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Wage - tixing,

Tiegistation Hixing mihimim wages
and “WEximutn ‘hours ‘for ldbor has
an ‘énticénient fgr all -students of
lator ‘probiends thdt 6ﬁéht to pe ad-
mltted dt 'the ‘Blitset: it §8déms a sim-
ple, ‘diféct ‘méthod of attacking low
wagés and lomg ‘hours, ¢oncededly
cufsés of Ofir ‘Presént ‘economy. But
does ‘it ‘attack the ‘evils? There is
the crux of ‘fhe predent controversy
and ‘the ‘answer should dispose of the
issite; ¥r ‘it -does, e Should favor it,
if it does mof, one Should 6ppose -it.

For the contention of advocates of
the Iegislation that marginal wages
are -too low and the upper range of
the work-week too long should be
beyond dispute. Southern ‘sweat-
shops provide the best exam”plea, but

. their counterparts can be found from
New York to San. Francisco, and
evell in the most -humane plants

there are sweated marginal workers.

The ‘Tennessee -Labor Departmient
provides #n interesting case, a plant
in ‘Manchester, Tenn., one of twenty-
one ‘towns offering sites, tax exemp-
tons, baildings, free power, water and
light ‘to carpet-bag “manufactirers,”
which pays $7 a week to men, $5
to women for the standard ten-hour
daly ‘and -then checks off 6 per cent
of this migerable wage for the town
to meet the subsidy. The carpei-
bagger ‘had run away to Manchester
seeking to escape unionization and
the costs of social legislation.

But what would the wages and
hours pldn offer these exploited work-
ers? The form of the'plan is a mat-
ter -of ‘technical ‘detdil. If it were
administéred Yy a small bHoard,
woilld centralize virtually unre-
straified authority in the hands of a
few men, sparing the coriflict of sec-
tional inferests, perhaps. ‘If it were
administered by Congress it -would
,dlffuse authomty but . promot,e sbe-
tiohal conflict. The large power, sg

liable to corrupt them ‘who  possess
it, 'weould remain the same,

The maghitude of the task which
woilld confront the -administrators
must be noted. Factory hourly wages
in 1937 ranged from 43 cents in to-
hacco to 93 cents in tires, a difference
of 116 per cent. Faclory weekly
wages in the eight divisions of the
country ranged in 1935 from $14.25
in the Sonuth Atlantlc States to $22 62
in the Hast ljm'th Central States
The board would have to know Whlc’h
group, not only in each mdustry “but
in eaeh branch of mdustry, was the
margll_'la.l group, for each loca.hty
7t would have fo determine, for each

market area; the puféha.sihg powér )

of the dollar to adjust the. mcney
wage pald and obtain.the real Wage
for money wdges dre low when “thie
claitns ipon Wwedlth which ‘they fep-
resent are small The real Wwage

would hdve fo ‘be ad]usted to ‘dchiéve,
what m1ght e called the socidl

wage; living stafidards vary from
one section of ‘the ecountry to an-
other and ftHeir compbnerts dfe by
no médns identi¢al @s to cost.

This is but & brief summary of the
task, and it should be emough. But
it does not simplify the job to sug-
gest that ifistead of Sefting stand-
ards which va¥y fidm indistry to
mdustry, blanket standards should be
set. The ' same facts Would ‘have to
be"known the ohly virtie in ‘blanket
standards, de NRA expérierce sholild
have made clear, is {Hat the effects
of the ‘1égislation make ‘their zp-
pearance ‘Soiewhat - more slowly

One $hotld 16t rue ‘the impracti-

cality of the législation becaiise not

enough is khown of the fadéts of
wages and hours, For, apart fiom
the -monumental task facing a Fed-
eral agéncy, the ablhty of a State
agency, stich ‘85 eXists toda.y in twen-

ty-four States. to deal with the ques- )

tion is limited almost to the: point of
futility, Limited -State laws ‘can
sometimes give temporary did to spe-
cial groips of workers, but not to
workers generally

I must be remembered that the
Southern factory worker cited above,
the “Uncle Tom of the légiklation's
advocates, is'in conipetition Wwith the
agricultural worker. The Tattér's

‘avérage earnings were Shown by ‘the

recent stiidy ‘of Tom Vadey and
Josiah 'C. Foulsoin for the Umted
Stdtes Buréit of ‘Agrieulfuril Eeo-
noinics to range from $62 a Seasoh
for femdle Négro cotton pickers in
Louisianta; $125 for white ‘tnsle pick-
ers in’‘a Ténnessée coutity; $178 for

male Negro cotton picKers in Libiisi-

ana; $238 for Shéépliands in'Montara;
$347 ‘for white farm laborers in Penn-
sylvania fo 'a ‘top of $748 -for OTi-
entals in ‘Plader County, California.
Secretary Wallace, -aftér a Lrip
through four southern States, said
20 per cent of the farmers “are liv-
ing with a standard far below that
of any peasantry in Europe I know
about."”

If by fiat the marginal wage “in
the factories were reiised, the agri-
cultural workers would flock from the
farms to the cities, breaking down
the margin no matter how large is
the foree of fa.ctory inspectors ‘added
to the Staté bureaucracy. If in-
spection were adequate, the -premiium
offéred would nurture the “kick-
back" or g‘raﬁ: apart from its eveh-
tual’ subversmn of elvil liberties, For
the bl specifically exempis farm
labor,

Inclusion of apricultural labo¥éry
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would not overcome fthe. plan's im-
pracncahty For if the ordained rige,

in wages tended fo. reduce rent——as,
" it ‘always would except where the
worker compensated for the rise by
an egual rise im labor productivity,
possible in some cases but improb-
able in most-—the landowners near
the margin would call a halt to pro-
duction and wajt. Labor starves
when. the landowner gogs on gtrike;
the.
_ would put another premium, o the
“lick-back”; taxes on non-landown-
ers to suppor,t the jobless would lower
es; raising the actual rent
lmg above ht;la necessary. rent line
by changing the margin of cultiva-
tion would tend to raise all prices,
lower: regl wages further.

Here the economic fallacy upon
which the theory. of the plan is built
pecomes apparent. It is assumed
that the State has the power o reg-
ulate wages, the power to order cap-

_italists. to. give part of their capital
to laborers. It is a reincarnation of
the old discredited wages-fund theory,

land fattens. Unemp]oyment.

which students of economic science:
had thwg:ht was buned in ohlivion
long a.go i

The State has not that power, for
capitalists do not support labor. In-
deed, capitalists do not even employ
labor; it is labor “which employs
tools, machines, plants, raw. materi-
als-—or what is properly capital. And

in thig day and age, when most em-

ployers use capital borrewed from
capitalists and not capital which they
may own themselves ‘and which may
be avgilable to them in their other

-capacitieg as capitalists, it ought to.

be clear that an order to the em-
ployers to, meet higher labor costs
out of “their™ productive capital is
one’ that will not he obeyed beca.u.se
it cannot be.

Labor creates its own wages in
its coniribution to the product. H it
does not get its full share of the
product, it iz because monopply has
intervened, monopoly of na.tu:a} op-
portunities. and forees, either creat-
ing immediate unemployment and
thereby dislocating the market for

5

labor: or raising prices and theredy
reducing purchasing power (lowering.
real wages) and curtamng the mar-
ket—eventully more unemployment
The plan, instead of curbing monop-
olies, fosters them by lMmiking com-
petition and by increasing the anti-
social powers of large accumulations
of capital as opposed to, smaller ones.

Here, too, the actual danger of the
scheme becomes ciear, Not mevrely
did - the similag attempts abroad,
which failed in every case, divert at-
tention from the fundamental cause
of low wages and long hours, the
private appropriation and exaction of
rent. For the reasons cited, the plans.
themselves, actually contributed te
lowering labor standards: further.
Not, onty. labgrers, but all classes of
society suffered from the check to
production. This “treadmill” type. of
social legislation can only change the
social problem from one of poverty
in the midst of plenty to one of pov-
erty in the midst of scarcity.

—w. 1.

See: “The Condition of Latbgi'._"




