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A Preliminary Investigation into the Living Standards of Rural
Wage-earners in Early Modern England

CUI Hong-jian

(The College of History and Culture, Henan Normal University, Xinxiang 453007)

Abstract: Rural wage-earners were a group of workers who relied mainly on selling their own labor to
earn income. With the development of early modern England’ s economy and society, the living standards of
rural wage-earners were generally improving, such as improvements in diet, clothing, housing and leisure.
On the diet, the bread of rural wage-earners turned from brown bread to white bread, and can eat more meat,
butter and cheese, and even some individuals with high incomes had also developed the habit of drinking tea.
In terms of clothing, the material of the clothes gradually changed from wool to light linen and cotton, which
made it more comfortable to wear. On the housing, the building materials were mainly made of brick and
wood, the house was stronger than before. In terms of leisure and entertainment, in addition to the traditional
forms of entertainment, rural wage-earners participated in more leisure activities under the support of the
gentry. At the same time, due to the regional imbalance of economic development and the different incomes,
the consumption of rural wage-earners also showed some characteristics, such as the difference of grain con-
sumption between the south and the north, and the amount of income directly led to the difference of living
standards within the rural wage-earners.
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