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Abstract
Studies on household income and consumption in Southern Europe have primarily
focused on rural areas and factory workers. In this study, we aim to incorporate
evidence of household income, considering the earnings of all household members and
not just the male wage, using the population list of Zaragoza (Spain) from 1924. This
population list is the first (and the last) to systematically record the wages of all citizens
regardless of their family role or age. Our results confirm that, in 1924, most working-
class households still required the labour of women and/or children to meet basic
consumption needs (on average, they contributed nearly sixty per cent of the household
income). Based on different food consumption baskets, the results also show that, with
household income, the majority of working-class families could afford a basic
consumption basket but not a nutritionally more complete basket.

Introduction

Welfare levels are a central topic in economic historiography.1 However, it was not
until the early twenty-first century that Robert C. Allen introduced welfare ratios to
illustrate the ability of a male breadwinner to support a typical family with a wife
and two children.2 His methodology has been widely adopted.3 Since then, this

*This research has been financially supported by the Ministry of Science and Innovation of Spain
(PID2022-138886NB-I00) and the Government of Aragon (S55_23R).

1Joseph E. Stiglitz, “The Invisible Hand and Modern Welfare Economics”, in David Vines and Andrew
A. Stevenson (eds), Information, Strategy and Public Policy (Oxford, 1991).

2Robert C. Allen, “The Great Divergence in EuropeanWages and Prices from the Middle Ages to the First
World War”, Explorations in Economic History, 38 (2001), pp. 411–447.

3Gregory Clark, “Farm Wages and Living Standards in the Industrial Revolution: England, 1670–1869”,
Economic History Review, 54 (2001), pp. 477–505; Robert C. Allen, Jean-Pascal Bassino, Debin Ma, Christine
Moll-Murata, and Jan Luiten van Zanden, “Wages, Prices and Living Standards in China, 1738–1925: In
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methodology has faced numerous criticisms,4 including the appropriate average family
size to use, the presence of accumulated wealth, and other types of income (such as
in-kind income), which can represent more than fifty per cent of total income in
some societies. Additionally, the contentious equivalence between real wages and
living standards has been questioned.5 Most notably, the methodology has been
criticized for not considering income contributions from other family members.6

This is particularly significant in societies where real wages were not as high as in
England or the Netherlands,7 or even in late eighteenth-century England.8 In other
words, it is questionable to what extent the male breadwinner model, whereby the
male head of household served as the sole or principal income provider, is
supported by historical evidence in other kinds of societies. An example of a low
real wage society is Spain, well into the twentieth century. However, we still know
little about the contributions of each family member (father, mother, children, and
others) to the household income owing to the scarcity of studies with generalized
salaries for southern Europe.9

The family budgets used in Spain to assess living standards up until the 1920s have
demonstrated the generally low purchasing power of the working class.10 The family
budgets of working-class families show that,11 at least until the late 1920s, Spain was

Comparison with Europe, Japan, and India”, Economic History Review, 64 (2011), pp. 8–38; Leticia Arroyo
Abad, Elwyn Davies, and Jan Luiten van Zanden, “Between Conquest and Independence: Real Wages and
Demographic Change in Spanish America, 1530–1820”, Explorations in Economic History, 49 (2012),
pp. 149–166; Ewout Frankema and Marlous Van Waijenburg, “Structural Impediments to African
Growth? New Evidence from Real Wages in British Africa, 1880–1965”, Journal of Economic History, 72
(2012), pp. 895–926; Pim de Zwart and Jan Luiten van Zanden, “Labor, Wages, and Living Standards in
Java, 1680–1914”, European Review of Economic History, 19 (2015), pp. 215–234.

4Corinne Boter, “Living Standards and the Life Cycle: Reconstructing Household Income and
Consumption in the Early Twentieth-Century Netherlands”, Economic History Review, 73 (2020),
pp. 1050–1073.

5Joyce Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living: Male Wages, Non-Market Production and
Household Income in Nineteenth-Century Europe”, Economic History Review, 78 (2025), pp. 87–112.

6Osamu Saito, “Growth and Inequality in the Great and Little Divergence Debate: A Japanese
Perspective”, Economic History Review, 68 (2015), pp. 399–419; Michiel de Haas, “Measuring Rural
Welfare in Colonial Africa: Did Uganda’s Smallholders Thrive?”, Economic History Review, 70 (2017),
pp. 605–631; Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living”; Pim de Zwart, “The Long-run
Evolution of Global Real Wages”, Journal of Economic Surveys (2023), pp. 1–28.

7Robert C. Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective (Cambridge, 2009).
8Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution, 1750–1850 (London, 1930).
9Enriqueta Camps, La formación del mercado de trabajo industrial en la Cataluña del siglo XIX (Madrid,

1995).
10Jordi Maluquer de Motes, “Consumo y precios”, in Albert Carreras and Xavier Tafunell (eds),

Estadísticas históricas de España, siglos XIX–XX (Bilbao, 2005), pp. 1247–1296; Jordi Maluquer de Motes,
“La paradisíaca estabilidad de la anteguerra. Elaboración de un indice de precios de consumo en España,
1830–1936”, Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History, 24
(2006), pp. 333–382; Antonio Escudero and Pedro Pérez Castroviejo, “The Living Standard of Miners in
Biscay (1876–1936): Wages, the Human Development Index and Height”, Revista de Historia Económica
/ Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History, 28 (2010), pp. 503–534; Jordi Maluquer de
Motes, “La inflación en España. Un indice de precios de consumo, 1830–2012”, Estudios de Historia
Económica, 64 (2013), pp. 1–147.

11Pablo Pérez Castroviejo, Clase obrera y niveles de vida en las primeras fases de la industrialización
Vizcaína (Madrid, 1992); Cristina Borderías and Pilar López Guallar, La teoría del salario obrero y la
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still a developing country where the salary of most heads of households was insufficient to
support an average family on its own.12 Spain was not an exceptional case: the male
breadwinner model has been shown to be uncommon in Europe until well into the
twentieth century. Dutch farmers, for example, contributed only about fifty per cent of
the household income at the beginning of the twentieth century.13 In Sweden, it was
also common for both spouses to work and contribute to the household budget.14

In Spain, in 1924, the head of the household in rural and semi-urban Catalonia
contributed 32–42 per cent of the household income, and in Galicia 24–52 per
cent.15 Furthermore, the income could be distributed unequally among family
members, often favouring males,16 or even squandered by the head of the
household in taverns,17 putting their family below the threshold of basic needs.
However, our knowledge of wages and purchasing power is scarcer for Spanish
urban areas. Therefore, this study, utilizing the same source as the articles cited
herein (the 1924 Zaragoza population list, which includes wage data), makes an
important contribution by allowing for the comparison of an urban population

subestimación del trabajo femenino en Ildefonso Cerdà (Barcelona, 2001); Cristina Borderías and Pilar López
Guallar, “A Gendered View of Family Budgets: Mid-Nineteenth Century Barcelona”, Histoire et Mésure, 18
(2003), pp. 113–146; Margarita Vilar Rodríguez, “La ruptura postbélica a través del comportamiento de los
salarios industriales. Nueva evidencia cuantitativa (1908–1963)”, Revista de Historia Industrial, 25 (2004),
pp. 81–126; Pablo Pérez Castroviejo, “Poder adquisitivo y niveles de vida de los trabajadores vizcaínos”,
Revista de Historia Industrial, 30 (2006), pp. 103–141.

12Enriqueta Camps, “Els nivells de benestar al final del segle XIX. Ingrés i cicle de formació de les famílies
a Sabadell, 1890”, Recerques, 24 (1991), pp. 7–21; Camps, La formación del mercado; Montserrat Llonch,
Treball femení i migracions en el mercat laboral. Vilassar de Dalt, 1910–1945 (Barcelona, 1993); Antonio
Escudero, “Volviendo a un viejo debate. El nivel de vida de la clase obrera Británica durante la revolución
industrial”, Revista de Historia Industrial, 21 (2002), pp. 13–60; Antonio Escudero, “El bienestar en
España. Una perspectiva de largo plazo, 1850–1991”, Revista de Historia Económica, 21 (2003),
pp. 525–565; Cristina Borderías, Luis Muñoz-Abeledo, and Xavier Cussó Segura, “Breadwinners in
Spanish Cities (1914–1930)”, Revista de Historia Industrial–Industrial History Review, 31 (2022),
pp. 59–98; Javier Silvestre, “El grado de discriminación salarial de las mujeres en España, 1930. Una
primera aproximación”, Investigaciones de Historia Económica 2 (2005), pp. 105–144; Montserrat Llonch,
Tejiendo en red. La industria del género de punto en Cataluña (1891–1936) (Barcelona, 2007); Margarita
Vilar Rodríguez, “Los diferenciales salariales entre mujeres y hombres en España (c.1850–1975). Un
análisis provisional”, Áreas: Revista Internacional de Ciencias Sociales, 33 (2014), pp. 63–85; Cristina
Borderías, Luis Muñoz-Abeledo, and Xavier Cussó Segura, “Breadwinners in Spanish Cities”, pp. 59–98;
Ana Morey Tous and Antoni Seguí Beltrán, “Familia, mercado de trabajo y salarios femeninos en una
economía insular. Menorca (1924)”, Revista de Demografia Histórica, 41 (2024), pp. 59–94.

13Boter, “Living Standards and the Life Cycle”.
14Maria Ågren, Making a Living, Making a Difference: Gender and Work in Early Modern European

Society (Oxford, 2017).
15Cristina Borderías and Luis Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?

Trabajo y economías familiares de jornaleros y pescadores en Cataluña y Galicia”, Revista de Historia
Industrial–Industrial History Review, 27 (2018), pp. 77–106.

16Sara Horrell, David Meredith, and Deborah Oxley, “Measuring Misery: Body Mass, Ageing and Gender
Inequality in Victorian London”, Explorations in Economic History, 46 (2009), pp. 451–473; Francisco
J. Beltrán Tapia and Domingo Gallego-Martínez, “Where Are the Missing Girls? Gender Discrimination
in 19th-Century Spain”, Explorations in Economic History, 66 (2017), pp. 117–126.

17Cristina Borderías, Pilar Pérez-Fuentes, and Carmen Sarasúa, “Gender Inequalities in Family
Consumption: Spain 1850–1930”, in Tindara Addabbo, Marie-Pierre Arrizabalaga, Cristina Borderías,
and Alastair Owens (eds), Gender Inequalities, Households and the Production of Well-Being in Modern
Europe (London, 2010), pp. 179–195.
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with other rural and semi-urban cases in Spain. Notably, this source from the city
of Zaragoza had not been previously used in studies on wage distribution or
comparisons between groups and between men and women.

In addition to industrial data, historical analyses of family budgets in Spain up to
the early twentieth century have focused on budgets from rural areas,18 confirming
patterns of low purchasing power. However, historical data has also highlighted the
presence of higher wages in urban areas compared to rural ones.19 This partially
explains the increase in migration from rural to urban areas.20

Through the use of this novel source, this article has two main objectives. The first
is to describe the household composition and the income contributed by each member
to understand the extent to which the male breadwinner model applies to urban Spain
in the first third of the twentieth century. Secondly, it analyses the purchasing power of
families based on different consumption baskets and considering family composition.
Therefore, one of the innovations of this work is that we use several food consumption
baskets, which allows us to better assess the purchasing capacity of families from
different socio-economic levels. In this way, the article addresses a gap in the
historiography of Southern Europe by examining family budgets and their
purchasing power in urban areas, with an initial focus on the Spanish city of
Zaragoza during its industrialization process.21

Area and Data

Area

Zaragoza is a city in north-eastern Spain, located in the centre of the Ebro Valley,
approximately midway between Madrid and Barcelona. Its strategic position near

18Esmeralda Ballesteros Doncel, Niveles de vida en España, siglos XIX y XX (Madrid, 1997); José-Miguel
Lana Berasain, “Jornales, salarios, ingresos. Aproximación a la evolución de los niveles de vida desde la
Navarra rural (1801–1935)”, in José Miguel Martínez Carrión (ed.), El nivel de vida en la España rural,
siglos XVIII–XX (Alicante, 2002), pp. 183–233; José-Miguel Lana Berasain, “El poder de compra de
jornaleros y criados: salarios reales y mercados de trabajo en la Navarra rural (1781–1936)”,
Investigaciones de Historia Económica, 7 (2007), pp. 37–68; Esmeralda Ballesteros Doncel, “Una
estimación del coste de la vida en España, 1861–1936”, Revista de Historia Económica, 15 (1997),
pp. 363–395; Josep Colomé, Enric Saguer, and Enric Vicedo, “Las condiciones de reproducción
económica de las unidades familiares campesinas en Cataluña a mediados del siglo XIX”, in José Miguel
Martínez Carrión (ed.), El nivel de vida en la España rural, siglos XVIII–XX (Alicante, 2002),
pp. 321–356; Esteve Deu, “Evolució de les condicions materials dels obrers sabadellencs de la indústria
llanera en el primer quart del segle XX”, Arraona, 1 (1987), pp. 43–44; Ramon Garrabou, Josep María
Ramon-Muñoz, and Enric Tello, “Organització social del treball, salaris i mercat laboral a Catalunya: el
cas d’una explotació agrària de la comarca de la Segarra a la darreria del segle XIX”, Recerques, 70 (2015),
pp. 83–123.

19James Simpson, “Real Wages and Labour Mobility in Spain, 1860–1936”, in Peter Scholliers and Vera
Zamagni (eds), Labour’s Reward: Real Wages and Economic Change in 19th- and 20th-Century Europe
(London, 1995), pp. 182–200; Eric D. Gould, “Cities, Workers, and Wages: A Structural Analysis of the
Urban Wage Premium”, The Review of Economic Studies, 74 (2007), pp. 477–506.

20Rubén Pallol Trigueros and Rocío García Abad, Inmigrantes en la ciudad. Dinámicas demográficas,
mercados de trabajo y desarrollo urbano en la España contemporánea (Leioa, 2017).

21Luis Germán Zubero, La transformación de la ciudad. Zaragoza en el siglo XX (1900–1936), Historia de
Aragón, Vol. 2 (1989), pp. 459–468; Luis Germán Zubero, “La demografía Aragonesa durante el primer
tercio del siglo XX”, Cuadernos Aragoneses de Economía, 10 (1986), pp. 163–176.

Francisco J. Marco‐Gracia and Pablo Delgado258

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000069 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000069


major Spanish production centres has facilitated its industrialization process.22 The city is
situated on a broad plain with gentle undulations and experiences a continental climate,
characterized by hot summers and cold winters.

The population of Zaragoza doubled between 1900 (99,118 inhabitants) and 1935
(203,200 inhabitants), primarily owing to an influx of rural immigrants from nearby
villages.23 In fact, approximately half of the resident population in Zaragoza in 1924
was born in a different locality, while about twenty-five per cent of the population
was born outside the province of Zaragoza and around fifteen per cent was born
outside the region of Aragón. However, geographical origin is not expected to have
a significant impact on household income, as a previous study showed that there
were no wage differences between natives and immigrants from nearby regions or
provinces in 1924.24 Only those from large cities and distant provinces had a wage
premium, as they typically relocated to Zaragoza to assume high-ranking positions
in public administration or the military.

People who migrated from nearby areas may have faced both benefits and
challenges. On the one hand, they might have occasionally received cheaper or even
free food from family or friends in their home villages, helping them save on food
costs or enjoy a more varied diet. On the other hand, they could have had greater
family responsibilities, especially if they left behind relatives – such as elderly
parents or young siblings – who depended on their support, requiring them to send
part of their income back home. Available data shows that in-migrant households
supported elderly parents at a similar rate to native households. However, they were
over fifty per cent more likely to have siblings or brothers-in-law living with them.
This suggests that migrant households may have served as a temporary base for
relatives trying out city life, establishing their own households, or even returning to
their villages if urban life did not suit them. Without detailed personal histories, it
is difficult to determine whether these advantages outweighed the challenges or vice
versa. This remains an open question for future research.

As shown in the population pyramid in Figure 1, the population structure was
characterized by a higher percentage of women than men (50.9 per cent females) and
a narrowing base. However, the age group with the highest population concentration
corresponds to individuals between twenty and twenty-nine years old, a classic scenario
of a population undergoing demographic transition. As explained in the previous
paragraph, half of this population came from nearby localities and had typically
relocated to the town for employment reasons, mostly aged between twenty and thirty.25

The economy of Zaragoza underwent a transformation during the industrialization
process of the nineteenth century. Initially, the city specialized in agrifood production,
focusing on flour, oils, and wine, and later expanding to include significant products
such as beets and alfalfa. Additionally, Zaragoza became known for metal processing
in relation to agricultural and agro-industrial tools and for the production of beet

22Eloy Fernández Clemente, Historia de Zaragoza. Zaragoza en el siglo XX (Zaragoza, 1997).
23Germán, “La demografía Aragonesa”, pp. 163–176.
24Francisco J. Marco-Gracia, “Revisiting the Effect of Height on Wages in a Historical Context: The Case

of the City of Zaragoza (Spain), 1924”, Labor History (2024), pp. 1–23.
25Javier Silvestre, “Inmigraciones interiores e industrialización. El caso de la ciudad de Zaragoza durante el

primer tercio del siglo XX”, Revista de Demografía Histórica, 20 (2004), pp. 59–92.
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sugar after Spain lost its last American colonies in 1898.26 The industrialization
process was further bolstered by the development of the railway in the last third of
the nineteenth century and the introduction of gas and electricity as industrial
energy sources at the beginning of the twentieth century.27

A particularly transformative period for Zaragoza occurred during World War I
when Spain remained a neutral country.28 Despite the economic development,
coordinated urban planning reform was not implemented until 1923. Until then,
Zaragoza grew haphazardly in response to the influx of immigrant families. The
period from 1923 to 1930 was marked by an upward cycle driven by investments in
public works and construction, along with the development of a communications
policy and the completion of new railways.29

Figure 1. Population pyramid of the sample, Zaragoza, 1924.
Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.

26Luis Germán Zubero, “Del cereal al metal. La trayectoria de la economía aragonesa”, in Luis Germán
Zubero, Enrique Llopis Agelán, Jordi Maluquer de Motes, and Santiago Zapata Blanco (eds), Historia
económica regional de España. Siglos XIX y XX (2001), pp. 331–356.

27Zubero, La transformación de la ciudad”, pp. 459–468; Zubero, “La demografía aragonesa”, pp. 163–176.
28José Antonio Biescas Ferrer, “Incidencia de la primera guerra mundial en la economía aragonesa”,

Cuadernos Aragoneses de Economía, 1 (1976), pp. 108–145; Eloy Fernández Clemente and Carlos
Forcadell, “Crecimiento económico, diversificación social y expansión urbana en Zaragoza, 1900–1930”,
in José Luis García Delgado (ed.), Las ciudades en la modernización de España. los decenios interseculares
(Madrid, 1992), pp. 433–457.

29María Pilar Biel Ibáñez, Zaragoza y la industrialización. La arquitectura industrial en la capital
aragonesa entre 1875–1936 (Zaragoza, 2004).
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In a broader sense, Zaragoza could to some extent be considered representative of
urban Spain owing to its central location, interconnected history, and significant role
as an economic and political hub within the country. It has not only witnessed but also
mirrored many of the sociocultural changes and developments that have occurred in
Spain over the years. Additionally, Zaragoza exemplifies the labour market conditions
of northern Spain, particularly noted for its lower unemployment rate compared to the
southern half of the country.30 In terms of socio-economic distribution and
employment opportunities, Zaragoza resembled most medium-sized inland Spanish
cities, unlike Barcelona, Bilbao, and Madrid, which were major centres of industrial
attraction. Other indicators of economic and biological well-being, such as height,
also position Zaragoza as a typical medium-sized inland region.31

Data

The study is based on the 1924 population list of the city of Zaragoza, which is the first
(and the last) available source in the municipal archive that consistently includes the
wages of all residents in the city. As Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo state: “The 1924
population list offers a unique opportunity to simultaneously analyse household
income activity and composition, and thus observe the extent of the breadwinner
model among the working classes.”32 Moreover, although regulations mandated the
recording of wages at the individual level, in large cities these guidelines were often
not followed. Instead, the typical population list was compiled without wage data,
or, at best, only on a limited scale. Zaragoza stands out as one of the few major
Spanish cities that adhered to these requirements with both accuracy and quality,
making it the largest city in the north-east to do so. Consequently, the 1924
population list of Zaragoza is doubly exceptional: it is the only source that
systematically records all historical wages and represents a rare case of completeness
and reliability in an urban setting. This makes it a uniquely valuable source for
understanding wage purchasing power in the first third of the twentieth century.

The 1924 population list of Zaragoza was commissioned by the State for statistical
purposes. Each municipality was required to annually compile data from the census to
ascertain which citizens resided in each locality, how long they had been there, and
their distribution. Initially, these data were not recorded for tax purposes, as other
more precise sources, such as the Civil Registry or the cadastre, were utilized for
that objective. Nevertheless, the development of the Rif War (Morocco, 1920–1927)
may have facilitated the concealment of some children or other individuals from the
registry. However, we have no evidence to suggest such underreporting occurred.
What makes the case for 1924 exceptional is that it is the only year in which the
State requested municipalities to collect information on citizens’ wages to account
for the entire population rather than relying on small statistical samples.

30Luis Germán Zubero, Historia económica de Aragón contemporáneo (Zaragoza, 2012).
31José Miguel Martínez-Carrión and Ramón Maria-Dolores, “Regional Inequality and Convergence in

Southern Europe: Evidence from Height in Italy and Spain, 1850–2000”, Revista de Economía Aplicada,
25 (2017), pp. 75–103.

32Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”, p. 78.
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The preservation of the population list for the city of Zaragoza, along with its public
accessibility, is also an exceptional (albeit not unique) case among large Spanish cities.
Owing to the enormous volume of information, many municipalities, both large and
small, either failed to record wage data accurately or omitted it altogether. In other
cases, the data have not been preserved, either owing to issues with conservation or
destruction during the Spanish Civil War. Lastly, in some major municipalities, the
data have been preserved but remain inaccessible to the public for one of two
reasons: either the authorities deem it necessary to protect the information, given
that some individuals recorded in the data may still be alive, or the records have not
yet been catalogued and remain stored in municipal warehouses along with other
accumulated documentation, awaiting integration into the official archive.

The 1924 population list of Zaragoza meticulously documented several key details for
each resident: their residential address (including street, number, and floor), the number
of individuals residing in the same household, the full name and gender of each resident,
their marital status, date of birth (day, month, and year), relationship to the head of the
household (spouse, son, daughter, etc.), literacy status, place of origin (locality and
province/country), duration of residence in Zaragoza, occupation, and salary. Salaries
were recorded in pesetas, the official Spanish currency from 1868 until the
introduction of the euro in 2002. Typically, salaries were noted on a daily basis,
although monthly or yearly amounts were also included. Therefore, we used daily
wages as the basis for our analysis. Annual salaries were primarily recorded for stable
professions such as professors, telephone operators, or doctors. Consequently, we
opted for a conservative estimate of twenty-two working days per month and 264
working days per year for all monthly and annual salaries.

From the ninety-three sections comprising the population list for the city of
Zaragoza and surrounding rural villages, we have transcribed over half (forty-seven
sections) from the urban area, which we consider representative of the city
(see Figure 2). These sections encompass 77,777 individuals (out of nearly 150,000
people in the complete census), grouped into 12,919 households (including barracks
or convents in a broad sense). As shown in Figure 2, the studied area encompasses
nearly two thirds of Zaragoza’s total urban zone, as the remaining portion of the
population list corresponds to rural villages surrounding the city. The analysed areas
include a diverse range of neighbourhoods, spanning affluent and economically
disadvantaged zones, older and newly developed areas, as well as neighbourhoods
characterized by immigrant assimilation and others with a strong presence of native
residents. This variety reflects a sufficiently representative photograph of the city in
1924, allowing us to reasonably assert that the San Pablo neighbourhood – largely
excluded from the sample – does not exhibit significant differences with the rest of the
included sample. This is particularly true regarding average household size and family
typology, where no substantial differences are observed.

Our main focus of analysis is the household. Each household is identified by its
address, with one household per residence. However, we also break down the data
further to look at individuals within these households. Therefore, first, we have
described the composition of households in the city of Zaragoza. In Figure 3, we
can see that, out of the 12,919 households, the most common households consisted
of between three and six people (together representing 60 per cent of households)
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and with an average of 3.7 people per household. Single-person households (typically
elderly widows) were rare, accounting for only 1.5 per cent of households. Households
with more than eight people were also uncommon.

In the household records, individuals are listed in order based on their role and
importance within the household. The first person listed is always the head of the
household (typically a male, if possible), followed by the spouse (if present).
Children usually appear in the third position, direct relatives in the fourth, and,
finally, other residents such as extended family members and servants. Figure 4
provides an illustrative example of how the population list is organized with respect
to individuals’ roles. This positional hierarchy provides clear insights into family
roles. For instance, if an elderly man is not listed as the head of the household but
appears after his son’s or daughter’s family, it suggests that he has moved in with
his descendant’s family to be cared for and no longer holds the role of household head.

It was not typical for two or more large families to live in the same assigned
“household”, especially if they were sizeable families (considering that the
population list differentiates by the number of the door where families reside,
allowing us to identify co-residents). It was more common (though in fewer than

Figure 2. Map of Zaragoza from 1913, featuring three overlaid polygons indicating (approximately) the
areas of the city included in the study.
Note: On the map, we have marked three areas of the city whose microdata are included in the study. Polygon 1
corresponds to the historic centre and the expansions towards the Huerva River and Paseo Independencia (Main
Avenue). Polygon 2 includes the expansions towards Carretera de Valencia and Avenida de Hernán Cortés. Polygon
3 covers a part of the Arrabal neighbourhood.
Source: Map of Zaragoza from 1913, created and marketed under the legend: “Geograph Anst v Wagner & Debes Leipzig”.
Public domain.

International Review of Social History 263

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000069 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859025000069


twenty-five per cent of households) for a young couple to live with the parents of one
of them until they could establish their own household, sometimes including young
children. Occasionally, as might be expected in a city experiencing an industrial
boom, multiple families shared the same house, floor, and apartment number.
However, in most cases, the census takers categorized them as separate households,
each assigned an individual family code. It seems likely that family relationships
influenced how households were classified. At the same time, some older, larger

Figure 3. Number of residents in the household, Zaragoza, 1924.
Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.

Figure 4. Example from the 1924 census showing how households were classified by kinship (section 2,
page 25).
Note: The column marked with the red arrow indicates the relationship to the head of the household, providing a
basis for establishing a hierarchy.
Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.
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houses may have had separate living spaces, allowing families to live independently
while sharing only certain areas. That said, this approach was not applied
consistently, and there is not enough information to fully understand why different
methods were used in each case. Figure 5 offers an example of how households
were classified for further clarity.

Spain is a country where nuclear households predominate,33 and Zaragoza is no
exception. In fact, almost seventy-five per cent of households were nuclear
(including cases where a parent of one of the spouses was present, provided they
occupied a non-active employment position and a final position in the census).34

Another 24.4 per cent had other relatives in the household, typically siblings or
nieces/nephews, while 0.8 per cent of households could not be classified into any of
the aforementioned categories.

It is important to note that households with more than ten people, as depicted in
Figure 3 (especially those with over fifteen people), often do not refer to traditional

Figure 5. Example from the 1924 census showing two families living in the same household, recorded as
separate family units in the registers (section 2, page 43).
Note: The column marked with a red arrow indicates that both Family 268 and Family 269 are living at Plaza del Pilar,
number 14, fourth floor. In fact, Family 268 includes not only a family but also the head of household’s brother and his
wife. In any case, Families 268 and 269 are treated as two separate households. Considering that they occupied an
entire floor, it is plausible (though not confirmed) that they resided in distinct living spaces.
Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.

33A. Valero, “The Prevalence of the Nuclear Family in the Spanish Family System”, Revista Internacional
de Sociología, 3 (1992), pp. 183–210.

34In the category “nuclear”, we have also included households headed by a married couple (or a widow/
widower) that include a parent of the main couple, as long as these parents occupy the lower positions in the
register (not as the head of the household) and are not actively employed.
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families but rather to groups such as convents, barracks, or student dormitories, which
are recorded in the population list as occupying a single residence and thus assigned a
household number. Zaragoza has historically been a city abundant with religious
congregations and military barracks.35

Focusing on families where at least the head of the household and the second
member have a familial relationship, we find that 97.4 per cent of all “family”
households in Zaragoza had between one and ten residents. Therefore, we will
concentrate on households with up to ten residents and exclude the remaining 2.6
per cent from our analysis, as they typically consist of a mix of family, friends, and
other difficult-to-categorize individuals.36

With salary data, we can calculate a Gini coefficient to measure income inequality
in Zaragoza. For the town as a whole, the Gini coefficient for salaries in 1924 was
0.388, a relatively low figure for a developing region during this period. When
considering only the salaries of household heads, the Gini coefficient was 0.304,
and if we look solely at male household heads, it dropped further to 0.282. In other
words, the Gini coefficient for Zaragoza in 1924 falls within the typical range
(between 0.25 and 0.55) but lies in the lower half, making Zaragoza a relatively
egalitarian town compared with other European places in the first half of the
twentieth century.37

We identified each individual’s occupation according to HISCLASS.38 For our
purposes, we used a summarized version, HISCLASS 5, as it better suits our
visualization objectives and accurately reflects the socio-economic distribution of
Zaragoza (see Table 1 for a description of the HISCLASS 5 categories). At that
time, the population still had a high proportion of agricultural occupations and a
minimal presence of management and administrative roles, though these were
growing owing to ongoing industrialization in the city.

As an alternative approach, we developed our own socio-economic categorization,
presented in tables alongside HISCLASS 5. This categorization divides individuals into
seven categories: agricultural labourers, factory workers, labourers, traders, military
personnel, liberal professionals (such as professors or doctors), and owners of
physical capital and land. The purpose of using this additional classification is to
distinguish between different types of workers. For instance, within the unskilled
group, it is valuable to differentiate between agricultural labourers and industrial
workers in a city undergoing industrialization. This also allows us to make
comparisons with analyses for Catalonia and Galicia.39

35Germán, Historia económica de Aragón contemporáneo.
36In the household income analysis, households with lodgers, non-relatives, or other uncertain residents

were excluded to avoid bias, representing 3.7 per cent of the sample.
37François Bourguignon and Christian Morrisson. “Inequality among World Citizens: 1820–1992”,

American Economic Review, 92:4 (2002), pp. 727–744; Jan Luiten van Zanden, Joerg Baten, Peter
Foldvari, and Bas van Leeuwen, “The Changing Shape of Global Inequality 1820–2000; Exploring a New
Dataset”, The Review of Income and Wealth, 60:2 (2014), pp. 279–297.

38Marco. H.D. Van Leeuwen and I. Maas, HISCLASS: A Historical International Social Class Scheme
(Leuven, 2011).

39Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”
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Despite the compelling data, several limitations must be considered. First, salaries
were self-reported. Each family received a form to complete, either independently or
with the assistance of an official, particularly for those who were illiterate. Owing to
the lack of alternative sources for comparison, we cannot be certain whether
women (or men) exhibited a greater tendency to under-report (or over-report) their
wages, similarly to how this may vary by professional category. We also lack a
universally accepted method for correcting this issue. Nevertheless, our results are
consistent with findings obtained in other regions of Spain.40 On the other hand,
the census was officially conducted in December 1924, but some evidence suggests
it may have also been carried out in the early months of 1925. This raises questions
about potential wage variations throughout the year based on demand.

The 1924 population list offers a snapshot of Zaragoza at a particular moment in time.
Since we are examining a specific period, individuals may have reported their wages based
on health or personal assessments at that point, which may not have fully represented
their typical salary. However, the average quality of the data is high given its variability
and proven explanatory power. There is significant variability in reported incomes
among individuals within the same occupation and household, providing concrete
data rather than standardized figures. In contrast, rural sources often reported uniform
salaries for most individuals in the same profession.

Household Income

In this section, we will examine how household income is distributed by socio-
economic status (using both HISCLASS 5 and the occupational categories explained
earlier). In this way, we were able to test hypotheses such as what extent household
income depended on a male breadwinner model according to socio-economic
category. It is important to note that 2,432 households are excluded from the
sample: 18.8 per cent of these households have no reported household income
(mostly owing to retired members, 3.9 per cent of the cases, or unemployment, 4.1
per cent of the cases). For retirees, pensions were reserved for a very limited range

Table 1. Descriptions of the HISCLASS 5 categories.

HISCLASS 5 Categories Description

H1 – Upper class 1–3 Higher managers, higher professionals, and lower
managers

H2 – Secondary
education

4–5 Lower professionals, lower clerical workers, and
salesmen

H3 – Schooling 6–7 Foremen and skilled workers

H4 – Farmer and lower
schooled

8–10 Farmers (landowners who work their own land) and
lower-skilled workers

H5 – Unskilled 11–12 Unskilled workers

Source: Author’s elaboration.

40Ibid. Additionally, owing to the large sample size (77,777 individuals), we consider that the issues related
to self-reported wages may be of minor significance.
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of professions, such as retired military personnel or high-ranking public officials. As a
result, the proportion of individuals reported as retired is quite low. Most continued to
engage in occasional work if their physical condition allowed it, or they simply did not
report any occupation. In the case of unemployed individuals, it is impossible for us to
determine whether their unemployment status was a temporary circumstance at the
time the population list was compiled or a more long-term issue caused by health
or behavioural problems. Additionally, it is possible that some individuals used this
category as a way to withhold information about their occupation or income.
Finally, around two per cent of individuals for whom we lack occupational data are
categorized as having severe physical or mental disabilities that prevented them
from working.

In some cases, households were excluded because certain members – usually the
head of the household – had their income recorded as “occasional” rather than a
regular salary, which occurred in 8.8 per cent of cases. This occasional income
category was more than twice as common among professionals in liberal
professions than in the working classes. Unlike workers, who likely had a clearer
sense of their average yearly earnings despite fluctuations, it is possible that these
professionals used this term to avoid disclosing their exact income. Even so,
individuals from all occupational backgrounds did report their earnings, allowing us
to identify their income ranges. However, to maintain the integrity of our analysis,
we have chosen not to assign estimated incomes, as doing so could introduce
additional biases. This careful approach helps ensure that our findings remain as
accurate and unbiased as possible.

As expected, we find large wage differences between categories when examining
total household income (see Table A1 in the appendix, see Supplementary
material). If we compare the average nominal household income of industrial
workers (factory), agricultural workers, and construction labourers with those in
semi-urban and rural areas of Catalonia (a region with higher income and more
industrialization) and Galicia (with lower income and more rural characteristics),
we find that incomes are considerably lower than those in the former and
somewhat higher than those in the latter.41 The same applies to nominal wages for
both men and women (results not shown): wages are lower than in Catalonia but
higher than in Galicia. Therefore, comparing the results with those of Borderías,
there seems to be a positive relationship between wages and urbanization, with
Zaragoza positioned between Galicia and Catalonia in terms of wages owing to its
intermediate level of urbanization. However, it is important to note that this cannot
be confirmed with certainty, as the wages analysed are nominal rather than real.
More interesting is the difference depending on their family position (which,
obviously, is also related to age, especially between heads and sons). Thus, those
who declare themselves as heads of household earn on average seventy-three per
cent more daily than sons and sixteen per cent more than others (see Table A2 in
the appendix).

Since the aim of this article is to analyse the extent to which the male breadwinner
model applies in Zaragoza, we are deeply interested in understanding the role of

41Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”, table 5.
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women in the labour market. A long line of historical studies on the labour of Spanish
women has shown that a high percentage of them worked despite being obscured in
historical sources.42 Therefore, one of the major risks to the accuracy of our study
lies in the underreporting of female employment. In Table 2, we have presented the
percentage of women who were officially working (and had reported wages). Our
results show that approximately fifty per cent of unmarried women had a salary in
the population register, whereas this figure dropped to around twenty per cent
among married women and 35–40 per cent among widows. These averages are
lower compared with summaries presented by Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo for
Spanish regions such as Catalonia and Galicia,43 although they are higher than
urban data from some localities such as A Coruña (where unmarried women
worked in 36.6 per cent of cases, married women in 19.2 per cent, and widows in
27.3 per cent). Therefore, unlike the relationship between the level of urbanization
and wages, the connection between urbanization and the female labour force
participation rate does not seem as clear. Many areas of Galicia, despite being less
urbanized, had higher participation rates than urban Zaragoza. To address the issue
of underreporting, Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo,44 among others, assign the same
occupation to wives as to husbands, given the historical needs reflected in
household budgets in the Spanish context. However, we will work with official data
(given its similarity to other urban environments) owing to the significant
variability in female wages and possibly in the number of days worked.
Additionally, we want to understand to what extent official data show households
with a male breadwinner model that are unable to support their family, which
could indicate underreporting.

To delve deeper into gender wage differences, Figure 6 shows the salary of heads of
households when they are men and when they are women (see Table A3 for the salary
of women depending on their role in the family). This allows us to determine that,
although with variations by category, the average salary for women acting as heads
of households was 58.6 per cent of that for male heads, for spouses it was 42.8 per

42Cristina Borderías, “La reconstrucción de la actividad femenina en Catalunya circa 1920”, Historia
Contemporánea, 44 (2012), pp. 17–47; José María Borrás Llop, “Tasas de actividad infantil y género en la
Cataluña de 1900. Estudio de casos de la cuenca del Ter”, Historia Contemporánea, 44 (2012),
pp. 73–108; Concepción Campos Luque, “Female Labour Force Participation Rates in 19th-Century
Andalusia: Antequera”, Investigaciones de Historia Económica, 10 (2014), pp. 191–201; Lina
Gálvez-Muñoz, “Breadwinning Patterns and Family Exogenous Factors: Workers at the Tobacco Factory
of Seville during the Industrialization Process (1887–1945)”, International Review of Social History, 42
(1997), pp. 87–128; Luis Garrido González, “La tasa de actividad femenina en el siglo XVIII en dos
municipios andaluces. Laujar de Andarax (Almería) y Úbeda (Jaén)”, Investigaciones de Historia
Económica, 12 (2016), pp. 144–153; Pilar Pérez-Fuentes, “Women’s Economic Participation on the Eve of
Industrialization: Bizkaia, Spain, 1825”, Feminist Economics, 19 (2013), pp. 160–180; Luis
Muñoz-Abeledo, “El trabajo infantil en las industrias pesqueras de España, 1850–1936”, in José María
Borrás Llop (ed.), El trabajo infantil en España (1700–1950) (Barcelona, 2013), pp. 117–152; A.P.
Martínez Soto, “La construcción de la identidad política y sindical de las jornaleras del campo en la zona
vitivinícola del sureste de España, 1900–1936”, in María Teresa Ortega López (ed.), Jornaleras,
campesinas y agricultoras. La historia agraria desde una perspectiva de género (Zaragoza, 2015), pp. 117–152.

43Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”, p. 85.
44Ibid.
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cent of male heads of households, and in the “other” category, female salaries were 56.5
per cent of male salaries.

Age may play a fundamental role to understand the salary differences between male
heads of households and other family members. Table A4 in the Appendix examines
the average salary of men and women across age groups between twenty and sixty-nine
years. In both cases, there is an upward trend in salary from younger to older ages
(with the exception of the over sixty age group for men). For instance, among men

Table 2. Percentage of women shown as working by marital status and age group between 20 and 69
years in Zaragoza, 1924.

Age group Single Married Widow

20–24 53.4 22.1 55.0

25–29 51.0 18.1 37.6

30–34 49.6 18.2 38.0

35–39 48.8 21.2 38.0

40–44 47.4 19.4 39.3

45–49 50.8 22.2 35.2

50–54 47.6 22.7 30.4

55–59 51.6 22.0 29.0

60–64 50.0 19.1 30.1

65–69 53.9 20.6 29.9

Observations 8,867 12,359 3,135

Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.

Figure 6. Male and female wages of household heads.
Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.
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aged twenty to twenty-four, the average salary was 6.1 pesetas, while among those aged
fifty-five to fifty-nine, it was 9.5 pesetas, indicating an increase of fifty-six per cent.
Similarly, for women in the same age groups (1.8 pesetas vs. 3.5 pesetas), the
increase was ninety-four per cent. Thus, average salaries appear to increase with age.

Was the male head of household the one who contributed the majority of wage
income to the household? In Table 3, we display the average contribution of each
family member to the daily household income. It is important to note that the
results have been obtained for all families, regardless of whether the head of the
household presents a male breadwinner model, to ensure comparability with cases
from Galicia and Catalonia.45

The results from Table 3 show that, generally, heads of households contribute
between thirty and forty-four per cent to the family budget. The only exception to
this is the wealthiest individuals (owners of physical capital and others in
HISCLASS category 1), whose contribution is around sixty per cent. The
contribution of wives proves significant, as they contribute on average between
fourteen and thirty-three per cent of the household income (with the negative
exception of the wealthiest). Sons also make a strong contribution to the family
budget, surpassing wives, contributing between twenty and forty-three per cent of
the income. In contrast, daughters have a much less significant participation,
contributing at most 6.3 per cent to family income. This demonstrates the
traditional preference for sons in Spanish society,46 which is reflected in the
“official” labour market where sons contribute more to household income.
However, as we will discuss later, daughters may be underreporting their income
the most (and also enduring lower wages as maids, messengers, or assistants).
Finally, it is worth noting that the contribution of other household residents tends
to be minimal, only exceeding five per cent in the case of other adult males
(brothers, brothers-in-law, nephews, cousins, etc.). This is particularly observed in
intermediate categories.

When comparing the results from Zaragoza in 1924 with those from rural Galicia
and semi-urban Catalonia,47 we find that the contribution of the head of household in
Catalonia ranged from 32–42 per cent, and in Galicia from 24–52 per cent. These
results are compatible and similar to the 30–44 per cent range observed in our
study area. Regarding wives, we found they contributed between 14–33 per cent,
without assigning professions and salaries to women lacking such information,
which is similar to the 17–21 per cent range in Catalonia and the 19–26 per cent
range in Galicia. The rest of our results also show similar patterns to those found in
Catalonia and Galicia, demonstrating that our sample is consistent with existing
previous studies and that there were no major differences between rural and urban
settings in terms of family support. Our results confirm that in Zaragoza, on the
one hand, the male breadwinner model does not apply, since the rest of the families

45Ibid.
46Francisco J. Marco-Gracia and Francisco J. Beltrán Tapia, “Son Preference, Gender Discrimination, and

Missing Girls in Rural Spain, 1750–1950”, Population and Development Review, 47 (2021), pp. 665–689;
Beltrán Tapia and Gallego-Martínez, “Where are the Missing Girls?”, pp. 117–126.

47Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”, p. 91.
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Table 3. Contribution to the average family income of each family member (percentage) according to socio-economic status, Zaragoza, 1924.

Average
(pesetas) Head Spouse Sons Daughters Fathers Mothers

Other
males

Other
females

HISCLASS
5

H1 – Upper class 22.7 63.0 10.2 21.9 1.5 0.6 0.0 2.2 0.4

H2 – Secondary
education

12.6 41.3 18.3 28.7 1.5 2.3 0.0 7.3 0.5

H3 – Schooling 11.7 34.4 20.3 34.4 4.7 2.0 0.1 3.6 0.5

H4 – Farmer and
lower schooled

11.6 36.7 14.1 39.8 1.4 2.8 0.0 5.2 0.0

H5 – Unskilled 7.9 34.8 22.0 34.7 3.8 1.0 0.1 3.3 0.3

CATEGORY Agrarian 8.1 35.4 22.7 34.3 3.1 1.0 0.0 3.2 0.2

Factory 9.0 31.9 21.4 35.6 6.3 0.8 0.1 3.7 0.2

Construction 10.8 33.9 15.3 43.0 3.1 0.0 0.3 4.4 0.1

Merchant 11.7 40.1 15.3 33.0 4.0 1.5 0.0 6.1 0.0

Military 16.8 37.4 21.0 33.3 0.9 4.0 0.0 3.2 0.1

High skilled 22.7 43.7 33.1 20.5 0.2 2.5 0.0 0.0 0.0

Big owner 21.4 57.9 22.2 10.9 4.8 0.0 0.0 4.2 0.0

Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.
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contributed a significant part of the wage income. On the other hand, the case also fits
perfectly within the case of low wages in Southern Europe, clearly falling below the
living standards of other Western European countries during the same period.48

Purchasing Capacity

In this section, we examine to what extent families in Zaragoza could afford a basket of
basic food consumption. To estimate this purchasing capacity, we will focus on the
daily income reported by all household members. However, we are aware that
families might have had additional sources of income, such as in-kind payments for
agricultural workers, which could have been a significant part of their earnings.49

Although the data provided in the population list was not limited to salaries alone
but also included other sources of income (for instance, rentiers had a value in
pesetas associated with them even if they had no other profession), it is very likely
that for some families, a portion of their income was not accounted for in our data.
Similarly, the accumulated wealth of some families (especially those of advanced
age) could have played a significant role in maintaining family well-being. In any
case, determining whether the declared incomes were sufficient to cover basic
household expenses in 1924 is of great interest for understanding the reality of
urban Spain in the late first quarter of the twentieth century.

The purchasing capacity has been estimated based on three different consumption
baskets: two presented by Allen, the bare bones subsistence and respectability
baskets,50 and another based on the optimal food consumption basket in Spain in
1964.51 The first two have been shown in Table 4. Both contain approximately 2100
calories per person per day, but the respectability basket includes a higher protein
content and a more varied diet, while the second (bare bones subsistence) has a
higher proportion of carbohydrates to reach the 2100 calories. We have adapted
Allen’s original basket to the foods consumed in Zaragoza (see footnote to Table 4).

Following Spanish literature on this issue,52 the third basket corresponds to food
consumption in Spain in 1964/1965 as the optimal food basket to calculate the

48Judith G. Coffin, “A ‘Standard’ of Living? European Perspectives on Class and Consumption in the
Early Twentieth Century”, International Labor and Working-Class History, 55 (1999), pp. 6–26; Christer
Lundh, “Was there an Urban–Rural Consumption Gap? The Standard of Living of Workers in Southern
Sweden, 1914–1920”, Scandinavian Economic History Review, 61 (2013), pp. 233–258; Boter, “Living
Standards and the Life Cycle”.

49Burnette, “How Not to Measure the Standard of Living”.
50Robert C. Allen, “The High Wage Economy and the Industrial Revolution: A Restatement”, The

Economic History Review, 68 (2014), pp. 1–22.
51Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INE), Encuesta de presupuestos familiares, marzo 1964–marzo 1965

(Madrid, 1969).
52Xavier Cussó, “El estado nutritivo de la población española, 1900–1970. Análisis de las necesidades y

disponibilidades de nutrientes”, Historia Agraria, 36 (2005), pp. 329–358; Pablo Delgado, “Unravelling
the Nutritional Transition in Spain: From Meat Shortages to Excess (1958–1990)”, Rural History, 35
(2024), pp. 255–276; Domingo Gallego, “Obstáculos comerciales y salariales a la transición nutricional en
la España de comienzos del siglo XX”, Investigaciones de Historia Económica, 12 (2016), pp. 154–164;
Roser Nicolau-Nos and Josep Pujol-Andreu, “Variaciones regionales de los precios de consumo y de las
dietas en España, en los inicios de la transición demográfica”, Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of
Iberian and Latin American Economic History, 24 (2006), pp. 521–553.
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needs of an average person/family in Zaragoza in 1924 (see Table 5). The use of this
third basket is justified as it goes a step further than the previous two, as it represented
an optimal diet for all social classes in 1964, once the country had already
industrialized.53 These data come from the Household Budget Survey conducted by
the National Statistics Institute.54 The survey is representative of Spanish society as
a whole (around 21,000 households in the sample) and provides a considerable
breakdown by product. Although, as Domingo Gallego points out,55 based on
Xavier Cussó,56 this diet involved some deficiencies in micronutrients, such as
calcium or iron, for lower-income groups, it is much richer in micronutrients than
Allen’s two baskets. Additionally, it provided sufficient calories (around 3000) and
proteins (considering caloric expenditure) for all income groups.

Once we have the food consumption in physical quantities, we can use the prices
provided by Luis Germán for various foods in 1925,57 and this allows us to know
the expenditure needed to access each of the baskets. Additionally, since not all
household members consume the same amount of food (e.g., a child consumes less

Table 4. Allen’s consumption basket adapted to Zaragoza.

Respectability Bare bones subsistence

Prices
1925

Quantity
(person/day)

Expenditure
(Pesetas)

Quantity
(person/day)

Expenditure
(Pesetas)

Bread 0.62 0.50 0.31 0.68a 0.42

Chickpeasb 1.95 0.09 0.18 0.05 0.11

Meat 4.38 0.07 0.31 0.01 0.06

Oil 2.46 0.01 0.04 0.008 0.02

Milkc 0.65 0.01 0.01

Eggs 3.03 0.01 0.04

Wined 0.55 0.31 0.17

Total 1.05 0.61

Notes: a) In Allen’s original basket, 0.47 kg of oatmeal/grain per person per day is used. In our case, we use 0.68 kg of
bread, as it provides approximately the same calories and was the cheapest available carbohydrate in Zaragoza. b) Allen’s
basket uses beans/peas; we use chickpeas. c) Allen’s basket includes cheese; we use a similar amount of milk. d) Allen’s
basket includes 0.5 litres of beer per person per day. Beer consumption in Zaragoza was very low, and wine was the
preferred alcoholic beverage. We use an approximate amount of wine (0.33 litres) equivalent to 0.5 litres of beer. Physical
consumption and prices are expressed in kilograms, except for milk, wine, and oil, which are expressed in litres, and eggs,
which are expressed in dozens.
Source: Allen, “The High Wage Economy and the Industrial Revolution”.

53Cussó, “El estado nutritivo”, pp. 340–350.
54INE, Encuesta de presupuestos familiares.
55Gallego, “Obstáculos comerciales y salariales”.
56Cussó, “El estado nutritivo”, pp. 340–350.
57Luis Germán Zubero, “Coste de la vida y poder adquisitivo de los trabajadores en Zaragoza durante el

primer tercio del siglo XX”, in Carlos Forcadell (ed.), Razones de historiador.Magisterio y presencia de Juan
José Carreras (Zaragoza, 2009), pp. 373–390. As previously mentioned, the 1924 population list was made at
the end of 1924 and the beginning of 1925, so we consider the 2025 prices to be the most optimal for the
analysis.
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than an adult), we have adjusted consumption using weights, which take age and
gender into account.58

Table 5. Optimal consumption basket.

Quantity (person/day) Prices in 1925 Expenditure (pesetas)

Bread 0.37 0.62 0.23

Other cereal products 0.04 0.62a 0.03

Rice 0.03 1.25 0.03

Beans 0.02 1.95b 0.03

Lentils 0.01 1.95b 0.01

Chickpeas 0.02 1.95 0.04

Other legumes 0.00 1.95b 0.00

Potatoes 0.30 0.34 0.10

Vegetables and greens 0.15 1.5c 0.23

Fruits 0.16 0.2d 0.03

Cod 0.00 2.42 0.01

Eggs 3.03 3.03 0.23

Pork 4.84 4.84 0.03

Goat meat 0.00 4.08e 0.00

Beef 0.02 4.26 0.08

Lamb 0.01 4.08e 0.06

Milk 0.22 0.65 0.14

Fresh fish 0.06 2.7 0.17

Sausages 0.01 4.33f 0.06

Oil 0.07 2.46 0.16

Animal fats 0.01 4.33f 0.06

Sugar 0.04 1.85 0.07

Coffee 0.00 10.79 0.04

Table wine 0.13 0.55 0.07

Total 1.91

Notes: The 1964 consumption basket provides approximately 2,900 calories. a) There are no price data for this category,
so we assume the price is the same as that of bread. b) There are no price data for this category, so we assume the price is
the same as that of chickpeas. c) Prices are available only for beans, so we use this as representative for the entire
category. d) There are no price data for fruits, so we use the prices provided by Gallego (2016). e) There are no price data
for this category, so we assume the price is the same as that of bacon. Physical consumption and prices are expressed in
kilograms, except for milk, wine, and oil, which are expressed in litres, and eggs, which are expressed in dozens.
Source: Nicolau-Nos and Pujol-Andreu, “Variaciones regionales de los precios de consumo y de las dietas en España”; INE,
Encuesta de presupuestos familiares; Zubero, “Coste de la vida y poder adquisitivo de los trabajadores en Zaragoza”.

58The weights are based on López Guallar, “A Gendered View of Family Budgets”, see Table 5.
Specifically, in the case of men, consumption has been multiplied by 0.32 for ages 0–4, by 0.53 for ages
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Luis Germán estimates that, on average, working-class families in Zaragoza in the
early decades of the twentieth century dedicated 76.3 per cent of their budget to food.59

Therefore, if we add housing, clothing, fuel, and so on (applying that 76.3 per cent) to
each of the three baskets, the daily basic needs per individual would amount to 0.61
pesetas for the bare bones subsistence, 1.05 for the respectability, and 1.91 for the
optimal.

In Table 6, we calculated the per centage of households with declared incomes
sufficient to consumer each basket. The results show that the two proposed Allen
baskets could be consumed by the majority of the categories shown. Specifically,
ninety per cent of households in the less affluent categories (H-5 Unskilled,
Agrarian, or Factory) could afford to consume both baskets. However, when it came
to the 1964 basket, the percentage of categories that could afford it on the reported
wage was lower for these groups (between seventy-eight and eighty-two per cent).
Nevertheless, these results may be upwardly biased because the daily wage was not
equivalent to the annual wage. Although this varied by region, if we set the number
of working days per year at 250, as the literature suggests,60 an even smaller
percentage of the lower-income classes would be able to consume the 1964 basket
(although income beyond wages would need to be considered).

If we focus solely on families with two adults and two children (see Table A5 in the
appendix), only forty per cent of the lowest-wage families could afford the 1964 basket.
The last three rows of Table 6 show to what extent the male breadwinner model
remains applicable when evaluating purchasing power. We observe that, for
households with five or more members (representing sixty per cent of our sample,
as shown in Figure 3), the percentage of families able to afford the most basic
basket was 83.9 per cent, the respectability basket 71.8 per cent, and the optimal
basket only 58.5 per cent. Therefore, the male head of household’s wage alone was
insufficient for many families to afford even a minimum consumption basket.

Households led by a woman or an individual with a disability faced much greater
challenges: only one third of these families could afford the 1964 optimal consumption
basket, and their access to Allen’s baskets was also limited when considering income
alone. This finding underscores the importance of having able-bodied adult males
actively participating in the labour market within the household, likely reinforcing
the social and familial status of men at that time.

Discussion and Conclusions

This article had two primary objectives. The first was to understand the contribution of
each family member to household income within an urban context characterized by low
living standards among the working classes. In relation to the first aim, this study has
also confirmed that all household members contributed to its upkeep, but some

5–9, by 0.82 for ages 10–14, by one for ages 15–54, by 0.9 for ages 55–59, by 0.8 for ages 60–64, and by 0.7 for
those over sixty-five. For women, it has been multiplied by 0.32 for ages 0–4, by 0.48 for ages 5–9, by 0.68 for
ages 10–14, by 0.8 for ages 15–54, by 0.72 for ages 55–59, by 0.64 for ages 60–64, and by 0.56 for those over
sixty-five.

59Germán, “Coste de la vida y poder adquisitivo”.
60De Zwart, “The Long-Run Evolution of Global Real Wages”.
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played a more prominent role than others. Again, male wages (given the wage
discrimination and possible underreporting of female wages) were key to household
sustenance. In an average household, the head of the family represented
approximately forty per cent of the household income, a figure similar to that
observed in Catalonia (32–42 per cent) and Galicia (24–52 per cent). The woman
contributed about twenty-five per cent, sons around thirty per cent, while daughters
and other relatives played a residual role. Once again, the results are very similar to
those observed in Catalonia and Galicia. The contribution of the head of the
household was particularly important (relative to the total) in households headed by
a working-age man with a job.

As mentioned earlier, the data may have underreported women’s wages,
particularly those of wives and daughters, a common issue in historical records.61

One way to address this issue is to assign the occupations of husbands to their

Table 6. Percentage of households that can afford an optimal basket for all members.

Bare bones
subsistence Respectability Optimal

HISCLASS 5 H1 – Upper class 100 99.2 93.3

H2 – Secondary
education

99.0 98.5 93.2

H3 – Schooling 98.1 95.7 92.0

H4 – Farmer and
lower schooled

97.2 95.2 82.6

H5 – Unskilled 94.3 93.7 78.7

CATEGORY Agrarian 93.9 89.8 81.8

Factory 94.9 90.9 82.1

Construction 96.2 91.8 82.2

Merchant 96.8 93.2 85.0

Military 98.1 94.6 88.9

High skilled 99.7 96.0 91.5

Big owner 100 100 100

BREADWINNER
MODEL

2 residents 99.4 99.0 83.9

3–4 residents 91.5 90.2 80.4

5 or more residents 83.9 71.8 58.5

Source: Population list of Zaragoza, 1924.

61Cristina Borderías, “Revisiting Women’s Labor Force Participation in Catalonia (1920–1936)”, Feminist
Economics, 19 (2013), pp. 224–242; Borderías, “La reconstrucción de la actividad femenina”, pp. 17–47; José
María Borrás Llop, Tasas de actividad infantil y género en la Cataluña de 1900. Estudio de casos de la cuenca
del ter, Historia Contemporánea, 44 (2012); Campos Luque, “Female Labour Force Participation Rates in
19th-Century Andalusia”, pp. 191–201; Gálvez-Muñoz, “Breadwinning Patterns and Family Exogenous
Factors”, pp. 87–128; Garrido González, “La tasa de actividad femenina en el siglo XVIII”, pp. 144–153;
Martínez Soto, “La construcción de la identidad política y sindical de las jornaleras del campo”,
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wives when the latter have no declared occupation, as done by Borderías and other
works,62 although this method also risks over-estimation. In our case, we have
relied on the official data. However, this underreporting could also be evidence of
the precarious nature of women’s work in the 1920s, with greater volatility and very
low wages. For instance, the average declared wage for women in manual
occupations was half that of men, even without considering a possible premium for
greater seasonality.

Within the working class, significant differences existed depending on the type of
work. Higher wages for construction workers compared with agricultural labourers
were common in Spain and other European countries.63 For example, among male
heads of households, labourers earned 6.1 pesetas per day, while factory workers
earned 7.2 pesetas.

One of the main advantages of this study is the availability of income data for each
family member, which enables a more precise analysis of household purchasing power.
Although the data are limited to the year 1924, this approach addresses one of the key
challenges in this field of research.64

The second objective of this study was to determine the extent to which household
income could provide an acceptable standard of living for its members. Our results for
Zaragoza seem to confirm that the male breadwinner family model did not hold for
the lower-income classes. The welfare ratios proposed by Allen still yielded very
unsatisfactory results in 1924,65 because Zaragoza (like the rest of the country) was
characterized by a significant contribution to household income from wives,
children, and even other male relatives.

Although a male breadwinner could not sustain (on average) the entire household,
he made the most significant contribution to the family. Indeed, families with a male
wage earner as the head of the household were more than three times as likely to afford
the basic basket compared with those headed by a woman. Furthermore, these families
were seven times more likely to meet this need than families headed by an unemployed
person. Obviously, occupational category also mattered in family income and
purchasing power. As expected, higher socio-economic status groups had daily
incomes that doubled or even tripled those of the working class in Zaragoza.

According to our calculations, a significant portion of working-class families
(around twenty per cent) could not afford to consume an optimal basket,
represented as the average food consumption in Zaragoza in 1964, once the country
was industrialized. Indeed, if we consider a family with a father, mother, and two
children, the percentage of families unable to afford it was approximately sixty per
cent. Moreover, this may be underestimated, as the wages earned were not
necessarily received every day of the year. Therefore, while it is true that the

pp. 117–152; Muñoz-Abeledo, “El trabajo infantil en las industrias pesqueras de España”, pp. 117–152;
Pérez-Fuentes, “Women’s Economic Participation”, pp. 160–180.

62Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”.
63Coffin, “A ‘Standard’ of Living?”; Lundh, “Was there an Urban–Rural Consumption Gap?”; Borderías

and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién llevaba el pan a casa en la España de 1924?”; Boter, “Living Standards and the
Life Cycle”.

64De Zwart, “The Long-Run Evolution of Global Real Wages”.
65Allen, “The Great Divergence”, pp. 411–447.
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absolute poverty line, understood as the bare bones subsistence or the respectability
basket (around 2100 calories), could indeed be afforded by most families in
Zaragoza, a consumption basket richer in vitamins and other micronutrients was
still not accessible to all families.

Based on the data on caloric and micronutrient requirements provided by Cussó for
the Spanish population in 1930,66 it is evident that Allen’s two baskets are
tremendously insufficient in terms of micronutrients such as iron, calcium, zinc,
vitamin A, and folic acid. In any case, the fact that a large percentage of the
working-class families, despite being employed, could not even cover the minimum
needs for themselves and their children reflects the reality of insufficient wages and
widespread poverty in the urban environment.

Does this imply that the classic approach of Allen’s welfare ratios, where the male
head of household’s wage can support the entire family, is incorrect? It depends on the
objective of the study. Undoubtedly, one of the strengths of this method is the ease of
data collection and, in turn, the international comparability it enables. If we aim to
consider other family incomes and different social classes, a richer database is
required. Therefore, a longer-term study with improved international comparability
(though with less depth in variable analysis) on urban living standards in early
twentieth-century Spain remains a task for future research.

One final question. Can Zaragoza be considered representative of urban Spain as a
whole? It is very difficult to provide a definitive answer to this question. Clearly, it
cannot be compared with the major industrial hubs. The employment opportunities
in factories were relatively scarce compared with larger centres such as Barcelona,
Bilbao, and Madrid. In 1924, Zaragoza still had twice as many workers in
agricultural jobs (forty per cent) as in factories (twenty per cent). However,
Zaragoza’s case aligns with previous studies conducted in Catalonia and Galicia.67

Additionally, socio-economic indicators suggest that Zaragoza fits within the
broader category of medium-sized inland cities in Spain.68 Therefore, while we
cannot assert with absolute certainty that Zaragoza is fully representative, we cannot
overlook the consistency of the socio-economic variables and the results of this
study with what is known about much of Spain undergoing industrialization
(without being a primary industrial centre).

In conclusion, this study has shown that in a relatively dynamic Spanish city in
1924, during a period of industrialization, living standards were low, with wages
that often did not even allow the purchase of an optimal food basket. Although
most households were largely able to afford Allen’s basic consumption baskets, this
was no longer the case for working-class families when examining a typical nuclear
household of two parents and two children. Hence, the over-reliance on wheat and
cereals likely persisted. As expected, the quality of life depended on the
socio-economic group of the family. However, there were small signs of hope. The
new jobs created by factories (Zaragoza was undergoing an industrialization process

66Cussó, “El estado nutritivo”, Table 1.
67Borderías and Muñoz-Abeledo, “¿Quién Llevaba el Pan a Casa en la España de 1924?”.
68Fernández Clemente, “Historia de Zaragoza”; Zubero, La Transformación de la Ciudad”, pp. 459–468;

Zubero, “La demografía aragonesa”, pp. 163–176.
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that would fully take off a few decades later) for unskilled individuals offered wages
fifteen per cent higher than those of traditional unskilled agricultural labourers. The
city’s development was also associated with more employment in coordination and
management sectors (intermediate HISCLASS categories) and increased demand for
doctors, teachers, lawyers, and other professionals.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0020859025000069
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