at Rs 1.5 per month

06:00:00 Seed 03:06:00

His wife works about the same
time as he does, only much
harder, by cleaning rice

07:12:00 Interest on Rs 36 stock (he has no
cow) at 24 per cent, including
all advantages taken of his
distress

10:00:00

[his wife] by spinning, 4 annas a
month

02:08:00

Totals 36:14:00 13:10:00

Balance 23:04:00

Expenses (Table 4) 22:10:11

Margin (our calculation) 0:09:01

A household comprises husband, wife, and two children.
Sources: See Appendix, section A8.

Table 6. Household income of agricultural labourers in Dinajpur, 1808.

Income in cash Income in kind (man only)

Man’s wages at 8 annas per month 06:00:00 Man’s clothing 00:10:00

Woman beating rice 07:12:00 Food half of the whole 05:08:09

Woman spinning 02:08:00

Subtotals 16:04:00 06:02:09

Totals 22:06:09

Expenses (see Table 4) 22:10:11

Margin (our calculation) -00:04:02

Sources: See Appendix, section A9.
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possibilities for mobility in the Indian case. The two reasons most frequently mentioned
in the literature are: immobility because of indebtedness to the employer or local money
lenders (bonded labour); and caste restrictions on occupational freedom.40

Illustrations of indebtedness are abundant for the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Buchanan points to this inflexibility of the labour market at Purnea in
1809–1810:

Many more people live here as servants or hired labourers than ever in Dinajpur;
yet the difficulty which a stranger finds in procuring porters is still greater than in
that district; and this, however extraordinary such an assertion may seem, must be
attributed to the extreme poverty of that class of people, although one would
naturally expect that this should render them anxious for service; but the fact
is that in order to defray the expense of marriage, funerals, and other
ceremonies, most of them are deeply involved in debt, and their services are
bound for many months in anticipation, so that they no longer are able to
engage themselves to a stranger.41

Illustrations of the limitations of caste restrictions on the free choice of occupation are
even more general and need no further citations here.42 In both cases, the question is
not whether these limitations have disturbed the functioning of the labour market.
They certainly have. But how can we best understand how severe their effects were
for most wage earners, certainly over time? After all, many counter examples
demonstrating the functioning of the lower end of the labour market may be given.
One example is the Delhi/Meerut case of 1819, cited above, but also the examples
given in earlier studies, including our own on Indian wages.43 Or of Gorakhpur
district in 1813–1814, where the agricultural labourer was paid better than in other
districts, “no doubt owing to the competition among the gentry, who have great
difficulty in hiring workmen”.44

The strictness of caste limitations on job opportunities does not apply to the lowest
income classes. In Dinajpur 1808, Buchanan reports that: “All proper Hindus regret,
that in these days no caste adheres to its proper duties, but that many persons, in order
to procure a subsistence, betake themselves to professions for which they were not
originally intended.”45 In other words, the higher social classes might have

40Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, pp. 14–20, 28–29. The worst case of bonded labour was agrestic
slavery, in particular in Kerala, but also in Bengal (A.K. Chattopadhyay, Slavery in the Bengal Presidency
1772–1843 (London, 1977). In the present article, we confine ourselves to individual income strategies.
For collective strategies, see Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, pp. 19–20, and more generally
Lucassen, The Story of Work.

41Buchanan, An Account of the District of Purnea, p. 123; see the allusion, in Table 5 in the present article,
to the high interest rates charged for sharecroppers (“including all advantages taken of his distress”).

42Lucassen and Seshan, “Introduction”, pp. 14–17; for objections to the education of what were
considered the lowest caste groups, see Nite et al., “Skills, its Agencies and Institutions”.

43Lucassen, “The Brickmakers’ Strikes on the Ganges Canal”, and idem, “Working at the Ichapur
Gunpowder Factory”. For a similar take on fewer caste restrictions on the mobility of wage workers, see
T. Chakraborty, Empire of Labor: How the East India Company Colonized Hired Work (Berkeley, CA, 2025).

44RAS, Papers of Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, GB 891/FBH/7, Vol. 2, Book 4, p. 85.
45Buchanan, A Geographical, Statistical and Historical Description, p. 106.
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attempted to impose occupational caste restrictions, but the lower classes did not
necessarily act accordingly. For Bihar, he notes similarly that

People of high caste, although they will work on their own farms at every labour
except holding the plough, will not hire themselves as day labourers, but poor
people of the cultivating tribes (chasas) or artificers do not consider this
employment as at all disgraceful, and by its means many small farmers gain a
part of their subsistence.46

And a few years later in northern Gorakhpur, Buchanan also states that especially “the
women of the low tribes have ample employment” (Figure 5).47

One way of testing the flexibility of the market is to study the varying ratios between
skilled and unskilled occupations, reflecting in part mobility between unskilled and
skilled employment. The wage differentials between the two are expressed by the
“skill premium”.48 Thus far, we have focused on wage series for unskilled workers
classified in HISCLASS 11. HISCLASS is the most often used taxonomy in

Figure 5. Hindu farmers from the Kanara Coast, anonymous Portuguese illustration from the Códice
Casanatense, c.1540. The inscription reads: “Kanaran farmers who grow wheat and rice. Gentiles”.
Source: Biblioteca Casanatense, Rome. CC0, via Wikimedia Commons.

46RAS, Papers of Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, GB 891/FBH/6, Vol. 2, Book 4, p. 121.
47RAS, Papers of Francis Buchanan-Hamilton, GB 891/FBH/7, Vol. 2, Book 4, p. 85.
48For a recent discussion of the state of the art, see E. Frankema and M. van Waijenburg, “What about the

Race between Education and Technology in the Global South? Comparing Skill Premiums in Colonial Africa
and Asia”, Economic History Review, 76:3 (2023), pp. 941–978.
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international comparisons of wages.49 Fortunately, a significant concentration of
observations can also be found in HISCLASS 7 (“medium skilled workers”), which
represents the group of skilled craftsmen. The differential between these two groups is
often used to estimate the skill premium. There are several benefits to using skilled
craftsmen as a surrogate for skilled workers, namely, the wider availability of data on
skilled craftsmen and because the basic skills needed by craftsmen in the building
trades did not change radically over time – which would have influenced their pay.50

Table 7 provides skill premium estimates comparing data on Goa for HISCLASS 11
with HISCLASS 7, and a series with only carpenters (to which we added data for Diu
to increase the number of observations, while controlling for the average wage
differential between Goa and Diu).

We initially focus here on Goa only to avoid compositional effects (whether a town has
or does not have data for this class of workers) exerting too much of an influence on the
results. Despite a focus on only carpenters in Goa, we observe that the skill premium still
fluctuates quite considerably. Admittedly, our data are not perfect, but when we compare
our figures with those from Europe, this phenomenon does not seem to be uncommon.51

Table 7. Estimates of skill premium in Goa, 1520–1680.

HISCLASS 11 HISCLASS 7 H7 (carpenter only) Skill premium (in %)

1520 11.74 15.22 17.16 30-50

1540 15.38 27.14

1550 28.68 27.44

1560

1570 7.77 17.58 126

1580 9.15 15.62 70

1600 11.15 38.81 248

1620 16.81 40.03 138

1630 5.79 13.94 11.8 104-141

1680 36.6 73.1 100

Benchmark for the 1680s used sailors in H11 as unskilled workers (n = 46) and moccadan supervisors (taskmasters; n = 3)
in H7 as their skilled counterparts.
Sources: See Appendix, section A10.

49HISCLASS is an international classification scheme widely used to classify historical occupational
groups. Based on skills and nature of the work, twelve groups were defined ranging from Group 1
(higher managers) to Group 12 (unskilled farm workers). See M.H.D. van Leeuwen and I. Maas,
HISCLASS: A Historical International Social Class Scheme (Leuven, 2011). For this classification of
occupations applied to Indian history see Carvalhal et al., “After da Gama”.

50J.L. van Zanden, “The Skill Premium and the ‘Great Divergence’”, European Review of Economic
History, 13:1 (2009), pp. 121–153; Frankema and van Waijenburg, “What about the Race between
Education and Technology”; Nite et al., “Skills, its Agencies and Institutions”.

51For example, the skill premium in Sweden increased from sixty-seven per cent in the early 1500s to 195
per cent in the early 1600s, and fell to seventeen per cent in the second half of the eighteenth century (Van
Zanden, “The Skill Premium”, p. 127).
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The Indian skill premium in the sixteenth century, thus defined, is more or less
similar to levels seen in England and the Low Countries – regions with the lowest
skill premium in the world at that time. Unfortunately, for the next half century, we
have no useful data, but by 1570 the skill premium had increased to over 120 per
cent, after which it declined to seventy in 1580, only to increase to a dramatic 250
per cent in 1600. After peaking at that level, the skill premium hovered around 100
to 140 per cent in the 1620s and 1630s. Lastly, similar levels at around 100 are
found for the benchmark 1680 (Figure 6). Such levels remind us not of
northwestern Europe, where fluctuations were much more fluent and gradual, but
of the fringes of that continent, where rates above 100 can be found, as in different
parts of Scandinavia and Eastern Europe in the same periods.

The skill premium in Western India thus increased from one of the lowest in the
world in the 1520s to one of the highest around 1600, before returning to average
levels of around 100 per cent by the mid-seventeenth century. What can explain
this pattern? One hypothesis is that the rise of European activities along the
Western Indian coast (first the Portuguese, and later also the English, French,
Dutch, and others) led to trading posts being built and elaborate trace
italienne-style fortifications at a rate and on a scale never previously seen. This
building boom pushed up demand for skilled craftsmen at such a rate that local
systems for supplying skills, such as the caste system, could not keep up. However,
such a short-term explanation seems to be less convincing, because this
building boom in the Estado da Índia took place only from the late 1540s

Figure 6. Evolution of skill premium in precolonial India, 1510–1870 (in %). Western India is represented
by Kannur 1510, Goa 1520, and Kochi 1580s–1590s. For remaining criteria, see again section A11 in the
appendix.
Sources: See Appendix, section A11.
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onwards.52 Moreover, the sudden increase in deep monetization across India in that
same period suggests more structural reasons for the wage hike than the construction
of a number of fortresses.53

This shift in Indian skill premiums, originally at the same level as in Western Europe
at the beginning of the sixteenth century and a completely different pattern later,
comparable to what we know of thinly populated, poor, and hardly urbanized
Scandinavia and Eastern Europe, suggests a fundamental change in the functioning of
the Indian labour market. The fact that this shift occurred during the same decades
that nominal and real wages declined (see Figure 1) suggests a common background.
Hypothetically, both may have been caused by a decline in channels of social mobility.

More generally, the fluctuations in skill premium over time suggest a functioning
labour market for the ordinary worker, and, contrary to what most of the literature
suggests, one much less hampered by the inflexible effects of widespread debt
bondage causing bonded labour and obeyance to the norms of occupational caste
restrictions. Finally, a functioning labour market is one of the main preconditions
for accepting wage levels as an indicator of economic development or national income.

An alternative explanation, convincingly put forward by Frankema and van
Waijenburg (2023) on the basis of African and Asian countries 1870–1920, i.e. a
dramatic fall in skill premiums over the course of the twentieth century due to the
rise of formal mass education, may have played a certain role in developments in
India after 1870, but not for earlier periods.54 As there are no indications of a rise
in “formal mass education” or “large-scale accumulation of human capital” in the
sixteenth century, the background to the fall in skill premiums in that century must
be found elsewhere. A most likely similar movement has been observed for England
after the Black Death, when prevailing skill premiums for carpenters dropped from
around 100 per cent in the preceding century to levels around fifty per cent from
1400, where they remained for more than four centuries. In Holland a similar
development can be observed.

Long-Term Trends in Household Income: A Discussion

Despite the never-ending complaints of scholars about insufficient data, we believe
that we have reached the point where both qualitatively and quantitatively Indian

52R.L. Jesus, “As despesas de reconstrução da fortaleza de Diu em 1546–1547”, Revista de História da
Sociedade e da Cultura, 12 (2012), pp. 217–243; S.D.L. Mendiratta, “Dispositivos do Sistema Defensivo da
Província do Norte do Estado da Índia, 1521–1739” (Ph.D., University of Coimbra, 2012).

53J. Lucassen, “Labour and Deep Monetization in Eurasia, 1000 to 1900”, in K. Hofmeester and P. de
Zwart (eds), Colonialism, Institutional Change, and Shifts in Global Labour Relations (Amsterdam, 2018),
pp. 327–360; J. Lucassen, “Deep Monetization in Eurasia in the Long Run”, in R.J. van der Spek and
B. van Leeuwen (eds), Money, Currency and Crisis: In Search of Trust, 2000 BC to AD 2000 (London,
2018), pp. 55–101.

54Frankema and van Waijenburg, “What about the Race between Education and Technology”, p. 958,
which is in line with our estimates for the late nineteenth century. “The premiums for clerks and
accountants in India in this period, however, were extremely high, at times approaching a ratio of 1:10
[i.e. 971 per cent]. […] The most straightforward interpretation of these historically high premiums is
that literate and numerate workers were extremely scarce […] in the context of India, it is possible that
clerks profited from a caste premium, in the sense that access to more prestigious clerical jobs was
restricted to, or at least disproportionately skewed to, upper castes.”
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data are sufficient to be used in global comparisons of real wage levels, as in the Great
Divergence Debate. Of course, for such an enormous subcontinent like South Asia we
hope for more supplementary evidence, especially also from Indian-language sources,
but our research so far has also demonstrated how, even with restricted evidence, our
questions regarding real wage levels can be developed in other directions.

In recent research on Indian wages, the terms of a meaningful global and Eurasian
comparison have already been sharpened by considering factors such as differences in
body mass and differences in climate zones.55 The results of the present study urge us
to deepen exactly this type of argument, to take account particularly of the size of the
household, the internal ratio between producers and consumers, the gendered
earnings capacity, and the dynamics of the labour market, especially the role of the
skill premium. Here, India illustrates how much these factors matter for a balanced
comparison across time and space. Unless we have an idea about these factors for
all regions and countries involved in the comparison, a fair and meaningful
comparison will be very difficult.

To give one crucial example: the small size of the Indian working-class family in the
past, combined with the considerable earnings power of women, tempts us to interpret
welfare levels in the subcontinent more positively than has so far been usual. If, however,
it transpires that other countries or regions in the comparison have even smaller
households or even more favourable female income contributions, the outcome would
be reversed. The same applies to the interpretation of skill premium figures.

Our attempt to come up with new preliminary answers to the question of how the
Indian subcontinent performed in the long run compared with other parts of Eurasia
must be seen as one more step along a long road that we have been following for several
years now. However, we realize how long the journey is. Besides reconstructing general
trends, this article has endeavoured to discuss the intermediate steps between wages of
unskilled male workers and household income.56 It is clear that the outcome depends
not only on family size and composition, but also on the freedom for all household
members to join and move freely within the labour market. We proved that there is
evidence of labour market integration in precolonial India. Yet, in the Indian case,
two or even three impediments mattered: indebtedness, unfree labour (various
forms of slavery), and caste restrictions on certain types of work in general and
with regard to women especially. The evidence on both male and female wages over
time suggests that women would have an incentive to work outside the household if
its economic status worsened. In contrast, higher male real wages disincentivized
women’s work in public, as the anecdotal evidence above tells.

We have mapped some of these impediments for the decades around 1800, but we
cannot assume that these factors will have been constant over time and space.
Returning to historical developments in India between 1500 and 1870, and
particularly in the seventeenth century, we can tentatively distinguish the following
subperiods and trends, though these might raise more questions than firm
conclusions.

55De Zwart, “The Long-Run Evolution”.
56For an attempt to extrapolate from wage income to all incomes per social class, see Sivramkrishna,

“Ascertaining Living Standards in Erstwhile Mysore”.
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First, India’s small working-class households, unexceptionally low c/w ratios, and
the rather high earnings capacity of women might indicate less dramatic overall
levels of standard of living than income per adult male earner suggests. Second, the
substantial wage differences between the less prosperous West and the rest require
explanation. The same applies to the general improvement in living standards in all
regions in the seventeenth century. Third, between c.1690 and 1740 both Indian
living standards and skill premium (c.1600 for Western India and c.1700 elsewhere)
show visible improvements, leading us to wonder what this tells us regarding
occupational mobility, and how this impacts household income. Did the increase in
skill premium incentivize Indians to switch jobs, to pursue a higher level of well-being?

Fourth, in relation to wage labour men seemed to account for a higher proportion
of household income. However, domestic work appears to have been quite relevant for
total household income. How can we reconcile such different dimensions? Including
the income provided by non-market activities, mostly performed by women, would
change our perspective on Indian economic development (as recently demonstrated
for elsewhere in Burnette).57

Finally, how does our evidence on household income c.1800 interplay with a period
of rising male real wages and a widening gender wage gap between the late 1780s and
1800? Given the impact on budgets of income generated by women, might we suggest
that occupational mobility was favoured in this context? Or did non-market activities
become more relevant for household consumption (and, by extension, female wage
labour markets diminish over time)?

With these trends in mind, we engage with recent criticism, and call for a more
nuanced way to calculate individual and household income at local and regional
levels during the precolonial period. If the discussion around the validity of real
wages and, by extension, around the Great Divergence Debate itself, has reached a
stalemate, changes in methodological approach is clearly the path to pursue. With a
more accurate assessment of production and consumption levels within the
household, where non-market activities are a key part of the equation, we hope to
see more informed debate about the trajectories of economic development, not only
in India but elsewhere in the world.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0020859025000100

57Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living”.
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