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This paper will present preliminary findings from an ESRC funded project currently underway on perceptions of worth and social status in early modern England. The project aims to recover and analyse new data relating to the distribution of wealth and the language of social description in England between c.1550 and c.1750. It is based on the responses of witnesses in the church courts to the commonly asked question of how much they were worth with their debts paid. This question was included in strategies to test witnesses’ creditworthiness and potential bias in a wide range of cases, and witnesses were often additionally asked to comment on how they made a living. A range of biographical details were recorded for witnesses, including their ages and migration histories as well as details of socio/occupational status (for men) and marital status (for women), enabling investigation of the links between wealth, social status and the life cycle. The statements of worth that resulted from such questioning cover a far broader social reach than either probate records or tax lists, and include responses from witnesses who deemed themselves worth little or nothing. It is therefore expected this material will provide new insights into the distribution of poverty as well as wealth, and the language of self-description, in early modern England.

Witnesses’ responses to the question of their worth most frequently involved monetary estimates, principally with reference to the value of their movable goods. These monetary estimates were generally given in round numbers, rather than detailed to the last pound, shilling and pence (40s., £5, £10, £20 and £40 were the most common), suggesting that such amounts functioned to designate broad wealth categories in relation to the social order. They were possibly also related to the processes of assessment for central taxation and parish rates. This is suggested by the fact that some witnesses gave monetary estimates of the value of their land, while others gave details of subsidy payments and/or their contributions to parish rates. Many witnesses, however, answered in qualitative and ethical terms—for instance by describing themselves as ‘poor’, ‘painstaking’ or ‘honest’, or ‘worth nothing but the clothes on their back’. Married women generally also declared themselves worth nothing, in line with the dictates of coverture that on marriage a woman’s property was transferred to her husband. While some witnesses refused to reveal their worth, very few responded that they did not know what they were worth, suggesting that it was common in early modern England for people to have a concrete sense of their worth albeit in a range of terms.

This paper will outline the variety of responses given by witnesses, before assessing the quantitative and qualitative significance of the most common category of response—that is monetary statements of worth based on the value of a witness’s goods. A particular challenge that we face with this project is gauging the degree to which such statements actually corresponded to witnesses’ material worth. Some light is shed on this issue by the few cases in which deponents were asked to assess each other’s worth as well as their own, and in the cases when a particular witness’s self-assessment was disputed by others. But a broader assessment of this issue can be attempted by comparing monetary estimates of worth (in goods) through record linkage with probate accounts surviving for the same witnesses. This paper offers a preliminary analysis of data collected from Kent where the survival of both depositions and probate accounts is particularly good. We will investigate whether linkage with probate accounts reveals anything about the accuracy of monetary estimates of worth declared by witnesses. To what extent did such statements offer a genuine assessment of the material wealth of witnesses as opposed to a qualitative assertion of relative rank, and what can they tell us about the links between wealth and status in early modern England?

