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PREFACE 

TENTA.TIVE experiments in minimum wa:ge regulation 
have been conducted in various countries during 
recent years. With the return of more stable eco
nomic conditions, demands will be made for extensions 
of such regulation. Instead of legislation protecting 
workers in a limited number of trades only, claims will 
be pressed for the fixing of minimum wages on a 
national basis. The present volume, which contains 
constructive proposals regarding the essential features 
of a satisfactory minimum wage system, may serve to 
indicate the practical possibilities in this direction, at the 
same time pointing out limitations and acting as a check 
to demands beyond the capacity of industry to pay. 

The conclusions reached are based on a compre
hensive international study of existing legislation and 
practice. For this study I have used the Library of 
the International Labour Office, which con~ains very 
complete information on the minimum wage systems 

'cI various countries. I have also had opportunities 
of dis<'iISBing the special problems of each country with 
competent authorities. My thanks are particularly 
due to Dr. Karl Pribram, Chief of the Statistical 
Section of the International Labour Office, and to 
Mr. J. R. Bellerby for valaable advice and suggestions. 

GENEVA. 
J. H. R. 

NovembBf' 1926. 
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A STUDY ON 

THE MINIMUM WAGE 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

RECOGNmON of the importance of social justice in 
labour conditions is a modern development. Under 
the feudal system conditions of labour were deter
mined by status rather than by contract. The 
operation of the law of demand and supply was 
subject to considerable modification owing to the 
force of custom and the immobility of labour. Con
ditions were often regulated by law, but little thought 
was given to the welfare of the workers. 

With the development of the modern industrial 
system in the eighteenth century and the adoption of 
laia8ez..Jaire principles, freedom of contract began to 
replace status and custom. Although the influence of 
,ustOllJ persisted to some extent, and still serves to 
explaw, certain anomalies, especially as to the relation 
between the levels of wages in difierent trades, the 
law of demand and supply came to playa predominant 
part in determining conditions of labour. Any inter
ference with free contract was considered economically 
unsound. 

After a. time, however, it beca.me evident. tha.t 
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unrestrained competition led to intolerable evils. 
Excessive hours of labour, low wages, industrial 
accidents, and occupational diseases were among the 
consequences of the laissez-faire policy. From the 
middle of the nineteenth century workers' organisa
tions developed, and these were able to secure improve
ments by means of collective agreements. Large 
numbers of workers, however, remained unorganised. 
These included women, juvenile workers, and also 
adult male workers in certain occupations, including 
homework trades. Attempts were made to organise 
such groups, but with little success. 

The growth of public dissatisfaction with the conse
quences of an unrestricted policy of free competition 
led to demands for Government interference. Legis
lation for the protection of the workers became a 
necessity. By factory and other labour legislation, 
en:deavours have been made to safeguard the workers 
against industrial accidents and diseases; excessive 
hours of labour have been prohibited and insurance 
schemes introduced to provide accident, sickness, and 
unemployment benefits. Many laws have been passed 
specially for the protection of wom.en and childreI1 
against the worst forms of exploitation. • 

The importance of securing improvements in labour 
conditions by legislative action was fully appreciated 
at Versailles by the authors of the Treaty of Peace. 
Recognising that the peace and harmony of the world 
are imperilled by the existence of hardship, injustice, 
and privation re~ulting from unsatisfactory conditions 
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of labour, they set up the International Labour Orgazii
sation to assist in the maintenance of universal peace 
by establishing social justice for the workers. This 
organisation has, in fact, provided an effective stimulus 
to progress in labour legislation throughout a large 
part of the world, and has secured co-ordination 
and uniformity in the measures adopted in various 
countries. 

In many countries, even in those with advanced 
labour legislation, minimum wage regulation has re
ceived little or no attention. Improvement in conditions 
of labour is, however, incomplete, and its value may 
be diminished unless steps are taken to secure to the 
workers the payment of a wage -.. adequate to maintain 
a reasonable standard of life." The benefits resulting 
from an increase in the amount of spare time which 
the worker has at his disposal in consequence of a 
diminution in the hours of labour are reduced if accom
panied by a fall in wages which impairs his standard 
of living. More generally, if the cost of improving 
labour conditions is bome by the workers in terms of 
lower wages, then the progress effected may be more 
~parent than real. For general progress to be assured, 
theref.re, a programme of labour legislation should 
include proposals for securing to the workers a reason
able minimum wage. 

There is no essential difference in principle between 
fixing a minimum wage and fixing maximum hours of I 
la.bour. Such limitations are among the rules regu
lating the conduct of industry, and a country which 
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introduoes any form of labour legislation has accepted 
the underlying principle involved. In no country is 
a complete laissez-faire attitude now adopted with 
regard to conditions of labour, and if the principle of 
interference is admitted, there is no logical reason for 
not dealing with the problem of wages. 

Evidently in determining the rules according to 
which industry shall be conducte~ it is necessary to 
avoid imposing conditions which industry is unable 
to support. In the case of wages the difficulty lies in 
determining a minimum which safeguards the worker 
against privation, and which at the same time is 
within the capacity of industry to pay. Also, not 
only must the minimum be a practicable one, but a 
system of distribution must be retained .which will give 
to workers with special skill a return sufficient to call 
forth an adequate supply of such labour, and will 
maintain the necessary supplies of capital, manage
ment, and other agents of production. Therein lies 
the real problem, one of the most difficult in the 
whole field of industry. 

In attempting to find a solution, the chief factors to 
be considered are those affecting the capacity ef { 
industry to pay and those affecting the grOClpS of 
workers for which wages are to be fixed. Improve
ment in the wages of the lowest paid grades of workers 
may be secured by an increase in the capacity of 
industry to pay, whether this be due to the introduc
tion of more productive methods of manufacture or to 
an increase in the efficiency of the workers. It may 
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also be effected' by protecting tIte workers against 
exploitation and securing to them the highest wages 
that industry can a.fford to pay. In this connection 
the breaking down of traditional influences affecting 
adversely the wages of certain groups of workers is of 
importance. Thus the wages of women are often 
unduly low, partly on account of the limited field of 
labour hitherto open to them, and partly because 
many women have been willing to work for little 
remuneration as they were being maintained by the 
earnings of others. 

During comparatively recent years, progress towards 
a solution of the problem has been made in certain 
countries by the adoption of various forms of minimum 
wage legislation.1 The first minimum wage law was 
the New Zealand Industrial Conciliation and Arbitra
tion Act of 1894, and subsequently the minimum wage 
principle has been widely adopted in English-speaking 
countries: Australia, Great Britain, the United States 
of America, I Canada, and South Africa. Other countries 
have applied the principle on a sma.ll scale, namely, 

~ An excellent critical survey of the minimum wage systems 
of diffellnt countries is given in Wages aM the State, by Mrs. 
E. M. Burns, London, 1926. The present volume, based on 
independent original research, is similar in scope, but the 
method of treatment differs. 

• The effectiveness of minimum wage Jegislationin the 
United States has been seriously impaired by recent decisions 
of the Supreme Court declaring the minimum wage laws of 
the District of Columbia and the State of Arizona to be 
unconstitutional. 
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France, Germany, Austria, Czechoslova.kia, Norway. 
HungarY. the Argentine Republic. and Uruguay. 

An examination of the minimum wage laws in force 
in these countries shows that in many cases only the 
fringe of the problem is being touched. Some laws 
are limited to special groups of workers, e.g. home
workers, fe}llale workers, agricultural workers. Even 
in Great Britain the legislation applies to workers in a 
limited number of trades, and for these the minimum 
rates are fixed independently by separate boards. 
The consequence is that unwarranted differences in 
rates may occur. Only in New Zealand and in certain 
Australian States have attempts been made to grapple 
with the whole problem. 

Instead of legislation limited to a few trades, a 
system of general application is required. . The writer 
is of opinion that as basis of the wage system of each 
country national minimum wages should be fixed.1 

These would constitute a standard below which no 
worker of ordinary ability should fall. They would 
provide the most effective means of preventing priva
tion and misery. In considering the basis to be 

• adopted in determining the national minima, an 
attempt is made below to reconcile ths ap1J1rently 
conflicting principles of the living wage and the capacity 
of industry t~ pay. 

1 In a country with several distinct economic regions, it 
might be necessary to adopt a regional instead of a national 
basis. Also different minima might be required for industrial 
and agricultural workers. 
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V The family allowance system has often been advo
eated as a means of improving the welfare of the 
workers and their families. Therefore. this system 
must be examined in any study of .minimum wage 
problems. The writer considers that. as a general rule. 
the adjustment of needs to income is preferable to the 
family allowance system of adjusting income to needs. 
However. in order to prevent misery. the family 
allowance system could. with advantage. be applied in 
occupations where wages are below the level considered 
reasonable in relation to the general standard of living 
of the community. 

Among other problems which it. has been necessary 
to discuss is that of the effect of international com
petition on the minimum wage standards of different 
countries. The standards of one nation may be 
undermined by the competition of others. To prevent 
this it is not necessa.ry to attempt to secure the 
adoption of a uniform international minimum wage. 
Also such a solution is impracticable in view of existing 
differences in the levels of real wages in the various 
countries. What is required in order that progress in • ra&ing the minimum standards of anyone country 
shall no' be impeded is that other countries. on the 
basis of their own standards. shall advance at about 
the same rate. 



CHAPTER II 

OBJECTS OF MINIMUM WAGE LEGISLATION 

THE objects of minimum wage legislation are various, 
and the basis on which rates are fixed, as well as the 
administrative machinery required, differs according 
to the purpose in view. One of the chief objects 
is the prevention of sweating. The development of 
organisation among the workers is sometimes men
tioned as an indirect object of minimum wage legis
lation. A third object is the promotion of industrial 
peace. 

PREVENTION OF SWEATING. 

The most important purpose of minimum wage 
legislation is the raising of wages in industries where 
payment is unduly low. Such low payment may be 
the result of economic depression in the industry, 
inefficient organisation of production, inefficiency of 
the workers, or exploitation of labour. The economic 
conditions of industry are outside the control c of 
minimum wage machinery. However, whel"fl' an in
dustry is in a state of permanent depression or, as a 
result of overcrowding, is unable to pay reasonable 
wages to all those seeking employment, the fixing of 
minimum wages at a reasonable level in relation to 
wages in other industries will hasten the transfer of 
.workers to other employment, and thus lead to a 
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better distribution of workers among the different 
industries. Such improved distribution would be 
secured by fixing general basic minima applicabJe to 
all industries. 

Where low wages are due to inefficient organisation 
of production, any improvement which may result 
from the fixing of minimum wages is indire~t. H it 
is possible to obtain workers at low wages, some em
ployers will be careless in their use of labour. They 
will rely for their profits on a. policy of employing a 
large number of workers under unsatisfactory con
ditions with antiquated machinery. H labour costs 
are high, greater attention will be devoted to the 
efficient organisation of the working force, since 
waste in this respect would mean heavy loss. The 
.. economy" of high wages is thus likely to have 
favourable reactions on efficiency of management.1 

This in turn facilitates the payment of high 
wages. 

1 In The Sl'Alf'et oj High WagllB, by Bertram Austin and 
W. Francis lloyd, London, 1926, the conclusion is reached 
that .. High wages are an index of efficiency. Examples of 
enterprises are available in some of which wages are low, and 
{b ithera wages are high. A careful examination into their 
condition cannot but reveal the" truth that low wages are 
accompanted by low efficiency, and high wages with good 
efficiency." 

Hamilton and May, in The Conflrol oj WagllB, also make 
out a strong case for the payment of high wages, which they 
consider dependent largely on efficiency of management. 

E:Jtimates of the amount of waste in industry are given in 
the Reporl oj the Committee on Elimination oj Waste in 
Induatry appointed by the Federated American Engineering 
Societies, New York, 1921. 

B 
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The causes of inefficiency of the. workers include 
lack ,of training and. education, physical or mental 
defects, and poverty. The provision of facilities for 
education and vocational training falls outside the· 
special field of activity of wage-fixing bodies. Workers 
suffering from physical or mental defect would find 
difficulty in securing employment if employers were 
required to pay the same wage rate to them as to 
workers of ordinary ability. Therefore a number of 
minimum wage laws make provision for the fixing 
of lower rates for handicapped than for ordinary 
workers. These provisions are examined in a later 
chapter. As regards poverty, minimum wage machin
ery is concerned mainly with the wage element on 
the income side of the worker's budget. It was seen 
above that the wage may be unduly low owing to 
depression in the ~dustry. Such a wage may also 
be the result of exploitation. 

Exploitation of labour may be defined as taking 
advantage of the inferior bargaining power of the 
workers to pay them a lower wage than that justified 
by the economic value of their work. But the worker's 
productive capacity is impaired by wages insufficknt 
for reasonable subsistence, and this evil teIrls to be 
perpetuated owing to the impossibility of supplying 
the needs of his children. Consequently exploitation 
may cause the produotive capaoity of the worker 
to fall to the level of the wage paid. It is one of the 
objeots of minimum wage maohinery to prevent 
exploitation and to endeavour to restore the efficiency 
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of workers whose productive capacity has been reduced 
by exploitation. 

To prevent the payment of' wages lower than the 
econOmic, value of the work done is comparatively 
easy. Such exploitation is mainly the result of weak
ness in bargaining power on the part of the workers. 
Minimum wage machinery, by establishing greater 
equality of bargaining power, can ensure the payment 
of a wage which corresponds closely with the productive 
capacity of the worker. In doing so there is no danger 
of C?ausing unemployment, since the worker is worth 
the wage fixed. Where exploitation has impaired 

" the productive capacity of the workers, the problem 
is more difficult. To raise wages considerably would. 
endanger their employment. Therefore, wages must 
be improved gradually, particularly when trade is 
prosperous. The increases in wages will be likely to' 
result in an increase in the efficiency of the workers, 
and also in that of the workers of the 'future through 
improvement in the health and welfare of the children. 
It will thus have a beneficial effect on production, 

'which will be, within limits, cumulative. Where 
9tIVs result is obtained, the increase in wages will in
volve n.~ ultimate burden either on the employers or 

,the consumers of the goods produced, but will be 
covered by the increased productivity of the workers 
themselves. 

The importance of preventing exploitation is in
creased by the fact that, if certain employers exploit 
their workers, competition makes it difficult for other 
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employers to maintain fair wages. As has been seen 
above, a policy of cutting wage rates. tends to divert 
attention from the securing of profits by means of 
'efficient organisation to the attaining of this end at 
hhe expense of labour, and in most industries there are 
'some employers who find this policy the easier course.1 

[t is evidently an advantage to employers who desire 
to pay a fair wage if such a practice be prevented. 

From the point of view of these employers interest 
centres not on the establishment of general minima 
a.pplicable to all industries, but on the fixing within 
a.ny given industry of minimum scales of wages for 
hhe different grades of workers. The problem is one 
of wage standardisation, the essential feature being 
hhat for each grade a minimum should be fixed 
below which no establishment would be allowed to 
falVa 

Wage standardisation is of interest also to the 

1 Thus, with regard to Ontario, it is stated in the Third. 
Annual Report oj the Minimum Wage Board, 1923, p. 3: 
"We have found no 'sweated' trades, .but we have found 
• sweated' plants in practically every trade. In some trades 
there are very few such plants. In other trades there are 
more, and no trade is without at least one or two." • 

I The fixing of minimum wages does not imply compl~te 
standardisation, since employers and workers arc free to 
agree on higher wages, and consequently variations are likely 
to be found. In so far, however, as the minima are effective, 
te. are actually paid in a number of establishments, a measure 
of standardisation is introduced. 

Where various grades of skilled workers are concerned, the 
problem ceases to be one of preventing sweating in the sense 
in which the term is commonly understood, i.e. including 
privation resulting from low wages. 
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workel'8 quite apart from the prevention of poverty. 
In many industries there is a high degree of stan
dardisation of productive processes. It is evidently 
unsatisfactory if workel'8 performing similar work 
under similar conditions receive different rates of 
remuneration. rates varying according to the relative 
bargaining power. of the workers and employel'8, or 
the profitableness of different undertakings.1 In other 
words, the problem is that of applying the principle of 
"equal pay for equal work." 

Somewhat similar is the idea of ensuring a given 
minimum to piece-rate workers. The earnings of 
such workel'8 may sometimes fall to an exceptionally 
low level owing to circumstances outside their control. 
The mining industry furnishes typical examples. 
Thus, a coal-hewer, who is generally paid according 
to the number of tons he extracts, may during certain 
periods extract only a small quantity of coal owing 
to difficulties encountered in the place where he is 
working. In consequence the earnings to which he 
is entitled at ruling piece rates may be low. The work 
J1e has done. perhaps of a preparatory character. 
d.y. however. be of equal value to that of a worker 
who. orI- account of the facility of extraction at the 
face where he has been working, has a large quantity 
of coal to his credit. There are various ways of 

I The demand of the coa1-minel'B in Great Britaiu in 1921. 
and subsequently. for a national instead of a district agree
ment ia in part based on the principle that similar work in 
different district. should be paid for at Bimilar rates. 
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making allowance for difficult workings,1 and amongst 
these perhaps the most satisfactory is to guarantee 
a minimum time wage. The demand for such a 
minimum, as a protection to miners working in abnor
mal places, played a considerable part in the agitation 
which preceded the adoption of the Coal Mines (Mini
mum Wage) Act of 1912 in Great Britain, although 
other arguments were also used, including that for a 
living wage.· 

DEVELOPMENT OJ' ORGANISATION. 

The payment of unduly low wages, especially 
where caused by the cutting of rates by certain em
ployers, could be largely prevented by means of 
organised action on the part of the workers. A strong 
trade union would be able to prevent wages in indi
vidual establishments from falling considerably below 
the general level, and would also be able to secure the 
highest rates which the industry could bear.1 This 

1 For example, when determining wage rates for work in 
any given place, account may be taken of its special conditions. 
but consideration of this kind is largely dependent on .':le 
sympathy and good will of the manager. 

I Another argument used for a general m.inirKum time 
wage for underground workers was that, if a worker is justified 
in claiming a minimum time wage while working under abnor
mal natural conditions, he is equally justified in demanding 
a minimum time wage if his earnings are low owing to faulty 
management (e.g. lack of tubs). For the effects of the Act 
see H. S. Jevons, The BritiBh Coal. Trade, p. 599; also 
J. W. F. Rowe, Wagll8 in the Coal. lnduatry, p. 110. 

I SeeH. Clay. liThe Post-war Wages Problem," a paper read 
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is to a large extent true, but it is frequently in those 
industries in which the workers are badly organised 
that the level of wages is unduly low, and that in 
certain establishments serious exploitation is found. 
It is to protect :unorganised or badly organised workers 
that the minimum wage principle has been applied 
in certain countries. The fixing of wages by machinery 
established by law is regarded as necessary while 

t the workers remain badly organised, but if trade union 
organisation should develop sufficiently. the applica
tion of the law would be suspended, and wages 
determined by the ordinary process of collective 
ba.rgaining. 

The principle of State interference only in cases where 
wages cannot be regulated adequately by collective 
agreement is given recognition in the minimum wage 
laws of a number of countries, including Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, Germany, and Norway. In Great 
Britain the Minister of Labour has power to withdraw 
any trade from the operation of the Trade Boards 
Acts if organisation becomes adequate for the effective 
regulation of wages. 
t In Australasia the development of organisation 

before S~on F of the British Association, Liverpool, Sep
tember 1923, printed in the Economio JoumaZ, March 1924, 
p. 6: .. An organised trade is likely to secure a higher rate 
than an unorganised one would in circumstances otherwise 
similar; standard rates will have a wider authority and be 
more uniformly observed where the organisation extends 
over the whole of a trade and is not confined to a few favoured 
districts. Organisation is a condition of obtaining the highest 
wage that the trade at any moment will bear." . 
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among workers and employers has been encouraged 
by various laws establishing wage-fixing machinery. 
Thus in New Zealand the Industrial Conciliation and 
Arbitration Act of 1894 and its amending Acts have 
provided a stimulus to the growth of organisations. 
Neither the individual workman nor the individual 
employer is recognised under the law, except in so 
far as he is a member of a registered union, and disputes 

. can be brought before the Councils of Conciliation or 
the. Court of Arbitration only by registered ,unions of 
workers or associations of employers. In this case, 
however, as in similar cases in Australian States, the 
object was not so much to secure the development 
of organisation so that wages might be regulated 
satisfactorily by collective agreement as to ensure the 
regular working of the arbitration system for settling 
disputes. 

The Trade Boards system is sometimes regarded as 
a means of stimulating the ~evelopment of organisa
tion. Boards composed of an equal number of repre
sentatives of employers and of workers. together with 
one or more disinterested persons, are set up in each 
trade. Where a proportion of employers or work!p"S' 
in a trade are organised, these are invited to nomi
nate representatives. The number of workers' or 
of employers' representatives thus nominated often 
bears the same proportion to the total number of 
workers' or employers' representatives as the number 
of organised workers or employers in the trade bears 
~Q the total number of workers or employers in the 
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trade. Members representing unorganised workers or 
employers are selected by the Government department 
responsible for the &dmini.stration of the legislation. 
It is considered that the right to make nominations 
according to the membership of the organisation, 
and the greater influence on the board of a representa
tive of an organisation than of a member representing 

,onorganised workers or employers, will lead to a 
i development of organisation. On the other hand, 
the argument is advanced that the chief purpose of a 
Trade Union is the improvement of wages and other 
conditions of labour, and that this constitutes the 
main reason for workers joining the unions. If 
minimum wage machinery set up by law be effective 
in improving conditions, many workers may consider 
it unnecessary to join an organisation. 

In practice the development of organisation does 
not appear to have been seriously considered as an 
object of minimum wage legislation. Any effects 
are therefore indirect. The information available 
leads to the conclusion that, although the setting up 
of minimum wage fixing machinery has led in certain 
~a,les to a strengthening of the organisation of workers 
and emn\oyers, the improvement has been small. This 
is largely because minimum wage machinery has often 
been established in trades in which organisation is 
difficult, especially on the workers' side. The develop
ment of strong organisations is especially hard to 
effect among homeworkers and workers in small scale 
undertakings. Also difficulties have been encountered 
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in organising women workers in certain trades.1 

In such ()ases the growth of strong organisations of 
workers is unlikely, and the need for minimum wage 
regulation may be regarded as of a permanent rather 
than of a transitional character. • 

PROMOTION OJ!' INDUSTRIAL PEACE, 

In industries with powerful organisations of em
ployers and workers, wages can usually be regulated, 
more or less satisfactorily, by collective agreement. 
However, agreement is not always possible, and disputes 
may result in a cessation of work, causing serious 
dislocation in the economic life of the community. In 
certain countries laws have been passed for the pur
pose of removing this danger. One method is to 
make strikes and lockouts illegal. The prohibition of 
strikes takes away one of the weapons of the workers 
for improving their conditions. When, therefore, the 
State adopts this course, it must provide a satis
factory alternative system of wage regulation. The 
system employed is generally that of arbitration. 
Where arbitration machinery is established, dispute'l 
involving wage issues call for the fixing of miniml1m 
rates of wages for different categories of w~kers by 
an arbitrator, or an Arbitration Court. 

1 About 70 per cent. of workers under the British Trade 
Boards Acts are women. In the United States and Canada. 
the minimum wage principle has been applied almost entirely 
to women workers. while in various countries of continental 
Europe the minimum wage system has been adopted for 
hQmeworkers only. 
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In Australia. and New Zealand one of the main 
objects of minimum wage regulation is the prevention 
of industrial disputes. The Arbitration Courts are 
often less concerned with low-paid, unorganised 

··workers than with various grades of strongly organised 
workers. In order that similar awards may be given 
in similar disputes, an Arbitration Court must adopt 
general principles of wage regulation. These principles 
have often been applied by employers and workers 
in their own direct negotiations, and have facilitated 
the reaching of agreement without recourse to the 
court. 

To sum up, minimum wage fixing machinery, by 
preventing undue differences between the minimum 
rates of wages for work of similar difficulty in different 
industries, facilitates the most satisfactory distribu
tion of workers. At the same time poverty resulting 
from unduly low wages in industries seriously over
crowded or permanently depressed is avoided. The 
fixing of minimum rates of wages may also prevent 
exploitation of workers. Reactions on the efficiency 
J 
of • the workers and on the efficiency of productive 
organisat~n are important. The establishment of 
certain types of minimum wage fixing machinery 
may lead to the growth of workers' unions and em
ployers' associations; however, no very marked 
development is to be anticipated. Arbitration Courts 
for the settlement of disputes are mainly concerned 
with the making of awards for well-organised workers. 
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From the foregoing it is evident that for a complete 
system· of minimum wage regulation two kinds of 
minimum wages should be fixed: (1) minima to 
prevent sweating among the lowest paid groups of 
workers in the community; (2) minima for higher 
paid groups of workers. In the present study, although 
reference is made to both types of minima and to each 
of the objects indicated above, attention is directed 
especially to the problem of fixing minima to protect 
the lowest paid groups of workers. With this main 
object in view, the various bases on which minimum 
wages may be fixed are now examined. 



ClIAPl'ER m 
BASES ADOPTED IN DIFFERENT COUNTRIES 

MnmroK wage laws differ considerably with regard 
to the bases or criteria adopted for fixing the wage 
rates. The basis on which the rates are fixed is of 
primary importance where the object is to prevent 
sweating, or to promote industrial peace. H the 
purpose of a law be to stimulate the growth of organisa
tion, and thus prepare the way for the satisfactory 
regulation of wages by the ordinary processes of 
collective bargaining, the basis on whioh the wages are 
fixed is of lees importanoe than the maohinery for 
fixing. The basis is also of seoondary importanoe 
where the object is to prevent unfair oompetition 
between employers, &8 here the essential condition ill 
the standardisation of rates. 

For the prevention of sweating, certain laws make 
provision for the fixing of an adequate living wage; 
others base the minimum rates for one group of 
workers on the wages paid to other groups, while 
some laws give no indication &8 to the rates that 

.") 

should be paid, but merely provide for the setting 
up of machinery for fixing minimum rates. In the 
last oaee, wage fixing authorities are free to fix the 
rates on whatever basis they consider moet satisfactory. 
In practice, authorities either adopt one of the bases 
already mentioned or attempt to secure the higheet 
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wage that the industry under consideration can afford 
to pay; Where the object is to promote industrial 
peace, the living wage principle is generally accepted, 
at least nominally. But the rigid application of this 
principle alone may fail to lead to a settlement in any 
given dispute. Therefore, in practice, it has been 
found neces~ary to introduce further principles, e.~. 

the capacity of industry to pay.l 
There are thus three main bases for fixing II!.inimum 

wages: 

1. The. relation to the wages of other categories of 
workers ; 

2. The living wage; 
3. The capacity of industry to pay. 

Under these headings the present chapter surveys 
the bases adopted in the legislation of various countries. 
Certain laws, in which more than one. basis is indicated, 
are classified according to the chief basis. 

RELATION TO THE WAGES OF OTHER CATEGORIES 'OF 

WORKERS. II 
• 

Minimum wages for a given category of workers 
may be fixed in relation to the wages of ,"orkers in 

I Mr. Justice ffiggins, President of the Australian Common
wealth Court of Arbitration, in declaring an award, emphasised 
that an Arbitration Court has primarily to settle disputes, and 
said: "n I cannot manage to keep the wheels of industry 
moving except by awarding less or more than the ideal mini
mum, I might be justified in making such an award." 

t The fair-wage clal1se. which, in many countries, forms 
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allied trades, or to the average wages paid in a large 
number of other industries. The standard in the 
first case is limited to the wages paid in a few similar 
trades, while, in the second, the general level of wages 
in the district or country is taken as basis. 

In France, under the Homework Act of 1915, the 
minimum rates of female homeworkers in, the clothing 
trades are based on the earnings of factory workers 
making. similar articles. In Norway the Homework 
Act of 1918 provides that the minimum rates of home
workers in the trades covered shall be fixed in relation I 

to wages current in the locality for similar work 
done in factories, or in relation to the wages of home
workers in other trades. It is further provided that 
the minimum rates are to be fixed in such relation to 
wages in workshops and factories that homework 
shall not be displaced.1 The German Homework Act 
of 1923 follows similar lines. 

Where minimum wages are determined in relation 
to the rates paid to workers in the same or allied 
trades they are generally fixed at a level which differs 
little, if at all, from those rates. For homeworkers 

) 

engaged on piece-work there is no reason why, other 
things bt'\ng equal, their piece rates should differ 

part of the provisions of public contracts, often stipulates 
that the wages paid by contractors shall not be less than the 
standard, trade union, or other fair rate paid in the district 
in which the contract work is performed. In some cases the 
wages are not to be below those paid by good or reputable 
employers. 

I This inipliee a consideration of capacity to pay. 
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from those paid to factory workers who make similar 
articles. On the market the articles will sell for 
the same price, whether they are made by homeworkers 
or factory workers. In such cases the principle of 
"equal pay for equal work" should apply. Where 
other things are not equal, e.g. where the cost of 
distribution and control of work in respect of home
workers exceeds that of factory w:orkers, or where 
the quality of the work differs, allowance may be 
necessary. Thus, in Great Britain and in Norway, 
the wages of homeworkers have been fixed, in certain 
cases, slightly below those of factory workers. 

A levelling-up of wages in some branches of a trade 
to those paid in other branches or in 'a.llied trades may 
lead to little improvement. Workers in the whole 
group of allied trades under consideration may be in 
receipt of wages well below those paid to similar 
grades of workers in most other industries. Their 
relatively unsatisfactory situation may be a conse
quence of the economic condition of the industry or 
the result of exploitation. In either case it is desirable 

. to consider the relation between the wages paid in . { 

anyone mdustry and the general level of wages. 
Where minimum rates are to be fixed in {elation to 

the general level of wages paid to workers of corre
sponding skill in different industries, it is necessary 
first to determine the general or average level. The 
average of wages paid in a number of industries would 
generally be unsatisfactory as the minimum rate for a 
given industry. The average is based on a range of 
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wages in different industries and establishments, 
some of which are below, and some above, the average 
level. Apart from special conditions, the minimum 
for a given industry must be below the general average, 
e.g. 80 per cent. of the average. 

Two main reasons may be distinguished for fixing 
the minimum wage of a given group of workers in 
relation to the wages paid to other workers. First, 
differences in standards of living are reduced by 
raising the wages of the group under consideration 
more nearly to those of other groups of workers. 
In any community, one of the chief tests of the ade
quacy or inadequacy of the wages of a given group of 
workers is comparison with those of other groups, and' 
if extreme differences are avoided the public conscience 
is usually satisfied. The second reason is that if a 
number of industries or establishments can afford 
to pay a given rate of wages, then others may reason
ably be called on to pay wages which are not widely 
divergent from them. At the basis, therefore, of the 
method of fixing the wages of certain groups of workers 
in relation to those of other groups is either the standard 
oiliving principle or that of capacity to pay. 

THE LIvING WAGE BASIS. 

In New Zealand, most of the Australian States, 
and in a number of States or Provinces in the United 
States and in Canada, the living wage, defined in 
various terms, is taken as the basis on which mini-

o 



3. A STUDY ON THE MINllIUM WAGE 

mum wages are fixed. In certain laws references to 
the pving wage are accompanied by qualifications 
which may undermine or destroy their value. For 
example, the Massachusetts Minimum Wage Act 
provides that the financial condition of the occupation, 
as well as the needs of the workers, shall be taken 
into consideration in :fixing minimum rates. Such 
laws are dealt with later under the heading of the 
Capacity of Industry to Pay. 

In New Zealand the law specifies no basis, but, in 
practice, in making an award the Arbitration Court 
takes into account the economic and financial condi
tions affecting trade and industry, and all other 
relevant circumstances, but will in no case "reduce 
wages below a fair standard of living wage." The 
basic principle is, therefore, that of the living wage. 

The Australian Commonwealth Arbitration Court 
has played an important part in the development of 
principles for the :fixing of minimum wages. Although 
not laid down in the statute which set up the Court, 
the living wage basis has, in practice, been adopted. 
The Court makes its awards for unskilled adult male 

l 

workers in accordance with the requirements, in a 
civilised community, of a man with wifecand three 
children. The basic rate thus determined must be 
paid regardless of the effects on a.n individual industry 
or establishment. The condition of the industry may, 
on the other ha.nd, affect "secondary minima," i.e. 
the higher wages to be paid to skilled workers. 

In the State of South Australia the Industrial 
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Arbitralion An. 1912, provides thai a living wage 
ahaIl be fixed •• 81lfficieni for the normal and reason
able neEds of the average employee living in the locality 
.. here the work under consideration is done or is to 

be dane." By the Western Australian Industrial 
Arbitration An. 1912, the wages :fixed shall be sufii
cieni "to enable the average worker to whom it 
applies to live in reasonable comfort. having regard 
to any domestic obligations to which such average 
workman 1I'OUld be ordinarily subject." The New 
South Wales law defines the •• domestic obligations .. 
to' be taken into consideration in fixing the wagl?S of 
aduli male workers.. The Industrial Commission is 
charged with the duty of declaring" regular intervals 
the oosi of living for a man with we and two children 
under fourteen years of age, and this amouni becomes 
the basic rate for aduli male workers. The wage is 
baaed on the requirements of the worker and his family 
as membem of a civilised oommunity .. hich has resolved, 

80 far as the law can do it, lhat competition shall not 

be allowed to lead to sweated conditions. The mini
mum wage for aduli female workers is baaed on the 
~ts of a woman maintaining herse1f by means 
of her ~ bui withoui dependant&. 

The Queensland Industrial Arbitration Ad-Of.-.l916. 
gins special indicatioDS as iOth; ~ ~ be considend 
by the Board of Trade and Arbitration in fixing wages. 
.. The minimum wages of an aduli male employee shall 
be noi lesa than is sufticieni to maintain a well
conducted employee of average health. strength, and 
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competence, and his wife and a family of three children 
in a fair and average standard of comfort, having 
regard to the conditions of living prevailing among 
employees in the calling in respect of which such 
minimum wage is fixed, and provided that in fixing 
such minimum wage the earnings of the children or 
wife of such employee shall not be taken into account." 
The qualification "having regard to the conditions 
of living prevailing in the calling" is also added with 
regard to the wages of adult female employees. The 
conditions of living of workers in any trade are deter
mined mainly by the wages paid in that trade. There
fore, the minimum rates are to be fixed on the basis 
of the wages paid in the trade prior to the fixing of 
such rates. Wages in the trade are not necessarily 
adequate to provide a standard of living which would 
be considered satisfactory in relation to the general 
standards of the community as a whole. They need 
not even be equal to the capacity of the industry to 
pay, but merely what the industry is actually paying. 1 

In the United States, in most States which have 
passed minimum wage laws, the legislation provides, 
with slight variations in phraseology, that the mini
mum rates fixed must be adequate to supply tae workers 
with the necessary cost of living, and to maintain their 

1 In practice a given sum (£4 5s. per week in August 1924) 
has been declared as the minimum weekly wage for unskilled 
workers in normal industries of average prosperity. The 
right is reserved to fix lower minjma in industries unable to 
sustain that rate, and higher minima in industries more 
prosperous than the average. 
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health and welfare. In Minnesota. the wage must be 
sufticient to provide the necessary comforts and con
ditions of &. reasonable life.1 The bodies charged with 
the determination of minimum rates generally take as 
&. basis budgets of commodities which are considered 
necessary for maintenance of health and welfare. In 
some cases rates have been fixed below the amount 
necessary to purchase the budget. This has been 
because, although the wage-fixing body considered the 
rates inadequate, it seemed impossible to get employers 
to agree to the wage regarded by the fixing authority 
as adequate.-

In most of the Provinces of Canada which have 
passed minimum wage laws the rates fixed must be 
adequate to supply the necessary cost of living. 

In both the United States and Canada, where mini
mum wage laws apply mainly to women, the living 
wage for experienced workers is fixed at the amount 
considered necessary for a worker supporting herself 
but without dependants. 

CAPA.CITY oll'INDUSTRY TO PA.Y. 

It has been seen that where minimum rates are to 
be fixed In relation to the wages of other groups of 

1 Reference has already been made to the Massachusetts 
law under which account must be taken of the financial 
condition of the occupation. 

• United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Bulletin 369: The UBe oj CoBl oj Liwng Fig'Uf'8B 
in Wage AdjVBtmentB, by Elma B. Carr, Washington, May 
1925, pp. 156-99. 
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workers, the purpose may be to ensure tha\ the rates 
are within the capacity of indnstry to pay. Some 
minimum wage laws specifically state that, in fixing 
the minimum rates, account must be taken of the 
capacity of industry to pay. Thus, by the Massa
chusetts Minimum Wage Act, the Trade Boards which 
recommend the rates to be fixed for ditIerent categories 
of workers are directed to take into consideration not 
only the needs of the workers, but also •• the financial 
condition of the occupation and the probable e1Iect 
thereon of any increase of wages paid. II In applying 
this Act the dominant factor has been the living 
wage principle, although, especially in times of de
pressed trade, wages below those considered necessary 
to supply essential requirements have been fixed in 
certain industries which were believed unable to pay 
the living wage. 1 

The British Trade Boards Acts give no guidance 
to the Boards as to the basis they should adopt when 
fixing minimum rates. I Consequently when, in 1922, 
the Cave Committee made its enquiry into the working 
and effects of the Acts, considerable diversity W8I 

found. In its repon the Committee state that some 
boards had taken account only of the cost-of living, 
while others had taken into consideration the value 

.. United States Departmen' of Labor. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Bulletin No. 285. M~ Wage r.a- oj &he 
U ... iI«I SIDIu: Con.sIrIIdiim and Opuatimt.. P. 121. 

• This is true also of the Austrian and <achoslovakiau. 
Homework Acta, and of t.be minimum wage lawa of ODe or 
'wo States in the United States and ProvinOO8 in Canada. 
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of the work done, and the charge which the trade 
could bear. II In one case we are informed that the 
minimum was taken to be the lowest wage payable 
to the least skilled worker in the cheapest living area 
covered by the rate; while in another it was defined 
as a wage sufficient to provide a young woman of 
eighteen with means sufficient to enable her to main
tain herself without assistance, and to enable a man 
of twenty-one to contemplate marriage. It 1 

When the Cave Committee framed its recommend&
tiona, it proposed that the Trade Boards System should 
be directed .. to give protection to the workers in 
each trade by securing to them at least a wage which 
approximates to the subsistence level in the place 
in which they live and which the trade can bear." 
There was thus, as in the Massachusetts Act, an 
attempt to combine the principle of the living wage 
and that of the capacity of industry to pay. The 
wage which·a given trade can bear may, however, be 
lower than that which would be recognised as a sub
sistence wage. 

The British Agricultural Wages Act of 1924 recog-
• nises the living wage principle. The Committees set 
up under ~he Act are charged with the duty of securing, 
.. far as practicable, for able-bodied men such wages 
.. are adequate to promote efficiency and to enable 
a man to maintain himself and his family in accordance 

I &port 10 eM Mira,*" oj Labour oj eM Corrwniltu Ap
poiflled 10 E1U[MWe iraIo eM IV Mnflg and EJlect. oJ 1M Trade 
Boanh Ads, Cd. 1645, London, 1922. 
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with a reasonable standard of comfort. The quali
fication'" as far as practicable" implies that the fixing 
of a living wage is not obligatory. The capacity of 
industry to pay is the real basis. 

The State of Victoria Factories and Shops Act, 1915, 
resembles the British Trade Boards legislation as re
gards the basis on which minimum rates are to be fixed. 
No definite guidance is given to the Trade Boru;ds set 
up by the Act, although it is suggested that they 
should not fix "the very lowest amount reasonably 
consistent with existence, but endeavour to determine 
what is a fair wage, taking account of conditions of a 
permanent character." 1 The Court of Industrial Ap
peals, in dealing with objections to rates fixed by Boards, 
must consider "whether the determination appealed 
against has had, or may have, the effect of prejudicing 
the progress, maintenance of, or scope of employment 
in the trade or industry affected by any such price 
or rate; and, if of opinion that it has, or may have, 
such effect, the Court shall make such alteration as, 
in its opinion, may be necessary to remove or prevent 
such effect, and, at the same time, to secure a livinp 

1 Some regard must be had also to the wages of other 
groups of workers. Thus the Boards are warned.that wages 
in any given trade should not be increased if they compare 
favourably with wages paid in other trades in Victoria, or 
with those paid in the same trade in other States. From 
1903 to 1907 each Board was to base the wages it fixed on 
the rates actually paid by reputable employers to workers 
of average ability in the trade. This basis resembled that 
adopted in the fair-wages clauses of Government contracts 
in various countries. 
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wage to the employees in suoh trade or industry." 
As already indioated, however, oertain industries 
may be unable to pay what is oonsidered to be a 
living wage. 

Under the present heading may be mentioned a 
olosely related basis to whioh referenoe is sometimes 
made, namely, the value of the work done. H wages 
are fixed in acoordanoe with this basis, they are clearly 
within the oapaoity of industry to pay. In faot, the 
two bases are praotically identioal, and one method 
of determining oapaoity to pay would be to find the 
value of the wo~k done. Under modern conditions of 
mass production, with specialised labour, it is difficult 
to determine the value to the employer of the work 
done by a group of workers in relation to that by other 
groups. The value of the work done by all the workers 
engaged in the manufaoture of a given product, in 
relation to the value added by oapital and manage
ment, is at least equally difficult to estimate. 

Of the three bases oonsidered above, that of relation 
to the wages of other oategories of workers was seen 
tC: be dependent, according to the point of view, either 
on the living wage prinoiple or on that of the capacity 
of industry to pay. These last two principles are more 
fundamental, and appear to be oonflicting. They are 
therefore examined in some detail in the three following 
ohapters, and an attempt is made to show the extent 
to whioh they may be reoonoiled. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE LIVING WAGE 

THE purpose of the present chapter is to show the 
elastic character of the living wage and its dependence 
on the wealth of the community. An attempt is 
made to deduce certain general principles which 
should be applied if the living wage is adopted as 
basis in fixing minimum wages. Before, however, 
dealing with these questions, the methods which may 
be adopted in order to determine the amount of a 
living wage are considered. 

METHODS OF DETERMINING A LrvmG WAGE. 

The real wage of the worker consists of the quantities 
of food, housing accommodation, clothing, fuel, lighting, 
and other commodities which he can buy with his 
money wage. Consequently, in many investigations 
to determine a living wage, a budget of necessary 
commodities is first compiled. The money cost of the 
budget is then calculated at ruling prices, and t!is 
sum declared to be the living wage. 

The commodity budget may be determined either 
by the theoretical method 'or by the family budget 
enquiry method. According to the theoretical method, 
in the case of food, estimates are made of the number 
of calories required by adults of either sex, and also 
by children of different ages. Analysis of different 
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kinds of food shows the number of calories contained 
in a given quantity of each, and a budget is drawn up 
which will provide the number of calories needed by 
an individual, or by a family of given ~ize. For 
housing, the amount of accommodation is determined 
mainly according to the number of cubic feet of air 
space required for the preservation of health. Esti
mates for other groups of expenditure are based on 
the habits of the workers, and not on theoretical 
considerations. Thus the method is incomplete, as 
its application is limited to food and housing accommo
dation. Even for food the method is defective. People 
do not, in fact, determine their food consumption 
according to the caloric value of different commodities. 
Also a given number of calories may be provided either 
by a few cheap articles of food, e.g. rye bread, potatoes, 
margarine, or by a varied diet of expensive commodities. 
For use in determining a living wage, therefore, the 
theoretical method is of little value. 

The family budget enquiry method is more satis
factory. From an adequate number of representative 
favillies, information is obtained as to the actual 
quantities of different commodities consumed during 
a given period, together with the cost and quality of 
their housing accommodation. The results are based 
on actual conditions, not on hypothetical considerations. 
Since each class of the community has its own standard 
of living, the results of family budget enquiries vary 
according to the class from which the data are obtained. 
Information as to the budgets of the families of unskilled 
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workers is the more ~eful guide for fiXing a minimum 
or basic wage. 

In compiling a commodity budget as basis for a 
living wage there appears to be a tendency to adopt 
a. higher standard of living than that attained by large 
numbers of unskilled workers. Investigators, when 
determining what they consider to be an .. adequate .. 
standard, find it difficult to omit from the budget 
many commodities which are, in fact, beyond the 
reach of large sections of the community. The danger 
,of adopting, too high a standard is lessened if the 
family budgets of unskilled workers are taken as 
b~, but even where this course is followed there is 
a tendency to make use of the budgets of families 
above the lowest level of this class. H improvements 
are to be effected, it is necessary to adopt a standard 
higher than that of the least fortunate members of the 
community. How much higher must be decided arbi
trarily by the authority responsible for determining the 
living wage. It is this unavoidable arbitrary element 
which is the chief defect of the living wage principle . 

• 
THE ELASTIO ClIARAOTER OF THE LrvmG WAGE. 

The element of elasticity cannot be removed from 
definitions of a living wage, and such words as 
.. adequate" or "reasonable" are essentially vague.1 

1 In the Second Anntull Repor1 oj the DiBtric' oj Columbia 
Minimum Wage Board (1919), p. 18, is the following passage: 
.. The cost of livillg is such an unstandardised subject that 
a mathematically accurate determination is impossible. In 



THE LIVING WAGE 45 

By whatever method the living wage is determined, 
the result varies according to the point of view of the 
investigator. An examination of living wage estimates 
made, whether by private investigators or public 
authorities, shows considerable variation in the results 
obtained in different enquiries. The elastic character 
of the living wage and the different standards adopted 
by various investigators may be illustrated by reference 
to a number of typical enquiries in three countries 
in which special attention has been di,rected to the 
problem-namely, Great Britain, the United States,. 
and Australia.1 

Great Britain. 

Among the best-known researches into the cost of 
living of low-paid wage-eamers are those of Mr. 
B. Seebohm Rowntree.1 Two different studies were 
made, the first of which resulted in an estimate of 
requirements for mere physical efficiency. This was 

each conference there are as many different opinions as there 
are membenJ. In general, the employenJ want a wage sufficient 
to maintain existing standards of living in the industry, while 
the.,employees contend that the standard of living should 
be improved. The wage finally agreed upon is not a scientific 
determination based solely on facts, but rather a compromise 
of opinion between the two groups, modified, as it may be, by 
the opinion of the public." 

I Direct comparison between estimates in different coun
tries is largely valueless owing to differences in the purchasing 
power of money. In a later section, certain international 
comparisons are drawn in which allowance is made for such 
inequalities. 
r!.1 See POfJtJI'ty: _ Sludy oJ Toum Life; also The Human 
NwlB oJ LolxYuI. 
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based on statistics of actual consumption in York, 
which was regarded as being roughly representative of 
towns in England. The second study had as object 
the determination of a somewhat higher but still 
meagre standard of human needs, not a standard 
that is desirable, but one below which no class of 
worker should ever be forced to live. This standard 
was based on enquiries among working people as to 
. their expenditure on necessaries, although, in the case 
of food, account was taken of nutritive requirements 
and a dietary drawn up to meet them. Separate 
estimates were made of the requirements per week of 
a man with wife and three children, and of a woman 
living alone without dependants. The figures accord
ing to the two standards at the level of prices in 1914, 
together with corresponding data for January 1926 
calculated by allowing for changes in the cost of living, 
were as follows :-

For a man with wife and three children
(a) For mere physical efficiency 
(b) For human needs •• 

For a single woman living alone-

191~ 
e. d. 
26 0 
35 3 

~ &Il1l&l'J' 
1926-

e. d. 
45 6 
61 8 

(a) For mere physical efficiency 16 0 28 .0 
(b) For human needs.. 20 0 35 0 

The figures for January 1926 may be compared 
with the minimum rates of wages fixed by Trade 
Boards for male and female workers in Great Britain.1 

At the beginning of 1926 the averages of minimum 
1 The figures are based on data published in the Eig1l.tesntA 

Ab8tnJd of Labour Stanatiu (Cd. 2740, London. 1926). p. 109. 
The rate for adults is generally paid to women of eighteen years 
of age and over. and to men of twenty-one years and over. 
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rates for the lowest paid class of experienced adult 
workers in about forty different trades were :-

Per Hour. 
e. d. 

Per Week of 48 Houn. 

Males 
Females 

" 1 01 
.. 0 7 

8. d. 
50 0 
28 0 

Thus the wage rates of both males and females were 
considerably below Mr. Rowntree's estimates for 
human needs, although they were equal to or slightly 
above the level for mere physical efficiency, i.e. the 
poverty line.1 With regard to workers not covered 
by Trade Boards, the wages of skilled workers in the 
shipbuilding and engineering industries were slightly 
below the standard of human needs; skilled building 
trade workers, printers, bookbinders, and furniture 
makers were distinctly above it, while unskilled 
labourers in the engineering and shipbuilding industries 
were below the poverty line. I 

1 In the case of adult male workers a considerable number 
would have fewer dependants than those covered by Mr. 
Rowntree's estimates, and would, in consequence, be better off. 

• Acoording to data published in the Labour Gazette, October 
19!'D, the average wage rates of these categories of workers 
at the end of September 1925 were :-

Skilled workerB-
Building trade, printing, bookbinding, 8. 

Per Week. 
d. 8. d. 

and furniture making " about 73 o to 74 0 
Engineering 56 o to 61 0 
Shipbuilding 55 o to 58 0 

UfUlkilled workerB-
Engineering and shipbuilding, about 38 6 to 40 0 

Changes between September 1925 and January 1926 were 
insignificant. 
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United State8. 

Many commodity budgets and estimates of the cost 
of living have been established in the United States. 
They cover standards ranging from the poverty line 
to a high level of comfort. Of the latter type is the 
minimum quantity budget drawn up by the United 
States Bureau of Labor Statistics under the direction 
of Dr. Royal Meeker.l It is based on requirements 
to maintain a worker's family of five persons in health 
and decency, according to American ideas. The food 
quantities, which supply about 3,500 calories per adult 
man, are based on the actual consumption of 280 
families in the United States, modifications being made 
to ensure the right proportions of proteins, fats, and 
carbohydrates. The articles of clothing provide for 
the physical needs of warmth, cleanliness, and com
fort, and are of reasonably good quality. They are 
based on the clothing budgets of about 850 families. 
In the case of housing a standard of one room per 
person is adopted, together with bathroom, hall, etc., 
the area of the whole dwelling totalling 660 square feet. 
The requirements for heat, artificial light, furnitlll'e, 
furnishings, and miscellaneous items are also specified, 
in detail. 

The budget is constructed from the actual consump
tion of various families selected largely because they 
had attained what was considered a reasonable stan
dard. In fact, it represents a standard attainable in 

1 United States Bureau of. Labor Statistics, Monthly Labor 
Review, June 1920. 
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the United States by skilled workers, but out of the 
reach of most unskilled workers. Unfortunately, no 
estimate is available of the cost of this budget, although 
Dr. Meeker, in a paper to the American Public Health 
Association, December 1918, claimed that family 
schedules obtained in Washington in 1916 showed the 
minimum amount required to maintain in comfort a 
family consisting of husband, wife, and three children 
under fifteen years of age, to be at least $1,150 per 
annum.1 At the level of prices at the beginning of 
1926 this was equal to about $1,700 to $1,800 per 
annum, or about $321 to $341 per week. 

Other American estimates are tabulated below, 
together with the equivalent costs at the beginning 
of 1926.1 The figure obtained by the New York City 
Board of Estimate and Apportionment was the result 
of an investigation conducted to provide a basis for 
standardising the wages of unskilled workers employed 
by the city authorities. The amount estimated was to 
supply the requirements, according to American ideas, 
of a family of two adults and three children under 
fourteen years of age. The result of the investigation , 
corresponds closely with Mr. Ogburn's estimate of the 
cost of a minimum standard of living in New York 
City at the American subsistence level. 

I This standard appears to be somewhat lower than that of 
the minimum quantity budget. 

• Summaries of the investigations on which these and 
Dther estimates were based are given in Family BudgetB oj 
American Wage·earner8, by the National Industrial Conferenoe 
Board (Research Report, No. 41). 

D 



ESTIMATES OF THE COST OF LIVING FOR A FAMILY OF FIVE ACCORDING 
TO VARIOUS STANDARDS. 

Estimates. Approximate Equivalent at 
Beginning of 1926. 

Authority and Standard. 

Place and Date. Amount per 
Annum. Per Aunum. Per Week. 

New York City Board of Estimate and 
Apportionment- Dollars. Dollara. Dollars. 

Minimum for unskilled workers .. New York, Feb. 1915 844·94 1,500 29·0 
Mr. William F. Ogburn 1- ., 

Minimum of subsistence ',' .. New York, July 1918 . 1,386 1,580 30·0 
Minimum of comfort •• .. .. New York, July 1918 1,760'50 2,000 38'5 

Professor Paul H. Douglas '-
Poverty line .. .. . . .. Chief cibies, 1925 .. 1,000-1,100 1,000-1,100 20'0 

- -- ----- ----

1 These estimates were made for the National War Labor Board on the basis of data collected by 
the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics with regard to shipbuilding workers in New York. 

I Professor Douglas also gives the following estimates for a family of five at the level of 
prices in 1925 on the basis of the results of investigations conducted by various persons :-

Minimum of existence •. . . 
Minimum for Cftealth and decency 
Minimum for comfort .'. 

Dollars per Annum. Dollars per Week. 
1,100-1,400 21 -27 
1,500-1,800 28 -341 
2,000-2,400 381-46 

(Wages and the Family, Chicago, 1925.) 
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An examination of Trade Union rates and other 
statistics of wages in important industries in the 
United States shows that, while many groups of skilled 
workers receive wages equal to or above Mr. Ogburn's 
minimum of comfort of about $38i per week, many 
categories of unskilled workers receive wages con
siderably below his subsistence level of $30 per week.1 

At the beginning of 1926 the average actual earn
ings of male workers, without distinction according 
to skill or age, in representative industries in New 
York State, DIinois, and Massachusetts were about $28 
to $32 per week. More comprehensive are the National 
Industrial Conference Board's statistics of actual 
earnings, which cover nearly three-quarters of a 
million workers in twenty-five important industries 
in different parts of the country. I They show the 
following averages for male workers in the first 
quarter of 1926 ;-

Skilled 
Unskilled 
Weighted average 

Average Weekly EamiDga. 
DoUara. 
31·55 
24·21 

•• 29·92 

I Trade Union rates and also full·time weekly earnings in 
various occupations are published in the MontlUy Labor 
&view. 

• National Industrial Conference Board. Wagu in th6 
United Statu, New York, 1926. 
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Australia. 

In this country, where attempts to apply the prin
ciples of the living wage have been'the gre~test, there 
are three standards to which reference is frequently 
made. l'he first is the Harvester Wage of 7s. a 
day, declared by Mr. Justice Higgins in the year 
1907. This wage, which was considered a practicable 
minimum adequate for an unskilled labourer with a 
fam,ily (about five persons in all), was determined 
roughly without serious enquiry into the cost of living. 
Certain investigations were made, but the wage was, 
in fact, based largely on the rates paid by various 
municipal authorities to their unskilled workers. 
Nevertheless, this Harvester Wage, brought into con
formity with the cost of living, i.e. the so-called 
Harvester equivalent, gradually became the basis of 

-the Commonwealth Arbitration Court's decisions, and 
these, in their tum, exercised a considerable influence 
on the policy and awards of the wage tribunals in 
different States. The Harvester equivalents at various 
dates were approximately :-

Fourth quarter, 1914 
Fourth quarter, 1920 
First quarter, 1926 

£ a. d. 
2 14 7 per week 
480 
3 18 0 

" 

The 'second Australian cost of living standard, which 
differs little from the Harvester standard, is that of 
the New South Wales Industrial Commission. The 
Commission is bound by law to declare at regular 
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intervals the cost of living of a man, wife, and two 
children, a.nd a.lso. that of an adult female. The 
amounts fixed become the minimum wages of adult 
male andJemale employees respectively. According 
to declarations dated December 15th, 1920, and 
August 24th, 1925, the amounts for adult male 
workers throughout the greater part of the State 
were:-

December 15th, 1920 
August 24th, 1925 •. 

£ 8. d. 
•. 4 5 Operweek 
•• 440" 1 

The third standard is that established by the Royal 
Commission appointed in 1919 to enquire into the cost 
of living according to reasonable standards of comfort 
for a family of five persons.1 During the enquiry the 
Commission examined in great detail the cost of living 
in the capitals of the six States of the Commonwealth, 
a.bout 450 family budgets being obtained, 800 wit
nesses heard, and a large number of price lists utilised. 
In its report the Commission gave a commodity 
budget according to Australian standards, very similar 
to the United States budget compiled under the 
dir~tion of Dr. Meeker, to which reference has already 
been made. The average cost of the budget at the 

• The New South WaleB Industrial Gazette, August 1925. 
Other amounts had been declared at intervening dates. On 
August 24th, 1925, the weekly wage of adult female workers 
was declared to be £2 2s. 6d. 

• The Commission consisted of three employers' representa
tives, three workers' representatives, and an impartial chair
man, Mr. A. B. Piddington. 



54 A STUDY ON THE MINIMUM WAGE 

level of prices in November 1920, and the equivalent 
cost during the first qua.rter of 1926, were :-

November 1920 
First quarter, 1926 

£ a. d. 
• • 5 15 8 per week 1 

•• 5 0 0 .. 
The Commission merely reported on the cost of a 

reasonable standard of comfort; it had no power to 
fix wages at the level required to enable that standard 
to be attained, although it was generally thought that 
wages would be fixed in accordance with its findings. 
The amounts determined by the Commission were, 
however, co~derably"higher than the minima in force, 
and were also higher than the actual levels of wages 
paid. In November 1920 the Harvester equivalent 
was about £4 Ss. Od. per week, while at a.bout the same 
date the average weekly wage rate, based on data. for 
skilled as well as for unskilled workers in the most 
important industries of the Commonwealth, was 
£4 9s. IOd. per week. The practical impossibility of 
fixing minimum wages for all adult male workers 
without distinction at the level determined by the 
Commission soon became evident. Further reference 
to this question is made in the following sec~on. 
Here it may suffice to repeat that in Australia. at 
least three different fiooures have been put forward, 
each purporting to represent the necessary cost of 

1 Reports of the Royal Commission on the Basic Wage. 
eee also The Nm Step: a Family Ba.sic Income. by Mr. Pidding. 
ton. The figure of £5 ISs. Sd. is an average for the six capitals 
of the Commonwealth. The figures for the different cities 
vary according to the cost of living. 
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living-namely, the Harvester equivalent, the New 
South Wales basio wage, and the Basio Wage Com
mission's estimate. The amounts necessary &CCOrding 
to lheae standards at the level of prices during the fourth 
quarter of 1920 and the first quarter of 1926 were:-

IIa.rvestAIr equivalent 
New South Wales basic wage J. 

Basic Wage Cnmmj,.gon'a estimate 

£ L d. 
4, 8 0 
4, 5 0 
Ii 15 8 

£ L d. 
3 18 0 
4, 4, 0 
500 

The foregoing shows that considerable variations 
exist in estimates of the cost of living in Great Britain, 
the United States, and Australia. However, although 
in each country di.1Ierent estimates have been made 
of the sums considered necessary to maintain a family 
of given size, the di.1Ierences are due largely to varia
tions in the standards adopted. The poverty level 
can be distinguished clearly from the human needs 
staJdard, and this from a standard of comfort. 
Authorities will di.1Ier somewhat regarding the amount 
required for anyone of these standards, but where 
a definite standard is specified, the variations in esti
mates are likely to be comparatively small. 

• For a family of four perBODB: the other figures are for 
a family of five. The New South Wales figure for 1926 is 
the declared basic wage: the other 1926 figures are equiva
II!nta calculated by using ooat of living index numben!. 
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THE LIvING WAGE IN RELATION TO' THE WEALTH OF 

. THE COMMUNITY. 

In the preceding section it was shown that, within 
any country, widely differing estimates may be made 
of the cost of living of a family of given size. Some 
investigators, actuated by ethical considerations, 
endeavour to determine a wage which they consider 
desirable without paying much regard to what is 
practicable. Others give greater attention to what 
they believe to be attainable as a minimum in the 
early future. 

In Australia, when the practicability of fixing wages 
to guarantee the standard proposed by the Basic Wage 
Commission was under consideration, the Common
wealth statistician, Mr. G. H. Knibbs, in a memo
randum to the Prime Minister, stated that" such a 
wage cannot be paid to all adult employees because 
the whole produced wealth of the country, including 
all that portion of produced wealth which now goes . 
in the shape of profit to employers, would not, if 
divided up equally amongst employees, yield the 
necessary weekly amount." In this case the If'asic 
Wage Commission, when considering the items to be 
included in the budget, had gone beyond what was 
practicable for adoption as the minimum or basic wage 
for all adult male employees.1 

1 To meet .the difficulty Mr. Piddington proposed that 
instead of paying a mmimum wage of £5 158. 8d. to all adult 
male workers, this amount should be received only by workers 
with wife and three children, and that larger or smaller 
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Whether the object be to indicate a. standard of 
comfort considered desirable, or to determine a. sub
sistence standard which is practically attainable, 
account must always be taken, directly or indirectly, 
of the actual standards of living of the community. 
These standards depend mainly on the wealth or 
productivity of the community. In consequence, 
standards of living are relative in character, and vary 
in the same community from one period to another, 
and in different communities at the same date. As 
progress is made in the industrial organisation and 
productive methods of any community, the standards 
will be raised. The standards are higher in wealthier 
than in poorer countries.1 In those countries in which 
the living wage principle has been adopted, reference 
to the standard of the country is always expressed or 

families should receive larger or !IlIl8ller amounts. It W8B 
claimed that in this way the standard proposed by the Com
miBBion could be secured. 

• The relative character of the living wage is clearly ex
preBBed by Mr. Justice Brown, of the South Australian Indus
trifl Court in 1916 in the Plumbers' Case, 8B follows: .. The 
statutory definition of the living wage is a wage adequate to 
meet the normal and re8BOnable needs of the worker. In 
other words, the conception is ethical rather than economic. 
The Court hBB not to determine the value of the services 
rendered. but to determine what is necessary to meet normal 
and re8Bonable needs. It should be obvious that in the inter
pretation of re8Bonable needs the Court cannot be wholly 
indifferent to the national income. The re8Bonable needs of 
the worker in a community where the national income is 
high are greater than the re8BOnable needs of the worker 
where the national income is low" (South Australian 
IndU8Wial Repcn18, vol. I. 1916-18, p. 122). 
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impli~ Thus in America. wages are to be adequate 
according to American st~dards; in Australia. 
according to Australian standards. and so on. 

To show relativity of standards from one country 
to another it may be of interest to compare the British. 
United States. and Australian standards for a family of 
five persons given in the preceding section. The table 
opposite gives these standards at the levels of prices a.t 
the beginning of 1926 in the currency of each country. 
and also in terms of the British cUrrency unit. a.llow
anee being made for differences in the purchasing 
power of money in the different countries.1 The 
standards are classified somewhat arbitrarily into 
three groups. 

1 The figures in British currency have been obtained by 
converting the American and Australian standards into 
terms of the level of prices in 19140 by using the 
ratios of the costs of living in 19It and the beginning of 
1926 in the United States (19It = 100, 1926 = 176), and 
in Australia {191t = 100, 1926 = Itt). The 19It equiva
lents have then been converted into British equivalents. 
account being taken not only of the rates of exchange, but 
also of difierences between the purehasing power of money in 
the three countries. According to data obtained before !he 
war by the Labour Department of the British Boan! of Trade. 
and by the South African Economic Commission, the ratios 
of the cost of living based on food and rent were: Great 
Britain 100. United States 152, Australia 1240·5. Hence the 
oost of .. given standan! in the United States has been reduced 
in the ratio 152: 100 to give its equivalent in Great Britain. 
'Similarly the Australian costs have been reduced in the 
ratio 1240·5: 100. The equivalents in 19140 in Great Britain 
were then increased in the ratio 100: 175, this representing 
the relation between the oost of living in Great Britain in 
19It and in March 1926. 
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Poverty .. 
Human needs 
Comfort 

Poverty .. 
Human needs 
Comfort .. 
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British. I United states. I AustrallaD. 

In Ourrency oj Oountry. 
'8.d. $ '8.d. 
2 5 6 20 
3 1 8 30 3 18 01 

38l 5 0 01 

In Britiah Ourrency. 
2 5 6 2 13 9 
3 1 8 4 0 8 3 16 01 

53541761 

By comparing the standards in British currency it 
is seen that the United States standards are higher 
than the Australian, and the Australian than the 
British. Evidently these levels are influenced largely 
by prevailing standards of living within each country, 
which, in turn, depend on the per capita wealth of 
the community. 

PRINCIPLES BASED ON THE LIvING . WAGE. 

Although the living wage is not capable of exact 
e~reasion, . it may be of considerable practical value 
if taken in relation to the productivity of the c.om
munity. It is possible to determine in any community 
the minimum below which no workers should fall. 
This minimum should be considered apart from the 

1 Harvester equivalent at the beginning of 1926. 
• Basio Wage Commission equivalent at the beginning of 1926. 
• The differences between these figures and those given in 

the ourrency of the country are due to the higher purchasing 
power of the pound in Great Britain than in Australia. 
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conditions of any given establishment or industry. 
It is the distinctive feature of the living wage principle 
that, at the basis of the wage system, there should 
be a minimum determined. by the general productivity 
of the community as a whole, without taking account 
of the prosperity of individual establishments or 
industries. This feature is recognised in numerous 
basic wage decisions in Australia. For example, in 
1909, Mr. Justice Higgins, President of the Common
wealth Arbitration Court, expressed the view that " it 
is necessary to keep this living wage a thing sacrosanct, 
beyond the reach of bargaining," and added. that if 
a man be unable to maintain his enterprise without 
cutting down the wages essential for his workers, 
it would be better that he should abandon the 
enterprise. 

It follows that where there are di1ferences in the 
cost of living in di1ferent districts, there should be 
corresponding di1ferences in money wages. If a change 
takes place in the purchasing power of money in any 
community without a change in the. general pro
ductivity of goods and services, then the minimvm 
wage should be adjusted to such changes by means 
of a sliding scale. This is necessary in order to ensure 
the maintenance of the minimum real wage. If there 
is a change in national productivity, or in the forces 
determining the workers' share of the national income, 
a change in minimum wages is justifiable. 

Finally, if the living wage idea be accepted, special 
consideration is necessary in the case of workers whose 
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earnings may be reduced owing to the casual or seasonal 
character of their employment. For such workers a 
minimum hourly or daily wage, higher than that of 
workers whose employment is regular, is essential if 
their standard of living is not to fall below the general 
minimum. Similarly, with the object of preventing 
the standard of living of piece-workers from falling 
below that of workers in regular employment on a 
minimum time wage, piece rates should be such that 
under ordinary circumstances workers of average 
ability would be able to earn an amount at least equal 
to the minimum time rate. If, through no fault of 
their own, e.g. a break-down of machinery, their 
earnings fall below the minimum time wage, they 
should be guaranteed this minimum. 



CHAPTER V 

CAPACITY OF INDUSTRY TO PAY 

THE productivity of industry is the source from which 
wages are paid, and no legislative process or manipu
lation by State-established machinery' can raise wages 
above the level that industry can bear. Even where 
the necessity of taking into account the productivity 
of industry is not expressly stated in minimum wage 
laws which endorse the living wage principle, in their 
application account is taken directly or indirectly of 
the capacity of industry to pay. 

The present. chapter attempts to show that the 
principal solution of wage problems lies in increased 
productivity, that wages in any individual establish-' 
ment or industry should not depend on the capacity 
of each to pay without reference to the wages which 
other establishments or industries can afford, and that 
the level of minimum wages should be based on the' 
capacity of industry in general to pay. • 

IMPORTANCE OJ!' INCREASING PRODUCTIVITY. 

The wages of the lowest paid groups of workers may 
be increased either by a change in distribution or by 
an increase in the total productivity of the community. 
Social justice may demand changes in ,distribution in 
consequence of the existence, side by side, of extremes 
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of wealth and poverty. A change in distribution may 
be at the expense of other groups of workers, or of 
other classes of the community. There is, however, 
little likelihood of considerable increases in minimum 
wages by measures of redistribution. The amounts 
which skilled workers receive are generally no more 
than a reasonable return for the training they have 
undergone, and for their higher efficiency. As regards 
other classes of the community, the number of persons 
receiving large incomes is small if compared with the 
total number of workers, and to transfer the greater 
part of those incomes to the workers would add little 
to the wage which each receives.1 

Dr. A. L. Bowley's study of the division of the 
product of industry before the war between difierent 
classes of the community is a sufficient warning to 
those who hope that considerable increases in the 
wages of a large part of the working population are 
practicable by the transfer to the workers of a portion 
of the national income now going to other classes of 
the community.s On the basis of data for 1907 it is 
shown that if, at that date, one-half of profits had , 
been transferred to the wage-earners, average wages 
would have been raised by about 21 per cent., or to 
about the level of Mr. Rowntree's minimum of 35s. 3d. 

1 The fact that redistribution would add little to the wage 
of each worker does not invalidate the case for redistribution 
where necessary to secure social justice. 

• The DitMion oj the Product oj Induatry: an Analysis oj 
National Income before the War, by Dr. A. L. Bowley, Oxford, 
1919. 
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per week.1 This minimum could only be reached by 
all workers if at the same time the earnings of skilled 
workers had been reduced to that level. Dr. Bowley 
adds that "the raising of wages, whether by a legally 
enforced minimum or otherwise, might force employers 
to become more efficient, or if a small number of 
inefficient employers were obliged to stop, others might 
be able to extend their operations so as to give the 
same aggregate employment; evidently this progress 
cannot go very far without radical changes in 
methods." I He points out that, although an effective 
demand for higher wages would tend to a better and 
more economical use of capital, skill of management 
is limited, and the best results cannot be universally 
obtained. 

Similar conclusions as to the inadequacy of the 
national dividend to ensure considerable increases in 
wages by measures of redistribution have been reached 
by Sir Josiah Stamp. . In 1920 he made a calcula
tion showing that if all people with incomes over 
£250 per annum were to pool the excess over that 
amount, and if from the pool thus formed a sum were 
withdrawn equal to the amounts obtained by taxat10n 
to support the national services and savings for capital 
extensions on the pre-war scale, the remainder would 
provide not more than 00. per week per family. This 

1 This included women as well as men. According to 
information given in Dr. Bowley's study, The Change in the 
Distribution oj the NationalIncoms, 1880-1913, the average of 
all incomes in the United Kingdom in 1913 was £104 per annum. 

I The Division oj the Product oj Industry. p. 41. 
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calculation was made again in 1925, when it was found 
that the remainder for distribution would have been 
almost c~rtainly between £25,000,000 and £100,000,000, 
which sum was not enough to provide 58. per week 
per family. 1 

An examination made by Dr. Bowley of changes 
in the distribution of the National Income between 
1880 and 1913 shows a high degree of constancy of 
many of the proportions of the national income going 
to different classes, and suggests that little change in 
distribution is practicable. I A somewhat similar 
situation has been shown to exist in the United States. 
Dr. W. I. King has made calculations on the basis of 
the United States census statistics showing that there is 
little variation over a period of years in the percentage 
of .. value added by manufacture" paid in wages. I The 
figures covering all manufacturing industries are :-

1889 
1899 
1904 
1909 
1914 
1919 

Perceut.; ,,-
42 
41 
40 
41 
42 

• WealtA and Tazabk Capacity. p. 96; The Time8. August 
3rd. 1925. p. 10. account of an address by Sir Josiah Stamp at 
the Liberal Summer School, Cambridge. 

• The Change in Ihe ~ oj Ihe National Income, 
1880-1913. by Dr. A. L. Bowley. Bee p. 26. . 

• These data were published in the N_ York Ewming Posl. 
June 7th, 1922. See also. paper read by Mr. George Soule 
before the 35th Annual Meeting of the American Economio 
Association. Chicago, December 1922. published in the supple
ment to the American Economic Review. March 1923, p. 136. 

B 
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In considering the adequacy of different rates of wages, 
American writers have in mind higher minimum 
standards of living than those generally advocated 
in European countries. It is claimed that, according 
to American standards, the wages of many groups of 
workers are deplorably low, that, even if complete 
justice in distribution were assured, the total product 
is not sufficient for any great increase in the per capita 
wage, and that the main hope lies in an increase in 
productivity.1 

CAPACITY TO PAY OJ' INDIVIDUAL ESTABI,ISRMENTS 

OR INDuSTRIES. 

The conclusions of the preceding section, which are 
probably true for almost all countries, should not be 
regarded as destroying in any way the value of 
minimum wage legislation. The principal means of 
raising wages is an increase in the total volume 
available for distribution together with a restriction 

1 See Professor W. C. Mitchell's estimate of income of the 
United States and E. M. Patterson's article on .. Factors 
determining Real Wages." published in the Anrwla.?J 1M 
American Academy oJ Political S~ March 1922. Professor 
Paul H. Douglas in Wages and 1M Family, after reaching 
similar conclusions as to the inadequacy of the present rates 
of wages in the United States, proposes the family allowance 
system as a solution. As regards Great Britain, Mr. Rowntree, 
ill discussing various methods of increasing _gee, says that 
an increase m the productivity of industry, whether due to 
better organisation and machinery, greater efficiency on the 
part of the workers or management, or any other factor, is 
the most important means (The B_ Needs oJ Labour. 
p.137). 
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of the number and an improvement in the quality 
of the population. Nevertheless, the prevention of 
sweating and of the continued existence of a number 
of wage-eamers at standards seriously below those of 
the remainder of the community is the urgent 
necessity of a progressive State. 

The existence of sweated labour is partly the result 
of the uncontrolled application of the principle of 
paying wages according to the capacity to pay of 
each individual establishment or industry. Employers 
in industries which depenc} on tow.paid labour claim 
that they caunot pay as high wages as employers in 
other industries. Also employers assert that because 
the profitableness of their establishments is lower than 
that of the rest of the industry, their wages should 
be fixed at 8. lower level. In 8. number of cases 
employers have demanded that the minimum wage 
for their industry should be based on that paid to the 
lowest class of worker in the district in which the cost 
of living is lowest. Where these claims are accepted, 
not only may the standard of living of various groups 
of yorkers fall considerably below the general level, 
but wage rates are not in any degree standardised.1 

This is the situation in most countries at the present 
time, except in so far as standardisation of wages has 

I It might be expected that marked inequalities could be 
of a temporary character only, owing to the tendency of 
workers to move from low-paid industries and districts to 
those in which wages are high. This tendency, however, 
operates wry slowly owing to difficulties in the way of full 
mobility of labour. 
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been effected by collective agreements .. It is precisely, 
however, in industries in which organisation is not 
adequate to secure the advantages of collective agree
ments that a low standard of living and a high degree 
of lack of uniformity of wage rates are generally found. 
Also it is not enough to secure what Professor Pigou 
has called an economic wage, i.e. a wage which, "in 
the conditions of the trade under review, economic 
forces tend to bring about if employers can be pre
vented from taking advantage of the bargaining weak
ness of some, or all, of their workpeople, and paying 
them less than they are worth." 1 Some limitation 
of the system of allowing each industry or establish
ment to pay wages based on its own financial condition 
is necessary. 

CAPACITY TO PAY 01!' INDUSTRY IN GENERAL. 

In view of the relation between wages and pro
ductivity, and also of the desirability of fixing minimum 
wages so as to prevent the continued existence of 
sweated labour, the best basis for minimum wages • appears to be the capacity of industry in genera!.1 

I Economic Journal, September 1922, article on .. Trade 
Boards and the Cave Committee," p. 318. 

I How much industry in general can bear is evidently 
difficult of measurement, while potential capacity is stilI more 
problematic. Often, at present, there is great difficulty in 
obtaining the facts, and one of the essentials of the future is 
more complete knowledge of the profits of industry. Much 
industrial unrest, and the loss which this entails, would be 
avoided if those responsible for the financial side of production 
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This conclusion is in agreement with that reached in 
the chapter on the living wage, namely, that at the 
basis of the wage system there should be a minimum 
wage determined by the general productivity of the 
community as a whole without taking account of the 
prosperity of individual establishments or industries. 

It would be impracticable to fix wages at the average 
level which industry in general pays, as this would be 
beyond the capacity of a large part of industry, 
including many trades so important to the economic 
life of the nation that they must be safeguarded against 
injury. It should, however, be possible, on the basis 
of the capacity of industry in general, to fix a minimum 
which, while not hampering the important industries, 
would prevent the payment of unduly low wages. As 
a. consequence of this a number of the least efficient 
workers might lose their employment, certain inefficient 
employers be forced out of business, and a few sweated 
industries of minor importance be eliminated. These 
consequences may well be lesser eVils than the per
petuation of inefficiency and misery which follow th~ 
paJ!llent of a. wage unreasonably low in relation to , 
national productivity.1 

would take the workers and the public more into their confi
dence. This gaining of confidence will be facilitated as the 
necessity for a rate of interest high enough to call forth a 
sufficient supply of capital and to ensure adequate saving is 

. more generally recognised. See The FQCt8 of IndUBt1'Jj, the 
l C~~~1lo.M~an & c2·.,.mll. -

1 Industries or estabIisliiiitintii paying such wages are in 
many cases parasitic, since either the workers are partly 
maintained by the earnings of other workers, e.g. where 
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The fixing of minimum wages in relation to the 
capacity to pay of industry in general has already 
received some application in practice. In giving effect 
to certain minimum wage laws the principle has been 
established that it is no part of the duty of the wage
fixing body to ensure profits to aU employers in an 
industry, or to protect those who are inefficient. Nor 
is it obliged to allow unduly low wages in industries 
or establishments which are in difficulties owing to 
'natural handicaps, e.g. where a mine is nearing 
exhaustion, or is faced with the competition of mines 
with much richer deposits.1 In Australasia especially 
the view is generally accepted that if an industry or 
establishment cannot pay what is considered a reason
able minimum, it had better cease to exist, and its 
workers transfer to some other industry. The 
principle that the wages of the worker should not 
depend on the profits made by the individual employer 
is well expressed in the decision of the Australian 
Commonwealth Arbitration Court in 1909 in the case 
of the Broken Hill Proprietary Company, as follows :-

.. First of all, is an employer who is poor to be • ordered to pay as high wages as an employer who is 
rich! Now without laying down a rule absolute and 
women workers receiving very low wages are in part supported 
by their husbands. or, if supporting themselves, have not 
enough for health and efficiency, and the consequences involve 
a charge on society for hospitals and charitable institutions. 

I In such cases the employer has to pay the same price 
as his rivals for the raw materials he buys, and similarly it 
is reasonable that he should be subject to the same minimum 
wage. 
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unconditional under all circumstances, I strongly hold 
the view that, unless the circumstances are very 
exceptional, the needy employer should, under an 
award, pay at the same rate as his richer rival. It 
would not otherwise be possible to prevent the sweating 
of employees, the growth of parasitic industries, the 
spread of industrial unrestr-unrest which it is the 
function of this Court to allay. If a. man cannot 
maintain his enterprise without cutting down the wages 
which are proper to be paid to his employees-at 
all events the wages which are essential for their 
living-it would be better that he should abandon the 
enterprise." 1 

STAB'DAB.DS OJ' SKILLED WORKERS. 

There is an essential difference between the minimum 
or baSic wage below which no worker should be allowed 
to fall and higher wages paid to skilled workers. The 
case is strong for fixing the basic wage as a. means 
of preventing misery, and State regulation may easily 
be justified. With regard to wages above the basic 

I Commonwealth Arbikati<m Reporl8, vol. m, 1909. Similar 
decillions have been reached in the awards of various State 
Arbitration Courts, e.g. in South Australia and Western 
Australia. Thus, in the decision of the South Australian 
Industrial Court in the Furniture Trades Case, 1918, it is 
indicated that it may be better for the Court to fix wages on 
general principles than to attempt to preserve' in the State 
every factory that may chance to have established itself. 
The extinction of industries unsuited to the State may be an 
advantage rather than to allow .. long and fruitless struggle 
under severe competition to continue. (South A",walian 
Ind",1riGl Reporl8. voL n, 1918-19.) 
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minimum, compulsory regulation is less urgent, as 
the economic conditions of the workers are better. 
However, in certain cases, skilled workers are unable 
to secure the satisfactory regulation of their wages by 
means of collective agreements. Also it is often 
convenient to use machinery set up with the object 
of preventing sweating to fix the wage rates of skilled 
as well as of unskilled workers in the trades concerned. 
Finally, Arbitration Courts, in making awards for the 
purpose of maintaining industrial peace, frequently 
fix the rates of wages of skilled as well as of unskilled 
workers. 
I Where minimum wages are fixed for skilled workers, 
the basis is often different from that adopted for 
unskilled workers. Thus in Australama, although 
frequently the capacity to pay of individual establish
ments and industries is not taken into consideration 
in fixing the basic wages of unskilled workers, the 
prosperity of individual industries is usually a factor 
of importance in fixing the wage rates of other cate
gories of workers. For these rates, however, little or 
no account is taken of the position of individual 
employers. To do so would be undesirable as-the 
standardisation of wages would be prevented, and unfair 
competition between different employers would result. 

CONSEQUENCES OF FIXING A MINIMUM WAGE. 

In determining, at any time, the minimum below 
which no worker should be allowed to fall, the practical 
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problems to consider are the reactions on employers, 
workers, and the community as a whole. 

Employers. 

State machinery may establish a minimum wage, 
but employers are not obliged to engage workers at 
that wage, their only obligation being that if they 
employ workers, they shall pay at least the rate fixed. 
H, therefore, a minimum wage is fixed, some employers 
may find their costs of production increased. This 
will be the case if the increase in wages does not lead 
to a corresponding increase in the efficiency of the 
workers, or stimulate employers to introduce improved 
methods of manufacture. A rise in costs of production 
implies a loss of markets which will be greater or less 
according as demand for the commodities produced 
is elastic or not.1 Loss of markets will be followed 
by a reduction in the scale of production, or even a. 
closing down of plant. 

The elimination of establishments or industries 
which are unable to exist except by sweated labour 
may be considered desirable. Left to themselves 
certam establishments may continue for a. long time 
to struggle with antiquated methods and machinery 
in competition with factories highly organised and 
fitted with the latest appliances. They cannot pay 

I Demand is elastio if a small increase (or decrease) in price 
is followed by a considerable reduction (or increase) in demand. 
In the oase of an inelastic demand the converse is true, 
namely. that small increasee or decreasee in price have little 
etIect on the quantities purchased. 
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good wages, and yet the workers, _ from custom, 
ignorance, or lack of mobility, remain with them.1 

The fixing of a reasonable minimum wage would 
shorten the struggle, and the workers would tum 
ea.rlier to establishments employing more productive 
methods. Also certain industries may be ill-adapted 
to a given country, and may be subjected to the 
competition of foreign producers with superior natural 
advantages. It is preferable that the capital and 
labour they employ should be diverted, without delay, 
to other industries more suited to the country than 
that the misery of a protracted struggle should be 
endured. 

Workers. 

If wages a.re fixed at too high a level, unemployment 
will result. In other words, demand for labour at 
that level is less than supply. The question, therefore, 
is largely one of choice between a higher level of wages 
with a la.rger volume of unemployment or a lower 
level of wages with less unemployment. Where 
unemployment results, those thrown out of work will 
in some cases be absorbed into new or groping 
industries. In other cases, however, they will compete 
for employment on the labour market, and in con
sequence there may be a slight reduction in the general 
level of wages. To the extent to which this is true, the 

1 The case of hand-loom weavers in the early nineteenth 
century may be cited as an example of the misery which 
attends unequal struggles between antiquated and improved 
methods. 
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cost of the prevention of sweating is distributed over 
the general body of wage-earners. 

PM Oommunity as a Whole. 
Where demand for the products of an industry is 

inelastic a rise in wages will be covered by an increase 
in the price of the commodities produced, and there 
will be little or no falling off in demand for the product 
of the industry concerned. Thus unemployment will 
not be caused in that industry, and the cost of the 
improvement in wages will be borne by the community 
as a whole through the higher price which it will pay 
for the products of the industry.1 An increase in the 
prices of commodities hithertO produced under sweated 
conditions is easily justifiable, as the community had 
been unconsciously undervaluing the labour involved. 2 

The immediate cause of the low wages was largely 
competition between employers, and the harmful 
effects on the workers are diminished or avoided if 
wages are standardised at a higher level by means of 
minimum wage machinery. 

WJlere the demand for products is elastic a rise in 
wages, followed by an i,ncrease in price, will cause 
unemployment in the industry concerned. Since, 
however, there are some wages 80 low as to imply a 
degree of misery which the State should not permit, 

I This will reduce the purchasing power available for other 
goods, and may cause unemployment or a slight fall in wages 
in the trades producing them. 

• See TII4 Living Wage by n. N. Brailsford, J. A. Hobson, 
A. Creech Jones. and E. F. Wise, London, 1926, pp.28-9. 
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it may be a gain rather than a loss to prohibit the 
employment of workers for totally inadequate re
muneration. Provision for those thrown out of work, 
either by means of unemployment insurance benefits 
or by direct maintenance by the State, is logically 
inevitable. It should be recognised that, in paying 
benefits to those who thus lose their employment until 
they obtain work elsewhere, the State is incurring 
a charge rather than permit certain of its members 
to be employed at wages considerably below the level 
which the income of the community can sustain. In 
other words, a contribution is made by the remainder 
of the community for the prevention of extreme 
poverty. Maintenance by the State will be permanent 
in the case of those unemployable at the rates fixed. 1 

At the same time, in order that the number of the 
unemployable may be reduced to a minimum, special 
facilities for finding employment in other occupations 
should be provided. Similarly, training centres for 
teaching new trades are of value. 

1 In Fabian Tract No. 128, The Case/or a Legal Minimum 
Wage, page 12, the view is expressed that" it is far c~aper 
for the nation to deal with the unemployable as destitute 
persons by wisely adapted poor law methods than to a.llow 
them to drag down decent workers to their level by their 
competition in the labour market." This is true in some 
cases, while in others, special permits may be issued to enable 
certain workers to work for wages below the minimum. The 
issue of such permits might be accompanied by the provi
sion of State aid to prevent the standard fa.Iling below the 
minimUm fixed. The question of the issue of permits is dealt 
with iQ a later chapter. 
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DEDUCTIONS. 

The general level of wages depends on total pro
ductivity, and the principal means of increasing wages 
is not by fundamental changes in distribution, but by 
increasing productivity. An increase in general pro
ductivity will almost certainly lead to an increase in 
the wages of the lowest paid groups of workers. 

The capacity to pay of industry in genera], rather 
than the wages which individual establishments or 
industries can afford, should be taken as basis for a. 
minimum wage of general application. 

At any time the basic minimum wage must be 
within the reach of the great majority of undertakings 
in all important industries, but by the continued 
operation of minimum wage machinery it should be 
possible to raise the minimum progressively until it 
is effective for a considerable proportion of unskilled 
workers. 



CHAPTER VI 

A NATIONAL MINIMUM 

THE oonolusions reaohed in the two preoeding chapters 
point to the desirability of a national minimum wage 
based on national productivity. There is no conflict 
between the living wage defined in relation to national 
productivity and the wage which industry in general 
oan pay. In fact, the two oonceptions are praotically 
identioal,. and eaoh leads to a national, or in some cases 
a regional, basis for fixing minimum wages below 
which no worker of ordinary ability should fall. Both 
national productivity and the capacity of industry in 
general to pay are, however, diffioult of determination. 
The statistios neoessary are not available; therefore 
some indireot method must be adopted provisionally. 

In the present ohapter wage statistios are oon
sidered as throwing light on what industry oan bear, 
thus furnishing a means to determining a praotioable 
minimum. Also the problems are disoussed of Jixing 
minimum wages in districts in whioh the cost of living 
is unequal, of allowing for ohanges in the purchasing 
power of money from one period to another, and of 
taking into aooount ohanges in the capaoity of industry. 

METHOD 011' DETERMINING THE ~1INIMl7M. 

Adequate information not being available as to the 
oapaoity of industry in general to pay, the best alter-
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native is to secure statistics with regard to prevailing 
st&nd.a.rds of living. Among the data suitable for this 
purpose are the results of wage censuses.1 These 
show what industry in general is actually paying. 
They also show the relative levels of wages in difierent 
industries and districts, and thus enable attention to 
be directed particularly to cases where conditions are 
considerably below the genera.Ily prevailing standard. 
Thus the British Wage Census of 1907, by revealing 
very low wages in certain industries, contributed 
largely to the adoption of the minimum wage legis
lation of 1909. 

For the purpose of determining a practicable 
minimum below which wages should not be allowed to 
fall, information with regard to the wages of unskilled 
workers in difierent industries may be taken &8 guide. 
By means of a wage census, statistics can be obtained 
&8 to the earnings of unskilled adult male and female 
workers in difierent industries. The earnings of such 
workers in the large or well-organised industries may 
be regarded &8 standard of comparison. It would 
evidLntly be unsatisfactory, however, to take the 
Clverage wage of unskilled workers in the well-organised 
industries &8 the minimum wage. In the well-organised 
industries themselves the wages of unskilled workers 
difier considerably from one industry to another. 
while within each industry wages may vary in the 

• Family budget enquiries also provide valuable information 
as to family income and the distribution of expenditure on 
the di1Ieren$ items entering into the cost of living. 
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different establishments. The figures given below 
illustrate the range from one industry to another in 
the full-time weekly wages of unskilled male workers 
in Great Britain and Germany, and the average 
hourly earnings. of unskilled male workers in the 
United States.1 The number of hours in a full-time 
week vary somewhat from one industry to another, 
but the variation !s only to a small extent the cause of 
differences in the wages in different industries. In 
Great Britain the range in wages is abnormally great 
owing to the fact that industries which have felt the 
pressure of foreign competition have sustained much 
heavier reductions of wages during the depression 
which began in 1921 than the so-called "sheltered 
industries. " 

GREAT BRITAIN. 

Weekly Rates oj Unakillell Worker8 at September 30th, 1925. 

Building 
Engineering 

. Shipbuilding 
Railways •• 
Local authorities .. 
Gasworks •• 
Electrical supply •. 

s. do 
55 7 
40 2 
38 5 
46 O· 
53 5 
52 1~ 
54 10 

1 The British figures are taken from the M iniB&ry oj Labour 
Gazette, October 1925. The figures for Germany are from 
WirtBchaft und StatiBtik, No. 18, September 1925. Both the 
British and German figures are averages based on data for 
the chief towns or principal centres. The United States 
figures are compiled by the National Industrial Conference 
Board, an employers' association. They are based on 
statistics of earnings obtained from the pay-roIls of a large 
number of representative firms. 

• Certain classes of porters only. 
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GERMANY. 

Weekly Batu 0/ Uf&8killed Worker8 in .Augwt 1925. 

Building 
Mining 
Metal 
Chemical 
Wood 
Paper 
Textiles 
Brewing 
Printing 
National railways 

Weighted average 1 

UNITED STATES • 

R.1Iks. 
44·37 
32·58 
30·31 
32·54, 
39·75 
28·66 
24,·67 
4,0·4,7 
4,0·16 
32·29 
32·85 
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.Average Hourly Earning8 0/ Uf&8kille4 Worker8 in July 1925. 

Iron and steel 
Foundries •• 
Automobiles 
Chemicals •• 
Furniture •• 
Meat packing 
Wool 
Paper and pulp 
Boot and shoe 
Lumber and mill work 

Average I 

Cenfa. 
49·8 
50·7 
50·9 
49·2 
42·3 
46·2 
50·0 
45·2 
39·8 
36·7 
4,7·0 

The wage paid to unskilled workers in the lowest 
paid industry in which e~ployers and workt:rs are 
well organised might be taken as minimum wage for a 
district or country. Anyone industry is, however, 
unsatisfactory as basis owing to the effects on it of 

I Including other industrial groups • 

• 
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exceptional economic conditions. The minimum wage 
should be established on a broader basis. Although 
suffering from the defect of being arbitrary, perhaps 
the most satisfactory method would be to fix the 
minimum at a given proportion of the average wage 
paid to unskilled workers in well-orgarused industries. 
Thus the minimum wage might be fixed at, say, 
80 per cent. of the average wage paid to unskilled 
workers in certain of the chief industries of the district 
or country.l 

In selecting the industries to be taken as basis, it 
would be desirable to omit those in which wages are 
abnormally high or low owing to their special character. 
Thus,' for example, in most countries wages for a full 
working week in the building industry are higher than 
those in most other industries, largely to make up for 
irregularity of employment. Again, at any given date 
wages in certain industries may be exceptionally low 
or high owing to special conditions of a temporary 
character. In the figures given above for Great 
Britain, wages in the engineering and shipbuilding 
industries are abnormally low in relation to those paid 
in other industries. In order to avoid the effe5ts of 
temporary features account should as far as possible 
be taken of wages over a sufficiently long period with 
reasonably stable conditions. 

I This would be, in effect, to fix the minimum in relation 
to the wages of other groups of workers. The relation between 
this basis and those of the living wage and the capacity of 
industry to pay was noted in Chapter III. 
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V ABlATIONS IN THB CoST OJ!' LrvniG ACCORDING 

TO DISTRICT. 

Statistical enquiries show appreciable differences in 
the cost of living from one district to another within 
any country, although requirements of food, clothing, 
housing accommodation, fuel, light, and other com
modities are similar for the same grade of worker. In 
fixing minimum wages the object should be to secure 
equality of real wages in different parts of the country. 
This implies variation in money wages according to 
differences in the cost of living. 

In order to attain equality of real wages the wage
fixing authority may establish not a money minimum 
but a real minimum consisting of quantities of various 
articles of food, clothing, fuel and light, housing 
accommodation, and other commodities.1 The total 
cost of these in any district would be taken as the 
money minimum wage for that district. A variant of 
this method is to determine the minimum money wage 
for a given district and then to fix money wages in 
other districts in accordance with the relative cost of 
li~ so as to equalise real wages in all districts. This 

I These quantities can be established on the results of 
family budget enquiries. Such enquiries have been con
ducted at various dates in a number of countries. The 
International Conference of Labour Statisticians held in 
Geneva in April 1925 passed a resolution recommending that 
those countries which had made no recent family budget 
enquiries should undertake such investigations as soon as 
conditions are sufficiently stable. Methods of conducting 
family budget enquiries are discUBBed in the International 
Labour Office Study, No.9. Series N (Statistics), Geneva, 1926. 
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method is exactly the same in principle as that of the 
sliding, scale which has been so widely applied during 
and since the war for the purpose of maintaining 
equality of real wages during periods of changing 
prices. 

The adjustment of wages in various localities in 
which the cost of living is different is not free from 
difficulties, the chief of which is the determination of 
the limits of each district. Statistics show that the 
cost of living often varies more according to size of 
town than according to geographical region, and this 
adds to the difficulty of defining the limits of the areas 
for which a given money wage shall be fixed. 

In a later chapter an outline is given of the policy 
adopted by minimum wage fixing bodies in deter
mining wages for similar categories of workers in 
different districts. It may be noted here, however, 
that in Great Britain the Trade Boards have generally 
adopted the system of fixing uniform money rates for 
a given category of workers in different dilltrictS.1 

This has led to complaints by employers in small towns 
that the rates fixed have been too high. Such ~om
plaints are justified if the cost of living is lower in the 

1 Various exceptions are indicated later. The difficulties 
under consideration -are encountered not only by minimum 
wage fixing bodies, but a.lso when collective agreements are 
being concluded by Trade Unions covering a whole country. 
In such cases loca.lities are often graded, and wages differ 
by some recognised proportion from one grade of loca.lity to 
another. This practice is common in Germany, and is a.lso 
adopted in the building trade, ra.ilway, and other agreements 
in Gll'~f; BJ'if;~. -
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small towns, as the fixing of a uniform money wage for 
small as for large towns implies that a higher real wage 
is being paid in the former. They are also justified if 
workers in the small towns are less efficient than those 
in large towns. Where the differences in the cost of 
living or in efficiency are not large, however, the 
British practice of fixing uniform rates of wages for 
similar categories of workers in the different districts 
is not unsatisfactory. It has the advantage that the 
difficult problem of classifying districts according to 
differences in the cost of living is avoided. Also if 
uniform rates are fixed there is a tendency for differ
ences in the cost of living to disappear.1 Further, the 
tendency of workers to move to the large towns to 
earn the higher wages paid there would, to a consider
able extent, be overcome. 

Index numbers showing differences in the cost of 
living from place to place would be of value as a guide 
in determining whether the inequalities are too great 
to permit of uniform money wages, and if so the 
adjustments necessary to secure the same real wages. 
In Great Britain recent information is not available 
showing the cost of living in different districts. II In a 

I This tendency appears to have operated in a number of 
countries during the war owing partly to the regulation of 
prices and an increase in the mobility of goods, but no doubt 
partly also to the regulation of wages, greater uniformity of 
rates being established. 

• Enquiries were made in 1905 and 1912 by the Board of 
Trade (0081 oj Liwng oj the Working Ola8BBB, Reports of 
Enquiries, Cd. 3864 of 1908, and Cd. 6955 of 1913) into rents, 
retail prices, and standard rates of wages in the principal towns 



86 A STUDY ON THE MINIMUM WAGE 

number of countries. however. such data are published 
regularly in connection with the monthly or quarterly 
cost of living statistics. The table opposite gives 
index numbers for various towns or districts in Ger
many. Sweden, Switzerland, Great Britain, Canada, 
and Australia., showing inequalities in the cost of 
living. In ea.ch country the cost of living in the first 
town or district is taken as base (=100) and that in 
each other town or locality expressed as a percentage. 
The index numbers are not comparable internationally. 
In Australia, statistics showing the relation between 
the cost of living in various districts are used by 
minimum wage fixing bodies for the purpose of adjust
ing money rates of wages in such a way as to secure 
equality of real wages in difierent localities. 

ClIANGES IN THE CoST OF LrvI:NG. 

n the cost of living changes in any district a fixed 
money wage represents a higher or lower real wage 

of the United Kingdom. Figures were compiled showing 
the relation of rents. retail prices. and standard rates of wages 
in certain occupations in various districts in comparisom with 
those in London. The results of the two enquiries were 
generally very similar. The 1912 figures showed that retail 
prices in areas outside London were 97' 4 per cent. of those 
in London; rents in other towns were 58· 4 per cent. of those 
in London. while rents and retail prices together outside 
London were 89·6 per cent. of those in London. Thus the 
chief cause of the differences was variations in rents, i.e. the 
most fixed and durable item entering into the cost of living, 
and these generally varied according to the size of the town. 
Outside London wages in the occupations covered were about 
84 per cent. of the London level 
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hlDu Nt1MlIEBB SHOWING LoCAL VABIATIONS IN THE CoST 

OJ' LIvING WITBDI' CEBTAIN CoUNTBIES GENEl!.ALLY 
DUlLING 1925 OB 1926.1 

CoantrJ' and LooalItJ'. Index Coontr,. and LocalitJ'. Index 
NIlDlbera. NIlDlbera. 

Germany- Great Britain L-

Berlin .. .. 100·0 London .. . . 100·0 
Hamburg •. .. 106·8 Newcastle-on·Tyne 95·0 
Coblenz .. .. 107·1 Liverpool . . 89·0 
Lubeck .. .. 97·5 Manchester .. 88·0 
Liineburg .. 94·2 Birmingham .. 87·0 
Magdeburg .. 88·6 Warrington .. 85·0 

Sweden.- Canador-
Stockholm .. 100·0 Ontario .. . . 100·0 
Lulea .. .. 90·0 Nova Scotia .. 103·7 
Upeala .. .. 85·8 Quebeo .. . . 95·6 
Kristianstad .. 80·8 Manitoba .. 99·8 
Jonkoping .. 75·3 Alberta .. .. 104·8 
Visby .. .. 79·1 British Columbia 116·6 

Switurlafld- Australia-
Berne .. .. 100·0 Sydney " .. . . 100·0 
Lucerne .. .. 100·1 Melbourne . . 96·0 
SchatIhausen .. 100·6 Adelaide •• .. 96·2 
Bile .. .. 100·6 Perth .. .. 94·0 
Lausanne •• .. 102·4 Brisbane •• . . 85·7 
Geneva .. .. 107·0 Hobart .. . . 95·5 

I For Switzerland the index numbe1'8 are based on food 
prices only, while for Sweden, fuel and light are also 
included; those for Australia cover food, groceries, and 
housing; those for Great Britain cover food, housing, and 
coal, and those for Germany and Canada include food, fuel, 
light, and housing. Similar indices are available for 1913-14 
in the cases of Germany and Canada; they show a consider
ably wider range than that indicated above. 

I Figures for 1912. 
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accordiJ].g as prices have fallen or risen. Unless, 
however, there have been other changes than that in. 
the cost of living, e.g. a change in productivity, the 
minimum real wage should be maintained unchanged. 
This is effected by adjusting the money minimum to 
changes in the cost of living by means of a sliding 
smile. 

The sliding scale system has been so widely adopted 
since 1914 that it is unnecessary to describe it in 
detail here. It may suffice to emphasise a few points 
of a general character. The first is the importance of 
sound' methods for the compilation of index numbers 
showing changes in the cost of living.1 Then, accord
ing to some systems of adjustment, part of the wage is 
fixed and part varies with the cost of living. In order 
to maintain the real wage unchanged, however, it is 
necessary that the whole wage should be variable in 
proportion to changes in the cost of living. The 
system of adjustment should include a provision that 
the wage will be changed only if the cost of living 
varies by not less than a given proportion, e.g. 5 per 
cent. In this way minor fluctuations are avoided. 
The frequency with which wages should be adjusted 
depends on the rapidity with which prices change. If 
the price level is changing slowly, annual adjustments 
of wages may be adequate. In Germany even weekly 

1 On this question a number of resolutions were adopted 
at the Second International Conference of Labour Statisticians 
held in Geneva, April 1925. A report prepared for the Confer. 
ence describes the methods adopted in various countries for 
the compilation of index numbers of the cost of living. 
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adjustments were not frequent enough to keep pace 
with the unparalleled depreciation of the value of the 
currency during the height of the inflationary period 
in 1923. 

The cost of living sliding scale system is of value 
only for maintaining real wages at a given level during 
periods of changing prices. If there is an increase or 
decrease in productivity a corresponding change in 
real wages may be justified, but the rigid application 
of the cost of living sliding scale system would prevent 
such alterations. Thus if this system alone had been 
adopted at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
the workers would not have benefited from the 
great increases in production following the rapid 
developments of machinery which took place during 
the century. Improvements in productive processes 
leading to an increase in the supply of goods and a 
fall in prices would be followed, under the sliding scale 
system, by reductions in money wages, real wages 
remaining unchanged. Clearly such a situation would 
be unsatisfactory and, by reducing demand for com
modities, would impose a serious check on increasing 
productivity. A method of avoiding this is now 
considered. 

CluNGES IN THE CAl'ACITY OJ' INDUSTRY 

TO PAY. 

The relation between the living wage and total 
productivity, and the interpretation of the principle 
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of capacity to pay in terms of what indUstry in general 
can alIord, imply that wages, including minimum 
wages, should vary with changes in total productivity. 
In other words, if productivity increases, real wages 
should increase, and vice versa. 

To make such adjustments an index of changes in 
total productivity is necessary. Indices on the lines 
required have been constructed in certain countries, 
notably in the United States.1 The method adopted 
is to use series of statistics showing year by year the 
quantities of different commodities produced, e.g. 
tons of coal, iron, steel, bushels of wheat. Series are 
selected which give the physical volume of the products 
of agriculture, mining, and manufacturing industries. 
The number of commodities included ranges from 
twenty to one hundred in different compilations. 

It is then necessary to combine the separate data. 
into a single series indicative of general changes in 
material production. In doing so allowance must be 

1 For the United States, mention may be made of the 
researches of Dr. W. I. Ktng, Dr. W. W. Stewart (American 
Economic Review, March 1921), and Dr. E. E. Day (HlInxlrd 
Review of Economic Statistic8, January 1921, and subsequent 
numbers). Indices of production are also published by the 
United States Department of Commerce in its Suroey oj 
Ourrent Businll88, and by the Federal Reserve Board in its 
Bulletin. An article on .. Indexes of Productivity of Labor" 
was published in the U.S. Monthly Labor Review, July 1926. 

In Australia the Commonwealth Statistician compiles 
statistics showing the value and volume of production. These 
are published in Production. Bulletins and also in the Oommon
weaUh Year Book. For Great Britain the studies made by 
Dr. Bowley into changes in the national income may be noted. 
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made for differences in the relative importance of the 
commodities included. Thus in Great Britain an 
increase of 50 per cent. in coal output would be far 
more important from the point of view of national 
productivity than a corresponding increase in the 
production of beet sugar. Allowance may be made by 
applying to the various series weights based on the 
relative importance of each commodity in the field of 
national production, e.g. the number of persons 
employed in the various industries.1 

If an increase in total productivity is merely the 
result of an increase in the total number of persons 
engaged in production, then, other things being 
equal, real wages should remain unchanged. There
fore, in constructing an index of material production 
for the adjustment of wages, account must be taken of 
changes in population, or rather in the number of 
persons gainfully employed. This is done by reducing 
the statistics to a per capita basis. 

Changes in material production are generally 
irregular from year to year. Although a sound policy 
of credit control may diminish the degree of irregu
larity, it is probable that for many years to come 
cyclical fluctuations of industrial activity will remain 
a feature of economio life. It is undesirable that the 
basic minimum wage should follow closely the ups and 
downs of productivity during the business cycle, but 

I Weights showing relative importance may also be based 
on other criteria, e.g. the aggregate value of production of 
each commodity. or the value added in the process of 
production. 
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rather the steady trend of per capita production over 
a period of years. Instead, therefore, of adjusting the 
wage each year in proportion to productivity in that 
year as compared with productivity during the previous 
year, the system of the long-period moving average 
might be adopted. Annual adjustments on the basis 
of a ten-year moving average have been suggested 
in the United States. Such a system would avoid 
variations from year to year in consequence merely of 
cyclical booms and depressions. It might be supple
mented by the proviso that only after an appreciable 
change in productivity should the basic minimum 
wage be altered. Unimportant modifications would 
be avoided by providing that no variation in the 
minimum wage should take place unless production 
showed an increase or decrease of a given percentage, 
say 3 :{>er cent. 

Objections have been raised to the system of adjust
ment on the basis of statistics of past production. It 
may be unsatisfactory to raise wages at the beginning 
of 1927 merely because production during 1926 was 
higher than in previous years. Should there be a 
decline in productivity during 1927, industry would 
experience difficulty in paying the higher wages. In 
order to avoid this difficulty the proposal has been 
made that statistics of past productivity should be 
combined with an index of prospective productivity, 
which would give an indication as to probable con
ditions during the period in which the wages will be 
paid. 
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There has been an important development in recent 
years of indices of prospective productivity, in other 
words, of economic barometers.1 The progress made 
is not yet sufficient to warrant their use as a regular 
determining factor, although the indications they give 
might be taken into consideration when wages are 
being adjusted. Also economic barometers might be 
used to modify the rigid application of a cost of living 
sliding scale. The statistics of the cost of living might 
show a fall of 10 per cent. during the past period. If, 
however, the economic barometer should point to a rise 
in prices during the next period, it might be advisable 
not to effect the reduction in wages according to the 
cost of living sliding scale. To this extent account 
would be taken of the business cycle. 

Proposals on the lines under consideration have been 
made in the United States and in Australia. In the 
United States the adoption of the principle that wages 

I The best-known economio barometers are those published 
by the Harvard University Committee on Economio Research 
and the London and Cambridge Economic Service. V mous 
other economic barometers are also constructed in the United 
States. The Federation of "British Industries publishes a 
barometer; while in France and Belgium barometers are 
constructed. It is probable that in a number of other 
countries the compilation and scientific combination of 
statistical series with the object of enabling tentative fore
casts to be made of industrial conditions will before long be 
undertaken. For a short account of the objects and 
methods of compilation of economic barometers see: Inter
national Labour Office: Studies and Reports, Series N 
(Statistics), No.5, Economic Barometerll: a Report sub
mitted to the Economic Committee of the League of Nations, 
Geneva, 1924. 
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should be adjusted to changes in the product of the 
whole' of industry has been advocated to some extent 
by the Trade Unions. A detailed memorandum on the 
subject was submitted to the House of Representatives 
Committee on Labor by an association of machinists 
in connection with a Bill to create a wage board for 
employees in naval dockyards and arsenals.1 The 
essential feature of the proposal was the construction 
of an index of per capita production and the adjustment 
of wages to the changes indicated. 

More elaborate is the proposal of the Economic 
Commission on the Queensland Basic Wage appointed 
at the end of 1924 by the Queensland Court of Indus~ 
trial Arbitration.· In its Report the Commission 
recommended that "the chief guide to be followed by 
the Court in declaring a Standard Basic Wage for 
industries of • average prosperity' should be the 
capacity of the industry to pay," and that at different 
dates changes in .. capacity to pay should be deter
mined from figures showing changes in income per 
head, past production per head, and future production 
per head." In other words, an index of capacity to 
pay would be constructed by combining three separate 
series of statistics: first, an index of per capita income 
calculated from income tax statistics, together with 
data. for persons who do not pay income tax, i.e. 

1 Report presented to the House Committee on Labor, 
67th Congress, 2nd Session (1922). See H. Feis, Principlu 
oj Wags Settlement, p. 402. 

• The Quunsland Industrial Gazette, vol. X, No.3, 
March 24th, 1925, pp. 185-214. 
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mainly ~earners ; I second. an index of per mpila 
material production ~ on statistics of the total 
value of material production in the chief industries and 
the number of persons employed; third. an index 
of prospeCtive production during the months imme
diately ahead, constructed from data of the volume 
and value of stocks of raw materials together with the 
prices of the stocks and shares of the Government and 
of business companies as shown by Stock Exchange 
quotations. 

Broadly speaking, the general level of wages in any 
country does vary in accordance with changes in the· 
national dividend. The studies of Professor Bowley 
and Dr. King mentioned in the preceding chapter 
indicate this tendency for Great Britain and the 
United States. Less complete information available 
for Australia, Holland. and other countries points in 
the same direction. The value of the proposal under 
consideration is, however, that minimum wages, 
instead of being varied by the rough interplay of 
forces and the relative strengths and tactical advan
tages of rival organisations, with all the friction and 
1088 involved in the struggle, would be adjusted by 
means of • scientific measure of changes in the nation's 
income. 

As the efficiency of industry improves it is essential 

1 For pnetical .-mil the Commission. found that, _ 
poIBlDt, owing to the abatmce in Queensland of the informa
tion. -.zy for the CODStnaction. of an index of income per 
t-d. the indelI: of eapacity to pay could be coost.ructed hom 
the indices of paa and pospectoiYe poduetioo ooly. 
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that real wages should increase. The volume of 
produ,ction depends primarily on ability to market the . 
product. As the demand of the wage-earners is one 
of the chief constituents of total demand, it would be 
almost impossible to market an increased volume of 
goods per head without an increase in real wages. It 
is immaterial from this point of view whether the rise 
in real wages results from an increase in money wages 
or from a fall in prices. 

The strict application of the principle of adjusting 
real wages to changes in the total productivity of 
industry implies that the share of the product of 
industry received by the workers remains unchanged. 
Whatever may be said in favour of changes in the 
proportion of the national dividend which goes to the 
workers, it is desirable that any general increase in 
productivity should be accompanied by a correspond
ing rise in real wages. 

To summarise the conclusions of the preceding 
sections, in each country there should be fixed a limit 
below which no wage should fall. This minimum should 
be based on the capacity to pay of industry in general. 
In practice, the most satisfactory method of deter
mining the minimum would be to fix it at a given 
proportion, e.g. 80 percent., of the average wage paid 
to unskilled workers in a number of the chief industries 
of the country. Since the minimum wage is to be 
based on the capacity to pay of industry in general, 
changes in the productivity of industry should be 
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accompanied by corresponding changes in the minimum 
wage. These adjustments w~uld be made by means 
of an index of pe1" capita material production. 

PaEI.IMINARY MEAsURES. 

The programme outlined above, involving as it does 
the fixing of a national minimum real wage, must not 
be regarded as immediately attainable but as the aim. 
of legislation and administrative measures.1 Instead 
of at once declaring a national minimum in any 
country. the first step is the establishment of 
machinery with the object of improving the wages of 
workers in a few of the lowest paid unorgamsed indus
tries. This improvement could be effected by boards 
set up separately in each industry. no attempt being 
made to fix: unifof!Jl wage rates in the d.i1Ierent indus
tries. The number of boards could be gradually 
increased until the system applied to all unorganised 
industries in which the wages of unskilled workers 
were considera.bly below the general level: An alter
native method is the fixing of minimum rates in 
different industries by a Central Commission on the 
advice of a representative board in each industry.1 

If boards are set up in different industries many of 
the problems with which they deal are similar. The 
board in one industry is influenced by the methods 

I In certain countriee with widel,. differing economio 
regions several real minima may be necessary. 

• The main features of different typee of wage-fixing machin
ery are outlined in Chapter X. 

Q 
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adopted by other boards, and in fixing minimum rates 
reference is made to rates in other industries, especially 
those in which boards have been established. In this 
way a tendency for inequalities to be diminished 
operates, which could be strengthened by systematic 
co-ordination between the various boards. Maximum 
co-ordination is possible if rates in different industries 
are fixed by a Central Commission. 

In Great Britain a measure of co-ordination of the 
work of different Trade Boards is effected by the 
Ministry of Labour, and by a number of employers' 
and workers' representatives as well as pf disinterested 
(CC appointed") members sitting on several boards. 
Also when a board is considering what minimum 
wages to fix, reference is frequently made to the 
minimum rates fixed by other boards. Consequently 
not only have the boards been instrumental in 
raising the wages of workers in the industries covered, 
but there has been a tendency for the disparity 
from one industry to another to be decreased. An 
examination of the general minimum time rates fixed 
by British Trade Boards for the lowest grades of 
experienced male and female workers shows compara
tively small differences from one industry to another. 
About 80 per cent. of the rates in force for male' 
workers at the beginning of 1926 were from lld. to 
Is. 2d. per hour, or from 448. to 56s. for a week of 48 
hours. In the case of female workers nearly 90 per 
cent. of the rates were from 6ld. to 71d. per hour, or 
25s. to 30s. for a. week of 48 hours. Six rates for male 
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workers were below lId. per hour, the lowest being 
IOd; only one rate for female workers was below 6ld. 
per hour.1 With a. strengthening of co-ordinating 
tendencies it should be possible in the course of a. few 
years to reduce the differences between the wages of 
unskilled workers in the industries covered by Trade 
Boards till an effective na.tional minimum could be 
declared without imposing undue strain on any in
dustry. A (kntral <Ammission would be necessary for 
the declaration of this minimum. 

The object of Trade Boards or a. (kntral <Ammission 
in any country should be not merely to raise the wages 
of unskilled workers in the different industries but, by 
narrowing the range of those wages, to prepare the 
way for the a.doption of a. national minimum. In 
industries in which wages are below the level deter
mined according to the method suggested in Section I 
of this chapter, the task of minimum wage machinery 
should be to raise wages to that amount. If after a. 
reasonable time this objective has not been attained 
such a. wage should nevertheless be then declared as a 
national minimum applicable to all industries.-

National minimum wages already exist in New 
Zealand and in various States in Australia.; wages of 
State-wide application have been fixed for women in 

, Eigh~entA Ab.twac, oj Labour StatiBtic8 oj 1M United 
Kingdom (Cd. 2740, London, 1926), p. 109. 

• The conditions of agricultural work81'S ditier to such an 
extent from those of industrial work81'S that special measures 
for the fixing of minimum wages for workers in agriculture 
wiD often be necessary. 
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certain States of the United States of America. In 
Great .Britain in 1919 a Committee of the National 
Industrial Conference affirmed the principle of national 
minimum rates of wages, and a Government Bill was 
subsequently introduced for the appointment of a 
Commission to enquire into and decide what such 
minim~ rates should be, "regard being had to the 
cost of living in the various districts." Noprogress 
was made with this Bill, and similar measures intro
duced in Parliament more recently have met with no 
success. The principle of the national minimum is, 
however, more widely supported in Great Britain than 
might at first be thought. Thus, for example, in a 
leading article on "The Basis of Wages" published in 
The Timea, June 16th, 1925, the opinion was expressed 
that "there Js a general agreement that a wage of 
somewhere about the lowest figure enforced by Trade 
Boards should be a first charge on any industry." 1 

The fixing of a national minimum would not do 
away with the need for Trade Boards or other 
machinery for fixing minimum rates in various indus
tries. It would still be necessary for wages to be 
regulated in industries in which employers and workers 
were not well organised, and in which wages were 

1 According to information published in the Eighteenth 
Ab8tract oj Labour Statistics oj the Unired Kingdom, the 
lowest figure fixed by any Trade Board at the beginning of 
1926 was 10d. per hour, or 40s. per week of 48 hours, for 
unskilled adult male workers, and 6id. per hour, or 25s. per 
week of 48 hours, for unskilled adult female workers (apart 
from an exceptionally low rate of 5id. per hour fixed by one 
board for adult women in the Orkney and Shetland Islands 
only). 
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consequently low. The machinery set up would as 
far &8 possible fix rates of wages of unskilled workers 
above the national minimum, and determine the rates 
of wages of various grades of skilled workers. It 
would also deal with piece rates, special rates for 
learners, etc. Its function would be to determine 
wages and other conditions of labour in unorganised 
trades, thus providing a substitute for collective 
agreements reached in the organised industries. 

Exceptions to the general minimum time rate may 
be necessary in two cases. First, a somewhat lower 
minimum may be allowed to help an industry during 
an experimental period or to tide over other temporary 
periods of difficulty. Special measures may be neces
sary in the case of an industry suffering from severe 
foreign competition. The fixing of lower wages to 
meet such circumstances should be agreed to only as a 
temporary measure, and the period during which this 
exceptional treatment would operate should be fixed 
as definitely as possible. The decision to fix wages 
below the general minimum should be made only after 
a full examination of the financial condition and 
prospects of the industry. 

The second class of exceptions to the general mini
mum time rate is that of sub-normal workers who by 
reason of some defect are below the ordinary level of 
efficiency. The question of allowing such workers to 
be employed at wages below the general minimum is 
considered in some detail in a later chapter. 



CHAPTER vn 
PROVISION FOR THE WORKER'S FAMILY 

IN previous chapters reference has been made to the 
workers' demand for a living wage, but although 
mention has bElen made of laws which provide .lor the 
fixing for adult male workers of minimum wages 
adequate for a man with wife and three children, 
there has been no attempt to examine whether or not 
such a basis be reasonable. In the present chapter this 
attempt is made. 

The worker regards his wage not merely as payment 
for work done but also as the means of supplying his 
needs and those of his dependants. These require
ments are variable. Many unmarried workers have 
only themselves to maintain. Other workers have 
large families to support. Clearly a wage which is 
more than sufficient to supply the needs of the former 
may be inadequate for the latter. 

Under the systems of wage payment applied in 
most coUntries no account is taken of the differing 
needs of the workers. Generally workers engaged on 
similar work in a given establishment or district 
receive the same rate of wage, without regard to the 
fact that some are unmarried, while others have 
families to support. In some occt;1pations a time 
basis is adopted, the workers being paid so much per 
hour, per day, or per week. In other occupations, 
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output forms the basis, so much per piece being paid. 
Neither system takes account of differences in needs; 
the principle of " equal pay for equal work" is applied. 

In wage negotiations for the fixing of time or piece 
rates the workers often claim that the rates must be 
sufficient to supply family needs. Generally they 
demand a wage adequate for a family of average size; 
almost always such a family is regarded as consisting 
of husband, wife, and three dependent children. Since, 
however, the wage applies equally to all workers of 
given grade irrespective of the numbers of their depen
dants, the fixing of the wage on the basis of the 
requirements of an average family involves no breach 
of the principle of "equal pay for equal work.". 

H a family of husband, wife, and three dependent 
children be typical, and the number of families with 
more or fewer children be small, then the system of 
fixing wages on the basis of a five-member family will 
give fairly satisfactory results. Statistics show, how
ever, that the family of five is not typical. In England 
and Wales, according to the 1921 Census, 26·6 per cent. 
of all adult males twenty years of age and over were 
unmarried. The following figures show the per
centages for married men without children and with 
children under sixteen years of age :-

Without children, or did not furnish information 
With one child •• 
With two children 
With three children 
With four or more children 

Per_'
(3 
23 
Iii 
9 

10 
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The average number of children under sixteen years of 
age per married worker was only 1·27, and the average 
per man about one child.1 

In such conditions the payment to all workers of a 
wage adequate for a family of five implies that large 
numbers of workers enjoy a surplus over subsistence 
requirements. For a comparatively small percentage 
of workers the wage is just adequate, while for families 
with more than three children there is insufficient 
provision. A similar criticism can be directed aga~t 
any system whereby workers are paid at a flat rate. 
Only by variation according to needs can the difficulty 
be removed. 

The case against the system of payment at a flat 
rate to all workers of given grade is not strong where 
the standard of living provided by the wages is high. 
If the wage provides a good standard of comfort for a 
family of five, then larger families, although unable to 
enjoy equal comforts, will not be deprived of neces
saries. Where the standard of living provided by the 

1 Professor Paul H. Douglas, in an article " Is the Family 
of Five Typical! .. givesfigures for France, Belgium, India, and 
the United States, as well as for Great Britain, which show 
that in none of these countries does the number of families 
with three dependent children exceed 20 per cent. of the 
total number of families covered by the statistics. The great 
majority of families, in some countries more than 80 per 
cent., have fewer than three dependent children (Quarterly 
Publication o/tM American Statistical A880ciation. September 
1924, pp. 314-28). 

Mr. A. B. Piddington, X.C., in PM Next Step: II BIJ8ic 
Family Income, Melbourne, 1922, shows that in Australia 
the family of five is not typical. 
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wage is low, the case against the system of equal pay is 
.trongest. In low-paid industries the wage may be 
adequate only for & worker with wife and one child; 
workers without children enjoy a surplus over mere 
subsistence requirements, while those with large 
fa.tnilies suffer privation. To avoid the defects of the 
system of equal pay, that of "payment according to 
need," often known as the" family allowance system," 
has been adopted in some countries and advocated in 

• others. 
It is necessary to examine this system at some 

length, as its adoption would fundamentally affect the 
whole range of wage regulation. 

TIrE FAMILY ALLoWANCE SYSTEM.1 

This system implies an improvement in the distri
bution of that part of the na~ional dividend which is 
paid to the workers. It is this improvement which 
provides family allowance advocates with . their 
strongest argument. The introduction of the system 
need involve no change in the total wage bill, but be 
merely & redistribution by which the resources of 
workers whose families are larger than the average are 
increased at the expense of workers with families 

1 Details of the application of the family allowance system 
in various countries are given in International Labour Office 
Studies and Reports, Series D, No. 13, Family Allowances, 
Geneva, 1924. The case in favour of the system is developed 
by Miss Eleanor F. Rathbone in her book, The Disinherited 
Family, London, 1924, and by Professor Paul H. Douglas in 
Wagea and 1M FamilV, Chicago, 1925. 
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smaller than the average. As indicated later, however, 
the family allowance system has sometimes been 
adopted to meet a reduction in total Teal wages. In 
such circumstances the change in the method of 
distribution serves to mitigate the effects of the fall in 
real wages by concentrating the reduction on those 
with few dependants. As was stated by the Coal 
Commission in its Report,· rc The introduction of a 
system of children's allowances will raise the standard 
of living if the total wage bill rema.ms unchanged, and 
may neutralise largely or completely any evil effects 
that would otherwise result from a fall of wages." 1 

The essential features of a complete system of 
payment according to need are the payment of an 
equal wage to all workers of given grade, together 
with allowances for the maintenance of the wife and 
children of the married worker. The greater the 
number of dependants, the higher the total amount of 
the allowances. If the allowances be adequate for 
the maintenance of dependants, the worker will have 
himself alone to provide for out of his wage. 

In practice nowhere does a complete system of 
family allowances appear to have been applied. The 
allowances have usually been inadequate for the 
maintenance of the dependants in respect of whom 
they have been paid. Also, in many cases, allowances 
have been paid for children but not for the wife. 

1 &Pori oJ cAe Royal Commission Oft cAe Coal Indll8try 
(1925). Cd. 2600, London, 1926, vol. 1. P. 162; see also 
p.235. 
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Sometimes they have been paid only for families over 
a given size, e.g. with more than two children. 

The principle of payment according to need was 
partially applied in most European countries during 
the war and in the years immediately following its 
termination.1 In many cases the system developed 
from the practice of meeting the rise in prices by 
adding to basic wages cost of living bonuses differ
entiated according to family needs. This practice 
served to mitigate the worst effects of the fall in real 
wages which accompanied the depreciation of the 
currency. However, it was regarded in a number of 
countries as a means of dealing with exceptional con
ditione, and not as a permanent method of providing 
for workers' dependants. Therefore, when more normal 
conditione were restored, the family allowance system 
declined in importance in many countries. Especially 
in Scandinavian countries, Switzerland, and Italy there 
was a rapid return to the system of equal pay for 
equal work. From 1921 onwards the family allow
ance system ceased to be applied in these countries 
for workers in private industry, although in some of 
them it was retained in the public administrative 
services. In Orechoslovakia also the system declined 
rapidly in importance during 1921 and 1922, although 
it continues to be applied in certain industries. In 
Austria and Poland, currency depreciation and the 

I Even before the war the principle had been adopted in 
a few cases. Thus in France allowances for dependants 
were paid to State employees in some of the public administra
tive aervicee. 
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consequent rise in prices continued for a period after 
comparative stability had been reached in the 
countries already mentioned, but, after more stable 
conditions were restored, the system of family allow
ances received less and less application. Finally, in 
Germany, where the principle of payment according 
to need had received extensive application during the 
period of inflation, a marked reversion to the system 
of equal pay followed the stabilisation of the currency 
at the end of 1923.1. 

In the countries mentioned in the preceding para
graph the family allowance system has been mainly 
a temporary expedient, although, once introduced, 
probably it will not altogether disappear. Very 
different is the situation in France, where, although 
the system was introduced during the war for similar 
reasons to those which led to its adoption elsewhere, 
there are special conditions which indicate greater 
possibilities of permanence. The system has been 
welcomed as a means of increasing the birth-rate, and 
its development is encouraged with the object of 
maintaining or increasing the population. From 1920 
onwards the system has steadily increased in impor
tance, both as regards numbers of workers covered 
and rates of allowances paid.s In Belgium, largely in 

1 An article by Dr. Busze comparing the extent of 
application of the family allowance system in Germany in 
1922-3 and two years later was published in the Reich8arbeits
blatt, January 24th, 1926. 

B In May 1926, according to a Report presented to the 
Sixth National Congress of Equalisation Funds byM. Bonvoisin, 
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imitation of France, an important development began 
in the autumn of 1922, and continued throughout 1923. 
Subsequent extension was less rapid, but the system 
established shows signs of permanence.1 In other 
countries of continental Europe the payment of family 
allowances has developed to some extent, e.g. in Holland, 
the Serb-Croat-Slovene Kingdom, and Rumania. 

Propaganda in favour of the family allowance 
system has been undertaken in Great Britain, Aus
tralia, and, less extensively, in the United States. In 
these countries the case for the payment of family 
allowances is not based on the necessity of dealing 
with an exceptional situation nor on a desire to 
increase the birth-rate. It is based mainly on the 
argument that in any community a higher general 
standard of living can be attained under the family 
allowance system than under that of" equal pay." 

METHODS 011' PRoVIDING FAMILY ALLoWANCES. 

Family a.llowances may be provided out of funds 
supplied by the workers, the employers, or the State, 
Director of the ComiU Central des Allocations Familiales, 
the number of workel'8 in establishments in private industry 
which paid family allowances was 2,600,000. To these should 
be added about a million manual and non·manual workers 
covered by the family allowance system in public administra
tive services (La Joumk lndwtrielle, May 16th-17th, 1926). 

1 At the end of 1925 the number of workel'8 in private 
industry covered by the system was over 300,000, or more 
than 20 per cent. of all such workel'8. In addition, family 
allowances were paid in public administrative services. 
(Bulldi" flu Comit4 Central IndUBmel de Belgique, Novem
ber 11th, 1925. pp. 886-92.) 
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or by any combination of these three. A group of 
workers, e.g. members of a Trade Union, might agree 
that each worker should contribute regularly a given 
sum to a fund from which the allowances would be 
paid.1 In· practice family allowances are generally 
paid out of sums provided by the employers. Almost 
always provision by employers has been voluntary, 
either in accordance with collective agreements or 
solely on the initiative of the employers. In Central 
European and Scandinavian countries applications of 
the family allowance system have generally been based 
on collective agreements. In France and :Belgium the 
employers have almost always introduced the system 
on their own initiative with little or no regard to the 
views of the workers' organisations. 

Where employers pay family allowances directly to 
their workpeople, whether in accordance with the 
terms of collective agreements or on their own initia.
tive, there is the danger that they may dismiss workers 
with families, especially those with large families, and 
replace them, as far as possible, by unmarried workers. 
By this. means the amount paid in allowances will be 
reduced. The most satisfactory way of removing this 
danger is to adopt the equalisation fund system. 
Instead. of allowances being paid directly to the worker, 

1 In Belgium the Confederation of Christian Trade Unions 
decided, in 1924. to establish a fund from which children's 
allowances would be paid to members of affiliated unions. The 
fund was to be maintained by payments by affiliated unions 
of a sum of 275 francs per member per annum. Allowances 
were to be paid in respect of children under sixteen years 
of age, from the third child (Ret1U6 de TratI/Jil, March 31st, 
1924). 
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the employers of a given industry or district constitute 
a common fund from which allowances are paid. The 
contributions of each employer to the fund are based 
on some factor not proportionate to the number of 
Iris workers' children. Among such factors are the 
total number of Iris workers and Iris total wage bill. 
Equalisation funds on these lines have developed to 
an important extent in France and Belgium, and 
appear to have been successful in preventing dis
crimination against workers with large families.1 In 
Germany, family allowances have generally been paid 
directly, few equalisation funds having been set up. 
Nevertheless, there has been little discrimination against 
married workers, partly, no doubt, because the allow
ances have usually been small in amount and therefore 
the inducement to prefer unmarried workers slight. 

Legislation has been proposed in various countries 
with the object of making compulsory the payment of 
family allowances out of equalisation funds maintained 
by contributions from employers. Especially in France, 
the Commonwealth of Australia, and the State of ~ew 
South Wales such measures have been discussed. In 
France a law was passed in December 1922 making 
the payment of allowances and membership of an 
equalisation fund obligatory on employers engaged on 
State contracts. In Austria a law passed at the end 

I In France, in May 1926, the Dumber of equalisatioD 
funds was 195, covering 14,000 establishments with 1,300,000 
workers. In Belgium, at the beginning of 1926, the Dumber 
of funds associated with the Comite d'Etudes des Allocations 
Famjljales was 12, covering 773 establishments with over 
1150,000 workers. 
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of 1921 introduced a general system of family allow
ances paid by employers through the intermediary of 
district equalisation funds.1 By the autumn of 1922, 
owing to currency depreciation, the real value of the 
allowances became negligible, as they were not ad
justed to the change in the value of the monetary 
unit. In March 1926 the system came to an end with 
the expiration of the law. 

In certain European countries and in Australia 
many workers' organisations advocate the provision 
of family allowances out of State revenues. In 
France a law of July 22nd, 1923, provides for the 
payment of allowances by the State in respect of all 
children after the third under thirteen years of age. 
In this case the connection with the wage problem is 
remote, the main object of the law being to encourage 
an increase in the birth-rate. In New Zealand in 
1926, an Act was passed to provide family allowances 
out of State rev~nues. (See page 119.) One other 
method of providing sums necessary for the payment 
of family allowances may be mentioned, that of divid
ing the cost between the State, the employers, and the 
workers. Such a system could be organised on similar 
lines to those adopted for unemployment and other 
forms of social insurance.8 

1 The system was introduced to facilitate the abolition 
of food subsidies which had previously been paid. It was 
generally regarded as a temporary expedient. 

I This method has been advoca1(ed by Mr. J. L. Cohen in 
Family I_ If'l8UnJnce: a Scheme of Family EndotornenI 
by the Method of Insurance, London, 1926. 
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EFFECT ON POPULATION. 

Although the system of family allowances provides 
a better distribution of resources than that of equal 
pay, this does not prove the desirability of introducing 
the system. Enquiry must be made into the reactions 
which are likely to follow its adoption. Chief among 
these is the effect on population. 

In any country already sufficiently populated a 
system leading to an increase in the birth-rate would 
tend to result in a reduction in the average standard 
of living. In the case of Great Britain the view is 
widely held that, with existing methods of production, 
any considerable increase in population would be 
undesirable. Therefore the introduction of the family 
allowance system would be unsatisfactory if it would 
lead to an increase in population. Although its 
adoption would result in improved distribution, this 
advantage would be outweighed in the course of time 
by the lowering of the standard of living which would 
result from the pressure of an increased population on 
the resources available. 

In France, where an increase in the birth-rate is 
much desired, the family allowance system is regarded 
as an important means to this end. In Great Britain 
advocates of family allowances claim that the system 
would substantially lower the birth-rate of the poorer 
wage~arning classes, that it would probably slightly 
raise the birth-rate of the artisan and lower middle 
classes, and that it would have practically no effect on 

B 
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the birth-rate of the wealthy classes.1 This con
clusion is based mainly on the faot that the birth-rate 
is often less among classes whose standard of living is 
high than among classes with a low standard. Advo
cates of the system believe that at present, in the case 
of the classes with the lowest inoomes, .. the hopeless
ness of a proper disoharge of parental obligations 
breeds a reoklessness in inourring them. to They con
sider that the proper disoharge of parental obliga
tions would be faoilitated by a system of family 
allowanoes, and this might result in a reduotion in the 
birth-rate among the lowest paid groups. In the oase 
of the artisan and lower middle classes foresight is 
generally exeroised, and the parents endeavour to 
restriot their families to a size appropriate to their 
income. It is thought that some inorease in the birth
rate of these olasses would follow the removal of the 
II eoonomic restriotion on parenthood " resulting from 
the introduotion of a system of family allowanoes. 

Thus there are two views as to the effeot of a system 
of family allowanoes on population. Whioh is cor
reot·' To this question no satisfaotory answer is forth
coming. The problem is examined in a report prepared 
by the International Labour Offioe early in 1926 on 
II The Effeots of Family Allowances and the Relation 
between the Provision of Family Allowanoes and 
Sooial Insuranoe." The investigations on which the 
report is based were limited to France and Belgium, 
.. the only countries for whioh there appeared any 

I The DNinheriled Family, by Eleanor F. Rathbone, p. 2'7. 
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possibility of securing a basis for even tentative 
conclusions 88 to the e1fed of family allowances.» In 
the case of Belgium. enquiry showed that the system 
is too recent a development to permit of definite 
conclusions regarding its e1fed on the birth-rate. For 
France the report states that the information available 
is very inconclusive. and reference is made to the 
difficulty of distinguishing the influence on the birth
rate of the payment of family allowances from that of 
other factors. I 

The e1fed of family allowances on the birth-rate will 
depend to a considerable extent on the amounts paid 
and the system of payment. Large allowances paid 
on an ascending scale, i.e. with a higher amount for 
each succeeding child, would probably cause an 
increase in the birth-rate. In the di1ferent countries 
which have introduced the system of family allowances 
the amounts paid have generally been far from 
covering the whole cost of maintenance of children. 
In France. in May 1926, the average rates of allowance 
based on the scales of the thirty chief equalisation 
funds. whose payments represent 80 per cent. of total 
allowances. were aa tabulated below.' Figures are also 

I The ftIpcri ... b--t mainly on information compiled 
by the Freach Comitt\ Centnl dee Allocations Familialee. 

• Figures &om the &pan to the Sixth National Congress 
of Equalisation Funds by )1. Bonvoisin, Director of the 
Comitt\ Centnl dee Allocations Familialee (1.4 JOIM'ftie lAd ... -
".;.u..llay 18th-17th. 1926), Certain equalisation funds pay 
aIlowaacee at rates CODSiderably above the average. The Michelin 
Oompe.ny pays aIlowaneea according to a high scale. i.e. '15 
fraDce for the fim child. '15 fraDce for the aeoond. 160 franca 
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given of the percentage additions which the allowances 
make to the wages of an adult workman with a wage of 
750 francs per month. 

For 1 child .. 
For 2 children 
For 3 children 
For 4 children 
For 5 children 
For 6 children 

Average Allowance 
per Month. 

Francs, 
25·23 
63·02 

109·47 
173·16 
240·34 
318·00 

Percentage 
Addition to Wage 

of 760 Franca 
per Month. 

31 
81 

141 
23 
32 
42 

Although important, the amounts paid in allowances 
are considerably below the cost of maintenance. It 
may be estimated that in France, at the beginning of 
1926, the average costs of maintaining children of 
various ages were 1 :-

Children under one year of age-about 125 francs per 
month; 

Children one to three years of age-about 125-250 francs 
per month; 

Children over three years of age-250-365 francs per 
month. 

for the third, and 100 francs for the fourth and succeeding 
children. Statistics have been compiled which seem to show 
that the payment of these allowances has resulted in an increase 
in the birth-rate among workers in Michelin undertakings. 

1 These estimates are based on figures for 1923 and 1924 
given in a report on the cost of the birth and maintenance of 
children by"M. Dupont, Director of the Lille Textile Family 
Allowance Fund (Official Record of the Fourth National 
Congress of Equalisation Funds). Adjustment has been 
made to allow for the changes in the cost of ' living. 
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In Belgium the scales of allowances are generally lower 
than those of France. In Germany only in a few 
occupations and industries, including State employ
ment and coa.l-mining in certain districts, do the 
allowances constitute an important addition to the 
wage. In no country have allowances adequate for 
maintenance been paid. 

CONCLUSIONS. 

The family allowance system has been examined in 
some detail on account of its close relation to various 
wage problems and because it is intimately connected 
with one of the main purposes for which minimum 
wages are fixed. The minimum wage principle is 
applied because the standard of living of certain 
groups of workers is low. The low standard is du~ in 
some cases to the low productivity of the industry. In 
other words, the amount available for distribution as 
wages is inadequate. By the improved distribution 
which the family allowance system implies the amount 
available might become adequate for a reasonable 
standard of living. 

Aga.inst this advantage there are important defects. 
However, for one group of workers the balance is 
on the side of the family allowance system. This 
group consists of workers whose wages are below the 
level considered reasonable in relation to the general 
standard of living of the community. For such 
workers the institution of a system of family allowances 
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is desirable. The greatest poverty is· experienced by 
workers in this group who have large families. The 
productivity of the industries concerned is at present 
inadequate satisfactorily to supply their needs if the 
system of equal pay is retained. By introducing the 
family allowance system the same total wages bill 
would provide a more satisfactory standard of living, 
and poverty would be diminished. 

Objection is raised to the application of the system 
to .the lowest paid workers on the ground that it would 
lead to an increase in the birth-rate of the least desir
able class of the community. But the birth-rate of 
this class is already high. Poverty has not caused the 
restraint that might have been expected, and it is 
unlikely that a systeIp. of allowances on a des~ding 
scale would lead to any considerable increase in the 
birth-rate. 

A further objection is raised that provision of 
allowances for the children of the lowest paid classes of 
workers would encourage laziness. This might be the 
case if the allowances were not related to employment; 
for example, if they were paid by the State. On the 
other hand, if payment of allowances and wage ceased 
when the worker was out of a job, there would be every 
inducement to remain in employment. 

The adoption of the family allowance system for the 
class under consideration would be merely &n extension 
of a system already applied for the prevention of 
poverty, e.g. in the case of poor relief and unemploy
ment benefits. In outdoor relief the principle of 
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payment according to need is adopted. Also in a 
number of countries unemployment insurance benefits 
are varied according to size of family. In Germany 
and certain other countries, as has been seen, the 
family allowance system was applied during and since 
the war to mitigate the effects of the low level of real 
wages consequent upon currency depreciation. An 
Act passed by the New Zealand Legislature in 1926 
provides for the payment of allowances to those with 
large families ~d small incomes; allowances of 28. 
per week are to be paid in respect of each child under 
fifteen years of age in families with more than two 
children, provided the average income of the family, 
exclusive of the allowances, does not exceed £4: per 
week.1 In each of these cases the object in view in 
adopting the system of payment according to needs 
has been to prevent misery. One of the objects of the 
British Coal Commission in proposing the adoption of 
the family allowance system for coal-miners was to 
diminish the harmful effects of the reduction in wages 
which the economic conditions of the industry appeared 
to demand. 

The adoption of the family allowance system is 
advocated above as a means of preventing privation 
and distress among workers with unduly low wages. 
In the case of other groups than the lowest paid, 
most workers have a margin above mere subsistence. 
Workers with large families are obliged to sacrifice 

I To very large families allowances may be paid though 
income exceeds £4 per week. 



120 A STUDY ON THE· MINIMUM WAGE 

comforts during the years when their children are 
dependent. On the other hand, they enjoy a higher 
standard of living before marriage and when their 
children become self-supporting. The family allow
ance system would increase the standard of living of 
the worker during·the period of dependence of his 
children at the expense of a lower standard before and 
after that period, and also at the expense of the worker 
with few or no children. 

The effects of family allowances on population 
become of outstanding importance when it is proposed 
to apply the system to a large section of the community. 
In view of the uncertainty regarding these effects the 
family allowance system, if. it is to be applied on 
a. scale considerably wider than to a comparatively 
small group of workers whose wages are unduly low, 
should be introduced experimentally on a voluntary 
basis by agreement between employers and workers, 
and not by a State-established system. The introduc
tion by a State already sufficiently populated of a 
scheme for the payment of allowances adeq:un,te for the 
maintenance of all children, or of the children of large 
classes of the community, would be inadvisable. By 
whatever system such a scheme would be financed, 
estimates would be essential of the annual amounts 
required to provide the allowances for a period of 
years. In making these estimates it would be neces
sary to know the probable number of children in respect 
of whom allowances would be paid, and the average 
amount of the allowance. The latter of these elements 
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would be known, but it would be impossible to make a 
reasonably accurate forecast of the number of children 
there would be in a community after a period of years 
during which allowances adequate for maintenance had 
been paid. The number would depend on the effects 
of the system on the birth-rate and on the child mor
tality rate. At present any estimate on these lines 
would be largely guess-work. 

To sum up, the family allowance system is desirable 
as & means of preventing privation among a com
paratively small group of workers whose wages are 
exceptionally low. Its value in the case of other 
groups of workers depends to a large extent on its 
effects on population, regarding which there is at 
present little satisfactory evidence. 



CHAPTER vm 

RELATION BETWEEN THE WAGES OF MEN 
AND WOMEN 

IN previous chapters the general problems of minimum 
wages have been examined, and also the special 
problem of provision for the worker's dependants. 
Reference has been made mainly to the wages of 
adult male workers. However, many minimum wage 
authorities are required to fix rates for both sexes. 
It is therefore necessary to consider the principles 
which should be adopted in determining the relation 

. between the wages of men and women. To make a 
detailed survey of the whole subject would be outside 
the scope of the present volume.1 All that is here 
attempted is to indicate some of its chief features. 

There are two more or less separate problems: 
that of men and women engaged side by side on identi
cal work, and that where the two sexes work in different 
occupations; The number of occupations where men 
a:nd women are employed on work of exactly the same 
kind is small. Usually, even where men and women 
are engaged together in the same workshop, the men 

1 The problem is treated in detail in the Reporl of ella War 
Cabinel Committee OR Women in IndwWy. London. 1919 
(Cd. 135). Mention may also be made of Di8 UrBaChtM der 
ungleic1wm Entloh"ung tIOA Manner- und Frauenarbeil, by 
Alice Salomon, Leipzig. 1906. and L'igalitl dell Balairea; d 
,",vail egal Balaire egal, by Francr>ise Delavant, Paris. 1916. 
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become specialised on one type of work and the women 
on another in consequence of differences in aptitude. 
The claim that the principle of equal pay for equal 
work should be applied can be reasonably made only 
if the work is similar. Where the type of work differs 
the claim would be meaningless, there being no basis for 
determining equality of work. Therefore, where .the 
work is dissimilar, and this is the case in the great 
majority of trades, some other principle must be 
adopted. For basic rates the relation is determined 
in some countries by the living wage principle, inter
preted according to the general productivity of industry 
&8 a whole. In such countries rates above the basic 
minima, and in other countries both basic and higher 
rates, are fixed mainly according to the capacity of 
each separate industry. The relation between the 
wages of men and women in these cases is therefore 
determined according to the law of demand and 
supply. This results in relations which vary from 
one industry to another. The notes which follow deal 
with the principle which leads to a more definite 
relationship, namely, "The living wage basis." The 
principle of .. Equal pay for equal work" is also 
examined. 

TmI LIvmG WAGE BASIS. 

The cost of maintenance for a woman differs little 
from that for a man. Her food requirements are lower 
on the average; the results of medical research sho~ 
the needs of a woman to be about 80 to 90 per cent. 
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of those of a man.1 For clothing, hOwiing accommoda
tion, "fuel, light, and other groups of expenditure the 
requirements of a woman are approximately equal to, 
or, for certain of these groups, somewhat higher than 
those of a man. It follows that, from the point of 
view of their own requirements, there is a strong pre
sumption in favour of an appropriate equality in 
the wages of the two sexes. Figures below, based on 
an official enquiry, show the total cost of the budget 
necessary to maintain in health and decency a single 
man and a single woman in the United States Govern
ment clerical service at the level of prices in August 
and September 1919. The amount necessary, with 
very economical management, for the maintenance in 
health and decency of a family of the low-salaried 
Government clerk class consisting of husband. wife. 
and three children under fourteen years of age is also 
given.' The figures do not include provision for saving. 

Single man 
Single woman •. 
Family of five .. 

A nnnal Cost of 
Maintenance 
In Dollars. 

961·41 
1,037'20 
2,015'56 

Relative 
Figures. 

100 
108 
210 

1 Such percentages are shown by Engel's "quet .. scale, by 
Atwa.ter's scale, and by the scales used in connection with 
family budget enquiries in Germany, the United States, and 
Australia. These scales are based entirely or mainly on food. 

I United Statu Monthly Labor RetIiew, December 1919, 
p, 28, and January 1920, p. 35. The amount necessary, with 
ordinary management, for a family of five was $2,262' 47 per 
annum. 
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The conventional requirements of women in ~vern-
ment clerical service are no doubt partly responsible for 
the figure for a woman being higher than that for a man. 
At the present standards of manual workers in Western 
countries, the relation between the requirements of 
men and women would probably be one of equality. 
At the level for mere subsistence and physical efficiency, 
the requirements of a man would be slightly higher 
than those of a woman. 

Although there is an approximate equality between 
the cost of maintenance of a man and of a woman, 
the wages of men when determined in accordance 
with the living wage principle are generally fixed at 
rates considerably higher than those of women. The 
reason given is that Ii. large prop~rtion of adult male 
workers are responsible for the maintenance of a wife 
and children, whereas the proportion. of women who 
have dependants is comparatively small. The man's 
living wage is fixed for the maintenance of a family 
of average size, while the woman's living wage is based 
on the requirements of a woman maintaining herself, 
but without dependants. This relation is generally 
adopted in basic wage declarations in Australia. In 
Canada and the United States, where minimum wage 
fixing bodies are in most cases required to fix the 
wages of women workers only, the basis adopted is the' 
sum required by a woman living away from home, but 
without dependants. 

This method of determining the relation between the 
living wages of men and women is not free from 
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objection. As was seen in the previous chapter, a. con
siderable proportion of adult male workers have no 
family obligations. On the other hand, a. proportion of 
women have dependants. The difficulties due to the 
maintenance of dependants would be largely removed 
by the adoption of the family allowance system. Also, 
as pointed out by family allowance advocates, this 
system would facilitate the adoption of the principle 
of equal pay for equal work between men and women 
by removing the necessity that the man's wage should 
be adequate for the maintenance of a. family. 

Where the family allowance system is not intro
duced, and there are indications in many countries 
that for a. long period its adoption in industry is not 
likely to become general, the most satisfactory alter
native is that indicated above, namely, for a. man a. 
basic wage adequate for a. family of average size, 
and for a. woman a. basic wage sufficient for her own 
maintenance without dependants. Apart from the 
family allowance system, this method is the nearest 
rough approximation to reality. 

In the previous chapter figures from the British 
Census of 1921 were quoted, showing that in England 
and Wales 73·4 per cent. of adult males twenty years 
of age and over were married. Indications were also 
given as to the number of children. The extent to 
which families in certain countries are maintained by 
the earnings of the husband is indicated by the table 
opposite, which gives the results of offiCial enquiries 
into the budgets mainly of working-class families. 



PROPORTIONS OF TOTAL FAMILY INCOME DERIVED FROM VARIOUS SOURCES. 

ProportiOD 01 Total lllcom. fOnDed bJ'-
Date of :Ramberol CoUDV,. Enquiry. MamlUaL Eamlnpof Barn\npof Eamlnp of Other 

Buaband. WUe. Chlldrea. lllcome.l 

Per cent. Per cent. Per oent. Per oent. 
Austria .. .. .. 1912-14. 117 79'11 8·' 6'1 6'0 

Esthonia (Tallin) .. .. 19211 176 77·11 6·2 6·9 9·, 

Germany .. .. .. 1907 852 8'·7 2'7 1·7 10·g 

India (Bombay) .. .. 1921-22 2,473 80·6 13'3 2'3 3'8 

Norway .. .. .. 1918-19 82 86'" 2'5 7'2 3'9 

Russia (Moscow) .. .. Nov. 1925 - 73·9 17·1 • - 9'0 

Sweden .. .. .. 1913-14 1,355 87·3 2·2 3·0 7'11 

Switzerland • .. .. 1921 122 80·5 4·0 "5 11'0 

United States .. .. 1918-19 12,096 89'2 0·9 5·9 4'0 

I Including mcome from boarders and lodgers. I Including earnings of children. 
• Families of skilled w!)rkers. 
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The statistics show that on the average, in most of 
the countries covered, families are maintained to the 
extent of about 80 to 90 per cent. by the earnings of 
the husband. Unfortunately, similar figures are not 
available for Great Britain, where, hitherto, in family 
budget enquiries statistics of income classified according 
to source have not been obtained.1 

In .the case of women workers the number with 
dependants is comparatively sma.ll, while among 
women workers with dependants the great majority 
maintain only one person, partia.lly or wholly. Mr. 
B. S. Rowntree, in TM HU1Mn Needs 0/ Labour, gives 
figures for England which show that, among women 
workers eighteen years of age and over covered by 
the investigation, five out of six had no dependants at 
all. Other investigations have been conducted with 
varying results.- They genera.lly seem to show that 
the number of women workers in English towns 
responsible for the maintenance, partia.lly or wholly, 
of dependants does not exceed about one in 

1 Mr. B. S. Rowntree in Powrly: G Study oj Town Life 
gives figures obtained in an investigation conducted in York 
in 1899 which show that, at that date, male heads of house
holds contributed, on an average, 74'3 per cent. of the total 
sum earned per family. 

• Reference may be made to statistics compiled by Miss 1\[. 
Hogg, published in an article," Dependants on Women Wage
earners," Economica, No. I, January 1921. The results of 
investigations by Mr. B. S. Rowntree and Mr. Frank D. 
Stuart were published in The RupOMibility oj Women Workef'1 
Jor Dependam., London, 1921. Variations in the results of 
these enquiries appear to be due largely to differences of 
definition and methods of tabulation. 
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women workers with dependants are widows, main
ta~g young children. Also sickness, unemployment, 
or incapacity owing to industrial accidents of the 
husband are responsible for many other cases of 
women with dependants. With the provision of 
adequate widows' pensions, old age pensions, and 
accident, sickness, and unemployment insurance 
benefits, the number of women responsible for 
the maintenance of others would be greatly 
reduced. 

In practice, while large numbers of men are respon
sible for the maintenance of families, they will strenu
ously resist reductions of wages to a level below that 
necessary for such maintenance. As the majority of 
women are without dependants, large numbers will 
be prepared to work for a wage adequate for their 
own maintenance alone. This being so, minimum 
wage fixing bodies would find it difficult to secure 
for women a much higher basic wage. The fixing of 
the basic wage for women workers in accordance 
with their needs alone, without provision for 
dependants, would not prevent the earning of higher 
wages according to ability. 

EQUAL PAY FOR EQUAL WORK.1 

This principle is here considered only from the 
point of view of the relation between the wages of 

1 In addition to references already given, mention may be 
made of Professor F. Y. Edgeworth's Presidential Address to 



WAGES OF MEN AND WOMEN 131 

men &ad women, although it is capable of much wider 
application, including, as indicated in the previous 
chapter, payment of the Bame rate of wage to all 
men of given grade irreBpective of the number of 
their dependants. The point of view is here entirely 
different from that of the preceding Bection. The 
application of the living wage principle implieB a con
Bideration of needs. TheBe Bhould be taken into 
account when fixing baBic minima. The State deter
mines the Btandard, based on national productivity, 
below which itB workers Bhould not be allowed to fall. 
However, the employer will not continue to employ 
workers whoBe work is of leBB value than the wages 
paid. The consequences have been examined in an 
earlier chapter. 

The relation between the basic wages of men and 
women, determined according to needs, will differ 
considerably, apart from the family allowance sYBtem. 
Above the basio minima fixed in part for humanitarian 
reasons, the principle o~ payment for work done 
should, as far as practicable, be adopted. This implies 
equal pay for equal work. Difficulties are, however, 
encountered in the application of this apparently 
simple prinoiple. The chief difficulty is to determine 
what constitutes equal work. Where work is different 

Section F of the British Association, Hull, 1922, on the 
subject" Equal Pay to Men and Women for Equal Work" 
(Economic Journal, December 1922). The conclusions of the 
present section correspond closely with those of Professor 
Edgeworth, and also, apart from family allowances, with 
those of Mrs. Sidney Webb (Minority Report, Cd. 135)# 
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in kind there is no logical basis for determining equality. 
Thus. there is no such basis for deciding the relation 
between the value of the work of a docker and that 
of a dairymaid. For work different in kind the factor 
which will determine the relation between wages 
in different occupations is the reaction of demand 
and supply. This factor operates to determine the 
relation between wages in occupations in which men 
only are employed and wages in women's occupations. 
Over a large field of industry the relation is deter
mined in this way, as the number of occupations in 
which men and women are engaged on identical 
work is comparatively small. Even in an industry 
like the textile industry, in which both sexes are 
employed in large numbers, there are many occupa
tions which are predominantly men's, while others 
are almost exclusively women's occupations. The 
rougher or more dangerous tasks are undertaken by 
men, and the lighter work by women. 

However, there are certain occupations in which 
men and women are employed in doing similar work. 
In these, so far as equality of work can be determined, 
wage rates should be equal for the two sexes. Equality 
of work may be considered from three points of view. 
Subjectively, work may be considered as the effort 
exerted by the worker and the fatigue which this 
involves. It is not generally possible to measure 
work from the subjective point of view with any reason
able degree of accuracy. Objectively, the amount of 
work done may be tested either by output or by the 
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value of the work to the employer.1 In occupations 
for which piece rates of wages are fixed, the output 
test implies equality of piece rates for all workers, 
without distinction of sex, earnings varying according 
to output. But & given quantity of work done by 
different persons is not necessarily of equal value 
to the employer. Workers who produce & large number 
of unite during & given period may be of greater value 
per unit of output to the employer than workers who 
produce less. This is especially true where overhead 
charges are high. The slow worker costs more per 
unit of output for interest on capital, rent, and manage
ment than does the quick worker. Therefore, if in & 

given piece-work occupation the average output of 
women during & week or other period is less than that 
of men. it might be considered reasonable to fix lower 
piece rates for women than for men so as to secure 
equality of value to the employer. It is preferable, 
however. if the nature of the work done by men and 
women is identical, that the same piece-work rates 
should apply without distinction of sex. A stimulus 
to & high rate of output could be provided by the 
payment of & higher piece rate for each unit produced 
beyond & given number, or by some form of premium 
bonus to workers attaining & given output. Such 
bonus or higher piece rate payment would apply equally 
to men and women. 

• The subjective and the two objective aspects were 
examined by Mrs. Sidney Webb in her War Cabinet Com
mittee Minority Report 011 Women in Industry (Cd. 135). 
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In the argument that to eecure equality ill value 
of work to the employel' a lowel' piece rate &bould 
be fixed for the 8ex with the lower an.rage output. i\ 
is overlooked tha\ an employel' is free to employ mell 
and womell ill whatever proportions he finds the m06t 
satisfactory. U men have greater aptitude than 
womell for a given oooupation a large proportion 01 
mell will be employed. although a oertain numbe-I' 01 
womell may be able to secure employment. In othel' 
oocupations womell will predomilla~. although a 
oertain numbe-I' of mell may be employed. 

Similarly where men and womell penorm equal work 
in the same oooupa~on at time rak-e. th~ should' 
be the same for either 8('11. U ill any trade mf'n are 
generally more competent than women thf'Y will 
constitute the 1argt'1' pm of ita pel'8onDel. although 
oertain womell IIpecially 8uitt'd to the trade may also 
be employed. The converse is equally true. The 
gt'llenl eBed 01 equality 01 rat~ 01 pay. whf'thf'1' on 
a time or piece basis. would be a distribution of men 
and women in the ditJE'rent occupations according to 
their e1!iciency at ditJt'l'E'nt kinds of work. In ordt'1' 
that the pl'OCe'68 01 distribution may work eati...tao
torily. &I'ti1ic.ial obstacl~ to the free f'nUy 01 womell 
illto any occupation not obviously unsuitable &bould 
be brokell down. In other words, there should be 
equality 01 opportunity. 

The fOl'f'going eections show that, for fixing basio 
minima below which no workt'1' &bould fall, the m06t 
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practicable plan, apart from the adoption of the 
family allowance system, is for the man's wage to 
be fixed in relation to a family of average size and the 
woman's wage in relation to her own requirements. 
The amounts should be determined according to the 
general productivity of industry, and not vary with 
the capacity of each separate trade. These basic 
rates should be applied as minima for unskilled men 
and women respectively, where the two sexes are 
engaged on work different in kind. H the work is 
identical in the case of ordinary unskilled occupations, 
men and women should be paid at the men's rate. 
For equal work in more highly paid employment the 
minimum rate should be the same for both sexes, the 
amount being determined according to the capacity 
of each separate industry. For unequal work above 
the basio minima the law of demand and supply 
in each occupation will determine within narrow limits 
the relation which the minimum wage authority can fix. 

~tldend"m. 

The following table is of interest as showing the 
relation between the wages of men and women in 
various countries. All the statistics, except those for 
the United States, are taken from official sources: the 
United States fi..1Y1lre8 are from the publications of the 
National Industrial Conference Board, an employers" 
organisation. The figures given are averages of the 
wages in a large number of industries in each country 
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Country. Nature of Statistics. 

Australia .. " Weekly rates 
Denmark .. " Hourly earnings 
France .. " Daily rates 
Great Britain " Trade Board 

hourly minima 
Germany (Textiles)-
Spinners and Weavers Weekly rates 
Helpers ., .. Do. 

India (Bombay)-
Cotton Mill Workers Full-time daily 

earnings 
Sweden .. .. Hourly earnings 
United States .. _Weekly earn· 

ings 
New York State " Weekly earn· 

ings 
Massachusetts .. Weekly earn· 

ings 
------ -

Average Wage. 
Date. 

Men. Women. 

Sept.30, 1925 95s. IOd. 50s. 2d . 
4th qr., 1925 1·67 crowns 0·97 crowns 
Oct. 1924 22 frs. Il·36 frs • 
Jan. I, 1926 Is. Old. Os.7d. 

Feb. 1925 26 ·59 R.Mks. 21'46 R.Mks. 
Do. 22· 22 R.Mks. 16 ; 42 R.Mks. 

Aug. 1923 1,36 Re. 0'72 Rs. 

1924 1'14 crowns 0'70 crowns 
June 1925 28·98 S 16' 95 S 

April 1926 32·46 S 18 '09 S 

May 1926 29·19 S 16'62 S 

-- --- - -------- - -------

RatIo of Women'. 
to Men's Wages. 

Men'. Wage=lOO. 

53 
58 
52 
56 

81 
74 

53 

61 
59 

56 

57 

CD 

> 

I 
~ 

~ 

I 
~ 
~ 
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except Germany and India, for which recent data are 
ava.ila.ble for the textile industry only. In many 
countries the ratio between the wages of men and 
women in the textile industry is not representative 
of the general relation, there being less inequality in 
that industry than in most other important industries. 
Thus, in Massachusetts, whereas the general ratio in 
May 1926 shown in the table was males = 100, 
females = 57, in the cotton industry the ratio was 
males = 100, females = 76, and in the woollen and 
worsted industry, males = 100, females = 75. 

The relation shown, that the wages of women are 
generally about 50 to 60 per cent. of those of men, 
has little bearing on the question as to the practica
bility of applying the principle of equal pay for equal 
work in those occupations in which men and women 
are employed on similar work. The statistics include 
large numbers of occupations in which men and women 
are employed on different work. They indicate the 
effects of all the factors which result in large numbers of 
women doing low-paid work. 



CHAPTER IX 

WAGES BELOW THE GENERAL MINIMUM 

Tms chapter deals with the problem of fixing special 
rates for workers who are below the normal level of 
efficiency, and also for adult learners and juveniles. 
Reference is made to methods of preventing the abuses 
and hardships which may follow the fixing of special 
wages below the ordinary minimum for these groups 
of workers. 

SUB-STANDARI> WORKERS. 

Efficiency bel~w the average may be the result of 
infirmity or physical injury. There is also the case 
of the "slow worker" who, "while not subject to 
any infirmity or physical injury, is yet incapable, 
owing to some constitutional defect, or to age, or 
some other cause, of earning the minimum fixed for 
the ordinary worker of his class." 1 

Owing to the lower efficiency of sub-standard 
workers, the application to them of a minimum time 
wage appropriate to the general body of workers 
would result in their unemployment. The alternative 
is to grant them permission to work at a lower rat~ 
than the ordinary minimum. Most minimum ~age 
laws provide for the adoption of this course. There 

1 Report of the Cave Committee, Cd. 1645, p. 34. 
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are advantages in not dra.wing too rigidly the line 
separa.ting the worker from the unemployable. If 
allowance is made for their lesser productivity, sub
standard workers will be able to contribute to the 
national dividend, while unemployment and the 
necessity for full maintenance out of publio funds 
will be avoided. In so far, however, as the general 
minimum fixed for ordinary workers represents the 
minimum standard of living considered reasonable 
according to the general productivity of industry, the 
fixing of a lower rate implies that although the evils 

. of unemployment are avoided, those due to an inferior 
standard are encountered. In order to prevent 
misery the issue of permits to work for rates below the 
general minimum should be accompanied by the right 
to State assistance to make up the difference. 

The granting of exceptions from the general mini
mum introduces the risk of employers claiming that 
a considerable number of their workers are below the 
average in efficiency. Clearly the issue of permits 
must be strictly controlled if the value of the general 
minimum is to be preserved. 

The number of workers with a definite infirmity 
or injury is limited. In their case there is little 
danger of an excessive number of exemptions being 
granted. The requirement of a doctor's certificate 
prio:r to issuing the permit is generally a sufficient 
safeguard against abuse. Also the granting of exemp
tions to workers over a given age involves little danger. 
There may be considerable abuse, however, in the case 
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of "slow workers." This is largely avoided by the 
practice adopted in certain countries of fixing the 
proportion between the number of exempted workers 
and the total number of workers in any establishment. 
Often exemptions are granted only for a limited 
period, after which each case is reconsidered. 

In the United States persons incompetent by reason 
of age or disability due to physical or mental defect 
to earn the minimum wage fixed for ordinary workers 
may be given licences permitting their employment at 
lower rates. 1 In Colorado, Minnesota, and Texas, 
licences to work at rates below the general minimum 
for ordinary workers may be given to not more than 
one-tenth of the workers in any establishment. In 
Texas and in California, where the number of licences 
is also regulated, exemptions are issued for periods 
of six months only, after which, unless renewed, 
ordinary rates apply. 

The Canadian Provinces have applied measures 
similar to those in the United States. The system of 
licences for" handicapped ., or II physically defective" 
workers is adopted. Generally the number of licences 
issued is small, and in some cases a definite limit is 
fixed to the total which may be granted. Thus in 
British Columbia the number of licences for physically 
defective workers. and also for apprentices. shall not 
exceed one-seventh of the total number of workers 

I United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bulletin. 
No. 285, Minimum Wage r.aw. oJ eM United SIalU: Con
elruClion and Operation, p. 21. 
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in any establishment.. Generally only in the ease 
of permanent disablement is a permit granted for an 
indefinite period. 

In GI"eU Britain the Trade Boards Acts provide for 
the issue of pennita of exemption to persons affected 
by an infirmity or physical injury, but not to those who 
from age or any other cause are incapable of earning 
the minimum rate. In 1922 the Cave Committeerecom
mended that exemptions should be granted to the 
latter clasa also, and, in practice, permita are issued 
now in eaaee of infirmity due to age as well as to physical 
or mental defecta. lIany Boards have set up small 
eommitteee charged with the special task of dealing 
with permita. No limit is fixed to the number of 
exemptions which may be granted, but, in practice, feW' 
permita are giveu, the total number at the end of 
1925 being 2,320.1 Exemption may be granted for 
a given period, often twelve months, or for an 
indefinite period. In various Australian States pro
TWon is made for the issue of exemption Iicencea to 
handicapped and aged worker&. 

So far, &Uention has been directed to the question 
of granting exemption from minimum firM rates 

• This 1imitaW. is &.ucI oo1y by the Jaw applying to female 
worbn.. n. Kala lIiDimum W.ge Ad .-I in 19%5 
doM DOt im.- • Iimi&,. although i' eonfen on the Board 
Yhich &us the minimum nteB the JlO1"S' to do 80. 

• B.".c oJ .... MiAUIIy oj Lahaw Jor lAs r_ 19Z5 
(Cd. 1763). n. small Dumber is. in pe.rt. due to the 
fad tW in certain b:adee minimum piece nteB ..., fiDd. aad 
permits..., ~ iaIued uUa the minimgm piece rate is coupIecI 
with • paraDtad time minimum. 
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fixed for ordinary workers. A special case arises with 
regar~ to piece rates. Often a specified amount per 
day or per week is guaranteed as· a minimum time 
rate and paid to all piece-workers whether they earn 
it or not. In such cases it is necessary to provide for 
the granting of exemption permits to handicapped 
workers on the lines already indicated. Otherwise 
workers unable to earn the guaranteed time rate 
would be faced with unemployment, and there would 
be danger of excessive strain on workers who found 
difficulty in reaching the guaranteed minimum. 

In some cases a minimum time rate is not guaranteed 
to piece-workers. H each employer fixes his own 
piece rates, the minimum wage fixing authority may 
provide that a given proportion of the piece-workers 
in any establishment shall be able to earn not less 
than a certain amqunt per day or per week. Such 
a provision is at once a safeguard as to the fairness 
of the piece rates and a means of allowing automatic 
exemption to a oertain proportion of workers. For 
example, already in the early days of the British Trade 
Boards the practice was adopted in the tailoring and 
paper box making industries of providing that in 
any establishment not less than 85 per cent. of the 
workers on piece rates must, on an average, earn not 
less than a fixed minimum day wage.1 The Ontario 

1 See R. H. Tawney, Minimum Rates in tha Tailoring 
Industry, pp. 50-I, and M. E. Buckley, Minimum RateB in 
tha Boz-making Industry, pp. 21-2. Even with such a 
practice as that under consideration it is still open to em· 
ployers. as Mr. Tawney points out. to discharge their worst 
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Minimum Wage Board adopts this system, the pro
portion being 80 per cent. In California the Minimum 
Wage Commission has fixed the proportion at 661 per 
cent.1 Other Wage Boards and Commissions have 
adopted this method of securing reasonable piece 
rates. By fixing the proportion of workers who are 
to earn a given sum per day at 85 per cent., 80 per 
cent., or 661 per cent., exemption is .. granted" to 
15 per cent., 20 per cent., or 33! per cent. respectively 
of workers below the level of efficiency of ordinary 
workers. 

ADULT LEARNERS AND JUVENILES. I 

The problem of fixing special rates for adult learners 
and juveniles presents less difficulty in some respects 
than in the case of sub-standard workers. The latter 
generally constitute a permanent problem, whereas 
workers, engage more efficient workers instead, and then fix 
piece rates below thoee which would have been necessary to 
enable 85 per cent. of their original workpeople to earn the 
minimum time rate. This danger of cutting the piece rate 
may be avoided, in part, by not accepting as reasonable 
without question the piece rate of an employer who has 
dismissed a considerable number of his slow workers immedi
ately prior to fixing the rate. 

I Commons and Andrews, Principlu oj Labour Legislation. 
• Juveniles may be either young workers who are given no 

8pecial facilities for learning the trade, learners who are given 
8uch facilities, or apprentices who, in addition to being given 
opportunities for learning the trade, are bound by written 
contract to aerve for a specified number of years. Generally 
the first category receives higher rates than the other two, 
while lower minima are sometimes fixed for apprentices than 
for learners of the same age. 
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the former require lower rates for the period of training 
only., There are, however, special difficulties. Thus, 
for adult learners, an· employer, if free to do so, may 
fix an unduly long period for learning the trade, and 
thus obtain work at low rates from fairly experienced 
workers. In trades requiring little skill an employer 
may take advantage of the lower rates for juveniles, 
and employ them in large numbers until they become 
entitled to the wages of adults. They are then dis
charged and their places taken by other workers at 
beginners' rates, the industry becoming a blind alley. 

In the case of adult learners, Minimum Wage Boards 
generally fix the period during which such workers 
shall be regarded as inexperienced and paid at lower 
rates. The length of time usually varies according 
to the nature of the occupation, ranging from three 
months in occupations where the work is easily 
learned, to eighteen months where the trade is more 
difficult. Thus in Saskatchewan, workers in hotels, 
restaurants, and refreshment-rooms are regarded as 
inexperienced during their first three months, after 
which they must be paid the ordinary minimum 
wage. In the case of workers in laundries and fac
tories a training ·period of eighteen months is recog
nised. Many Boards in different countries provide 
that, if the period of training is considerable, the wages 
of inexperienced adults shall be increased by successive 
stages as training proceeds. Thus the Ontario Mini
mum Wage Board, in an Order which came into effect 
on October 1st, 1924 governing the conditions of 
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female workers in the tobacco trades, provides that 
inexperienced women in Toronto shall receive not 
less than 10 dollars per week for the first six months, 
and 11 dollars per week for the second six months, 
after which they become entitled to the rate of 
12 dollars 50 cents per week for experienced women. 

In addition to limiting the period during which lower 
rates may be paid to adult learners, in some countries 
the number of such learners is also limited, licences 
being issued allowing them to work at special rates. 
The Canadian Minimum Wage Boards have this power 
of limitation, but the proportion of learners to experi
enced workers varies from one Province to another. 
Generally the proportion includes both adult learners 
and juveniles, although in British Columbia licences 
are required only for inexperienced workers of eighteen 
years of age and over. The Ontario Minimum Wage 
Board limits the number of inexperienced adult 
women and young girls to one-half of the total female 
working force.1 In Manitoba the proportion is 25 per 
cent. The Orders of the Alberta Board provide 
that not more than 20 per cent. of the entire 
female working staff shall be apprentices or learners. 
Certain Minimum Wage Commissions in the United 
States are empowered to limit the number of learne~s. 
Similar provisions are applied in Australia. The 
British Trade Boards impose no limits. 

I Neither the number of inexperienced adult women nor 
the number of young girls shall exceed one·third of the total 
female working force. 
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The rates lor juveniles are generally find on the 
basis of ~oe or experience, or a combination of both.l 

The age basis, according to which wages advance by 
stages, lor example, every six or twelve months 
during the period lrom lourteen ye&lS to the adult; 
age, has certain disadvantages. There is little incentive 
lor the worker to learn the trade quickly. No auto
matic scale provides t;hjg incentive. Also juveniles 
older than those who enter the industry at; the bott~ 
of the scale will find difficulty in obtaining employ
ment. The age basis has been adopted by certain 
board.s in Great; Britain and Australia. In these 
countries, however, and also in Canada and the United 
States, rates lor juveniles are more often find on the 
basis of experience. Thus the Ontario lfinimum 
Wage Board in a number of its Orders pn!SCribes 
that; the minimum weekly rate lor girls under eighteen 
years of age in Toronto shall be :-

DoDua. 
First six months 8 
Seeond six months • • 9 
Third six months 10 
Subsequently, the uperieIlced workers' ~ Ul 

Such a method removes pan of the difficulty with 
regard to late entrants. It; suffers lrom the deled 
that; children entering the occupation at; the school
leaving age, e.g. lourteen years, will. be earning higher 
wages than those who join the trade a year or two 
later, although the latter may learn more quickly, 

1 Rates for juveoile workers are sometimes ....ned ~ 
to se:L Difmrences b&$ed OIl OCCupa&.lOll are ~ made. 
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and may, on account of their age, be of greater value 
to the employer. This difficulty is avoided in part 
by establishing a seale based on age and experience 
combined. The following example of such a scale 
is taken from the wage rates fixed by the British Lace 
Finishing Trade Board. 

Mmnrox WZI!:I[LY RATES 01' WAGES 01' FExALB LBABNEBS 

WOBEING 0. Fa.uo: CLlPPnrG IH TJDI LACK FnnsBING 
bDUBTBy.1 

Period of 8enIee. 

t.e.... -1DeIIdDa ..... 
l'Imt 8b1: SeeondSbI: SeCODd 
llootbL llootila. Year. 

.. II. .. II. .. II. 
Under 15 years of age .. S 0 9 0 12 0 

15 and under 18 years of age 9 0 12 0 18 0 

18 and under 17 years of age 10 0 14 0 19 0 

17 and under 18 years of age 10 0 16 0 -

This method of combining age and experience has 
been adopted by a number of Trade Boards in Great 
Britain, and also by Wage Boards in Australia, e.g. 
in Victoria. Many variations are found both in periods 
of service and in differences of age. 

As in the case of adult learners, it is often provided 
that juveniles must have licences to work at lower 
rates, and the number of workers with licences in any 

• The rates. which came into operation on April 5th. 1922, 
are for a week of forty-eight houra. 
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establishment is limited to a given proportion of the 
total -number of workers in the establishment. Thus 
in Victoria many Trade Boards provide that the 
proportion shall be one apprentice and one improver 
to every three, or fraction of three, adult workers.1 

1 An improver is generally a learner under twenty-one 
years of age. 



CHAPl'ER X 

MACHINERY FOR FIXING MINIMUM WAGES 

THE chief means by which minimum rates of wages 
may be fixed are :-

(1) Trade Boards ; 
(2) Central Commissions; 
(3) Arbitration Courts; 
(4) Direct legal enactment; 
(5) General application of collective agreements. 

In the following sections each of these methods 
is examined. It is shown that the Trade Board system 
is of value where wages are to be fixed independently 
according to the conditions of each separate industry. 
Where wages in the different industries are to be 
determined according to a common .policy, or where a 
national minimum is to be fixed, a. Central Commission 
is necessary. Arbitration Courts are set up where the 
purpose is to prevent industrial disputes. Minimum 
wages fixed by direct legal enactment are generally 
too rigid to meet the requirements of varying economic 
conditions. The extension of collective agreements 
reached by some of the employers and workers 
in a trade to apply to the whole trade is a useful 
supplement to other methods of fixing minimum 
wages. 



150 A STUDY ON THE :MINIMUM: WAGE 

TRADE BOARDS. 

The machinery which has been most frequently 
adopted for fixing minimum wages is Trade Boards. 
The essential feature of a Trade Board is that it is 
concerned solely with wages, and other conditions of 
labour, in the industry in which it is set up.! This 
system has been applied in Great Britain, in Victoria, 
Tasmania, and, in conjunction with Arbitration 
Courts, in other States of the Commonwealth of 
Australia. Trade Boards have also been set up in 
certain countries of continental Europe-France, 
Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Norway-and in 
the Argentine Republic. 

A Trade Board consists of an equal number of repre
sentatives of employers and workers, together with 
disinterested persons. In Austria boards consist of at 
least nine members, one-third representing the em
~loyers, one-third the workers, the remaining third 
being independent experts. In Great Britain the 
~oards vary in size in rough proportion to the number 
of workers in the trade. The smallest board consists 
of 15 persons, while the largest has about 50 members. 
At the end of 1924 the total membership of the 43 
boards then in existence in Great Britain was 1,659, 
or an average membership of nearly 40; the number 
of independent persons on any board is, in practice, 
limited to three. In Australia boards vary in size 

1 Difficulties are often encountered in defining the limits 
of the industry covered by any board. 
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according to industry and State. The membership 
uswilly ranges from 5 to 11 persons, only one of whom 
is disinterested. 

Trade Boards may be constituted either for a given 
district only or for the country as a whole. There 
are disadvantages in setting up separate boards for 
the same trade in difierent districts. The limits of 
districts are often difficult of definition. Great diver
sity of rates may prevail unless there is a central 
authority with power to ensure reasonable uniformity 
of action by the district boards. The French Home
work Act of 1915 is an example of a law permitting 
the maximum of decentraIisation. Independent wage 
boards are set up in each department, and these fix 
wages for the trades covered. There is practically 
no co-ordination between the difierent boards. n 
objection is raised to the rate fixed by any board, 
the matter is referred to a central board in Paris, 
but the main object of this central board appears to 
be to secure agreement for the department concerned, 
rather than to bring about any uniformity between 
the rates fixed in different departments~ In conse
quence of the system of local boards, and the lack 
of co-ordination between them, great diversity of 
rates has resulted. In some departments the minimum 
rates have been revised regularly as provided by the 
law. In others they have remained unchang~ since 
1918, 1917, or 1918, and are totally ineffective in view 
of the changes that have taken place in the cost of 
living. Even where revisions have been simultaneous 



in various dE'parlments, the difre:rences in rates are 
gTN'- Thus in the SE'CODd quart,e..I' of 19!:S the mini
mum rate for "lingerie" work in the llE'urth~t
Moselle ~parlment was fixed at I'SO francs pel' hour, 
while in the neighbouring Yooges Dt-partment the 
minimum fixed at almost the same date was only 
'is centima1 Such di1ferencee are e'ridently greaU>.I' 
than would be wa.rranted by cllift':rences in ~omic 
eonditions, including the cost of living, 

In ~rta.in oounmes in which minimum rates are 
fixed on a district basis, attempts are made to secure 
eo-ordination. Thus in Ge.rmany, unde.l' the Home
work Ad of 19!3, wage boards are normally appointEd 
for giTt'n districts only.' In oME'.I', howeTt'.I', to aToid 
unfair oompetition. and to ~Tt'llt the tendency of 
workers to migrate from one district t-o anothe.l' owing to 
lack of uniformity in the rates find in difre~nt districts. 
provision is made as ~asion ~ for the eonTOC'a
tion of joint boards to ad for 8eTt'W districts togethl'.I'. 

Co-ordination is greatt'.I' in countries .... hE>.re the 
.rates fixed by the board in any locality are subjt'd 
to confirmation by a Ct'ntral authority. Thus in 
Norway the .ratE'S fixed for homeworkers by a local 
board are not ope.ratiTe until eonfirmt'd by a C\>ntral 
Homework O>uncll, which has also powe.l' to amend 
the .rates. or to ~Ie.l' them back to the local board 
for reconside.ration. 

I lhIll«iA cI. M~ cI. f'nmrtl. Jut,--'ugus:t~pt_bw 
19l1S; article OIl the arplicetioll of the B~work Act,. 

a For the applit'atiOil of the BOIlM'work Act, __ article 
ill the R~~ Dec:oember 9th. 19:6. 
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The highest degree of co-ordination between mini
mum rates fixed for workers in a given trade in different 
districts is secured by the system widely adopted in 
Great Britain, Victoria, and Tasmania. and for home
work trades in Austria and Czechoslovakia. Wages are 
often fixed in different industries or branches by Trade 
Boards covering the whole country. Provision is 
usually made for these boards to set up District Com
mittees where necessary to advise them as to rates 
euitable for any district.' Thus a national Trade 
Board may either fix uniform rates in all districts, 
or may fix separate rates in different districts. Which
ever course it takes, the board is in a position to ensure 
co-ordination between rates in different parts of the 
country. 

The chief difficulty of a National Trade Board when 
fixing district rates is that of defining the limits of 
the different districts. The difficulty is lees in the 
case of trades having a local m&rket than where the 
m&rket is national or international. In the latter 
case uniform rates for all districts are generally satis
factory, apart from wide differences in the COBt of 
living. In Great Britain, Trade Boards usually fix 
uniform mjnjma for the whole country. Where more 
than one seale is fixed the differences between the 
rates are usually small. In four or five trades, one 
board fixes rates for England and Wales while there is 

I 10 Great Britain M the end of 192' only.u Trade Bouda 
bad .. up Dist.ri~ Commit~ the number of U- being 
thirty·four. 
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a. sepa.rate board for Scotland. The Laundry Trade 
Board fixes a lower rate for experienced female workers 
in Cornwall and the North of Scotland than that for 
the rest of Great Britain. In the Milk Distributive 
Trade there are four different minima, three applicable 
to different parts of England and Wales according to 
population, and the fourth to Scotland. 1 In certain 
countries less industrially homogeneous than Great 
Britain greater district variation in rates is found. 

It has been seen that co-ordination between rates 
fixed for the same trade in different districts is most 
effectively secured if one Trade Board, acting for the 
whole country, fixes the rates for all districts. This 
system, however, suffers from the defect that separate 
boards are set up for each trade. These boards are 
independent of one another, and action taken in 
similar circumstances may vary considerably from 
one board to another. Some method of co-ordination 
between different Trade Boards is therefore necessary. 
In certain countries, for example in Great Britain, 
Norway, Austria, and Czechoslovakia, this is to some 
extent ensured by making the rates fixed by any board 
subject to confirmation by a central authority, whether 
Government Department or specially constituted 
central body. II This authority has power to refer back 

1 Report oj the Minister oj Labour Jor the Year 1925 
(Cd. 2736) gives the Trade Board minimum rates in force 
on December 31st, 1925. 

I The Department or other central body can also undertake 
the task of inspection and enforcement more appropriately 
than the separate boardg. 
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for further consideration the rates fixed by a board. In 
Victoria appeals against rates fixed by a board may 
be made to the Court of Industrial Appeals, which 
has power to modify the decisions. The Court 
is thus able to exercise a co-ordinating influence. In 
New South Wales, South Australia, and Queensland 
appeals from determinations of boards may be made 
to the Arbitration Courts.1 

Other means exist for co-ordinating the work of 
different Trade Boards. Thus in Great Britain a num
ber of employers' and workers' representatives, and also 
of independent members, sit on more than one board. 
This involves the representation of employers and 
workers to some extent by persons outside the trlJ.de 
for which the board has been set up; however, the 
advantages of co-ordination outweigh any disadvan
tage due to lack of experience in the trade. In New 
South Wales a certain degree of co-ordination is 
secured by the provision that the same chairman shall 
preside over a number of boards in allied trades. 

CENTRAL COMMISSIONS. 

In the previous section reference. has been made 
to certain methods of co-ordinating the work of Trade 
Boards. Since, however, rates of wages are fixed 

I In certain States it is asserted that the authority of boards 
is weakened by the system of appeal, as employers or workers 
are less anxious to secure determinations of the boards than 
if their decisions were final. 
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by independent boards, complete co-ordination cannot 
be effected. Under the Central Commission system, 
rates in different industries are fixed by a single 
authority, the greatest possible co-ordination thus 
being secured. This system has been adopted in 
certain States in Australia and in most of the States 
or Provinces of the United States and Canada which 
have passed minimum wage laws. 

The Commission may fix different rates for each 
industry or may determine a general minimum applic
able to all industries. The former method has been 
adopted in: the United States and in Canada. The 
latter, which implies the fixing of a national minimum 
wage, has been applied on a wide scale in Australia 
and New Zealand. 

In the United States and Canada Commissions or 
minimum wage boards generally consist of three or 
five members only. Some Commissions are composed 
entirely of disinterested persons. Others must include 
a representative of the employers and a representative 
of the workers. Often at least one of the members 
of the Commission must be a woman. In certain 
cases the Commissioner of Labour, or other similar 
official, is a member and acts as chairman. Com
missioners are usually appointed for a fixed period, 
which varies in different States or Provinces from 
two to six years. 

As, in the United States and Canada, different rates 
are fixed for each industry, the conditions of each must 
be taken into consideration. The Commission. how-
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ever, cannot know these special conditions in any 
detail. Therefore it generally either sets up permanent· 
boards in each industry, consisting of representatives 
of employers and workers, or calls together special 
conferences of employers and workers. These Trade 
Boards or Trade Conferences advise the Commission 
as to the rates to be fixed in the trade concerned. 
During meetings of such advisory boards or confer
ences, members of the Commission, and especially 
its chairman, endeavour to secure satisfactory agree
ments, and in doing so act as conciliators much in the 
same way as do the independent members of Trade 
Boards. In co-ordinating rates in different industries 
the functions of a Central Commission correspond 
closely with those· performed under the Trade Board 
system by the Government Department or other 
central authority. In practice, therefore, the Com
mission system may closely resemble that of Trade 
Boards. However, as already indicated, there is an 
essential difference between the two systems. Under 
the Trade Board system, rates for different trades 
are fixed by independent boards, while under the 
Commission system they are fixed by one central 
authority. 

Although, in the United States and Canada, Com
missions often fix different minimum rates for different 
industries, the variations are generally small. This 
is due largely to the adoption of the cost of living as 
basis for the rates. Variations are due mainly to 
differences in the nature of the work in different 
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industries. Usually the minimum hed for any trade 
applies throughout the trade. In some States or 
Provinces, however, minima varying according to 
district are hed. Thus in Minnesota and WISCOnsin 
different rates have been hed for workers in cities 
with 5,000 or more inhabitants, from those in towns 
with fewer inhabitants. In Kansas and North Dakota 
variations according to size of town are also made for 
workers in certain trades, e.g. telephone operators. 
The Ontario Minimum Wage Board fixes different 
minima in different towns, according to their popula
tion. Four groups of towns are distinguished.. 
According to Orders which came into force in Sep
tember or October 192', the minimum weekly ra~a 
of experienced women workers in a large number of 
trades were :-

Dol ..... 
aty of TOI"Oftto •• 11· 60 
au- cluee of 30,000 popuJatioa ud 0... II ·60 
auee ud towna between 11,000 ud 30,000 populatioa 11·00 
Towna below 6,000 popuJatioa. ud I'WIIl district. •• 10'00 

On t.he other hand, in Saskatchewan and British 
Columbia a single minimum rate for experienced 
workers in anyone industry is applicable throughout 
t.he Province. To a considerable extent t.he minimum 
rates hed. for experienced. workers in different Pr0-
vinces in Canada vary within t.he narrow limits of 
Ul to u or 15 dollars per week, according to industry. 
In certain St&tes in t.he United States the range is 
greater. 

In Auatralia and New Zealand t.he greatest progress 
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h.aa been made towards uniformity of minimum. 
rates in ditferent industries and districts. In New 
South Walee a.n Industrial CoDlDlission consisting of 
three membem is cb&rged with the duty of declaring 
hom time to time the amount of a living ..-age for 
adult malea a.nd females. Since 1926 tho Commiwon 
is no looger empowered to m&ke sepamte decl&rationa 
for workers in urban a.nd rural areas. but is required 
to fix minima of State-wide application. In addition 
to these general decl&rations. tho Commission makes 
awanls in eases of dispute. In South Australia the 
Board of Industry. which consists of a president 
with four coDlDlissioners. two of whom represent the 
employers a.nd two the workers. is also required to 
declare the amount of a living wage. In Queensland 
the Board of Trade a.nd Arbitration. in addition to 
dealing with eases of dispute. h.aa powers of a general 
charuter, including that of making decIan.tions aa 
to the cos, of living a.nd the minimum. rates of wages 
to be paid to penons of either BeL Thus the Board 
performs the functions both of a.n Arbitration Com 
and of a Central CoDlDlission for the purpose of fixing 
basic wages applicable to an industries. In Western 
Australia the Industrial Arbitration Court is required 
no' only to make awards in eases of dispute, but to 
declare basic wages of general application. Similarly 
in New Zealand. since 1919, the Arbitration Court h.aa 
decl&red minimum. ..-age rates applicable to practically 
an industries. n fixes three separate minima, for 

skilled. eemi-WIled. and unskilled workers respectively. 
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and these rates apply throughout the country.1 The 
maximum degree of wage standardisation is thus 
attained. In all these States the declarations fix 
basic minima of general application either in the State 
as a whole or in a defined area thereof. This is a 
logical outcome of the acceptance of the living wage 
principle. 

As has been indicated, greater co-ordination is 
possible under a Central Commission than under Trade 
Boards. The setting up of Trade Boards in low-paid 
unorganised industries may be the first step in effect
ing improvements in wages, but the establishment of 
machinery of the Central Commission type is essential 
if progress is to be made towards a general minimum 
wage applicable to all industries. 

ARBITRATION COURTS. 

The Arbitration Court system is adopted where the 
main object is to settle disputes and to facilitate the 
establishment of industrial peace. Arbitration may 
be either voluntary or compulsory. Where resort 
to arbitration is voluntary, the machinery is put 
into operation and wages fixed only on request of 
the parties to a dispute. As the Court is not entitled 
to take the initiative there is no real interference with 
freedom of contract. The disputing parties merely 
undertake to accept the findings of a Court to which 

I Since 1923 the Court has declared that it may award 
rates below the ·general minima in any industry where excep
tional circumstances warrant such a decision. 
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they have agreed to submit their differences. Where 
arbitra.tion is compulsory the State definitely interferes 
with freedom of contract, and undertakes, in certain 
cases, to regulate wages and other conditions of labour. 
In the present study compulsory arbitration only is 
considered. 

The essential function of an Arbitration Court is to 
make awards in cases of dispute only. A Court thus 
differs from a Trade Board or a Central Commission, 
which may fix minimum rates at any time, whether 
8. dispute has arisen or not.1 Also rates fixed by a 
Court are generally not merely minimum, but also 
maximum rates. Employers may not pay less than 
the rates fixed, while workers may not strike for 
more. 

Since disputes may arise in any industry or occupa
tion, an Arbitration Court may be called upon to fix 
wages in 8. large number of different industries. In 
this it resembles the Central Commission, and differs 
from Trade Boards. The Court has thus no technical 
knowledge of the industries with which it deals. It 
must, however, consider the reaction of any award 
fixing wages for workers in a given industry on workers 
in other industries. The Court is obliged, therefore, 
to adopt general principles which it can apply to all 
cases of a similar character. 

I Wbere, as in Queensland, New South Wales, Western 
Australia, and New Zealand, an Arbitration Court also fixes 
basio minima without reference to a dispute, it is performing 
the function of a Central Commission in addition to that of 
• Court. 
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The Arbitration Court system is most highly 
developed in New Zealand and Australia. In these 
countries Courts consist either of a president, with 
or without one or more deputies or additional judges, 
appointed from among persons of given legal standing, 
or of a president, together with one or two members 
recommended by employers' organisations and an 
equal number recommended by workers' organisations. 
The Australian Commonwealth Court and the State 
Courts of Queensland and South Australia are consti
tutedin the former manner, while in Western Australia, 
New South Wales, and New Zealand membership of 
the Court is determined on the latter plan. In certain 
States, e.g. New South Wales and Western Australia, the 
Court may appoint one or two assessors from each side 
of a dispute to sit with the Court to advise it. Simi
larly the Australian Commonwealth Arbitration Court 
has power to appoint one assessor from each side for 
advisory purposes. Members of Courts are usually 
appointed for a given period of years, subject to good 
behaviour, and are eligible for reappointment for 
further periods. 

When a dispute is brought before an Arbitration 
Court, evidence is presented both from the employers' 
and the workers' side. Often counsel are employed 
to present the cases. After the hearing the Court 
makes an award, which may be binding only on 
parties to the dispute. However, the fact that certain 
rates of wages have been fixed in an award has an 
indirect influence on the wages of similar groups of 
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workers. It is recognised that the Court would 
probably make similar awards if other cases in which 
the same conditions prevailed were brought before it. 
Certain Arbitration Courts, for example those in New 
Zealand and South Australia, have power to extend 
the application of an award to all employers and workers 
in the industry concerned, either in a given district 
or in the State as a whole. 

DmECT LEGAL ENACTMENT. 

This method is comparatively rare. One reason 
for its application has been to prevent the employment 
of young learners and apprentices without a. wage, 
under the pretence of teaching a. trade. Wages fixed 
for this purpose are low. Thus a rate of 28. Gd. per 
week has been fixed in Victoria, and of 48. per week in 
South Australia. In Queensland, Tasmania, and New 
Zealand rates of 48. to 7s. 6d. per week have been fixed 
for the first year, with specified increases according 
to length of service. 

This method has also been adopted for the pre
vention of sweating among adult workers. It has 
been used for this purpose for female workers in the 
United States-in Arizona, Arkansas,l Porto Rico, 
South Dakota, and Utah-and in South America for 

• In Arkansas, although minimum rates for experienced and 
inexperienced female workel'8 have been fixed by statute, 
an Industrial WeUare Commission has been set up with power 
to raise or lower the statutory minima. 
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agricultural workers in Uruguay. In Arizona the 
statutory minimum wage for female workers is $16 
per week. In Porto Rico the minimum wage for female 
workers under eighteen years of age is $t per week. 
and for those over eighteen. $6 per week. In South 
l>a.kota the minimum for women and girls over 
fourteen yea.rs of age. excluding apprentices. is $12 
per week. In Utah the rate fixed for experienced 
female workers over eighteen years of age is $1·25 per 
day. lower minima being fixed for workers under 
eighteen. for learners and apprentices. In Uruguay 
the minimum wage of rural labourers between eighteen 
and fifty-Jive years of age engaged in agriculture or 
in stock-raising on large estates is 80 centesimos pe.r 
day. together with sanitary housing accommodation 
and sufficient food. or a money equivalent. Lower 
minima are fixed for workers on smaller farms. and 
also for workers between sixteen and eighteen years 
and over fifty-Jive years of age. 

The 1ixing by statute of minimum wages for adult 
workers is open to various objections. In most 
countries. until the wages of unskilled workers in 
different industries have become more standardised 
by the action of Trade Boards or Central Commissions. 
a minimum rate Jixed by direct legal enactment can 
be of little value. So long as the wage rates of the 
lowest paid groups of workers in di1ferent industries 
di1fer considerably. any statutory minimum which 
could be Jixed would be so low that it would bene1it 
only a small number of workers in a few of the lowest 
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paid industries. To fix a higher rate would cause 
considerable unemployment. 

Even when the wages of unskilled workers are more 
standardised than at present, the method of fixing 
minimum rates by direct statutory enactment would 
be unsatisfactory. A legislative assembly is unsuited 
to the task of examining the detailed information on 
which the minimum rates would be based. Political 
inftuenoes would interfere with the fixing of the wage 
warranted by eoonomio conditions. Also legislative 
procesaes are generally too slow to permit of the adjust
ment neoesaary as eoonomio conditions change. 

GDmLlL APPLICA.TION 01' CoLLEC'l'IVl: AoUEXDTS. 

Prevention of unfair competition between employers 
may be eecured to a greater or lese extent by collective 
agreement. Certain methods of determining minimum 
wages closely resemble the prooessea of collective 
bargaining, and there may be little di1ference in 
practice between a wage rate fixed by a Trade Board 
after agreement between the employers and workers 
represented on it, and a wage rate fixed by collec
tive agreement. One essential di1ference is that wage 
rates fixed by a Trade Board apply to all workers in 
the industry or occupation covered, whereas those 
fixed by collective agreement are binding only on 
the parties to the agreement. The degree of standard
isation of wage rates by means of collective agreements 
Yaries therefore with the size of the organistions 
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concluding them.1 A further difference between Trade 
Board minima and rates fixed by collective agreements 
is that the former are legally binding while the latter 
may not be SO.I 

In a number of countries legislation has been adopted 
under which the provisions of collective agreements 
may be declared legally binding, not only on the 
parties to the agreement, but on all engaged in similar 
work. In most cases the terms of agreement are only 
made of general application if the agreement covers 
a large proportion of all employers and workers in 
the industry. In the present section reference is 
made to various laws applying the system. For the 
purpose of illustration, mention is made both of laws 
by which State-established machinery has compulsory 
powers to extend an agreement, and of laws by which 
extension is made only on request by the parties 
concerned. 

The generalisation of collective agreements is 
established by laws in certain States in Australia, 
and also in Germany, Austria, and South Africa; while 
proposals with the object of introducing the system 
have been made in Great Britain and other countries. 
In New South Wales the principle of the" common 

1 The degree of standardisation also depends on the relation 
between the rates fixed in the agreements and the rates actually 
paid. Often the agreed rates are minima, and most workers 
are paid at higher rates. 

t In some countries, e.g. Austria and Germany, collective 
agreements are legally binding on the parties concerned, while 
in other countries, e.g. Great Britain, they are not so. 
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rule," or extension of an agreement, was applied by 
legislation as early as 1901, and has been adopted a1so 
in other States, e.g. South Australia and Queensland. 
In Germany the Federal Ministry of Labour may 
declare a collective agreement binding upon the whole 
of an industry within a given area, if it is of outstand
ing importance in that industry and area.1 This 
system appears to have worked successfully, a large 
number of collective agreements having been declared 
of general application. Certain groups of workers, 
especially miners, have. raised objections on. the 
grounds that unorganised workers make no con
tribution to the Trade Unions, the members of which 
are fighting for benefits which accrue, not only to 
themselves, but also to those who have taken no part 
in the struggle.- . 

In Austria the Conciliation Boards set up under the 
Act of December 18th, 1919, may declare a collective 
agreement which h~ acquired dominant importance 
.. to be binding &8 a whole or as regards particular 

I This power W88 conferred by Section 2 of the Order. 
dated December 23rd. 1918. relating to collective agreements. 
committee8 of workers and employers, and conciliation in 
labour disputes. Such a declaration can be made only on the 
request of the signatory parties or of any organisation whose 
members would be affected. The Ministry of Labour is quite 
free to accede to. or refuse, the request.. For the text of the 
Order see Bulletin des Internationalen Arbeit8amt8 (German 
edition), vol. XVII. page 182. 

• International LahClUr RetJiew, October 1922, .. The Law 
of Collective Bargaining in Germany." by Dr. Fritz Sitzler. 
Little information is available for other countries 88 to the 
results of applying the II common rule." 
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provisions, even outside its field of operation, in respect 
of conditions of work fundamentally similar to those 
reguiated by the collective agreement." 1 When such 
a declaration has been made, individual agreements 
shall be valid only if they are more favourable to the 
worker than the provisions made general by the 
declaration. However, if collective agreements not 
in conformity with the provisions of a declaration are 
concluded, they shall prevail over the declaration. 

Somewhat similarly in South Mrica, in the Act 
passed in 1924, providing for the prevention and 
settlement of industrial disputes by the creation of 
Joint Industrial Councils or of Conciliation Boards, it 
is stipulated that, where' an Industrial Council or 
Conciliation Board lays down conditions for part of 
an industry, the Minister of Mines and Industries 
may, if he is satisfied that the parties on the Council 
or Board are sufficiently representative of the industry 
concerned, extend the finding to the whole industry.1 

In Great Britain certain proposals for the generalisa
tion of collective agreements have been discussed, 
but so far they have received no application. The 
first proposal on these lines was that made by the 

1 International Labour Office, Geneva, Legislative Series, 
1920, Aus. 22, Act of December 18th, 1919, respecting the 
establishment of Conciliation Boards and respecting collective 
agreements. The Commissions Bet up under the Austrian 
Homework Act of December 1918 have also power to extend 
the sphere of operation of a collective agreement. 

I International Labour Office, Indmtrial and LabOU,. 
Information, vol. X, No. 13. The Act covers all industries, 
trades, and undertakings, except agriculture and farming. 
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Industrial Council set up after the coal strike in 1911. 
It was discussed by the Trade Union Congress, and 
rejected, largely owing to the opposition of the stronger 
unions. A second proposal was that embodied in a 
Bill called the" Industrial Councils Bill, 1923," the 
object of which was to give the Minister of Labour 
power to make binding upon the whole of any industry, 
on application by the Joint Industrial Council con
cerned, any wages awards or agreements as to hours 
and conditions made or confirmed by such Councils. 
With &. view to safeguarding the rights of minorities, 
the Bill provided that not only must any such appli
cation be approved by the majority of each side of 
the Council, but where 10 per cent. of the industry 
object to the proposal, that 10 per cent. minority 
shall have the right to appeal to an independent 
tribunal. No progress has been made with the 
proposal. However, since the war, Trade Union 
opinion in Great Britain appears to be more favourable 
to the system. 

The system of extending the provisions of collec;.. 
tive agreements has the advantage that no elaborate 
or costly machinery for :fi.xiitg wages need be set up ; 
a.lso, since a large number of employers and workers in 
the industry have already voluntarily agreed to the 
wage rates, their extension to the remainder of the 
industry should cause little difficulty. Again, by 
this system the wages of different categories of workers 
with various degrees of skill may be readily fixed. 
On the other hand, the system suffers from the defect 
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that the wage rate fixed by an agreement, especially 
where the workers' unions are weak, may be inadequate 
if considered in relQ,tion to the capacity of industry 
in general to pay. Also, as indicated above, the system 
may be' opposed by Trade Unions on the ground that 
since workers who are not members of a union may, 
without effort on their part, benefit from the struggle 
of others, they will feel no necessity to join a workers' 
organisation, while those who are members may be 
tempted to withdraw. In Great Britain the more 
powerful unions feared, at least before the war, that 
the adoption of the system would tend towards the 
introduction of compulsory arbitration, to which 
they were strongly opposed.1 

The advantages of the system, however, outweigh 
the disadvantages. The danger to Trade Unionism 
does not seem serious, and is more than balanced by 
compensating gains. Competition of employers not 
covered by an agreement and paying less than the 
agreed rates often endangers the maintenance of those 
rates. Also, attempts by Trade Unions to increase 
wages are rendered difficult if there exists a consider
able volume of labour working at less than the agreed 
rates. The generalisation of agreed rates, by prevent
ing undercutting, is of advantage to organisations 
both of employers and workers. 

The system may be regarded as of value to supple-
1 See an article by J. J. Mallon, .. The Collapse of Wages. 

Is State Regulation Desirable r" published in the Manchester 
Guardian Commercial, Reconstruction in Europe Series, 
Section 9. 
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ment State machinery for fixing minimum wages for 
the lowest paid groupe of workers. By such machinery 
a basis is given to the wage system, but the super
structure includes rates for unskilled workers at a 
higher level than the minimum, and also rates for 
akilled workers of various grades. In certain indus
tries it may be convenient to use minimum wage 
machinery to fix these higher rates. In others they 
may well be left, &8 a general rule, to the ordinary 
processes of collective bargaining, but where a collec
tive agreement is of predominant importance in any 
industry the extension of its provisions to the whole 
of the industry may, in some cases, be desirable. 
Such an extension, by bringing the minority of an 
industry into line with the majority, would result 
in an increase in the standardisation of wage rates. 

The above survey of methods of fixing minimum 
wa",aesleads to the conclusion that the most satisfactory 
system may be that of the Central Commission. When 

• fixing rates for any industry the Commission secures 
the advice of a representative board or conference 
of employers and workers. Greater co-ordination 
between rates in different industries is possible than 
under the Trade Boards system. Jl conditions justify 
BUch a course. the Commission may make periodic 
declarations of minimum rates of general application. 
H BUch general declarations are made. the Commission 
may also fix higher rates for various categories of 
workers in industries where regulation is not effected 
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satisfactorily by collective agreement. In countries 
whiC?h have adopted compulsory arbitration there is 
a tendency for a single central body to declare basic 
minima, and also to make awards in cases of dispute. 
It is a convenient practice thus to combine the functions 
of a Central Commission with those of an Arbitration 
Court. In certain cases a Central Commission or 
other authority may find it desirable to take a collec
tive agreement which covers some of the employers 
and workers in a trade and extend its provisions to 
the whole of the industry. 



CHAPl'ER XI 

:METHODS OF ENFORCEMENT 

Tm: fixing of legal minimum. rates of wages involves 
the adoption of some method of ensuring that these 
rates are actually paid. This necessitates a system 
of discovering cases of non-observance; also penalties 
must be imposed for non-compliance. Often methods 
of evasion, including collusion between employer and 
worker, render difficult the task of discovering 
defaulters. Miss Sells, in her book The Briti8h Trade 
Boards SY8tem, instances (p. (2) collusion between 
workers and employers in the chain trade at Cradley 
Heath, whereby the worker II gives overweight of 
chain, i.e. more than a hundredweight for the rate 
of a hundredweight, or returns part of his earnings 
in the form of a rebate." Experience in different 
countries shows that evasion and collusion are par
ticularly widespread during peri~ of trade depression. 

DISCOVERY OJ' DEFAULTERS. 

For reporting cases of non-compliance it might be 
thought adequate if the workers themselves undertook 
such notification. The workers are acquainted with 
the rates of wages to which they are entitled, as 
minimum. wage laws generally provide that employers 
shall post, in prominent places in the workshops, or 
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in places where work is given out, .schedules showing 
the. minimum rates in force. Failure on the part 
of employers to post the schedules is generally punish
able by fine. Frequently, however, workers are afraid 
to report their employers, as this might involve sub
sequent discrimination against them. A number of 
minimum wage laws provide for protection from 
dismissal or other discrimination against workers who 
give evidence of non-compliance on the part of their 
employers; discrimination is usually punishable by 
fine. Such protection is necessary, but, nevertheless, 
enforcement of minimum rates solely by the action 
of individual workers would hardly give satisfactory 
results. 

Action for enforcing payment of the rates may be 
taken by representatives of workers' organisations, 
by employers, or by employers' associations.1 Thus 
in the Third Annual Report of the Ontario Minimum 
Wage Board, 1923 (p. 17), it is stated that" Many 
of the complaints come directly from employees; 
others from their relatives or friends; others from 
Trades and Labour Councils; others from social 
workers, clergymen, or officials of the women's 
organisations. A number have come from employers. 
Members of both the Provincial and Dominion Parlia.
ments have forwarded complaints." In all countries 
complaints received from such sources are valuable 

1 Mr. R. H. Tawney, in Minimum Rates in the Chain·making 
Induatry. describes (p. 127) how the Trade Union had established 
a fairly elaborate system for detecting cases of underpayment. 
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means of discovering cases of non-observance. How
ever, some more systematic method is required. 
Usually this is provided by the appointment of 
Government inspectors. Special inspectors may be 
appointed to enforce minimum wage orders, or this 
work may be undertaken by ordinary factory 
inspectors. In certain countries which have adopted 
the Central Commission system of fixing mil;rlmum 
wages, e.g. in some of the Provinces of Canada, 
special inspectors are appointed by the body which fixes 
the rates. Where the Trade Board system has been 
adopted, uniformity of enforcement can be ensured only 
if the task is undertaken by a central authority, 
and not separately by each Board. In Great Britain 
special inspectors of the Ministry of Labour und~rtake 
the task of enforcement. In Victoria the task forms 
part of the duties of the factory inspectorate. 

Employers are required to keep registers showing 
the names of all workers in their employ who are 
covered by the minimum wage law, together with 
adequate records of the wages paid. These records 
are open to examination by inspectors. Failure to 
keep satisfactory records, or to submit them to 
inspection when required, generally involves liability 
to fine. 

If enforcement is to be secured, the system of 
inspection must be adequate. In some countries 
complaints have been made that the inspectorate is 
too small to ensure observance of the law. Such 
complaints have been made in Great Britain. In 1922. 
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when the number of inspectors was 36, the Cave 
Committee stated: .. It is univereally admitted that 
it is wholly impossible for this sm&ll number of officers 
to make inspections adequate for securing the Acts, 
and much evasion is said to take pla.ce." At the end 

Year EIIdIac »e.JIlher alA. 

1m. leu. 1825. 

Number of establishmentAI 
on Trade Board liBta 
on December 31st .. 180,641 171,640 156,350 

InspectiOIl8-

On comp1a.i.nt •• .. 1,091 1,717 2,648 
Routine .. . . .. 2,696 3,359 1 7,312 I 

Total .. .. 3,'188 6,078 9,958 1 

Number of workers within 
scope of Trade Boards 
Acta in establiahmeDtAI 
iDspected-

On complaint •• .. 30,M5 43,641 63,'130 
Routi.n.e •• .. .. 36,613 46,065 67,638 

Total .. .. 68,058 88,'106 111,368 

of 1923 the number of inspectors had been increased 
to 40, and during 1924 sanction was obtained for a 
permanent inspectorate of 60. At the end of 1925, 
69 inspectors had been appointed and taken up work. 

I Of thee:e a certain Dumber were made .. a result of general 
comp1a.i.ntAI against districtAI or groupe of employers. 

I Of these 6,650 were in establiahmentAI employing under 
8 workers, 2,351 in establiahmentAI with 8-20 workers, 872 
in establiahmentAI with 21-100 workers, and 185 in establish· 
mentAl with over 100 workers. 
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Nevertheless the number of establishments inspected 
during 1925 formed less than 61 per cent. of the total 
number covered by the Acts. The table opposite shows 
the number of inspections made under the Trade 
Boards Acts during 1923, 1924, and 1925. It also 
indicates the importance of complaints made against 
defaulters as compared with routine inspections.1 

PElULTIES FOB. UNDEB.PAYMENT. 

Two main types of penalty have been adopted, that 
of publicity and that of fines. Publicity as sole 
weapon has been tried only in Massachusetts, and the 
law of this State has attracted considerable attention 
on account of its unique character. Power is given 
to the wag&.fixing authority to publish the names of 
employers whom it finds to be following or refusing 
to follow its wage recommendations.' During the 
early years of the law's operation, "white" lists of 
employers who paid the wage rates were sometimes 
published. Later, .. black" lists of defaulters were 
published.- A section of the law provided that any 
newspaper refusing or neglecting to publish such 0. 

list of names, on payment of its regular rate for the 
space taken, would be liable to a fine. The con
stitutionality of this provision was challenged by the 

I &Pori 0/ eAe Minv"" 0/ Labour lor eAe Year. 19Z3 and 
1924 (Cd. 2481), and/or eAe Y_1925 (Cd. 2736). 

• Failure of employe1'll to post minimum wage decrees, to 
keep adequate wage records, or to submit such records to 
inspection is punishable by fine. 

a Monthlll Labor Review. August 1924. p. 294-
II 
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Boston Transcript Company, which had been fined 
for refusing to publish a "black" list. The Supreme 
Court of the State, to which the case was carried, gave 
its decision in 1924 in. favour of the Company.1 Thus 
the power to secure observance by means of the weapon 
of publicity has been somewhat impaired. Now, the 
only penalty for non-payment of the minimum rates 
is advertisement in such newspapers as are willing 
to publish lists, or in bulletins issued by the wage
fixing authority. 

Although the great majority of employel"R in Mas
sachusetts in occupations for which wages have been 
fixed have paid the rates recommended, the number 
of cases of non-compliance has been considerable. 
There was an important increase in non-observance 
after 1920, when prices ceased to rise. As is indicated 
in the Reports of the Division of Minimum Wages of 
the Department of Labor and Industries, the rising 
price-level during the period 1915 to 1920 facilitated 
a high degree of observance;whereas the break in prices 
in 1920 rendered enforcement difficult. In 1922 the 
number of cases of non-compliance in twelve industries 
was 5,675. More than 13 per cent. of women in the 
firms inspected were receiving less than the decreed 
minima.- It thus appears that the penalty of publicity 
is inadequate. Also the pressure of public opinion or 

1 Monthly Labor Review, August 1924, pp. 174-6. 
I Figures from the American Economic Review, March 1924, 

p. 39, .. A Recommendatory Minimum Wage Law: the first 
decade of the Massachusetts Experiment," by Arthur Fletcher 
Lucas. 
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of any boycott which the publication of a .. black" 
list might stimulate bears unequally on different 
industries and occupations. Where the good will of 
8. firm is important, and where the employees are in 
direct contact with the consuming public, the penalty 
is severe. Where the work is done through middlemen, 
publicity may have little effect. Thus the 1921 Report 

0/ the Minimum Wage DiviBion indicated that the 
penalty of publicity had proved unsatisfactory in the 
CaBe of workers engaged in cleaning offices and other 
buildings. 

The Massachusetts law has certainly led to an 
improveJ;llent in the conditions of women workers, 
but the improvement appears to have been due more 
to the willingness or many employers to co-operate 
than to fear of the penalty. Against employers un
willing to co-operate a. more severe penalty than 
publicity is necessary, especially as failure of some 
establishments to pay the minima may lead others, 
through fear of competition, to reduce their rates 
below the minima. In view of these considerations 
the Massachusetts wage-fixing authority has en
deavoured to secure an amendment of the law in order 
that contraventions would involve liability to fine. 
The State Legislature has not, however, made any 
change in this sense.' 

I The Special Committee appointed by the Massachusetts 
Legislature in 1922 to examine the working of the minimum 
wage law recommended that the law should be continued in 
its present form for a further period. (Monthly Labor Betliew, 
April 1923.) 
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In almost all States except Massachusetts failure 
to pay the mimimum wages fixed is punishable by 
fine.1 In most cases also employers may be ordered 
to pay any balance of wages due to. their workers, and 
the costs of the legal proceedings involved. However, 
although non-observance of minimum wage orders is 
almost universally punishable by fine, in most countries 
a policy of friendly adjustment is adopted, as far as 
possible, instead of prosecuting each employer who 
has paid wages below those fixed in the orders. 
Inspectors bring pressure on employers to pay arrears 
of wages and to avoid underpayment in future. Only 
recalcitrant employers are prosecuted. In a number 
of countries, including the United States, Canada, and 
Great Britain, prosecutions are rare. In Great Britain 
during the year 1925 the number of prosecutions for 
underpayment was only 23, although the number of 
establishments from which arrears of wages were 
claimed was 2,564.1 From 1909 to the end of 1925 
the total number of prosecutions, whether for under
payment or other causes, was only 184. 

I' In France no penalty is imposed for underpayment. 
I Report oj the Ministry oj Labour Jor the Year 1925, 

(Cd. 2736), London, 1926. 



CHAPTER XII 

Th"TERNATIONAL ACTION 

l:N previous chapters attention has been directed 
solely to the fixing of minimum rates within any given 
country. International aspects of the problem are 
considered in the present chapter. Progress in the 
prevention of sweating and in raising the minimum 
standard of living of workers in some countries may 
be retarded, as a result of international competition, 
if similar advances are not made in other countries. 
This was recognised by the authors of the Treaty of 
Versailles. In Part XIII of the Treaty it is stated 
that the failure of any nation to secure to its workers 
an adequate living wage and other humane conditions 
of labour .. is an obstacle in the way of other nations 
which desire to improve conditions in their own 
countries." 

The competition of countries with lower standards 
has forced attention in advanced countries to the 
problem of protecting their higher labour standards. 
Also there is a desire to safeguard workers in backward 
countries against exploitation and misery. The main 
purpose of the present chapter is to indicate how these 
objects may be attained. 

As ... means of protecting the standards of one 
country against the lower standards of others the 
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erection of a tariff barrier is sometimes proposed.! 
The case in favour of tari1fs to protect the industries 
of any country generally includes the argument that its 
workers will be safeguarded against the competition of 
workers in countries with lower standards of labour. A 
general discussion of the advantages and disadvantages 
of protective tari1fs is outside the scope of the present 
volume. On the special question of labour standards, 
tari1fs may protect workers producing for the home 
market. To workers producing for foreign markets 
they are valueless as a safeguard against lower standards 
of labour conditions abroad. 

Another proposal is for an international boycott to 
be organised against goods produced under .. sweated U 

conditions.- A minimum standard of labour conditions 
would be established, and countries which were parties 
to the agreement would refuse to import goods pro
duced under a lower standard. Evidently this plan 
might be applied with ellect if suoh diffioulties could 
be overcome as defining the minimum standard, 
seouring satisfactory evidence that goods were being 

1 For example. the Austrian Chamber of Deputies. in 192 •• 
passed .. resolution by which import duties on goods from 
States whose hours of labour were considerably in excess of 
the standard set by the Washington Convention of 1919 could 
be increased by an amount not exoeeding one·third., No 
action seems to have been taken to give effect to this resolution. 

• This propoaal is made in the Interim Report of the 
Sweated Goods Committee appointed by the Executive 
Committee of the British Parliamentary Labour Party. Sea 
Sweated lmpon. and lnlerrlahonal Labour SIaNlartl8. publishad 
by the Labour Party. 1925. 
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produced at a lower standard, and finding an adequate 
!lumber of countries to enforce the boycott. An inter
national boycott is, however, an entreme measure 
which could rarely be applied. 

Tari1fs and boycotts are negative in character. On 
the positive Bide is action to secure greater standardisa
tion of labour conditions in di1Ierent countries. This 
method has received increased attention during recent 
years. A number of international organisations of 
workers have recognised ita value. For eumple, the 
Committee of the International Miners' Federation, 
at a meeting held in Brussels in April 1925, considering 
that competition and commercial rivalry in the inter
national coal market is more acute and embittered by 
reason of di1Ierences in the working conditions existing 
in the principal coal-producing countries, decided that 
efforts should be made to secure the standardisation 
of miners' working conditions on an international 
basis. The most potent instrument. however. for 
increasing the standardisation of labour conditions in 
different countries, and thus diminishing unfair com
petition resulting from unduly low standards in certain 
countries. is the International Labour Organisation. 
The activities of this organisation, in co-ordinating 
the labour legislation of di1Ierent States, provide a 
means for greater international uniformity. and for 
attempting to secure that progress in improving labour 
conditions in some countries shall not be retarded by 
other nations lagging behind. 
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ACTION lIY THE INTERNATIONAL LAlIOUR 

ORGANISATION • . 
Considerable progress has already been made by the 

International Labour Organisation in certain fields of 
labour legislation. In the case of minimum wages 
the Organisation, recognising the difficulties involved, 
has moved cautiously. In 1921 the Governing Body 
of the International LaboUr Office decided, on the pro
posal of Sir Malcolm Delevigne, the British Govern
ment Delegate, that the Office should undertake a 
documentary enquiry into the. systems instituted by 
legislation in the different countries for regulating 
wages, more especially in industries in which the 
workers have little or no organisation, together with 
the results achieved. To give effect to this decision 
investigations were conducted into the minimum wage 
systems of countries in which developments were 
greatest.1 

The favourable experience of these countries seemed 
to justify a consideration of the subject by the Inter
national Labour Conference, with a view to the adoption 
of a Draft Convention or Recommendation. Conse
quently, in January 1926, on the proposal of Mr. 
Humbert Wolfe, British Gove~ment Delegate, the 
Governing Body agreed to place the following item 
on the agenda of the 1927 Conference :-

Minimum wage fixing machinery in trades in which 
organisation of employers and workers is defective. and 

1 The results of these investigations were published in a 
series of articles in the International Labour Review. 
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where wages are exceptiona.lly low, with specia.l reference 
to the homeworking trades.1 

In placing this subject on the agenda the purpose 
is the adoption of a Draft Convention or Recommen
dation inviting each Government to set up machinery 
for fixing minimum wages in certain trades. There 
is no intention of attempting to establish an inter
national minimum wage. This is in conformity with 
the principles laid down in the Peace Treaty to guide 
the policy of the International Labour Organisation. 
The principles include .. payment to the employed of 
a wage adequate to maintain a reasonable standard 
of life as this is understood in their time and country." 
It has been seen that the amount necessary to main
tain a reasonable standard of life varies from one 
country to another. The Conference would, therefore, 
merely indicate the main features of the system,. and 
machinery set up in each country would fix minimum 
rates according to the special circumstances of the 
time and country. The general view of the Governing 
Body appears to be that States should not interfere 
in the regulation of wages if there is a reasonable 
chance that employers and workers can effect such 
regulation for themselves by collective agreement. 
Also there should be interference with freedom in 
fixing wages only to prevent hardship resulting from 
exceptionally low wages. 

I Earlier proposals of • similar character had been post
poned owing to the prevalence of unstable economic conditions 
in certain countries, and also because further investigation of 
the problem was considered Ileceesary. 
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Each country would determine for itself the indus
tri~s in which wages are unduly low, and where 
organisation among the employers and workers is 
inadequate to ensure the satisfactory regulation of 
wages by collective agreements. It follows that 
uniformity of application of the Draft Convention or 
RecoI)lmendation in different countries would be 
attained only if each country were to adopt similar 
criteria for determining the industries in which 
organisation is defective and wages unduly low. 

Organisation in any trade might be considered 
defective if less than a given proportion of all workers 
in the trade were members of a Trade Union. Another 
test is the proportion of workers covered by collective 
agreements in force. This would give a better indica
tion than membership of effectiveness of organisation 
in regulating conditions of labour. Wages in any trade 
might be regarded as exceptionally low if they were 
less than an agreed percentage of the average wage 
of unskilled workers in specified industries. The 
percentage and the specified industries would be 
included in the international agreement. The estab

·lishment and application of such criteria for determining 
defectiveness of organisation and exceptionally low 
wages would be far frem easy, but to have no agreed 
criteria would almost certainly result in unequal 
application of the Draft Convention or Recommenda
tion in different countries. 

The adoption by the International Labour Con
ference of a Draft Convention or Recommendation 
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on such lines would ensure consideration of the question 
by Parliament. or other competent authority, in each 
country. and would thus provide a stimulus to the 
setting up of machinery for fixing minimum wages.1 

There is a real need for effective minimum wage 
machinery to be set up in industrial countries which 
have not yet adopted the system. These countries 
would gain by an improvement in the standard of 
living of their lowest paid groups of workers. In 
effecting this improvement they would benefit from 
the experience in administration of minimum wage 
legislation in countries which have been pioneers of 
the system. The pioneer countries would themselves 
benefit from the protection which the general establish
ment of minimum wage fixing machinery would 
provide. by the removal of unfair competition of low
paid labour in other countries. 

It would be desirable that each country which a.pplied 
the minimum wage Convention or Recommendation 
should publish information showing the trades for 
which minimum wages were regulated and the rates 
fixed. This. together with information regarding 
enf9rcement. would provide a basis for determining 
effectiveness of application. 

I By Article 405 of the Treaty ot Versailles, States which 
are members of the International Labour Organisation under
take to bring Recommendations or Draft Conventions before 
the competent authority within a period generally of one 
year from the termination of the Conference at; which they 
were adopted. The competent authority in any colintry is 
free either to give effect to such Recommendations or Draft 
Conventions, or to reject them. 
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Is Ali INTERNA.TIONAL MmnmlI W A.GB PRACl'ICABLB ! 

It has been seen that any action which the Inter
national Labour Organisation is likely to take in the 
early future with regard to the minimum wage question 
will not aim at uniformity of rates. This is in keeping 
with the intention of the authors of the labour Pl'()4 
visions of the Peace Treaty. They recognised that in 
applying various principles of labour legislation" dif
ferences of climate, habits, and customs, of economic 
opportunity and industrial tradition, make s~ct 

uniformity in the conditions of labour difficult of 
immediate attainment." 

With regard to some conditions of labour uniform 
international standards may readily be adopted. 
Thus rights of association may be secured, child labour 
and night work of women may be abolished, and a 
weekly rest of at least twenty-four hours established for 
all workers. In the case of minimum wages there is 
no possibility of an early establishment of international 
uniformity. This is evident from the figures given 
in the table opposite. They are index numbers of real 
wages calculated by comparing the purchasing power 
of wages in different cities over certain food budgets 
representative of the consumption of workers in 
different countries, allowance' being made for rent. 
As no account is taken of expenditure on clothing, 
fuel, light, and various other items of importance in 
the consumption of the workers, the index numbers 
imperfectly represent the relative levels of real 
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wages. They do, however, indicate how considerable 
are the differences. For example, the index number 
for Philadelphia is about 70 per cent. higher than that 
for London, a.nd more than three times that for Vienna. 

llmEX NUJlBEBS O~ CoMPAlI.A.TIVE REAL WAGES IN VARIOUS 

ClTms AT TJIB BEGINNING 011' A.PJm. 1926.1 

(BGII8: LoNDON = 100). 

CIt7. Index City. Index 
Xnmher. Xnmber. 

Philadelphia .. 168 Stockholm .. 85 
Ottawa .. 143 Berlin .. . . 66 
Sydney .. 130 Paris .. . . 61 
London .. 100 Prague •• .. 58 
Oslo .. .. 100· Brussels .. 56 
Amsterdam .. 88 Vienna •• .. 50 

I InlMftational Lalxnw .RetIieto, July 1926. The figures 
cover typical categories of workers in the building, metal, 
furniture·making, printing and bookbinding industries. The 
data on which the index numbers are based are wages for a 
week of forty-eight hours at ordinary time rates. The method 
of ca1cu1ation is described in detail in the 1 nWftational Labour 
R8tMto for. October 1924 and subeequent numbers. The 
figures show Bimilar results to those calculated by the British 
Ministry of Labour and published in the Labour Gazette from 
July 1923 to June 1924. 

It should be noted that the index numbers do not show 
differences in the general level of wages. even in the cities 
included. being based on the wages of a few categories of 
workers only. They are still 1_ representative of differences 
in the levele of real wages in the various countries. They 
serve, however. 88 a rough indication of the relative levale 
of real wages of adult male workers in certain occupations and 
cities in different countries. 

• The figure for Oslo is exceptionally high 88 a result of a 
rise in the value of the Norwe~ crown. 
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The range would be even greate~ if similar statistics 
were available also for countries such as India and 
China. 

Some of the differences shown in the 'table on 
page 189 may be due to factors of a temporary char
acter. For example, real wages in certain Central 
European countries are lower relatively to those in 
other countries at the present time than they were 
before the war, but there are indications that they 
are likely to rise again to a level nearer to that in 
Western European and Scandinavian countries.1 

Other differences, however, appear to be due to causes 
of a more permanent character, e.g. the effects of 
:variations in climate, in economic resources, in 
physiological requirements, and in efficiency. These 
factors are reflected in total output, and in the long 
run a country can consume only that which it produces, 
no more, no less. The more permanent inequalities 
imply that international uniformity of minimum wages 
is quite impracticable.:I H the minimum wage were 
based on conditions in countries in which wages are 
lowest, it would be valueless for countries with higher 

1 According to calculations made before the war by the 
British Board of Trade, the relation between real wages in 
England and Germany was 100: 73. 

I A case might be made out for equality of piece rates of 
wages in various countries, although inequalities in efficiency 
would mean that earnings would differ. It would be neces
sary, however, to take account of differences in machinery 
and conditions of work in various countries, as equality of 
piece rates is justifiable only if methods of production are 
similar. 
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standards; on the other hand, it would be impossible 
to apply in backward countries the wage standards 
of the leading industrial States. 

Nor is the adoption of an international minimum 
wage necessary to adjust conditions of international 
competition. Real wages in the United States, for 
example, are considerably higher than in Germany, 
and international trade is already largely adjusted to 
these differences. If, by the application of minimum 
wage machinery, the wages of the lowest paid groups 
of workers in both countries are raised simultaneously 
by, say, 10 per cent., there will be little or no change 
in the relative power of the two countries in the 
international market. If, however, one country fails 
to advance at about the same rate as the other, the 
balance may be disturbed, and social progress in the 
second country hindered by the increased competitive 
power of the first. The establishment in all countries 
of effective minimum wage fixing machinery, on the 
lines indicated in the preceding section, would remove 
this danger by securing to the lo,""est paid groups of 
workers a wage not unduly low in relation· to the 
general standard of each country. 

The standards of different countries are, however, 
continually changing, and, with the development of 
international trade, increased mobility of labour, and 
the extension of advanced methods of production to 
hitherto backward countries, the tendency is in the 
direction of less inequalities. Western countries will 
not be able to maintain permanently their present 
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relative advantages. There is no reason why Western 
standards should fall, or why, if the progress of 
industrial development continues, those standards 
should not rise, but the rise in so-called backward 
countries is likely to be relatively greater. 

The tendency is, therefore, for real wages to be 
less unequal in the future, though even in the distant 
future, a. uniform minimum wage, applicable in all 
countries, is improbable. It may be possible, however, 
for agreements to be reached by groups of nations in 
which economic conditions are similar for the adoption 
of a' common standard or. standards. Such possible 
developments are foreshadowed to some extent by 
the similarity of minimum rates fixed in various States 
in the United States, in Australia, and in Canadian 
Provinces.1 There are certain groups of countries in 
which economic conditions are at least as similar as 
those in difierent parts of Canada, Australia, or the 
United States, and in the future it may be feasible 
for agreement on common standards of minimum wages 
to be reached between countries in such groups. In 
the case of countries with difierent wage standards 
agreement might be reached for the minimum wage 
in each country to be fixed at a given proportion of 
the average wage of unskilled workers in specified 
.industries. International agreement would determine 

1 In Canada proposals have been made for an inter
provincial conference with the object of securing the adoption 
of more uniform minimum wage machinery in the different 
Provinces. A further development might be agreement on 
uniform minimum wages. 
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the industries to be included when calculating the 
average wage of unskilled workers in each country, 
and the percentage below this average at which the 
minimum should be fixed. The minimum in any 
country would be determined according to its own 
standards. 
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