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English society in the sixteenth and early seventeenth

feed themselves and their families, with a surplus left

centuries experienced intense social change. The

over to take to market. As many farmers employed

national population was increasing rapidly: from

labourers, the falling value of wages was to their

around three million in 1541, it had risen to over five

advantage, serving to increase profits. The prosperity

million at the time of Elizabeth's death in 1603, and

of the sixteenth century yeomanry is evident in what

would continue rising to reach a high of almost six and

has been dubbed the great rebuilding of rural England,

a half million in the 1650s. Although people at the time

as newly rich farmers enlarged, improved and

had no way of measuring demographic change, they

beautified their houses.
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certainly noticed and commented on its effects. Above
all, they felt it in their pockets. The most telling effect of
the rise in population was inflation as supply,
particularly of basic foodstuffs, failed to keep up with
demand. It has been calculated that the price of staple
foods rose sixfold between 1500 and the early 1600s,
with almost half of that growth occurring in the years
after 1570.

[3]

Rural and Urban Society
Although some three-quarters of England's population
lived and worked in rural communities, urban society
ought not to be overlooked. Towns were important as
religious and political centres, and also as sites for
markets where agricultural produce was bought and
sold. Towns ranged in size. The major urban centres

At the same time, the rise in population lessened the
demand for labour and contributed to a fall in the value

Norwich, York, Bristol, Exeter and Newcastle each had
populations of between eight and twelve thousand in
1520, rising to between nine and fifteen thousand in

of wages. This posed a problem for the wage-

1603. At the other end of the scale were some five to six

dependent labourer, who in different parts of the
kingdom might account for anywhere between one
quarter and two-thirds of the population. Measured
against rising prices, wages in 1600 were worth only
half of what they had been in 1500, and little more than
a third of their 1450-75 level. The impoverishment of
[4]

hundred smaller settlements with populations of no
more than a few hundred which were differentiated
from villages only through possession of a market. As
in the countryside, rising prices benefited certain
groups. The increasing wealth of mercantile elites was
a subject for contemporary comment.

[8]

the labouring poor was one of the most significant
social trends in the sixteenth century, out of which was
born an economy of makeshifts as people sought to
make ends meet in whatever ways they could find.

[5]

For others, however, inflation presented opportunities
for gain. In the countryside, the great landlords
(England's aristocracy and gentry) were able to take
advantage of land hunger to charge their tenants higher
rents. Also gaining from the rise in prices were the
yeoman farmers. They were able to produce enough to

Even the largest urban centres were dwarfed by
London, whose population in 1550 already stood at
120,000, rising dramatically to around 200,000 in 1600.
The astonishing fact is that at all times during this
period the death rate in London exceeded the birth rate,
so that the growth in population must have been fuelled
entirely by migration. It has been calculated that as
many as twelve thousand migrants travelled to London
every year. The vast majority of these were drawn from

the ranks of the rural poor, forced out of their

particular, as a means of expressing a separate identity

communities by worsening conditions and the shortage

and claim to respectability. It is altogether harder to

of resources. They tended to congregate in the

assess the terms of social description used by society's

northern suburbs of the city, in overcrowded tenements

poor. This is mainly due to the nature of the source

where mortality rates as a result of endemic disease

material. When the voices of the poor were recorded at

were exceptionally high.

all it was generally in the formal setting of the
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courtroom, a forum in which people might be expected

The Social Hierarchy

to have moulded their behaviour and language to

Tudor society, then, was inherently and increasingly
unequal. Men found different ways of describing their
society. Accounts penned by members of the elite

conform to official expectations. Recent research has
begun to suggest, however, that when freed from
official restraint, the poor expressed a strong sense of
social injustice and hostility towards the rich.

[13]

tended to describe a God-given hierarchy based on the
notion of the great chain of being. They viewed their
society as divided into three or four estates or degrees

Sources for Social History

of people: the aristocracy and gentry; the citizens or

These various themes and problems are illuminated

freemen in the towns; the yeomanry in the countryside;

only haphazardly in the State Papers. While the social

and the fourth sort who had no voice nor authoritie in

historians main sources are printed tracts, diaries,

our common wealth onelie to be ruled, not to rule

private papers and correspondence of the gentry, or the

other.

records of the criminal and equity courts, the State

[10]

Papers are valuable as a source for investigating the
A more common way of describing society was through
what Keith Wrightson has termed the language of sorts.
This language tended to divide society into two basic
groupings of rich and poor, perhaps reflecting the

attitudes of England's governors to social change.
Social mobility was seen to pose a threat to social
order. Governors expressed anxiety about the growing
wealth of the self-styled middling sorts, which they

marked social polarisation of late sixteenth-century
society. In the surviving source material we see it used
most commonly by people of higher social status who
defined themselves as the better sort in contrast to the

believed undermined societys hierarchical ordering.
They were also anxious that the newly rich men of
secrete wealthe were not being properly assessed for
the purposes of taxation and other levies.

meaner or baser sorts. Wrightson has described the
language of sorts as pregnant with social conflict.

[11]

For the most part such attitudes are stated only
implicitly, and a knowledge of the context of social

Towards the end of the sixteenth century, a third group,
the middling sorts, also began to be mentioned. The
term seems to have been used most commonly as a
form of self-description by men of yeoman or
mercantile background, and by the newly rich in

discourse is necessary to uncode the references. Lady
Mary Sidneys letter to Burghley requesting that her
husband not be made a lord because they were unable
to afford the requisite lifestyle, for instance, makes
sense when read against the background of an elite

social ideology which stressed hierarchy and the visible

important details relating to popular disturbance

display of status as vital for the peaceful ordering of

during the 1549 uprisings. For instance, the material

society. Similarly, anxieties about the increasing

allows us to measure the incidence of small-scale

wealth of the middling sorts ought to be investigated

skirmishes away from the focal points of disorder in

within the wider context of debates about the nature of

East Anglia and the West Country as well as to

true gentility, and in particular set against the voices of

investigate the governments response to those

men like John Ferne who desired to keep the shining

disturbances.
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ranks of the nobility and gentry safe from the
Official attitudes to social change were reflected in

contamination of new money.

[15]

policy, above all in the development of poor law
All in all, the official view of society seems to have been

legislation. Through statute, royal proclamation and

rather a bleak one. The meaner sort were viewed with

conciliar orders, the Tudor regimes sought to tackle

suspicion as unruly, dangerous and seditious. The

perceived social crisis and to control the activities of

Councils pessimistic outlook was reinforced by the

the poor. In general, Tudor policy towards poor relief

almost endless reports they received reporting cases of

was based on a distinction between the deserving poor

seditious speech, disturbance and riot. One historian

(those unable to work through sickness, disability or

has described the Council as the centre of a vortex ...

age), who were to be provided with relief; and the

recipient of incoming reports which by their number

undeserving (those considered able but too idle to

and repetition (and sometimes the conscious intention

work), who were to be punished. Wandering beggars,

of correspondents who sought government action)

Egyptians, rogues and vagabonds were generally

distorted and exaggerated the reality of disorder. By

ordered to be whipped and sent home: they were put in

the end of the century the government was prone to

their place both socially and geographically.

[16]

over-reaction, demanding the excessively severe
punishment of rioters and others who disturbed the
public peace.
Reports of riot reflect the prejudices of England's ruling
elites who viewed the poor as inherently violent and
disordered. However, such reports can also reveal a
great deal about the nature and timing of popular
disturbance, provided always that the authors agenda is
taken into account. Reports of food riots in the 1580s,
for instance, allow us to explore the relationship
between riot and dearth, as well as illuminating the
generally orderly behaviour of the crowd and its
attitude to authority. Similarly, an exploration of the
State Papers for the reign of Edward VI can reveal

Social Policy
State Papers are a useful source for studying the
evolution of social policy. However, it must be noted
that the evidence they provide is not systematic.
Parliamentary statutes and royal proclamations are in
many ways more valuable. These were, however, only
[17]

the final products of the deliberative process. Drafts of
legislation contained in the State Papers make it
possible to uncover some of the processes by which
policy was formed, as well as revealing some of the
proposed experiments that never made it on to the
statute books. Edward VIs government, for example,

considered proposals to redistribute the profits of the
law courts in poor relief.
The greatest threat to social order was posed by
dearth. Harvest failures exacerbated rising prices,
pushing the poor to the very edge of subsistence. In the
sixteenth century, grain shortages were usually blamed
on the covetous actions of greedy individuals who were
accused of hoarding grain in order artificially to raise
prices. Thus, the Council ordered barns to be searched,
and sought to regulate the markets to ensure grain was
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