


This book focusses on the relationship between the process of commodity 
production and the process of social reproduction of labour. It seeks to 
restore that relationship to the central place it had in the classical surplus 
approach, where profit was defined primarily in terms of the difference 
between production and the costs of social reproduction of labour. 

The argument is directly opposed to that of the wages fund theorists, 
who rejected the Ricardian view that wages were exogenously determined 
by material, historical and institutional factors. By substituting a strict 
supply-and-demand mechanism, they and their modem followers actually 
removed the whole question of the exogeneity of the process of social 
reproduction from the analysis of the labour market. This rendered 
marginal and analytically invisible certain fundamental aspects of the 
economic system - in particular, the function of the state and that of 
women's work, in the process of social reproduction. Examination of the 
1909 Poor Law Report and of the women's labour market shows that what 
disappeared from theory remained crucial for economic policy. 

The production-reproduction perspective, on which this book is based, 
makes it possible to recover some essential aspects of the social 
reproduction of labour and its fundamental role in the structure of the 
waged labour market, opening new directions for economic analysis. 
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For cogmuon is neither passive 
contemplation nor acquisition of the 
only possible insight into something 
given. It is an active, live 
interrelationship, a reshaping and 
being reshaped, in short, an act of 
creation. 

Ludwik Fleck 
'On the Crisis of Reality' 
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Introduction 

Capitalism, like every other social system, imposes a specific relationship 
between the process of production of goods and services and the process 
of social reproduction of the population. The capitalist system is defined 
by the use of waged labour to produce commodities. In this system access 
to the means of subsistence is mediated by wages for the vast majority of 
the population. This mediation, a consequence of the private ownership of 
the means of production, determines the specifically capitalist relation 
between the process of production and the process of social reproduction.! 

Polanyi (1944, 1977) points out that when the problem of social 
reproduction was excluded from direct and general analysis, the scope of 
scientific significance was diminished; but he did not fully acknowledge 
the deep divergence on this question between classical political economy 
and neoclassical economics. If the capitalist labour market is defined 
merely in terms of allocation (relative scarcity and fluidity), as in 
neoclassical economics, the analysis of the social process of reproduction 
is bound to be treated as a mere appendage to economic analysis. 

The critique of the neoclassical theory of distribution undertaken by 
Sraffa (1960) provided a firm logical ground for rejection of an allocative 
determination of prices. It also offers a sound basis for recovering the 
classical view of wages as institutionally determined, focussing on the 
inverse relationship between wages and profit and, more precisely, 
between profit and costs of reproduction of labour. My approach, starting 
from this critique, permits the inclusion of the process of social 
reproduction in the general analytical framework of political economy: 
reproduction, in all its aspects, is the touchstone for my criticism of the 
narrowness of modem economics and my assessment of the specific, 
historically determined, capitalist relationship between production of 
commodities and social reproduction of the labouring population. 

As seen by classical economists, some of the most important features of 
the capitalist economic system can be summarized as follows: a general 
possibility of producing wealth; the purpose of the productive process as 
the creation of exchange values; the existence of a surplus of production 
over the necessary costs of production (essentially the subsistence of the 
labourers); the profit form of part of that surplus; the use of the surplus 
for the progressive broadening of productive capacity; and, last but not 
least. the institution of a waged labour market which guarantees social 
control over labour through the general dependence on wages for 
subsistence. 
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Social reproduction of labour 

In the first chapter I argue that classical political economy - in its 
definition of the natural price of labour, in its definition of profit as part of 
the surplus and in its assumption of a non-clearing labour market -
directly reflects some of the complexities inherent in waged labour. I give 
particular attention to the natural price of labour because in the history of 
economic thought this concept has been used with different meanings, and 
some fundamental confusions have resulted. It began as a concept of 
socially determined cost of social reproduction of the labouring population 
but was later transformed into the idea of a supply-and-demand 
equilibrium price of labour (in the limited sense of work done at the work 
place). 

In the classical surplus approach the relationship between concepts and 
reality was immediately evident: wages were prices because labour was 
considered a commodity; they were separately determined because the 
process of reproduction of labour was separate from the production of 
other commodities; they were costs of production because labour was 
considered producible; and they were inversely related to profit because 
the distribution of the product between classes was determined within the 
institutional context of private ownership of the means of production. Thus 
the analytical concepts fully reflect the main characteristics of the 
capitalist labour market, and take into account some of the historical 
characteristics of labour as a commodity. 

This is not the case in the neoclassical analytical framework. There the 
specificity of labour is generally not acknowledged, as Solow recognizes: 

one important tradition within economics, perhaps the dominant tradition right 
now, especially in macroeconomics, holds that in nearly all respects the labor 
market is just like other markets . . . Common sense, on the other hand, seems to 
take it for granted that there is something special about labor as a commodity and 
therefore about the labour market too ... 

I want to make the case that the labour market really is different. In particular, 
I claim that it cannot be understood without taking account of the fact that 
participants, on both sides, have well developed notions of what is fair and what is 
not. (Solow, 1990, p. 3) 

What makes labour a different commodity is in fact its process of 
reproduction, which is necessarily material and social and follows 
historically established social norms. What Solow does not acknowledge is 
that the failure to recognize the peculiarity of the labour market is not due 
to naivety - or excessive sophistication - on the part of economists, but to 
the methodological foundations of neoclassical economics which assumes 
systematic. relationships between prices and quantities, purged of all social 
and instItutional processes. In the case of labour this method is fatal. 
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Introduction 

The specific experience of the process of reproduction of labour is 
common to all. But to comprehend the reality of the capitalist system 
common sense alone is not enough: we also need an analytical framework 
that can organize that experience into a meaningful structure. Our task is 
not simply to name the problems and tack them on to existing schemes, in 
the hope of restoring some of the complexities formerly omitted from the 
analysis. We have to see if the analytical framework can handle these 
complexities within its general theory - not as details but as substantive 
questions, not as exceptions but as norms. While the specific reality of the 
process of reproduction of waged labour need not be described in detail 
with all the minutiae of daily domestic life, it cannot be ignored or left 
outside the analytical framework used for dealing with the economic 
system. If the analytical scheme cannot accommodate that reality, efforts 
to add it by treating families as firms (Becker, 1965, 1981, 1986) cannot 
provide adequate tools for understanding. 

The present climate is one of widespread uneasiness about the capacity 
of economic science to provide adequate tools for comprehending reality. 
Some prominent representatives of the profession express dissatisfaction 
with the way formalism in recent years has been pursued as an end in 
itself (parker, 1986). Others openly criticize the scientific methodology 
used (Mirowsky, 1984, 1989). Certain developing schools of thought show 
a renewed interest in the role of historical and institutional factors 
(Hodgson, 1988; Samuels, 1988). The technical rationality of choices is 
being moderated by a more empirical rationality (Simon, 1983). The 
'social engineering' concepts of welfare formulated by Utilitarians are 
being questioned (Sen and Williams, 1982). The proponents of games 
theory are prepared to include the idea of conflict, though they think they 
can resolve it with rules of technical rationality rather than through the 
sedimentation in time of moral norms legitimated by social consensus 
(Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). The evolutionists are looking for models of 
dynamic systems that can take account of endogenous qualitative 
modifications, though they are forced to recognize that it is difficult to 
make them include people's expectations and habits (Allen, 1988, p. 116).2 

Working on this terrain, which is unstable but no longer constricted by 
arrogance, I maintain that the analytical concept of wages as a cost of 
social reproduction, a cost which is determined exogenously with respect 
to the prices of other commodities, can be extremely valuable for the 
analysis of the labour market. My alignment with the tradition of the 
theories of surplus is not motivated by a search for new orthodoxies. The 
aim is to preserve analytical tools which in my view are better adapted -
though not yet satisfactory - for dealing with the problems I consider 
important. 
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Social reproduction of labour 

I believe that the need to maintain the distinction between the natural 
price and the market price of labour, constantly emphasized by Ricardo 
and then by Marx, is central for understanding certain fundamental aspects 
of the system. When that distinction is lost, the economic analysis loses 
the capacity it had in Smith, Ricardo and Marx for illuminating the nature 
of the labour market. The introduction of a theory of wages as the 
allocation of scarcities, rather than as the reflection of the historical 
process of reproduction, led to an analytical shift. In the second chapter 
this is discussed in connection with the theory of the wages fund, hence 
unencumbered by later complications related to the neoclassical theory of 
distribution. 

The concept of the natural price of labour as an exogenous cost of 
reproduction is the line of demarcation between Ricardo's economic theory 
and theories based on the idea that wages are determined by supply and 
demand, so that prices and quantities are systematically linked in a context 
of scarcity (Garegnani, 1983, 1984, 1987). These theories are not 
necessarily neoclassical (Bharadwaj, 1978a, 1989); that is to say, they are 
not all tied to a particular theory of distribution in which profit is 
determined by the productivity of capital and wages by the productivity of 
labour. It is important to note, however, that all these theories presuppose 
that the size and living standards of the population are disciplined by the 
market, understood exclusively as a process of allocation of relative 
scarcities. The determination of wages in a theory of exogenous 
distribution, historically given by social norms and institutions and by 
material processes, is thus completely different from the systematic, more 
or less mechanical, determination of wages within a process of allocation 
of given factors of production. 

Neoclassical theory includes a particular notion of labour supply as a 
systematic price--quantity relation. This relation is part of an analytical 
scheme which generally expresses relations between quantities, without 
reference to historical or - still less - political processes. This is done not 
simply for the sake of abstraction, but to purge the theory of any 
complications arising from the labour market. It is no accident, then, that 
institutions and material processes of reproduction find no place in the 
general scheme of neoclassical economics. In going back to the classical 
approach in which the natural price of labour is a norm that is not 
systematically dependent on relations of exchange of scarce quantities, but 
given by the historical process of social reproduction, I aim to place 
institutions and historical living standards at the very centre of the 
analytical scheme. What is involved, therefore, is not only a difference in 
concepts, but a radical difference in method. But my aim is not to provide 
a theory or a history of the social reproduction of labour; it is to return 
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Introduction 

the question of the capitalist relationship between production and 
reproduction in its former position at the core of the analytical framework 
of political economy. In order to do this my first task is to recover an 
essential tool - the classical idea of the natural price of labour (chapters 1 
and 2). 

Having reestablished an analytical perspective based on 'subsistence', in 
chapters 3, 4 and 5 I present some historical cases that bring out the 
persistence and the importance of the problems inherent in the capitalist 
relation between production and reproduction: one such example is the 
Poor Laws, another is women's labour in reproduction. Lastly, on the 
basis of these cases and using the analytical tools recovered from the 
history of economic analysis, in chapter 6 I propose my approach to the 
labour supply, based not on a systematic relation between price and 
quantity of labour but on its social process of reproduction. In the 
neoclassical perspective population size and standards of living depend on 
the quantity of capital - i.e. the aggregate demand for labour; in the 
Ricardian tradition wages are determined by the historical process of 
reproduction. 

The difference between the two theories of wages is crucial for social 
policy. A natural or 'objective' limit on the resources available for the 
working population - impersonally determined by the quantity of capital -
necessarily implies that problems of adaptation between accumulation and 
the process of social reproduction must be solved (or at any rate absorbed) 
within the process of reproduction of the population, without impinging 
significantly on the formation and accumulation of profit. According to 
theories of this type, the state should be called upon only in exceptional, 
limited and temporary cases, although in reality it is forced to take 
measures to ensure that the adaptation is accomplished. An application of 
such a theory, based on scarcity of resources and on the principle that 
resources for workers' subsistence are more scarce than others, appears in 
the Poor Law Report of 1834; but equally crude versions of the same 
scheme appear in the formulation of economic policies today. Thus the 
underlying analytical malpractice should be identified. Moreover, as we 
see in the third chapter, the failure of the 1834 policies - unanimously 
recognized by the 1905-9 Royal Committee on the Poor Laws - brings 
out the gravity of the problems affecting the capitalist labour market. 
Though these problems were excluded from the general analysis, they 
remained central and persistent at the level of economic reality. 

An important aspect of the analytical scheme proposed here is the view 
of the capitalist system which emerges from it. Ricardian economics is 
based on a view that is undoubtedly partial both in its range and in its 
class outlook, but it is certainly more useful than neoclassical economics 
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Social reproduction of labour 

for understanding the inner workings of the labour market. First of all, 
Ricardo's concept of surplus helps to bring out the historical subordination 
of social reproduction to the requirements of profit accumulation. Thus it 
facilitates criticism not only of neoclassical economics but also of classical 
political economy itself, in terms of the complexities and tensions inherent 
in the capitalist relation between the processes of production and social 
reproduction. 

These tensions impinge very directly and specifically on women, as I 
will try to show in chapters 4 and 5. The difficulty of women's 
reproductive work lies not so much in physical exertion or long hours, but 
in the struggle to give priority to the needs of people within the 
constraints of profit. Women find themselves more and more isolated in 
this increasingly stressful effort to change the balance of social 
imperatives, because the market and other institutions respond mainly to 
the requirements of capitalist accumulation, with all the limitations 
imposed by those requirements. 

The difficult position of women in the process of social reproduction 
cannot be hidden, and in any case women are no longer inclined to hide 
it. The insecurity which appears to be an individual problem is in reality a 
systemic one, profoundly rooted in a general indifference towards the 
living conditions of the population. It stems not only from the material 
conditions of life, which may be adequate or even opulent for some 
sections of the labouring population, but from social and psychological 
conditions linked with people's deep needs for security, growth and 
autonomy. 

The labour market, the fundamental institution of the capitalist system, 
has perhaps come out best among the historically existing systems for 
commanding labour and distributing the means of subsistence. But because 
it is necessarily based on collective insecurity and on subordination of the 
process of social reproduction to the process of accumulation, it is far 
from being the best of all possible worlds. The separation between the 
processes of production and reproduction hides the ways in which the 
proportion between the value of production and costs of reproduction has 
historically been held within limits compatible with capitalist 
accumulation. But what is compatible is actually dictated by the rate of 
profit - by definition historical - and not by natural scarCllies or 
technological dynamics. To expose the feigned 'objectivity' of profit and 
'endogeneity' of wages is one of the aims of this book. 

Two fundamental questions emerge from the foregoing discussion, one 
theoretical and the other political. The theoretical question is whether the 
balance between production and reproduction is determined by natural or 
technical laws, or by historically evolving norms and institutions. From the 
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Introduction 

latter position, on which my argument is clearly based, arises the political 
question: how to reverse the priorities in favour of reproduction. 

Women can contribute to both questions by presenting the bill for the 
enormous amount of work they do in reproducing the population. To 
accomplish this they need allies, including men dissatisfied with their own 
gender-based solution to the contradictions inherent in the capitalist 
relationship between accumulation and reproduction. Other potential allies 
are all persons aware of the world-wide risks which an exclusively profit­
oriented system of production has by now created because of its perverse 
relationship between the production of commodities and the reproduction 
of individuals. the human race and the planet. But all the alliances must 
be based on the recognition of the specificity of women's exploitation in 
the process of social reproduction of the population. Potential allies, 
therefore, must go beyond the false gender neutrality of exploitation of 
waged labour if they are Marxists; and, if they are ecologists, they must 
go beyond the romantic exaltation of the family (Illich, 1981, 1982). 
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Wages as exogenous costs 
of social reproduction 

1.1 The historical context 

By classical political economy I mean here the analytical structure in 
which the nascent capitalist economic system was analysed, especially by 
British economists, at the end of the eighteenth century and in the first 
decades of the nineteenth century. The analytical framework I refer to as 
'classical' is basically limited to that of Ricardo's surplus approach, 
although Smith and Malthus are also used for their rich information and 
analytical considerations on the labour market. 

Marx is not included here because his analysis of the labour market, as 
the locus of an unequal exchange - freed from the Malthusian 
demographic adjustments - and as the core of the dynamic process of 
capitalist accumulation, is a powerful critique of classical analysis. The 
concept of the natural price of labour, however, can be used as an 
introduction to Marx's analysis of wages. The analysis of the modes of 
subsistence is one of the roots of the Marxist materialist tradition (Meek, 
1967a), but it goes far beyond that tradition. Marx's emphasis is more on 
the process of production and accumulation of profit than on the process 
of social reproduction; this leads to some deficiencies in his analysis of 
the family and the state as agents in the labour market. Moreover, the 
political implications of a social-reproduction perspective - involving, as a 
political subject, the whole labouring population and not merely waged 
workers - must be taken explicitly into consideration. Finally, while in the 
production process individuals can be aggregated on the basis of their 
common productive characteristics, in the process of social reproduction 
they retain specific identities which cannot be totally subsumed within 
social groups.! 

To understand the basic features of a new system which was still in the 
process of formation, many disciplines were called into service. Social 
theorists used history, philosophy, political thought, moral philosophy, 
aesthetics, demography and natural history to explain a social system 
which was traditional in that it was based on private property, but which 
broke with tradition in its general use of waged labour.2 Within the 
traditional subordination of labour to property, profound changes were 
occurring in the structure of classes. Thus the legitimization of a viable 
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Exogeneity of wages 

implicit social contract was as important as analytical consistency. 
Smith was able to accomplish a shift of scientific perspective precisely 

because he merged jurisprudence, ethics, rhetoric, political thought and 
history in his powerful grasp of the new economic structure.3 What he 
grasped in fact was not the industrial revolution, which was not yet 
established (Kindleberger, 1976), but the division of labour and the new 
social relations between labourers and employers, and between the 
labouring population and its means of subsistence. 

The accumulation of capital introduced a separation between the 
processes of production and the processes of social reproduction of the 
labouring population. This separation occurred merely at the level of 
organization, as these processes were interconnected, and both were 
necessary for the reproduction of the system as a whole: commodities 
could not be produced without labour, and the labouring population could 
not survive without wages. The separation was not spontaneous and it was 
not accomplished by impersonal market forces: laws, orders, courts, 
evictions and workhouses forced the changes into social practice. Such 
measures were no longer used to enforce a brutal personal command over 
labour, but to induce, often brutally, a dependence of the labouring 
population on the waged labour market. Dependence was often forced not 
because production of subsistence goods in household agriculture was 
inadequate, but precisely because it was adequate. If households were 
independent of the labour market, the labouring population - once it 
produced what it needed for consumption or for exchange in order to pay 
rent - would choose leisure instead of more production.4 

In a capitalist system the labouring population no longer reproduces 
itself with self-produced goods or with market goods acquired by direct 
exchange of its own products; its reproduction depends on the sale of its 
labour. In this respect, the capitalist system introduced a change in the 
meaning and objectives of the social system: the independent household 
produced for the reproduction of its members, the capitalist economy uses 
the reproduction of the labouring population for the accumulation of 
capital.s Hence capital must be understood not only physically, as tools or 
goods, but as a specific historical relationship between the labouring 
population and its means of reproduction. Since the surplus is the 
difference between production and costs of production - basically costs of 
reproduction of the labouring population - the relationship is a conftictual 
one. 

The establishment of the capitalist labour market as a viable social 
institution was partly favoured by its implied democratic challenge against 
forms of command over labour by direct control over persons, whether 
brutal or patemalistic.6 The direct sale of labour gained social acceptance 
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Social reproduction of labour 

because it led to higher standards of living, at least in some sections of 
the labouring population; but it concealed a loss of autonomy and an 
increased insecurity over the means of reproduction.7 

The waged labour market required control over labour and its 
reproduction, and this was gained through two different and interrelated 
historical processes. One of these, the expropriation of the means of 
subsistence which forced the independent household into the labour 
market, has been well studied in the history of enclosures and primitive 
accumulation. The other is the attempt, mainly on the part of the state, to 
increase control over the process of reproduction of the labouring 
population. This is usually overlooked in the study of the origins of 
capitalism. 

From the sixteenth century on, continuous attention was given by the 
state to the question of population, the human body, sexuality, infancy, 
marriage and the family. The search for 'laws' and regularities governing 
population and human bodies was itself part of a complex network of 
power forces, as Foucault points out: 

As for popUlation controls, one notes the emergence of demography, the evaluation 
of the relationship between resources and inhabitants, the constructing of tables 
analyzing wealth and its circulation ... 

This bio-power was without question an indispensable element in the 
development of capitalism; the latter would not have been possible without the 
controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment 
of the phenomena of population to economic processes. But this was not all it 
required; it also needed the growth of both these factors. their reinforcement as 
well as their availability and docility; . . . If the development of the great 
instruments of the state. as institutions of power. ensured the maintenance of 
production relations. the rudiments of anatomy and bio-politics. created in the 
eighteenth century as techniques of power. present at every level of the social 
body and utilized by very diverse institutions (the family and the army. schools 
and the police, individual medicine and the administration of collective bodies). 
operated in the sphere of economic processes. their development. and the forces 
working to sustain them ... The adjustment of the accumulation of men to that of 
capital. the joining of the growth of human groups to the expansion of productive 
forces and the differential allocation of profit. were made possible in part by the 
exercise of bio-power in its many forms and modes of application. (Foucault, 
1979. pp. 140-1) 

Women play a key role in the process of reproduction and as such 
were a main target for control. A terrific amount of violence was used 
against them all over Europe when thousands of 'witches' were tortured 
and burnt in towns and villages by state officials after religious trials. 
Witches were in fact persecuted for their knowledge of gynaecology 
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Exogeneity of wages 

(childbirth, abortion, contraceptives), for rebellion against husbands 
(poisoning was a widespread practice), for social unrest (in a moment of 
increasing insecurity over the means of subsistence), for refusing marriage, 
for sexual intercourse outside marriage, etc. Fear and misogyny, as well as 
their own interest in controlling women's reproductive work, deterred men 
from intervening in women's support.· 

When labour became waged labour, the work of reproduction became 
unwaged housework. The biological aspects of human reproduction were 
used to hide the historical and social aspects of gender division of labour. 
As time went by the separation involved different places, timings, power 
relationships, and, most of all, social values. The separation between the 
process of production and that of social reproduction of labour implied 
that the division of labour between men and women took new forms and 
shaped new power relationships within the traditional context of women's 
subordination.9 

An exploitative division of labour and oppressive power relationships 
between genders were usually taken as natural by classical economists. 
This is explicable in terms of the cultural and civil context of their works. 
These were based on the assumption of increasing freedom for 
'individuals' (which meant males) and limited freedom for women, whose 
economic, political and juridical dependence on the head of the family 
was taken for granted by the power structure as well as by the great 
majority of its radical opponents (Gobetti, 1983). The issue here, however, 
is not what political economists had to say about the role of women, but 
what they said about the capitalist relationship between accumulation of 
capital and reproduction of the labouring population. 

1.2 The analytical context 

The acceptance of the new institutional system of the waged labour market 
was the basis for the classical political economists' uncritical view of 
profit. Although they were uncritical, however, they were quite lucid in 
their acknowledgement of some of the system's basic characteristics. They 
had to be so in order to grasp its functioning and formulate abstract 
schemes to facilitate understanding of the real processes of production and 
distribution of wealth. They showed this lucidity - and their anxieties - in 
various ways: Smith referred explicitly to class conflicts, and Ricardo used 
Smith's analysis of the economic system as a basis for a theory of value 
which assumed an inverse relationship between profit and wages. 

In the classical framework the wealth of the nation is seen as 
producible, and labour is the basic commodity capable of producing a 
surplus which allows for a continuous process of accumulation. In this 
context of producible commodities, prices are mainly determined by costs 
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of production. In the same way, the price of labour is determined by the 
cost of its reproduction. The analogy is possible only if labour can be 
considered producible and not persistently and generally scarce. 

The classical analytical framework directly reflects some historical 
facts: the fact that labour has itself become a commodity makes 
continuous accumulation possible; the fact that labour is a very peculiar 
commodity, whose production is not directly organized by capitalists, leads 
to the determination of wages separately from other prices; and, finally, 
the fact that labour is producible leads to the notion of wages as costs of 
social reproduction. 

In a market economy prices play two roles: they have to cover the 
costs of production, and they are the impersonal mechanism for 
distribution of income among classes and within classes. The problem of 
the classical theory of value is precisely to explain how this happens and 
to reveal the functioning of the economic system behind the visible 
phenomena of market prices. The distribution between wages and profit 
makes the problem of values and relative prices more difficult than the 
one outlined in the Physiocratic surplus approach, where the distribution of 
surplus between independent labourers and landowners was visualized as 
an explicit institutional transfer of surplus in the form of rent. When 
labour is acknowledged as a commodity, relative prices must reflect first 
of all the relationship between profits and wages. The relevant aspects of 
the new distribution of surplus are more hidden but no less institutional. 

Both Smith and Ricardo made judgements on the persistent or 
accidental nature of problems. The difference between the natural and the 
market price of labour implies different levels of analysis. 1O The social cost 
of reproduction of the labouring population reflects a basic problem 
inherent in the social system, arising from the role of private property as a 
filter mediating access to the means of subsistence. Political economy 
locates old questions in a new perspective: the debate on com prices takes 
the form of a debate on natural wages; social justice is said to be 
guaranteed by the functioning of the labour market (Hont and Ignatieff, 
1983)11; and the right to subsistence gives place to a debate on the right to 
work. 

In order to reach a deeper understanding of the concept of the natural 
price of labour it is important to study its roots, which are based on the 
modes of subsistence. The forms of access to subsistence play a major 
part in the study of human societies. To grasp them one must take account 
of the productive processes and the social norms regulating the distribution 
of resources, as social stratifications imply different degrees of access to 
the means of subsistence. In Greece, for instance, working for the 
necessities of life was seen as the distinguishing feature of slaves (Arendt, 
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1958, p. 61). 
Classical political economists took into account new solutions to the 

problems of subsistence but did not attempt to remove those problems 
from the analytical framework. The modes of subsistence were the crucial 
dynamic key in the four-stage theory of growth endorsed by Smith in the 
Lectures on Jurisprudence and a crucial issue in the Wealth of Nations as 
the moral basis of the social system, as Ront and Ignatieff point out in the 
following passage:12 

If, as Smith too argued in the 'invisible hand' passage of the 'Theory of Moral 
Sentiments', the moral legitimacy in distribution in commercial society lay in the 
fact that those who were left out in the partition of property, i.e. the wage earning 
poor, received adequate subsistence, it remained for him to explain in the 'Wealth 
of Nations' exactly how this was achieved. In a commercial society wage 
labourers were 'independent': that is they did not depend upon their masters to 
provide them with subsistence, and their rate of remuneration was determined by 
supply and demand for labour and by the customs of their trade and only 
ultimately by what was necessary for their bare subsistence. (Ront and Ignatieff, 
1983, p. 13) 

As a matter of fact Ront and Ignatieff miss the difference between 
natural and market wages. This is unfortunate because the difference in 
nature and relative importance between wages as the costs of social 
reproduction and wages as prices set by supply and demand is essential 
for the classical analytical framework. What Ricardo and Smith attempted 
to do, at the level of the natural price of labour, was to evaluate some of 
the persistent forces which acted on wages: historical modes of production 
of wage goods, class power relationships, habits and tastes. 

As we shall see, the analytical solutions proposed by classical 
economists could not cope with the complexities of all these factors. The 
distinctive feature of the classical system, however, is that some essential 
elements of the labour market were placed within the normal and general 
analytical framework as basic aspects of the economic system as a whole. 
These included not only wages and employment, but also living standards, 
social norms, class conflicts, social segmentation, demographic movements, 
the state and the family. They were seen as related to the problems 
inherent in the definition of labour as a commodity, and its peculiar 
process of production: other commodities do not subsist, they exist; they 
do not die, they are either consumed or destroyed; they are not born but 
they are produced. Last but not least, they do not acquire habits and tastes 
and are not politically active. 

Some mercantilist institutions regulating the exchange of labour had to 
be removed (for example, direct control over wages and labour mobility). 
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However, the labour market necessarily maintained its political and 
institutional texture, which was the essence of the analytical notion of the 
natural (normal) price of labour. To disregard this complexity means to 
cut one of the deep roots essential for the understanding of the economic 
system and to remove the modes of subsistence from their central role in 
the structuring of the social system. 

The significance of social reproduction as a foundation block of the 
classical analytical framework is almost completely lost today even in the 
modem reappraisal of the surplus approach. In this respect my work goes 
along different lines from the many speculations on the determinate 
character of the natural price of labour. 13 My aim, in fact, is to recover the 
complexity of the capitalist relationship between the process of 
accumulation of capital and the process of social reproduction of the 
labouring population. The way in which this relationship is analysed has 
important implications not only for the question of the determinacy of 
wages but also for the methodology of economic analysis. 

1.3 Smith, Ricardo and Malthus on wages 

A greater understanding of the essence of their theory of wages can be 
gained by rereading Smith, Ricardo and Malthus with particular attention 
to the notion of labour as a commodity, wages and the costs of social 
reproduction of the labouring population, and the role of the state and the 
family in the labour market. 

In Smith there is already a full awareness that waged labour constitutes 
the general case of the labour-subsistence exchange: 

It seldom happens that the person who tills the ground has wherewithal to 
maintain himself till he reaps the harvest. His maintenance is generally advanced 
to him from the stock of a master, the farmer who employs him, and who would 
have no interest to employ him, unless he was to share in the produce of his 
labour, or unless his stock was to be replaced to him with a profit. 

This profit makes a second deduction from the produce of the labour which is 
employed upon land . . . 

It sometimes happens, indeed, that a single independent workman has stock 
sufficient both to purchase the materials of his work, and to maintain himself till it 
be completed ... Such cases, however, are not very frequent, and in every part of 
Europe, twenty workmen serve under a master for one that is independent; and the 
wages of labour are everywhere understood to be, what they usually are, when the 
labourer is one person, and the owner of the stock which employs him another. 
(A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 83) 
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Labour was considered not only as a commodity, but also as a 
producible commmodity. Smith expresses it like this: 'the demand for 
men, like that for any other commodity, necessarily regulates the 
production of men, quickens it when it goes on too slowly and stops it 
when it advances too fast' (p. 98). Ricardo, on the other hand, says: 
'Labour, like all the other things which are purchased and sold, and which 
can be increased or diminished in quantity, has its natural and its market 
price' (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), p. 91). For Ricardo too, labour is a 
commodity - more precisely, a thing (for Smith it was men) - whose 
quantity is not fixed like that of land, and can in some way be adapted to 
the requirements of production. Men are now called 'labour', and they are 
considered, in the analysis and in the real system, as a specific section of 
the population, so specific that Ricardo and Smith call it a 'race'. Malthus 
insists on the definition of labour as a commodity, which assumes a more 
abstract connotation: 'The wages of labour are the remuneration of the 
labourer for his personal exertions. They may be divided like the prices of 
commodities, into real and nominal' (Malthus, 1820, p. 240). 

Some analytical insights in the Wealth of Nations are particularly 
important with regard to the problems of the labour market. First of all, 
Smith opens chapter 8, 'Of the Wages of Labour', by introducing the 
capitalist separation between production and distribution, i.e. between the 
produce and the recompense of labour. 14 This reflects a separation between 
production of commodities and reproduction of the labouring population 
and corresponds to the historical process of expropriation of the means of 
subsistence from the labouring population. It also reflects the class 
structure of society which leads to the distribution of the product between 
wages, profits and rent and to a separate organization of production and 
reproduction with new forms of division of labour. 

Smith noticed a fundamental effect of the separation between 
production and reproduction, i.e. the reduction of costs of reproduction 
inherent in the new social framework. In fact, the separation introduces a 
radical change into the organization of the process of reproduction of 
labour. He compares the waged labour market with the case of slavery, 
which involves a different form of social reproduction: 

The wear and tear of a slave, it has been said, is at the expense of his master; but 
that of a free servant is at his own expense. The wear and tear of the latter, 
however, is, in reality, as much at the expense of his master as that of the 
former ... But though the wear and tear of a free servant be equally at the 
expense of his master, it generally costs him much less than that of a slave. The 
fund destined for replacing or repairing, if I may say so, the wear and tear of the 
slave, is commonly managed by a negligent master or careless overseer. That 
destined for performing the same office with regard to the free man, is managed 
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by the free man himself. The disorders which generally prevail in the economy of 
the rich. naturally introduce themselves into the management of the former: the 
strict frugality and the parsimonious attention of the poor naturally establish 
themselves in that of the latter. Under such different management, the same 
purpose must require very different degrees of expense to execute it ... I believe 
that the work done by freemen comes cheaper in the end than that performed by 
slaves. It is found to do so even at Boston. New York, and Philadelphia, where the 
wages of common labour are so very high. (A. Smith. 1976 (1776). pp. 183-4) 

In this very revealing and usually overlooked passage, Smith 
acknowledges that free (dependent) labour implies a separation between 
the organization of production and that of reproduction, and notes that this 
separation leads to a reduction in the costs of reproduction. The reduction 
of costs is here not attributed to an absolute impoverishment in standards 
of living, nor to an increase in the productivity of labour in the production 
of wage goods - which Smith discusses elsewhere - but it is clearly 
explained in terms of savings in the organization of the process of 
reproduction. This is one of the main threads of my argument. 

On the basis of distribution, Smith develops the idea of an inherent 
class conflict in the social system. and this, as he clearly points out, is 
potentially so radical as to involve the very foundations of the state: 

Avarice and ambition in the rich. in the poor the hatred of labour and the love of 
the present ease and enjoyment, are the passions much more steady in their 
operations . . . The affluence of the rich excites the indignation of the poor. who 
are often both driven by want, and prompted by envy, to invade his 
possession . . . The acquisition of valuable and expensive property therefore. 
necessarily requires the establishment of civil government. (pp. 709-10) 

The main features of Smith's vision of the capitalist labour market can 
be schematically summarized as follows: (a) a full establishment of the 
exchange of labour for wages; (b) a separation between the organization of 
production and that of reproduction; (c) insecurity as the basis of 
command over work; (d) economic growth owing to the increase of 
productivity made possible by the division of labour; (e) a general increase 
of standards of living for all. in spite of widespread social inequality. 

Ricardo explicitly stresses his dependence on Smith's analysis of the 
labour market. Although the problems related to the specificity of labour 
with regard to the process of social reproduction are given less descriptive 
attention, he is more stringent and consistent in dealing with distribution 
and relative prices, as he is pessimistic about long-term perspectives for 
capitalist growth. 
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The data on which Ricardo based his analysis of value and distribution 
can be summed up as: real wages, output, techniques (hence employment), 
and the conditions of social reproduction of the labouring population. 
From these data, which result from different historical processes, the 
surplus is determined as the difference between production and 
reproduction. Once the surplus is determined, the unknown elements of the 
system are the rate of profit and the system of relative prices (Sraffa, 
1960; Eatwell, 1977; Garegnani, 1984). 

In Smith and Ricardo the distribution of the social product to the 
various classes is explained by means of different analytical concepts. 
Wages, like all commodity prices, are first of all a cost of production; as 
necessary consumption they do not, by definition, figure in the net 
product. Profit, on the other hand, represents the net product that belongs 
to the owners of the means of production by virtue of their power 
relationship with the producers (the workers). Neither profit nor wages are 
explained on the basis of a specific contribution to production. Profit 
derives from the ownership of the means of production, and ownership is 
not a productive factor but a particular institutional relationship. The 
wages that go to the workers are based not on their productive capacity 
but on the cost of reproducing them as workers, and of reproducing the 
labouring population dependent on their wages. 

In their definition of wages Smith and Ricardo follow the indications 
already given by Petty and Turgot of a subsistence wage seen as the 
necessary cost for the reproduction of the labouring population. According 
to Smith: 

A man must always live by his work, and his wages must at least be sufficient to 
maintain him. They must even upon most occasions be somewhat more; otherwise 
it would be impossible for him to bring up a family, and the race of such 
workmen could not last beyond the first generation. (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 85) 

While Ricardo says: 

The power of the labourer to support himself, and the family which may be 
necessary to keep up the number of labourers, does not depend on the quantity of 
money which he may receive for wages, but on the quantity of food, necessaries 
and conveniences become essential to him from habit, which that money will 
purchase. (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), p. 93) 

The share of output distributed to the labouring population as a whole 
cannot exceed the limits consistent with capitalist accumulation. The lower 
limit of that share is defined by the need to reproduce the labouring 
population, and the upper limit is defined by the needs of accumulation. In 
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this double constraint lies the problem of the classical political economists 
and their view of the functioning of the labour market. The relationship is 
made more complicated by the fact that the natural drive towards a 
continuous refinement in standards of living is considered a dynamic 
element of economic growth. Historical standards of living of the 
labouring population are thus an exogenous dynamic force which has to be 
contained within the dynamics of the accumulation of capital.l~ 

In the Lectures on Jurisprudence Smith - in a context of natural 
history16 - refers to 'delicacy of mind' as one of the basic forces leading 
to the social division of labour: 

As the delicacy of a man's body requires much greater provision than that of any 
other animal, the same or rather much greater delicacy of his mind requires a still 
greater provision, to which all the different arts (are) subservient. 

Man is the only animal who is possessed of such a nicety that the very colour 
of an object hurts him. Among different objects a different division of arrangement 
of them pleases. The taste of beauty ... is the cause of all this nicety. (A. Smith, 
1978a (1767), p. 488)17 

Ricardo uses the argument of insatiable needs to maintain that the 
economic system does not face problems of insufficiency of effective 
demand: 

I consider the wants and tastes of mankind unlimited. We all wish to add to our 
enjoyments or to our power. Consumption adds to our enjoyments, accumulation to 
our power, and they equally promote demand. (Ricardo, 1952 (1816-18), vol. VII, 
p. 135) 

Malthus includes luxuries in his definition of real wages: 'The real 
wages of labour consist of their value, estimated in the necessaries, 
conveniences, and luxuries of life' (Malthus, 1820, p. 240). Note that in a 
Ricardian context, if 'luxuries' become part of the necessary cost of 
guaranteeing the supply of labour, they must be considered 'necessary 
consumption' for the productive system: if bread is consumed by non­
productive classes, that bread is not to be regarded necessary consumption, 
whereas flowers, if they become part of the general habits of the labouring 
population, should be considered as productive consumption. 

The analytical concept of the natural price of labour, taken as the 
normal historical cost of social reproduction, serves to locate directly in 
the economic analysis some of the problems inherent in the peculiarity of 
the social and historical processes that structure the labour market. This 
concept is often confined to the limited meaning of a subsistence theory of 
wages, and is often confused with a downward rigidity of otherwise 
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flexible wages. As such, it is considered applicable only to the specific 
case of low-waged sections of the population (S. Hollander, 1979, 1984) 
or to poor countries (Lewis, 1954).18 Thus, the subsistence theory of wages 
is treated not as a general theory of the determination of wages - as 
exogenous historical costs of social reproduction of labour - but only as a 
theory of low wages. This is why Ricardo's theory of wages as costs of 
reproduction was confused with the 'iron law of wages', i.e. with a theory 
of constant minimum wages. This confusion between exogenous and 
constant was partly justified by Ricardo's endorsement of a specific theory 
of reproduction, that of Malthus, and by the assumption of the scarcity of 
land as systematically affecting the cost of production of wage goods. The 
idea of subsistence as mere rigidity conflicts with the notion of wages as 
costs of social reproduction, as we shall see in the next chapter. 

Smith and Ricardo considered it methodologically essential to 
distinguish between systematic and accidental events. In natural prices, as 
opposed to market prices, they regarded the consideration of systematic 
and persistent social behaviour as the only valid analytical basis for 
defining the state of the system: 

In making labour the foundation of the value of commodities, and the comparative 
quantity of labour which is necessary to their production, the rule which 
determines the respective quantities of goods which shall be given in exchange for 
each other, we must not be supposed to deny the accidental and temporary 
deviations of the actual or market price of commodities from this, their primary 
and natural price . . . 

In speaking then of the exchangeable value of commodities, or the power of 
purchasing possessed by anyone commodity, I mean always the power which it 
would possess, if not disturbed by any temporal or accidental cause, and which is 
its natural price. (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), pp. 88,97) 

The system of natural prices reflects the influence of the dominant and 
persistent forces acting on production, reproduction and distribution. 
Market prices, defined by their deviation from natural prices, reflect the 
flexibility of the economic system when it is affected by accidental and 
temporary scarcities superimposed on the system's structure of producible 
commodities, labour included. The course of market prices cannot be 
understood without first isolating the persistent centres of gravitation 
defined by the natural prices which reflect the basic productive forces of 
the system. Thus, for Ricardo, the natural price constitutes a fundamental 
point of reference for defining the state of the system in terms of its 
dominant characteristics, as revealed when the allocation of capital 
guarantees a uniform rate of profit. The difference is not one of time; it is 
rather in the quality of the forces acting behind natural prices and behind 
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market prices (Garegnani, 1976; Eatwell, 1977).19 
Schumpeter acknowledges Ricardo's distinction !>etween market price 

and natural price, although he dismisses it as 'superficial and equivocal' 
and in any case a theoretical relic of the past. 

Cantillon paid much attention to the problem of market price as distinguished from 
nonnal price - exactly as did A. Smith later on. One feature of his treatment is 
worth noting because it persisted practically to J. S. Mill. Like all 'classics' of the 
nineteenth century, Ricardo especially, Cantillon never asked the question how 
market price is related to nonnal price and precisely how the latter emerges - if 
indeed it does emerge - from the supply-and-demand mechanism that produces the 
fonner. Taking this relation for granted, he was led to treat market price as a 
separate phenomenon and to restrict the supply-and-demand explanation to it. 

Thus emerged the superficial and, as the later development of the theory of 
value was to show, misleading formula - normal price is determined by cost, 
market price is detennined by supply and demand. (Schumpeter, 1954, p. 220) 

In the case of labour, the distinction between natural and market price 
plays a key role because labour is a basic commodity (i.e. necessary input 
for all other commodities), because the forces acting in the process of 
reproduction of the labouring population profoundly affect the social 
system, and because the labouring population is an active political subject. 
If the notion of natural price is applied to the commodity labour, the 
natural price of labour must mean the price towards which wages tend 
through the action of persistent and systematic forces in the labour market. 
The natural price is not constant, but changes from time to time and from 
place to place, thereby causing a shift in the centre towards which market 
wages gravitate. 

The fact that natural prices, including wages, are not determined by the 
interplay of supply and demand as systematic price-quantity relationships 
does not mean that the production of commodities and labour can be 
separated from the functioning of the market. Nor is there a separation 
between non-market and market operations. The process of reproduction of 
the economic system has to be seen as a whole, and the existence of the 
labour market, as the general form of the labour-subsistence exchange, 
determines the essential character of the whole process of social 
reproduction. 

The problem, in fact, is not to separate the process of production from 
that of exchange but to see how physical and social processes of 
production and reproduction systematically structure the relationships of 
exchange. The market is in fact an institution, or rather a complex of 
institutions, which enables agents to receive signals regarding the 
exchange and circulation of commodities at various levels. The phenomena 
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signalled are diverse and so are the institutional behaviours that respond to 
the signals. A confusion about the analytical categories of prices reflects a 
deeply confused view of the functioning of the market. Instead of being 
seen within a multidimensional social structure based on processes and 
institutions, the latter is reduced to an allocative mechanism whereby 
quantities and prices respond systematically to each other. This levels and 
obscures the crucial problems of the economic system. In the case of the 
labour market this disregard of important social realities has a particularly 
mystifying effect, because it conceals the way exchange actually functions 
in a capitalist system where labour is a fundamental commodity. 

The cost of social reproduction of labour, while highly important from 
the analytical point of view, is difficult to define and to measure precisely. 
But the problem, at least here, is not so much to define a specific wage 
bundle to be used as the physical index of that cost, as to analyse some of 
the basic forces which determine its level and composition, and to see 
how those forces are reflected in the analytical framework. The material 
standards of living expressed in the natural price of labour, at a given 
time, are determined by the consolidated habits and tastes of the labouring 
population. In this sense, the natural wage can be understood as the wage 
level which is conventionally accepted in the labour market as the basis 
for bargaining. Ricardo takes this wage bundle as constant for a given 
period of production, but in the course of time it can change in level and 
composition. 

The cost of social reproduction can be specified as minimum, average, 
or otherwise. The definition of wages as costs of social reproduction does 
not imply any tendency of the natural price of labour towards either 
biological subsistence, a minimum wage or increasing standards of living. 
Lack of precision in defining the historical trends of the costs of 
reproduction, or different views as to their dynamics, do not in themselves 
indicate confusion in the use of the natural and the market price of labour. 
The lack of insight into the process of social reproduction of labour does 
not in itself preclude clarity about the role of the process of social 
reproduction of labour - and of its inherent conflicts - in the 
determination of wages and of relative prices. The issue under 
consideration here is not the classical (or any other) theory of 
reproduction, but the role of the historical process of reproduction in the 
classical analysis of the labour market and of the social system.20 

The problem of indicating (at least in analytical terms) a given wage 
bundle reflected in the natural price of labour is greatly complicated by 
the fact that in classical political economy that wage bundle depends - in 
different ways - on power relationships between opposed political 
subjects. Smith, for instance, says: 
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What are the common wages of labour depends everywhere upon the contract 
usually made between those two parties, whose interests are by no means the 
same. The worlcmen desire to get as much, the masters to give as little as possible. 
The former are disposed to combine in order to raise, the latter in order to lower 
the wages of labour. (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 83) 

Ricardo expresses this potential conflict in tenns which are 
sociologically less rich but analytically more cogent. Malthus in a certain 
sense assumes that the market can resolve the conflict, or at least regulate 
it through automatic mechanisms of exchange, reducing it to the play of 
supply and demand. This is perhaps why he feels free to introduce a 
definition of the supply of labour, which is given in tenns of consent: 

And if the resources of the country were to remain fixed, the comforts of the 
lower classes of society would depend upon their habits, or on the amount of those 
necessaries and conveniences without which they would not consent to keep up 
their numbers. (Malthus, 1820, p. 243) 

So the natural wage reflects not only factors such as persistent habits of 
the labouring population and their material standards of living, but also the 
'nonnal' historical and institutional fonns of conflict between classes. 
Each period is characterized not only by a level of output and wages, but 
also by a complex set of social nonns and 'rules of the game' in the class 
conflict. These are inherited from past organizational levels, and they fonn 
the basis of new modes of conflictual behaviour. The natural price is 
influenced both by the wage bundle considered 'nonnal' and by the 
organizations and political means through which that bundle has been 
obtained. In the analysis of the classical economists this aspect emerges, 
for example, in references to laws against workers' combinations, which 
belong to a particular epoch and cannot be considered pennanent. 

The inclusion of power relationships in the determination of wages and 
prices makes it impossible to see the economic system as a natural 
organism, or as a machine which incorporates enough automatic 
mechanisms to guarantee its continuous reproduction and growth (Meek, 
1977). The power relationship between workers and capitalists turns 
precisely on the material standards of living of the labouring population. 
In the conflict with their employers, the workers' objective is not a mere 
trial of relative strength, but the maintenance and improvement of the 
standards of living that represent the 'passions and the interests' of the 
labouring population. This vital aspect of bargaining, closely linked with 
the material process of reproduction of labour, appears in the classical 
economists' definition of real wages as the real command of the workers 
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over a specific wage bundle composed of 'the quantity of food, 
necessaries and conveniences become essential to him from habit' 
(Ricardo, 1951a (1817), p. 93). 

Ricardo and Malthus differ considerably over the influence of demand 
on prices. For Ricardo natural prices are determined by the conditions of 
production of commodities, and this holds for labour too. 

The natural price of labour is that price which is necessary to enable the labourers, 
one with another, to subsist and to perpetuate their race, without either increase or 
diminution . . . 

The market price for labour is the price, which is really paid for it, from the 
natural operation of the proportion of supply to the demand; labour is dear when it 
is scarce, and cheap when it is plentiful. However much the market price of labour 
may deviate from its natural price, it has, like commodities, a tendency to conform 
to it. (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), pp. 93, 99) 

As already noted, for Ricardo the variation in the relationship between 
supply and demand is caused by accidental and unsystematic events. The 
market price of labour is superimposed on the natural price of labour as 
an index of scarcity, without, however, changing the basic structure of the 
analytical system. Ricardo does not assume, even over time, a direct 
systematic relationship between the natural price of labour and the demand 
for labour: 

Thus, then, with every improvement of society, with every increase in its capital, 
the market wages of labour will rise; but the permanence of their rise will depend 
on the question, whether the natural price of labour has also risen; and this again 
will depend on the rise in the natural price of those necessaries on which the 
wages of labour are expended. 

It is not to be understood that the natural price of labour, even estimated in 
food and necessaries, is absolutely fixed and constant. It varies at different times in 
the same country, and very materially differs in different countries. 

It essentially depends on the habits and customs of the people. (Ricardo, 1951a 
(1817), pp. 96-7) 

For Ricardo, the difference between natural and market prices is 
precisely in the forces that lie behind them: in the first case the forces of 
production, in the second temporary or partial perturbations of the market 
caused by imbalances between the quantity supplied and the quantity 
demanded.21 Still, to sustain the concept of the wage as the natural price 
of labour a mechanism is required through which the quantity of labour, 
as Smith said, can be 'quickened when it goes too slowly and stopped 
when it advances too fast' (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 98).22 
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1.4 The supply of labour 

Until the first half of the eighteenth century, social theorists for the most 
part considered the increase of population not only as a symptom but also 
as a cause of the increase of wealth; some of them considered the 
population itself as an asset.23 In the second part of the eighteenth century 
this attitude was progressively modified; Godwin was to remain the last 
paladin of populationist optimism. In his isolation he made an easy target 
for Malthus, whose task it was to bury the expectations of well-being and 
increasing wealth for all which were widespread throughout Europe in the 
last decades of the eighteenth century (Meek, 1953, pp. 11-12; 
Himmelfarb, 1984, pp. 100(32). 

In his work, An Essay on the Principle of Population, Malthus 
attempted to formulate a universal law demonstrating the powerlessness of 
any action on the part of the working classes, or reformist governments, to 
put an end to poverty. According to his theory, population tends to 
increase at a faster rate than productive resources. The effects of any 
demographic behaviour which might conflict with the requirements of 
accumulation must inevitably fall back on the workers in terms of poverty. 
This will be either 'voluntary' because it is due to foolishness, or 
'ineluctable' because it can be attributed to nature.24 

Ricardo adopts Malthus's theory of population, which assumes a natural 
mechanism to control the quantity and the living standards of the 
labouring population. A precise analytical problem drove him to accept 
Malthus's law. In Ricardo's scheme, where profit is defined as a residuum, 
the potential conflict between wages and profit is explicit. Thus the 
dynamics of wages must be circumscribed - at least at the analytical level 
- to avoid the hypothetical possibility that workers' consumption might 
absorb the whole product of labour and leave no margin for the 
reproduction of the capitalist system. Malthus's demographic mechanism 
allowed Ricardo to assume a non-explosive market price for labour, which 
oscillates around the natural price. Wages are prevented from dropping to 
levels too low for the reproduction of labour, or from reaching and 
maintaining levels too high for the system's needs for capital 
accumulation. The adjustments work at the level of market prices, being 
activated by relative changes in supply and demand. 

In the Ricardian context a change in the quantity of the population 
could affect the natural price of labour via the basic forces working 
behind the whole process of social reproduction - for instance, a change 
in the market price of labour might eventually affect the general standards 
of living, health, and sexual behaviour of the labouring population. But the 
way in which accidents and temporary or partial movements of market 
prices produce persistent and general effects must be traced historically. It 
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must include the complex network of reactions in the whole system of 
reproduction. This is why Smith mentions peculiar adjustment mechanisms 
which involve starvation, begging, criminal offences, etc. (A. Smith, 1976 
(1776), pp. 90-1). 

The issues involved in the distinction between natural and market prices 
on the basis of scarcity are troublesome because of the fact that the 
scarcity of fertile land is a persistent element of Ricardo's framework, and 
its effects are generalized because of the increasing costs of production of 
wage goods. But here too it is not the supply and demand for labour that 
affect the natural price of labour, but the conditions of its reproduction via 
the cost of production of wage goods. 

In reality the direct correspondence between wages and population size, 
which is necessary to the Malthusian demographic mechanism, becomes 
highly disputable when the habits and tastes of the labouring population 
affect not simply their physical state but their readiness to accept the 
conditions of waged labour. The struggle for reproduction when standards 
of living are very low appears largely as a struggle against nature, on 
which the hardest attacks are blamed. Illnesses, climate, shortages and 
fertility seem to be exclusively natural factors, and so the weakness of the 
labouring population also appears to be natural. But when the standards of 
living of the population rise, the social aspects linked to the system of 
production become more evident and can be more easily confronted 
through the labourers' political organization.2S 

In Ricardo's analysis the labour supply is defined as an aggregate 
supply, determined by collective forms of behaviour which are strongly 
interdependent. The aggregation is based on the behaviour of the whole 
labouring population; it has a precise material basis in the normal wage 
bundle, and a strong social texture in conventional habits and tastes. 
Working hours and levels of job satisfact,ion are, in fact socially 
determined. The aggregate behaviour which defines the supply is a class 
behaviour, in the sense that it varies according to the role labourers play 
in production, in the conflict between the workers and the owners of the 
means of production, and in distribution. It is also a gender behaviour as it 
reflects the historical sexual division of labour. Thus in classical political 
economy there is no labour-supply function expressing a continuous 
relationship between wages and the quantity of labour supplied.26 

In given circumstances the normal supply is defined by a single 
quantity which is determined by the material and political forces acting in 
the social reproduction of labour, including normal standards of living, 
hours, inclination to work, family structures and power relationships. Each 
state of the system is defined by a natural price of labour associated with 
a given supply.v 
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1.5 The family and the state 

The social forces operating in the process of social reproduction affect not 
only wages, but also other sources of subsistence which are granted to the 
labouring population in addition to or instead of wages. Within the 
Ricardian context, profit is the residual of all the forms of consumption of 
the labouring classes, but whereas wages are transformed into capital, i.e. 
used in the production process to obtain a surplus, other forms of 
subsistence may be simply transfers of net product. 

The classical economists paid particular attention to one of the 
institutional aspects which characterized the British labour market. This 
was the Poor Law, on the basis of which a minimum level of subsistence 
could be granted to the residents of the parish. The direct effects of this 
institution on the functioning of the labour market could not be ignored 
(Coats, 1972; Himmelfarb, 1984; Picchio, 1986a). 

The polemics of classical economists against the Poor Law had a 
precise objective: to remove wages and working conditions from the direct 
influence of the state, which at the time was represented mainly by 
magistrates who had the power to fix minimum wages, to determine the 
financing and the functioning of workhouses, and to regulate the mobility 
of labour. The full development of capitalism required the free exchange 
of labour on the market, which meant first of all the removal of all 
institutional restraints from labour and its mobility. As Ricardo puts it, 
'Like all other contracts, wages should be left to the fair and free 
competition of the market, and should never be controlled by the 
interference of the legislative' (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), p. 15). 

But while on the one hand the classical economists upheld the 
liberalization of the exchange of labour, on the other they were not at all 
hostile to state intervention in the sectors of education and health. They 
recognized the regulation of the family, the government of urban 
settlements, and the control of criminality and deviation, as the primary 
task of the state.2lI Smith makes explicit reference to state intervention in 
labour disputes, and he was also explicit in recognizing where the state 
stood: in support of the employers (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), pp. 83-5). But 
the classical economists did not confuse legislation with social norms. 

In the Ricardian system of natural prices, as already noted, both wages 
and employment are taken as given, and there is no assumption of 
structural full employment. In Ricardo's analytical framework the problem 
of coping with unemployment does not have a general solution at the level 
of the adjustment of prices and quantities. In his discussion of machinery, 
in the third edition of the Principles, Ricardo recognized the fact that an 
increase of capital does not automatically lead to an increase in the 
demand for labour. But this did not make him change his view of the 
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economic system, which already assumed a non-clearing labour market 
His basic distinction between the natural and the market price of labour, 
necessary for his theory of distribution, was in fact not affected by an 
historical displacement of labour by fixed capital - a process that can 
occur in various ways which have to be traced historically.29 In the 
Ricardian context the problem is not to justify the possibility of 
unemployment due to a replacement of labour by machines, but rather to 
include specific cases of technological substitution in a general framework 
which generally does not assume full employment. Unemployment has to 
be traced mainly in the historical relationship between the process of 
accumulation of capital and the process of social reproduction - processes 
that involve different objectives and forces, and are managed separately. 

Ricardo did express some concern about the effectiveness of the 
mechanism of population adjustment, and he made explicit if feeble 
references to some supportive institutional mechanisms, to be introduced 
when the labour market did not serve satisfactorily to adjust population 
size and quality to the needs of accumulation. The problem was to free 
the exchange of labour and at the same time to guarantee its social 
reproduction in the right quantitative and qualitative terms. The problem 
had no automatic or general solution.30 In this context Ricardo refers 
explicitly to the state: 

It is a truth which admits not a doubt, that the comforts and well-being of the poor 
cannot be permanently secured without some regard on their part, or some effort 
on the part of the legislature, to regulate the increase of their numbers, and to 
render less frequent among them early and improvident marriages. (Ricardo, 1951a 
(1817), pp. 106-7) 

Malthus, too, refers to legislation as one of the state's tools for 
controlling the size of the population: 

Even the practical legislators who encouraged marriage seemed to think that the 
supplies of children might sometimes follow too rapidly for the means of 
supporting them; and it appears to have been with a view to provide against this 
difficulty . . . that they frequently sanctioned the inhuman practice of infanticide. 
(M al thus, 1820, p. 254) 

Equally notable are some of Ricardo's comments on the role of the 
international labour market in regulating the size of the labour force: 

In new settlements ... it is probable that capital has a tendency to increase faster 
than mankind; and if a deficiency of labour were not supplied by more populous 
countries, this tendency would very much raise the price of labour. (Ricardo, 
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1951a (1817), p. 97) 

An international labour market also means different standards of living: 

An English labourer would consider his wages under their natural rate, and too 
scanty to support a family, if they enable him to purchase no other food than 
potatoes, and to live in no better habitation than a mud cabin; yet these moderate 
demands of nature are often deemed sufficient where 'man's life is cheap' and his 
wants easily satisfied. (p. 98) 

If the reproduction of labour is taken as part of the economic system, 
then the analysis must include the state as active participant in the labour 
market at the level of the basic structure of the social system (Picchio Del 
Mercato, 1981b). Even the classical political economists had to recognize 
it, although in their anti-mercantilist mood they were not too keen on state 
intervention. Political economists were not naive in dealing with the state 
- they were only trying, in different ways, to distinguish the different 
levels of its action.31 

The family is the other basic institution to which classical political 
economists refer in connection with wages. Wages are understood as 
family wages (i.e. adequate to reproduce a family of normal size and 
standards of living), and also as capital. As we have seen, capital is in fact 
defined as 'food, clothing, tools, raw materials, machinery' (Ricardo, 
1951a (1817), p. 95). Hence Ricardo clearly acknowledges the fact that 
the reproduction of the family is part of the reproduction of capital, 
although he takes into consideration only the production of commodities 
necessary for the family wage and dismisses the housework necessary to 
transform them. 

Malthus offers interesting examples of the role of the family as an 
institutional source of flexibility for the labour market: 

When the population of a country increases faster than usual, the labouring classes 
must have the command of a greater quantity of food than they had before 
possessed, or at least applied to the maintenance of their families. This may be 
obtained in various ways - by higher real wages. by saving in conveniences, by 
adopting a cheaper kind of food, by more task-work and the more general 
employment of the women and children, or by parish allowances. (Malthus. 1820, 
pp.59-60) 

If the price of labour is analysed according to the classical method, 
using the analysis followed for other commodities and in the meanwhile 
acknowledging the specificity of its reproduction, the picture of the 
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economic system is broadened and deepened. This enables it to encompass 
even those phenomena, linked with the reproduction of labour, which are 
often relegated to a vague accessory, natural or precapitalist sphere outside 
the process of capitalist production, or to the level of cultural, 
psychological and institutional rigidities of the market. 

Ricardo used the Malthusian law as the basic adjustment mechanism for 
the labour market, though he already showed some doubts about its 
functioning. While this mechanism is no longer acceptable because of its 
simplistic naturalism and deterministic economic ism, the classical approach 
retains its potential usefulness as a starting point from which to construct 
an overall picture of the structure of the labour market with its intrinsic 
institutional characteristics. 

The problem of classical political economy - and of the capitalist 
system - is the fact that the labouring population, despite the weakness 
inherent in its dependence for subsistence on waged work, manages to 
maintain, through resistance and attack, a certain control over the modes 
of its reproduction. This is why waged labourers are different from slaves. 
The fact that workers were in part able to negotiate the terms of exchange 
of labour for wages was fully recognized by Smith and Ricardo, as we 
have seen in the preceding sections. It has also been shown that the 
problem in defining the wage bundle is not only to formulate an accurate 
list of wage goods; it is also the political problem of determining the 
expectations and the relative strength of the labouring population, on 
which the definition of normal or 'natural' price is really based.32 

Hence the natural price of labour is the conventional and historical 
value of labour, expressed in physical terms; as such, it is taken as given 
for the period under observation. Thus it produces a static image of a 
process of social reproduction characterized by a continuous conflict on 
the basis of which, as Smith says, 'the workers desire to get as much, the 
master to give as little as possible' (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 83). The 
natural price of labour is, therefore, the outcome of a complex series of 
social and political forces, embodied in a variety of institutions and 
expressed through a variety of social norms. The interactions of 
institutions, in particular, constitute the adjustment mechanism necessary to 
maintain wages within the bounds necessary for a viable relationship 
between social reproduction and accumulation. The problems of defining 
the 'natural price' are hence both analytical and political. Political and 
institutional aspects need not be added to economic theory because they 
are already part of its core. 
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The displacement effect 
of the wages fund theory 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I shall try to follow the various ways in which some 
Ricardians managed to fonnulate a radically different theory of wages - a 
theory based on supply and demand, and thus inconsistent with the 
Ricardian assumption of an exogenous wage. The authors to be considered 
are James Mill, Robert Torrens and J. R. McCulloch. An attempt will be 
made to trace the various modifications introduced by each of them at 
different stages with regard to definitions, adjustment mechanisms, 
methods and policy perspectives. The end result of their efforts was the 
establishment of the wages fund theory, which constituted a step towards a 
radical change in the theory of value and distribution. 

There are subtle differences among the various authors, and the 
resulting confusion has blurred the demarcation line between the natural 
and the market price of labour. The first and most significant thread to 
disentangle is that of the Malthusian theory of population, on which both 
Ricardo and his successors rely heavily. 

It is important to trace the way in which Smith's vague and general 
proposition, stating that the population eventually finds a check in the 
scarcity of natural resources, is transfonned into the 'iron law of wages' 
which functions as the adjustment mechanism of the capitalist labour 
market! Ricardo is partly responsible for this degeneration, because of his 
use of the Malthusian theory of population, but he is not to blame for the 
analytical muddle created by his successors when they introduced, as a 
general case, a flexible demand-detennined wage. 

Smith's remark was transfonned by Malthus into a general law, 
complete with rates of increase of population and production.2 The 
relationship between these rates - geometrical and arithmetical respectively 
- not only supported the general idea of inherent scarcity; it also offered 
an oscillatory mechanism to be used as the equilibrating process in supply­
and-demand theories of prices. I shall come back later to the 
methodological implications of the Malthusian theory; it is important now 
to note that Ricardo's relationship between necessary consumption and 
production is quite different from the Malthusian population-production 
relationship. As a matter of fact, the distorting and misleading effect of 
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the wages fund theory is based on the confusion between the two. The 
first step, therefore, is to clarify the differences between Malthus and 
Ricardo, and then the differences between Ricardo and the wages fund. 

2.2 Malthus versus Ricardo 

Ricardo used MaIthus's (West's and Torrens's) theory of rent to develop 
his theory of distribution, in which class conflicts (i.e. the existing 
profit-rent conflict and the potential wage-profit conflict) find an analytical 
expression. In this case he used a Malthusian tool without being trapped in 
Malthus's theory of prices. The same thing happens in Ricardo's use of 
the theory of population. The concept of supply and demand as indicators 
of scarcities is limited, within the Ricardian framework, to the action of 
accidental, and generally not persistent, forces. As we have seen, in order 
for scarcity to be considered as non-systematic, labour has to be 
considered as a producible commodity. The Malthusian theory of 
population provided Ricardo with a convenient theory of reproduction 
which was not only fashionable and well established in his time, but 
allowed him to consider changes in market wages as self-correcting. The 
wide difference in growth rates of production and population guarantees 
convenient oscillations in the market price of labour. In fact, given the 
specificity of the labour commodity which can communicate consumption 
patterns and sediment them in persistent habits and tastes, a scarcity of 
labouring population could generally and persistently affect the natural 
price of labour. Thanks to the symmetric Malthusian mechanism, persistent 
and cumulative effects are generally not expected and the exogenous 
determination of the natural price of labour is analytically safe. Standards 
of living of the labouring population are given in time and space, by 
habits, social contract, and historical power relationships. They do not 
change with changes in levels of production; that is to say they do not 
automatically change when demand changes. 

The fact that Ricardo does not consider the process of social 
reproduction of labour to be automatically affected by changes in the level 
of production, or by the process of allocation, does not imply a lessening 
of his interest in this process; on the contrary it offers the possibility for a 
more direct and powerful focus. Ricardo gave much attention to the costs 
of reproduction of the labour force in relation to the cost of production of 
wage goods. Actually he identifies the cost of reproduction of labour with 
the cost of production of these commodities. This means that all the work 
necessary to transform wage goods into a physical and psychological 
disposition to work is dismissed. One possible explanation of this can be 
found within the framework of his clear distinction between the production 
of value and the production of riches (Ricardo, 1951a (1817), chapter 20). 
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Once the process of reproduction of labour is taken as natural or as 
external to an exchange in the market, the work of reproduction can be 
excluded from the analysis of value.3 

The problem here is not to speculate on Ricardo's idea of the process 
of reproduction of labour, but to see where he located it in his analysis 
and how it was displaced by his followers. The difference between the 
natural price of labour and the supply-and-demand price of labour is 
important in analytical terms and can be crucial in policy terms. In fact 
one may consider poverty deriving from low wages and unemployment as 
originating from the structural conditions of capitalist accumulation and 
from its distribution; alternatively, one may consider an excess in the 
quantity of population as the sole cause of poverty. Ricardo, who 
struggled to maintain a clear distinction in his analytical framework, 
supported policies which would increase the productive powers of capital, 
and did not consider a downward flexibility of wages as an adjustment 
mechanism. The supply-and-demand theorists, on the contrary, supported 
policies of 'checks', and considered low wages and starvation to be caused 
by the sin of overpopulation. In real terms the policies supported were the 
same even if argued along different lines: that is, the abolition of the Poor 
Laws or at least a drastic, although gradual, reduction in their application. 

Ricardo did use Malthus's theory as an adjustment mechanism for the 
supply of labour, but he maintained a different analytical core. His 
followers were on the whole unable to grasp the significance of the 
difference between the natural and the market price of labour, and as a 
result they introduced fundamental changes into the Ricardian analytical 
framework. 

Marx captures the differences and also vividly characterizes the persons 
responsible for the analytical deterioration.4 

In the course of this investigation. we learned that capital is not a fixed 
magnitude ... We saw further that, even when the magnitude of the capital at 
work is taken as fixed, the labour power, the science and the land ... embodied in 
it constitute elastic potentialities of capital giving it, within certain limits. a field of 
action independent of its own magnitude ... The classical economists have always 
been fond of considering social capital as a fixed magnitude possessing a fixed 
degree of efficiency. But this prejudice does not harden into a dogma until we 
come to the archphilistine. Jeremy Bentham. the insipid, pedantic. leathertongued 
oracle of the commonplace bourgeois intelligence of the nineteenth century . . . 
Not only by Bentham himself, but also by Malthus, James Mill, McCulloch and 
others the dogma was used for apologetic purposes, especially in order to 
represent one portion of capital, namely variable capital or capital convertible into 
labour power, as a fixed magnitude, this meaning the mass of the means of 
subsistence . . . or the so-called wages fund, was mythically described as if it 
constituted a special part of social wealth cut off from the rest by insuperable 
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natural barriers. (Marx, 1969-72 (1861--63). pp. 670-2. italics added) 

Before introducing the specific contributions of individual authors. it 
may be useful to outline the main results of the wages fund theory. As we 
saw in the previous chapter, Ricardo proposed that the exogenously given 
necessary consumption be considered capital. Necessary consumption was 
defined as the product of the natural wage (w) and the number of 
labourers employed in production (L), which was also a given magnitude 
determined historically by the level of production and technology. As a 
result the fl!!l~ of wage goods (y{) going to the labouring population was 
also given (wL=W). The data were not given by nature but were the result 
of historical processes of production and reproduction; they were taken as 
given only in order to determine relative prices. 

Ricardo's successors transformed the identity into a causal relationship 
which radically transformed the Ricardian theory of wages. They assumed 
the wages fund (W) as a datum, and consequently any change in wages 
would lead to changes, inversely related, in employment (W=wL). 

Within the Ricardian circle, wages began to be seen as systematically 
determined by supply and demand, relatively adjusting within a scarce 
wages fund. The scarcity of fertile land, according to Ricardo, could in the 
long run affect the determination and the distribution of surplus via the 
increasing value of agricultural wage goods and the increase of rent. Now 
this scarcity becomes a general persistent feature imposing on wages a 
downward flexibility which did not exist before. Wages become the 
residual of profit within a given production, and this is all that remains of 
the Ricardian theory of distribution.' The analytical difference between the 
natural/normal price of labour and its market price blurs. The forces in 
action in the labour market respond exclusively to supply and demand in a 
system which mechanically adjusts to universal, ahistorical 'laws'. 
Differences between theory and reality can only be explained in terms of 
population 'checks' and rigidities (Stephen, 19(0). In this way, all the real 
complexities of the reproduction process of the capitalist system itself -
i.e. the inherent potential conflict between the process of production and 
that of reproduction of the labouring population - are displaced from the 
analytical core of classical political economy. 

The wages fund, while pretending to follow the lines of Ricardian 
political economy, by using the same terminology and covering the same 
issues, nevertheless introduced a different methodology for wages - which, 
it was agreed, represented the central issue of political economy. This may 
be clarified by looking at the progressive reduction of analytical scope 
which occurred between Smith and the wages fund. The relationship 
between population and natural resources was transformed into a 
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relationship between wages and population, which implies substantial 
changes. 

Smith presented his relationship within the framework of his theory of 
the four stages of economic development, defined by the modes of 
subsistence (Meek and Skinner, 1973; Meek, 1971). His idea was that the 
relationship between population and natural resources was historically 
determined, and presented an evolutionary (progressive) pattern dependent 
on what in Marxist terminology could be called 'modes of production'. 
His vision was far from being static and far from focussing exclusively on 
the limitation of population (in whatever way) imposed by the scarcity of 
natural resources. He also stressed the historical structural conditions of 
production and reproduction, rather than treating them as mere quantitative 
endowments.6 

While Smith presented the precapitalist progress towards the final 
commercial-capitalist stage, Ricardo focussed exclusively on the capitalist 
relationships of distribution. The key distributive relationship is between 
the reproduction of one specific section of population, i.e. the productive 
labouring population, and a very specific form of production, i.e. the 
production of commodities. Within the Physiocratic-Smithian tradition, he 
did call necessary consumption 'advances to labour' or 'wages fund', but 
the necessary consumption-production relationship was seen in the 
dynamic framework of capital accumulation. The wages fund was capital 
itself, and the existence of other forms of fixed capital, while it 
enormously complicated the issue of value, did not change his definitions 
of labour and of capitalist production. Growth would not remove potential 
class conflicts over the distribution of surplus. This conflict was expressed 
in the general theory of relative prices. The scarcity of land would only 
make the conflict more clear. Necessary consumption was given by the 
historical standards of living of a given level of labouring population at a 
given level of capitalist development in a given place. It was thus defined 
in relation to the general conditions of production and distribution as 
embodied in past historical processes, and not in relation to supply and 
demand. Any of the given data could change, but only through the action 
of the basic forces historically shaping production and distribution. It was 
not a matter of mere changes in relative numbers, and it was not only a 
matter of allocation of given scarce endowments. 

The wages fund theorists introduced a further reduction of scope. The 
conflict was no longer between man and nature over natural resources (as 
in Smith), nor between wage and profit within the total given value (as in 
Ricardo), but between sections of the labouring population within a given 
fund. The process of social reproduction of labour was assumed to depend 
on a given rate of profit, and the conflict was internalized within the 
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labouring population as a trade-off between quantity and standards. The 
wage fund theorists are Ricardians in that by population they mean 
labouring population (dependent on wages), though they do not state this 
very clearly. But they are not Ricardians when they do not refer 
exclusively to the productive labouring population, but include the 
subsistence of the unemployed and the unsupported wageless in the wages 
fund. This difference is quite important in policy terms, since an increase 
in poor relief would automatically reduce wages. The differences between 
them and Ricardo come out clearly on the issue of taxes on wages: 
Ricardo, consistent with his theory of distribution, would take the 
standards of living of the labouring population as generally fixed, while 
the wages fund theorists would allow them to be reduced through taxation. 

2.3 James Mill 

In his Elements of Political Economy written in 1821 as the result of 
teaching a course on Ricardian economic principles to his son John Stuart, 
James Mill opens the discussion of wages with a section entitled 'That the 
Rate of Wages depends on the Proportion between Population and 
Employment, in other words Capital'. Then he goes on to the next section, 
entitled 'Proof of the Tendency of Population to increase rapidly and 
Proof that Capital has less a Tendency than Population to increase'. The 
wages fund theory, and the consequent supply-and-demand determination 
of wages, emerges clearly from the headings of the sections alone. 

Mill's support for the Malthusian law of population had already 
emerged, in a wages fund framework, in his 1817 article on 'Colonies' for 
the Supplement to the Encyclopaedia Britannica. In this article he 
acknowledged the difference between slavery and the wage system with 
regard to the handling of an excess of population: in slavery the costs of 
reproduction of the excess supply of labour had to be met by the land and 
slave owner; in the waged system the labourers had to meet them with 
lower living standards (Winch, 1966, p. 94). 

The enthusiasm for Malthus's theory of population was rooted in the 
Utilitarian doctrines which Mill shared and helped to propagate - he was 
Bentham's closest friend and disciple for almost all his life (Bain, 1882; 
Halevy, 1972; Stephen, 1900; Winch, 1966). 

Thomas Robert Malthus ... was not one of the Utilitarian band. As a clergyman, 
he could not share their opinion of the Thirty-nine articles. Moreover he was a 
Whig, not a Radical; and he was even tainted with some economic heresy. Still, he 
became one of the prophets, if not the leading prophet, of the Utilitarians. Belief 
in the Malthusian theory of population was the most essential article of their faith. 
(Stephen. 1900, p. 138) 
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Malthus's Essay on Population had in fact an enonnous role in shaping 
the political, historical and sociological theories of the first decades of the 
nineteenth century (Burrow, 1970; Himmelfarb, 1984; Jones, 1980). His 
success was not due to the soundness of his theory but to the fact that at 
the right moment, when the problems were most tragically evident, he 
offered at least a theoretical approach to the contradictions that were 
manifesting themselves at the level of social reproduction - increasing 
population, increasing public relief, unemployment, high com prices, food 
riots, etc. The theory itself was heavily used as an ideological weapon in 
the debates on poverty, to deny the demands of the labouring population 
for higher standards of living, and to attempt to gain a political mandate 
from the middle classes. 

Mill's close direct involvement with the Utilitarians reflects a sane 
tradition in the social sciences in which the study of society was not 
divided into self-contained disciplines, such as history, sociology, political 
science, anthropology, philosophy, ethics, etc. as in modem practice. 
Mill's magnum opus, the History of British India (James Mill, 1817b) is 
in the tradition of the Scottish Enlightenment which was his original 
cultural background (Winch, 1966, pp. 383-4). Mill was the intennediary 
between the Utilitarians and Ricardo, who in his parliamentary activity 
passed for an 'ultrarefonner and visionary' (Winch, 1966, p. 187) and 
declared himself 'a disciple of Bentham and Mill's school' (Ricardo, 
1951b (1817), p. 52). 

Returning to the analytical framework of the wages fund theory, it is 
worth following Mill's arguments more closely: 

Production is perfonned by labour ... The labourer has neither raw material nor 
tools. These requisites are provided for him by the capitalists . . . the commodity 
belongs to the labourer and capitalists together . . . The reward to both must be 
derived from the commodity, and the reward of both makes up the whole of the 
commodity ... Instead of waiting till the commodity is produced ... it has been 
found to suit much better the convenience of the labourers to receive their share in 
advance ... It is very evident that the share of the two parties is the subject of a 
bargain between them . . . All bargains made in freedom are determined by 
competition and the tenns alter according to the state of the supply and demand. 
(James Mill, 1965 (1821), pp. 40-2) 

While Mill apparently attempts to maintain his loyalty to the theory of 
value and residual distribution, he introduces a flexible wage and finds 
himself suggesting a definition of profit in tenns of interest, which 
provoked Marx angrily to defend Ricardo against his closest followers. 
The following passage from Marx is a very clear presentation of the 
displacement effect of the wages fund theory: 
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The value of labour, that is, the labour-time required by the worker for his own 
reproduction, is a definite magnirude; it is determined by the sale of his labour 
power to the capitalist. This virrually determines his share of the product as well. 
It does not happen the other way round, that his share of the product is detennined 
first, and as a result the amount or value of his wages. This is precisely one of 
Ricardo's most important and most emphasised propositions, for otherwise the 
price of labour would determine the prices of the commodities it produces, 
whereas, according to Ricardo, the price of labour determines nothing but the rate 
of profit. (Marx, 1969-72 (1861-63), p. 94) 

Mill's scientific proof of the fact that population increases faster than 
capital lies in the very existence of poverty. 

That population has a tendency to increase faster ... is proved, incontestably, by 
the conditions of the popUlation in most parts of the globe. In almost all countries 
the condition of the great body of the people is poor and miserable. This would 
have been impossible, if capital had increased faster than population. (James Mill, 
1965 (1821), p. 45) 

Excess of population is never seen as unemployment, rooted in the very 
increase of capital and hence characteristic of capitalist systems, but as a 
natural phenomenon related, for instance, to the physiological constitution 
of women. 

The facts respecting the physiological constitution of the human female are well 
ascertained, and are indubitable grounds of conclusion . . . The facts, which are 
fully ascertained in regard to the female of the human species, and the inferences 
which the science of physiology and comparative anatomy enable us to derive 
from the analogy of other animals . . . afford the means of very satisfactory 
conclusions on the subject ... We can conclude, therefore, that in the most 
favourable circumstances, ten births are the measu.'"e of fecundity in the female of 
the human species. (pp. 46-8) 

The wage-profit relationship is thus reduced to a problem of quantitative 
relationships; no scope is left for material historical processes of 
production and reproduction, or for power relationships which according to 
Smith and Ricardo did shape economic systems in historical time. Nothing 
is left of the Ricardian lucidity on the specific characteristics of the 
capitalist system. The result is: free labourers bargaining with free 
employers in a labour market ultimately regulated by demography. Instead 
of deepening the analysis so as to see how demography itself was linked 
to the structural conditions of the labour market, the wages fund allowed 
the issue of the social reproduction of labour to be circumscribed within 
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very narrow naturalistic limits. 
While Mill helped to narrow the analytical scope of classical political 

economy, at the same time he recognized that the social reproduction of 
the labouring population is the foundation on which government rests. His 
Essay on Government (1820) for the Encyclopaedia Britannica was based 
on the conviction that the 'primary cause of Government' is 'the necessity 
of labour for obtaining the means of subsistence' (James Mill, 1937 
(1820), p. 3). Mill's Essay had a great impact on the public debate which 
led to the 1832 Reform Bill. Its role was to channel the social unrest of 
the times toward an institutional reform which would guarantee the 
leadership of the middle classes (Hamburger, 1963). In order to do that, he 
had to raise working-class expectations for higher standards of living, and 
then kill them under the hammer of a 'scientifically proven' 
powerlessness. This was the role of the wages fund theory. In a context of 
wider political representation of the working classes, the living standards 
of the labouring population were to be disciplined by the market with its 
supply and demand adjustment mechanisms. The naivety and arrogance 
that clearly emerge from the next quotation could not be expressed so 
baldly today, though they are far from extinct in modern thinkers and 
rulers. 

Another proposition may be stated. with a perfect confidence of the concurrence of 
all those men who have attentively considered ... the principles of human nature 
in general. It is that the opinions of that class of the people. who are below the 
middle rank. are formed. and their minds are directed by that intelligent and 
virtuous rank ... to whom they fly for advice and assistance in all their numerous 
difficulties. upon whom they feel an immediate and daily dependence. in health 
and in sickness. in infancy and in old age; to whom their children look up as 
models for their imitation. whose opinions they hear daily repeated. and account it 
their honour to adopt. There can be no doubt that the middle rank. which gives to 
science. to art and to legislation itself, their most distinguished ornaments. the 
chief source of all that has exalted and refined human nature. is that portion of the 
community of which. if the basis of Representation were ever so extended. the 
opinion would ultimately decide. (James Mill. 1937 (1820). p. 72) 

At this point we cannot but note that although women's reproductive 
capacity was implicitly taken as the main adjustment mechanism of the 
labour market (with a scientific dignity appropriate for a cattle market), in 
Mill's radical proposal women were excluded from suffrage. This open 
discrimination was not justified even in Mill's time and provoked the 
publication, in 1825, by another economist, William Thompson, of the 
Appeal of one Half of the Human Race. Women. against the Pretensions 
of the other Half, Men. to retain them in Political and hence in Civil and 
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Domestic Slavery (yI. Thompson, 1825). 
James Mill solved the problem of the relation between labour and 

subsistence in a peculiar way; 

The principal thing, which, with a view to the conclusions of Political Economy, it 
is necessary to remark, in regard to Labour, considered as a distinct portion of a 
composite whole, and apart from Capital, is the necessity of subsistence to the 
labourer. In the idea of labour, the idea of subsistence is included ... By pure 
labour. we mean the consumption and operations of the labourer. taken 
conjunctly ... The idea of his subsistence is necessarily included, as that of the 
action of his muscles, or his life. (James Mill, 1965 (1821), pp. 8-9, 1 D, italics 
added) 

The consumption of the labourer which constituted the value of labour is 
identified with his use value - action of muscles - which is embodied in 
the commodities produced. Mill, as Marx notices, transforms into an 
identity the basic problem of the value of labour which cannot be solved 
in the Ricardian framework without an unequal exchange, since the value 
embodied in wage goods is, necessarily for the survival of the capitalist 
system, lower than the value of commodities produced (Marx, 1969-72 
(1861-3), pp. 89-90). This confusion relates back to the problem of the 
exogenously given rate of profit, which is then explained as interest on the 
advances for wages (p. 91). Marx finds an explanation for the root of the 
unequal exchange in the process of surplus creation by labour in the 
production of commodities. But if we focus directly on the process of 
reproduction of labour we can bring out the work and the institutional 
mechanisms that help to keep the consumption of the labouring classes 
within the limits imposed by capitalist accumulation and thus determine 
the rate of profit. 

James Mill was well aware of the importance and difficulties of the 
relationship between production and consumption when he opened the 
Elements of Political Economy by saying: 

Political Economy is to the State what domestic economy is to the family ... 
Domestic economy has, therefore, two grand objects; the consumption and supply 
of the family. The consumption being a quantity always indefinite, for there is no 
end to the desire of enjoyment, the grand concern is to increase supply. (James 
Mill, 1965 (1821), p. 1) 

Unfortunately, Mill fails to notice that the state does not represent an 
egalitarian society. The 'supply' is produced through the exploitation of 
labourers, and the limits on consumption and enjoyment hold only for the 
labouring classes. Thus we begin to see how domestic economy serves the 
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political economy of the capitalist state. 

2.4 Robert Torrens 

The contribution of Torrens to the theory of the wages fund is less 
dogmatic than James Mill's, which he criticizes. His main idea is that 
wages are generally determined by supply and demand, but this operates 
between maximum and minimum levels which are, respectively, a so­
called 'moral rate of profit' and the historical standards of living of the 
labourers. The supply-and-demand determination of wages is not added to 
the normal and exogenous distribution, but replaces it along a certain 
range of the profit-wage curve, with the result that the theory of wages as 
costs of production becomes simply a downward rigidity of the market 
price of labour, and the rate of profit is no longer a residuum but is given 
independently from wages. 

The limit to the increase of wages is no longer the whole product 
(however measured) given by the production process but a certain part of 
it which remains to be defined (though Torrens decides not to do so). 

In the vast majority of actual cases, the capitalist, in addition to the replacement of 
all his advances, will reserve a portion of the produce of industty as his profit, and 
though there will exist no physical, yet there will be a moral impossibility, that 
wages should exceed that which remains after the capitalist's other advances have 
been replaced, with the lowest rate of increase, for the sake of which he will carry 
his Lusiness. This, then, we may call the moral maximum of wages ... 

The rate of increase ... varies, from causes which it is not necessary here to 
explain. (Torrens, 1834, pp. 8-9) 

Torrens stresses the fact, already anticipated by Mill, that wages 
become the residual. This might possibly be logically consistent with the 
Ricardian framework, as Sraffa showed, but it has significant implications 
for the analysis of the historical processes and forces which are considered 
dominant in the process of reproduction of labour.' 

Torrens rightly criticizes Mill for his loose use of words such as 
capital, wages and subsistence: 

It is sometimes said, that 'in the idea of labour, the idea of subsistence is 
included' ... Labour is one thing; the subsistence which supports the labourer is 
another, and a very different thing; and confounding these two different things 
under one common term, can only lead to ambiguity, misconception, and error. 
(Torrens, 1834, p. 4) 

Mill attempted to change the meaning of capital: that is to say, he 
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transformed the distinction between fixed capital and variable capital into 
a distinction between capital and labour. Then he treated wages and profit 
as incomes derived from separate contributions to production. This did not 
escape the notice of Torrens, who followed the Ricardian formulation that 

the term wages is the specific tenn, marking that particular portion of the 
capitalist's advances which is given to the labourer for his labour ... To call seed, 
material and machinery, wages, is a confounding of tenns; to call the wages of 
that non-entity, accumulated labour, is still worse. (Torrens, 1834, p. 7)8 

Torrens's wages fund theory has more sophisticated results than Mill's 
because he argues in terms of rates rather than quantities. This makes the 
wage-profit conflict appear less dramatic. 

The general rule that actual wages settle is regulated by the proportion which 
exists between the number of labourers to be maintained, and the quantity of those 
ingredients of capital which are· destined for their maintenance . . . It is but one 
out of the several causes by which wages are governed. (Torrens, 1834, p. 21) 

According to Torrens, the use of less fertile land and the increase of 
labour productivity can in fact decrease or increase wages even when 
population and capital 'constantly preserve the same ratio'. The rate of 
profit is maintained at a constant level even if wages change when the 
general conditions of production change.9 While a static wages fund 
implies a reduction of wages if the moral rate of profit increases, its 
dynamic form allows for an increase of both wages and profit (pp. 20-7). 

One famous aspect of Torrens's theory of wages concerns the effect of 
combinations on distribution (Martineau, 1834; Robbins, 1958; Taussig, 
1896). With regard to the combination of workers, Torrens is less 
sympathetic than is usually thought (Robbins, 1958, p. 49), since the 
regulation of the quantity of labour supplied is the ultimate means of 
adjustment of the labour market. 

From all that has been said, it must be evident that the important power of 
increasing, or of diminishing, the reward of labour, is, by the essential order of 
society, placed in the hands of the labourers themselves. Irregularities in the 
seasons bring on scarcity and famine, foreign incursions, or domestic commotions, 
destroying property, or suspending production by rendering it insecure, may 
sometimes occasion a depression of wages, which no prudence on the part of the 
labouring classes can avert or mitigate. But under all ordinary circumstances, when 
the usual course of nature is preserved, and when law and order are maintained, it 
depends upon the labouring classes themselves whether wages shall ascend to the 
ultimate maximum or sink to the extreme minimum. By duly regUlating their 
numbers ... (Torrens, 1834, p. 26) 
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Once again Torrens is more sophisticated than Mill. He does not get 
involved in complicated calculations regarding the reproductive capacity of 
women, and he does not accept the Malthusian conclusion that capital 
necessarily increases less than population. He says excess population is 
caused by bad laws which encourage idleness and early marriages and 
penalize prudence. In an old well-populated country with scarce land, 'the 
unmarried labourer finds himself in much more affluent circumstances than 
the married labourer' (p. 30). Hence there would be no incentive to marry. 
Note that the consumption of the labourer's family is no longer an 
addition to be included in necessary consumption as for Ricardo, but is a 
further deduction from the given wages fund. Given the circumstances, 
labourers are forced to compete for scarce food resources not only among 
themselves but also with the future generations, and, according to Torrens, 
also with other labouring animals (horses). They will therefore keep the 
numbers down and 'the tendency in every civilised community is not for 
population to increase faster than capital, but for capital to increase faster 
than population' (p. 31). In policy terms, this means that Torrens did not 
change his early idea that emigration would be the real solution for excess 
supply. Public benefits, instead of being used for relief inside or outside 
the workhouses, could much more cheaply finance emigration schemes, 
which could provide for differentials in treatment between deserving 
soldiers and idle vagrants (Torrens, 1837). 

The same conclusions, suggesting the impossibility of permanent wage 
increases, are reached when the issues of foreign trade and machinery are 
taken into account. This kind of reasoning was also applied to the increase 
in the costs of labour arising from the proposal by Mr Fielden, and by the 
'benevolent monomaniac' Owen, to reduce the working day to eight hours. 
According to Torrens the exogenous constraints of the moral rate of profit, 
working at an international level, and of the scarcity of land, made 
workers' organization impotent: because close scientific reasoning, based 
on the wages fund theory, showed that wage increases were impossible. 

No candid man can deny that Mr Fielden is, in intention, the friend of the working 
people; but no lover of truth, acquainted with the causes which regulate the 
amount of wages, will hesitate to say that, in practice, the plan which he has 
proposed for their adoption would lead them to destruction. (Torrens, 1834, p. 98) 

In this case the positive policy perspective suggested was the abolition of 
the Com Laws, which would allow the exploitation of the 'greater 
quantity of work which an Englishman performs in a day or year and the 
greater cheapness of machinery, of fuel and of carriage' at lower costs of 
wage goods and hence at higher profits. 
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2.5 J. R. McCulloch 

Finally we come to McCulloch, whose role was to popularize the theory 
of the wages fund. His Treatise on the Circumstances which Determine 
the Rate of Wages and the Condition of the Labouring Classes poses the 
question of wages in precise terms, as he states in the first lines of his 
introduction: 

We have attempted in the following treatise, to resolve the most important of all 
economic problems - that is, to trace and exhibit the circumstances which 
determine the rate of Wages and the condition of the labouring classes. 
(McCulloch, 1854, p. iii) 

McCulloch's treatise is the latest of the works examined, as a revised 
edition of it is dated 1854. Its purpose is mainly political, as he aims to 
teach the workers that their interests are 'intimately connected with 
and ... indeed inseparable from, the prosperity of the other classes' (p. 
iv). According to McCulloch, the conflict between wages and profits can 
be resolved by educating the working classes on the principles of political 
economy, which will show them that there is no reason for conflict. 

The more indeed, that this knowledge is diffused, the more will the lasting and 
real interests of both classes be seen to correspond and the fewer will be the 
chances of peace and good order of society being disturbed by jealousies and 
disagreements between the masters and those in their service. (McCulloch, 1854, p. 
iv) 

One way of easing the conflict is to define labour broadly enough to 
include, as McCulloch does, the Prime Minister, the professions, and 
anybody whose services are exchanged 'for valuable considerations of one 
sort or other' (McCulloch, 1854, p. 1). He even includes property owners 
on the assumption that 'the duties and obligations which property brings 
along with it are not a little onerous' (p. 1). So, if Mill thought that profit 
could be called the wages of hoarded labour, McCulloch dilutes the 
definition of wages [rom another direction - that is, by including the work 
of ruling and the insecurity of ownership. Within such a broad definition 
he then draws the distinction between those 'who work with their hands 
and those who work with their heads'. To explain the social conflict 
between these two sections would have required a sophisticated 
sociological enquiry that was not at all necessary in Ricardo's analysis. 
Ricardo gave immediate evidence of a much deeper conflict: he located 
the wage-profit conflict at the core of his analytical scheme and did not 
spend much energy in describing it. 
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His follower, having lost all the analytical clarity about labour and 
profit, confuses the fluctuations and accidental scarcities in the labour 
market (McCulloch, 1854, p. 3), with normal and persistent phenomena, 
which he lumps together within the supply-and-demand framework of the 
wages fund. Thus the focus is easily shifted from the normal and 
structural aspects of the capitalist system to its accidental features. Once 
attention is displaced from the fundamental problem of the capitalist 
system, i.e. the wage-profit conflict, McCulloch is ready to provide 
solutions for the labour market. On the whole, his solutions tend to shift 
the analysis of wages from the sphere of the reproduction and distribution 
to that of allocation. The wages fund becomes more and more a pretext 
for distracting analytical attention from the structural conditions of capital 
accumulation, on which the 'great dynamics' of classical political 
economy was founded. Simple arithmetic is used as a substitute for 
analytical interpretation: 

The average amount of subsistence falling to each labourer, or the rate of wages, 
wholly depends on the proportion between capital and popUlation . . . This 
principle is so very plain as hardly to require or admit of illustration ... Now this 
case is not peculiar to this or that country, but it is of universal application. 
Labourers are everywhere the divisor, capital the dividend. (McCulloch, 1854, pp. 
4-5) 

The analytical simplicity of the wages fund, which is nothing but the 
truism of a ratio, is used to introduce a normal flexibility into standards of 
living and into the modes of organization of the process of social 
reproduction, breaking the classical relationship between real wages 
(estimated in commodities) and collective and average behaviour: 

And to prevent misconception. it may be right to state at the outset, that the 
condition and well being of the labouring classes cannot in any case be correctly 
measured by, or inferred from, the wages they receive. It depends to great extent 
on their conduct and habits, more especially on the description and cost of articles 
used by them, and on their frugality and forethought . . . And, therefore, though 
the rate of wages, whether estimated in money or in commodities, depends on the 
proportion between capital and labour, the condition of the labourer is not 
determined by that rale only, but partly by it, and partly also, and perhaps 
principally, by the mode in which they expend their wages, that is by their 
peculiar tastes and habits in regard to necessaries, conveniences and amusements. 
(McCulloch, 1854, pp. 6-7) 

This is how Ricardo's theory of wages is turned upside down. Wages 
are given but standards of living are not. Self-reliance will help when 
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reliance on capital is not possible. No space is left anyway for long-term 
hope, since the Malthusian dogma finds in McCulloch another great 
disciple; mathematics is used to impose universal and automatic behaviour 
as if the power of logic could become a power over history. Nature is the 
force which disciplines the standards of living of the labouring population, 
and mathematics provides the fitting metaphor for its regularities. 

The principle of instinct which impels man to propagate his species has appeared 
in all ages and countries so nearly the same that it may, in the language of 
mathematicians, be considered as a constant quantity. However rapidly the means 
of subsistence have occasionally been increasing, population has seldom failed to 
keep pace with them. (McCulloch, 1854, p. 13) 

The apologetic aspect of the wages fund theory comes out very clearly in 
its naivety. Nature is ultimately responsible for poverty, and the labourers 
are left alone in their struggle against it. 

The condition of the bulk of every people must usually depend much more on 
their own conduct than on that of their rulers . . . The lazy, the unskilful, and the 
improvident workman, whether he belongs to Australia or China, England or 
Russia, will always be poor and miserable. (McCulloch, 1854, pp. 16, 18) 

Poverty was taken as the evidence of moral and social misconduct and 
as such it justified repression. Instead of being explained and related to the 
conditions of accumulation, it was taken as the indicator of the soundness 
of the natural and universal laws of population as described by Malthus. 
For McCulloch, as well as for James Mill, the standards of living of the 
labouring population were taken as the indicator of the capital-population 
ratio. But while for Mill poverty, given a fixed capital, indicated 
overpopulation, for McCulloch, given the standards of living and the rate 
of increase of population, it could be used to speculate on the unknown 
dynamics of the quantity of capital: 

It is not possible to obtain any accurate estimates of the quantities of capital in 
countries at different periods; but the capacity of that capital to feed and employ 
labourers and the rate of its increase, may, notwithstanding, be learned with 
sufficient accuracy for our purpose, by referring to the progress of population, and 
the habits of the bulk of the people ... Whenever, therefore, we find the people 
of a country increasing, without any, or with but little variation taking place in 
their condition, we may conclude that its capital is increasing in the same, or 
nearly the same, proportion. (McCulloch, 1854, p. 8) 
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Mathematical logic may be safe, but the causal explanations of political 
and economic relationships drawn from this transposing of terms are both 
confused and confusing. The wages fund, at least in its dynamics, emerges 
as a vague entity which nonetheless serves, together with a deterministic 
theory of population, as the basis for general laws for the determination of 
wages and living standards of the labouring population. In spite of all the 
vagueness, the relationship between the two given quantities of capital and 
population is assumed as an 'iron law'; nothing can affect it, least of all 
governments and workers' organizations. As regards the government's 
role, McCulloch, like all the other wages fund theorists, explicitly excludes 
any scope for intervention in the relations between capital and the 
labouring population. The government's only role is to guarantee property 
and personal freedom in the exchange of labour and other commodities. 
Any direct involvement in welfare policies would prove ineffective or 
negative. It was considered a dangerous legacy of the eighteenth century 
that government administration had centred on the problem of welfare, as 
Steuart so clearly expresses it: 

What economy is in a family, political economy is in a state ... 
The great art therefore of political economy is, first to adapt the different 

operations of it to the spirit, manners, habits, and customs of the people: and 
afterwards to model these circumstances so as to be able to introduce a set of new 
and more useful institutions. 

The principal object of this science is to secure a certain fund of subsistence 
for all the inhabitants to obviate every circumstance which may render it 
precarious: to provide everything necessary for supplying the wants of the society, 
and to employ the inhabitants. (Steuart, 1966 (1767), vol. I, pp. 16--17) 

McCulloch was writing in a period of liberalism, and he shared the 
nineteenth-century myth of self-reliance. 

Where Government has secured the property and the rights of individuals, and has 
given that freedom to industry which is essential, it has done nearly all it can do 
to promote the increase of capital . . . The reliance of individuals on their own 
efforts, and their desire to advance themselves, are the only principles on which 
any dependence can be safely placed . . . 

It is nugatory, therefore, to expect any advantageous results from the efforts of 
the Government to increase capital or the demand of labour ... And, if it attempt 
to set up national workshops for the employment of the poor, it will increase the 
poverty it seeks to relieve, disturb all the usual channels of industry, and become a 
potent instrument of evil. (McCulloch, 1854, pp. 23-4) 

For McCulloch, as for Torrens, the only viable adjustment mechanism of 
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the labour market is the quantity of population; and, if the Malthusian 
moral and demographic checks do not operate quickly and efficiently, 
emigration is the key policy. If wages and standards of living are low any 
decrease in population is considered positive, even if it is caused by mass 
starvation. In the revised edition of his treatise McCulloch had the 
opportunity to test his theories, and his cynicism, in the light of the recent 
dramatic Irish events. Both emerge unscathed. to 

During the last seven years Ireland has been subjected to the joint influence of a 
scarcity and a very extensive emigration. The ravages of famine and disease, 
occasioned by the potato rot of 1846-47, combined with the efforts of many 
landlords to clear their estates ... had such an effect upon the population, that it 
fell off, between 1845 and 1851, from about 8,000,000 to 6,515,794 ... Enough 
has already transpired to satisfy everyone that this is the case in which the 
benevolent wisdom of Providence will educe real good out of apparent evil. 
(McCulloch, 1854, p. 22) 

Nor does McCulloch question the belief that the flexibility of the 
supply of labour, in quantitative and qualitative terms, is the basic 
adjustment mechanism of the labour market, although he does recognize 
that the relationship between wages and quantity of labour supply is not 
clear-cut and positive. Changes in the structure of labour (work of women 
and children) and in the modes of reproduction can lead to some short­
term rigidities in the adjustment process. But they do not permanently 
affect the basic relationship determining the supply of labour, which is 
now assumed as a mechanical relationship between two magnitudes, and 
no longer between two historical production processes. The arithmetic of 
the wages fund becomes the law which is assumed to regulate the most 
delicate and troublesome aspect (in analytical and historical terms) of the 
capitalist system, i.e. the labour market; and the analysis of processes and 
power relationships is wiped out of the general analytical picture. In such 
an impoverished framework workers' historical organizations can affect 
wages only in the short term, since the market forces of capitalist 
competition will automatically set the 'natural and proper' rate of wages. 
On the one hand workers' combinations are useless; on the other there is 
no need for legislation to forbid them. The defeat of the coal miners' 
strike of 1844 (when 40,000 miners were on strike for five months), is 
used by McCulloch as proof of the uselessness and the injurious effects of 
the Combination Laws. These laws had in fact helped to expose class 
conflicts when market forces would have dealt with them in a more 
disguised and politically less dangerous way. 

The great evil of the combination laws consisted in the mistaken notions 
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respecting their influence which they generated in the minds both of workmen and 
masters. They taught them to believe that there was one measure of justice for the 
rich, and another for the poor. They consequently set the interests and the feelings 
of these two great classes in direct opposition to each other, and did more to 
engender hatred between the different orders of society - to render the masters 
despotic and capricious, and the workmen idle and turbulent. (McCulloch, 1854, 
pp.90-1) 

As we have seen, the wages fund theory aims to hide the class conflict 
and to internalize it within sections of the labouring classes and individual 
behaviour. 'Industry and frugality' and self-reliance on the part of the 
workers are the keys to the welfare of the labouring population. The 
Ricardian wage-profit conflict is either denied or mitigated in the name of 
common political interests: 

It is true, that when wages are increased, profits are at the same time most 
commonly reduced ... The rate of profit, how important so ever, is not the only 
thing to which they [capitalists] have to look. Security and tranquillity are still 
more indispensable than high profits to the successful prosecution of industrious 
undertakings. (McCulloch, 1854, p. 49) 

According to McCulloch, the wages fund is not necessarily a theory of 
low wages. Wages in fact start to be linked to productivity: an increase in 
productivity allows for an increase in wages (in real terms) without a 
diminution of the wages fund. In McCulloch the increase in productivity 
removes a constraint; but this is not yet posed as a new theory of wages, 
though his confusion of terms begins to suggest it. Moreover, McCulloch 
is convinced, along Smith's lines, that high wages are desirable as 
incentives to industry and as the basis for the security of some sections of 
the working classes, such as those which can rely on thrift and on 
contributions to friendly societies. 

McCulloch maintains the difference between the natural and the market 
price of labour, and he presents it apparently very much along Ricardo's 
lines - so much so that it has been difficult to rescue Ricardo from his 
companionship. First of all McCulloch inverts the order of presentation. In 
the first chapter of his treatise, he introduces the market price of labour in 
the form of the wages fund; and only in the third chapter does he 
introduce the concept of the natural price of labour. McCulloch also alters 
the meanings of the terms, since his whole treatment of wages is actually 
based on the wages fund supply-and-demand determination. As a matter of 
fact, he introduces the 'Natural or Necessary Rate of Wages' as a 
downward rigidity which is a special case of supply-and-demand wages, as 
in Torrens. It is only in the wording that he is more Ricardian and hence 
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more misleading. 

It has been seen ... that the market or current rate of wages in any country. at 
any period, depends on the magnitude of its capital appropriated to the payment of 
wages. compared with the number of its labourers. And it has also been seen, that 
in the event of the labouring population being increased more rapidly than capital. 
the rate of wages is inevitably reduced. But there are limits. however difficult it 
may be to specify them. to the extent to which a reduction of wages can be 
carried. The cost of producing labour. like that of producing other articles. must be 
paid by the purchaser. Work-people must, at all events. obtain a sufficient quantity 
of food, and of the other articles required for their support. and that of their 
families. This is the lowest amount to which the rate of wages can be permanently 
reduced; and it is for this reason that it has been called their IUltural or necessary 

rate. The market rate of wages may sink to the level of this necessary rate. but it 
is impossible it should continue below it. (McCulloch. 1854. pp. 26-7) 

Actually, it is hard to see the difference between such sinking and the 
gravitating of the market price of labour to its natural price, but it is 
important to keep Ricardo's clarity on the issue of distribution. This is 
possible only if the natural price of labour is given as exogenous as the 
general case, and not only as a lower limit. As I have specified in the first 
chapter, in Ricardo 'natural and necessary' means given and exogenous 
from the determination of relative prices. A distinction must be made 
between a downward rigidity and a determination of wages which is 
exogenous from supply and demand. The wages fund theory obscures this 
distinction, and this is a great loss for the analytical methodology of 
political economy. 

Given the necessary rate of wages and rent, Ricardo was in a position 
to determine profit as part of the surplus. As Marx pointed out, he was not 
able to make the process of the formation of profit explicit, but he did 
maintain the definition of profit as surplus. Even the difficulties 
encountered with regard to the measure of value did not discourage his 
conviction that the basic capitalist relationship is between the physical 
process of reproduction of labour and the physical process of production 
of other commodities. Ricardo was not able (or willing) to exploit his 
insight completely, because he could not explain the unequal exchange in 
the labour market between the labour value embodied in wage goods and 
the labour value embodied in the commodities produced. But he did hold 
his ground with regard to the specificity of labour, the price of which is 
not determined simultaneously with other prices; with regard to the basic 
assumption of class conflict as a general and persistent case and also with 
regard to the ranking of physical processes as more important than 
allocation in determining values for all commodities, labour included. 
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McCulloch reduces the scope of Ricardo's insight and uses his definitions, 
such as the natural price of labour, and distorts his analysis. This was 
done before the radical attacks on the theory of value and profit; it began 
with the theory of wages. 

In a subtle and quite interesting way McCulloch introduces the element 
of time in his distinction between the natural and the market price of 
labour. 

The opinion of those who contend that the rate of wages is in no degree 
influenced by the cost of the articles conswned by the labourers, has obviously 
originated in their confounding the principles which detennine the current or 
market rate of wages with those which detennine their natural or necessary rate. 
Nothing can be more true, than that the market rate of wages at any given 
moment, is exclusively determined by the proportion between capital and 
population. But in every enquiry of this nature we should refer not only to 
particular points of time, but also to periods of some five, seven, or ten years' 
duration; and if we do this we shall immediately perceive that the average rate of 
wages does not depend wholly on this proportion. (McCulloch, 1854, p. 28) 

It is worth noting how McCulloch expresses the process by which market 
prices gravitate towards the natural price of labour. The reduction of scope 
and significance is clear, although the qualitative difference in the forces 
detennining the respective prices is maintained, since time may help the 
persistent forces to emerge. The next passage shows how time can also be 
used to introduce a certain degree of dependence of the natural price of 
labour on the market price. Rigidities in the adjustment of population can 
in fact produce persistent effects on habits and standards of living, and 
hence on the forces that detennine the natural price of labour. 

The natural or necessary rate of wages is not, therefore, fixed and unvarying. It 
has a tendency to rise when the market rate rises, and to fall when it falls. The 
reason is that the supply of labourers in the market can neither be speedily 
increased when wages rise, nor speedily diminished when they fall. When wages 
rise, a period of eighteen or twenty years must elapse before the stimulus which 
the rise gives to the principle of population can be felt in the market. And during 
all this period, the labourers have a greater command over necessaries and 
conveniences ... the natural and necessary rate of wages is gradually augmented. 
(McCulloch, 1854, p. 34) 

McCulloch's observation is pertinent and significant, as it relates to the 
specificity of the process of reproduction of labour. Labour is in fact the 
only commodity which acquires habits, which sediments past experiences 
and uses them as a basis for improvement. The recognition that the 
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production line of labour does not speed up so easily is also obviously 
significant, as everybody, including Ricardo, would agree. But from these 
descriptive observations on the rigidity of the reproduction process of the 
labour commodity it does not follow that the habits and standards of 
living of the labouring population must normally be considered flexible in 
responding to supply-and-demand changes. Nor does it follow that, if 
market wages depend on the demand for labour, workers share the same 
interests as their employers. 

Of course Ricardo was not entirely an innocent victim, since he did use 
the Malthusian theory of popUlation as a theory of reproduction; but it can 
be argued that he did this in order to concentrate on the conflictual aspects 
of capitalist distribution and on the primary importance of physical 
processes of production relative to allocation. II 

His disciples used Malthus's theory of population to cover the 
conflictual nature of the relationship between necessary consumption 
(reproduction of labour) and production of commodities, which is the core 
of the capitalist system. This is why, from the wages fund onward, 
political economy acquired a 'vulgar' apologetic nature, which has been 
dressed up with sophisticated formalisms, but has by no means 
disappeared from the supply-and-demand theories of wages and 
distribution. 

An interesting critique of the wages fund was developed at the end of 
the sixties by Francis Longe (1866) and William Thomas Thornton (1869). 
Both of them challenged the accepted version of the wages fund, which 
was that of John Stuart Mill, in his own version of the Principles and in 
Fawcett's popularization. The arguments advanced by Longe and Thornton 
are significant for any debate on supply-and-demand determination of 
prices. Their challenge was effective, and it forced Mill into a famous 
rejection of the most rigid aspects of the wages fund. Both economists had 
contributed to the critique, but only Thornton was honoured with 
recognition by Mill in his refutation, 'Thornton on Labour and Its Claims' 
(1869).12 

The most interesting aspects of Longe's analysis are his critical attack 
on the notion of the wages fund as capital, on the general use of the 
abstract principle of supply and demand, and on a concept of labour which 
does not take into consideration the labouring population as a whole 
(Longe, 1903 (1866), pp. 2-27). Longe summarizes the main reasons for 
his discontent as follows: 

The theory however is altogether false even as an abstract principle, and for these 
reasons - (1) Because the capital or wealth applicable to the payment of the wages 
of labour in a country, in any time or during any period, does not consist of a 
definite fund 'distinct from its general wealth', nor of a fund which is 'destined' 
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for the purchase of labour. (2) Because the dependent or labouring population in a 
country, at any time or during any period, does not constitute a supply of labour 
or body of labourers, among whom the aggregate wage-fund or capital of a 
country could be distributed by competition. (3) Because the supposition that such 
a wage-fund would be all distributed among the labourers or (if they could be 
treated as 'general' labourers, capable of competing with each other) by the 
competition of the buyers and sellers of labour, if allowed free competition, 
involves an erroneous notion of the supply-and-demand principle. (Longe, 1903, p. 
27) 

Moreover, Longe cntlclZes in general the idea of systematic supply-and­
demand relationships between prices and quantities, and in particular the 
use of such relationships in the case of the commodity labour.13 

Thornton follows the same line and considers supply-and-demand 
determination of prices as a special case which has to be specifically 
verified with regard to continuity and direction (Mirowsky, 1990, p. 75). 
For instance, while it is perhaps true that the price falls in the case of 
excess supply, it is not usually true that demand rises if the price falls. 
Price flexibility does not function as an adjustment mechanism between 
quantities demanded and supplied; this is particularly true in the case of 
labour. 

If the best possible answers of these momentous questions be not furnished by the 
experience of the 'law' of supply and demand it is only because that 'law', instead 
of containing merely one stray element of error, is almost entirely made up of 
error; because instead of being but one situation in which it must break down, 
there is but one solitary situation in which it can hold good. (Thornton, 1869, p. 
69) 

Mill recognizes the soundness of the critical remarks with regard to the 
constancy of the wages fund but he maintains his trust in the 'laws' of 
supply and demand. In fact, he adopts his critics' suggestion that the 
constraints on wages could be removed by increasing production and 
productivity, a conviction which was shared by many economists (for 
instance Senior and Fawcett) and also by union leaders. Mill used it to 
open the ground analytically for more progressive policies. 14 

Unfortunately the new link between wages and productivity was to lead 
to a new theory of wages, where production determines wages, formulated 
by Walker in The Wages Question (1876). The ground was thus prepared 
for a new theory of distribution based on supply and demand and on 
productivity of 'capital and labour'. All the interesting critical insights on 
supply and demand did not lose their significance but they lost the 
attention of an unsympathetic academic audience which had assigned a 
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new paradigmatic role to supply and demand. 

2.6 Conclusions 

The removal of the concept of the natural price of labour from the core of 
the Ricardian theory of distribution had major effects at various levels. 
First of all it displaced the social conflict from the profit-wage relationship 
to a trade-off between size of population and standards of living, to be 
contained within the labouring population through internal struggles. The 
competitive model of the capital market became the pattern for analysing 
working-class internal relationships. While the concept of social 
reproduction and subsistence could easily embody an idea of equality, 
solidarity and collective cooperation for survival and progress, competition 
of large numbers of workers for access to a limited wages fund implies 
destructive struggles within the labouring population, in the family, the 
community and the work place. Amid widespread Malthusian cynicism, it 
was taken for granted that the weak sections of the social structure would 
be defeated and obediently fade away; indeed this idea was adopted by 
Darwin as a starting point for his theory of evolution. 

Given the unrest of the working classes and the open conflict with the 
middle classes, the Ricardian framework had proved to be too candid in 
showing the basic characteristics of the capitalist system (Meek, 1967a). 
Words such as 'labour' changed meaning; adjustment mechanisms changed 
from structural and institutional adjustments of production and distribution 
to simple mechanisms for allocating physical quantities. The new 
analytical method expressed a new view of the world. A broad social and 
historical analysis was replaced by a simplistic mechanical framework in 
which specific historical processes were homogenized by universal laws, 
and social conflicts were mystified by theories of technical and natural 
constraints (Burrow, 1970; Jones, 1980). The significant aspects of the real 
world could be considered only as ad hoc rigidities and 'checks' in the 
functioning of the universal laws. 

It might seem exaggerated to lay such a heavy burden on a single 
definition, but the concept of an exogenously given wage - within a 
context of labour value and of exogenous distribution - was a way to 
express the fact that labour is a very peculiar commodity. Its peculiarity 
lies in the fact that it produces surplus value, eats and struggles. All these 
aspects are interrelated: it produces because it eats and it produces a 
surplus because it eats less than it produces. It is also the only commodity 
which socializes collectively with its similars, which embodies historical 
progress and can organize for more. These aspects are common to all 
forms of labour, slave labour included. But the main characteristic of 
waged labour is that the process of reproduction of the labouring 
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population is not under direct control of the owners of the means of 
production. This makes the control over the supply of labour a very 
specific and difficult question, as is partly acknowledged in the analytical 
exogeneity of the natural price of labour. 

The regressive cynicism of the Malthusian theory of population was 
used by the supply-and-demand theorists of the wages fund to introduce 
the idea of mechanically determined wages. This had the effect not only 
of impoverishing and narrowing the scope of the analysis of the labour 
market, but also of helping to kill the great visions of universal progress 
of the French Revolution (Meek, 1953). 

The Newtonian mechanical scientific method, of which Malthus was so 
proud (Flew, 1957), and which still rules in economics, is inappropriate 
for the social problems related to the social reproduction of labour; indeed 
it is also out of date for the methodology of natural and physical sciences, 
which economists always try to emulate (Mirowsky, 1989). Tools and 
methodologies have to be chosen with regard to the problems under 
scientific scrutiny. If the problem is the process of social reproduction of 
labour, as a fundamental component of the capitalist system, not only is a 
mechanistic approach inappropriate and misleading, but so also are 
biological evolutionary approaches. History shows that one characteristic 
of the human race is its capacity to protect its weak sections and the 
power of the weak sections to take collective action for their survival. 
Social selection is historically determined and depends on power 
relationships among the different sections of the population. IS 

The social reproduction of labour has to be analysed in the context of 
the economic framework of the capitalist system because it is related to 
the historical definition of labour and its market, to the distribution 
between wages and profits, to the structural historical processes of 
production of commodities and reproduction of the labouring population. 
As we have seen in the previous chapter, these aspects of the labour 
market could up to a certain point be located at the core of the analytical 
framework, via the definition of wages as costs of social reproduction. 
With the wages fund, however, these aspects were removed from the 
general and normal framework and displaced to other social sciences or 
treated as accidental rigidities of the economic system. This displacement, 
and the consequent loss of lucidity, also led to a split between the theory 
of the labour market and economic policy. The separation between theory 
and policy - usually seen as a distinction between science and art - was 
introduced when the theory started to take wages as endogenously 
determined by supply and demand - Sidgwick apparently attributed the 
separation to Senior and 1. S. Mill (McNulty, 1980, p. 73). At any rate, it 
was totally alien to Smith and Ricardo, who did not distinguish between 
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policy and theory. 
The distinction was made necessary only when the theory of wages 

came to be based on a supply-and-demand determination of wages. At that 
point the real problems of the labour market, no longer compatible with 
the theory, were relegated, together with policy making, to a sphere 
outside the realm of 'true science'. Policy became an 'art', labour 
problems became 'history' and economics was transformed into 'a tight 
theoretical system, based on hypothetical premises and enjoying much of 
the supposed certainty of the physical sciences but clearly demarcated 
from the pressing issues of the day' (McNulty, 1980, p. 74). 

As will be shown in the next chapter, however, the real world imposes 
itself - in spite of the efforts of economists to discipline it - through the 
systematic failure of policies. This happened to the wages fund-based 
policies of the Poor Law Act of 1834: 'It was, in fact, discovered that 
those who failed in the struggle of existence were not necessarily or even 
usually "eliminated" as "unfit''' (Webb and Webb, 1963, p. 551). 

The link between the wages fund theory and the 1834 Poor Law 
policies is Senior, who as Professor of Political Economy was a member 
of the 1832 Royal Commission and provided the basic analysis of the 
labour market. According to Senior, there is no possibility of alliance 
between wages and profit against rent. As he says in the preface to the 
new edition of his Three Lectures on Wages, the 'age of tranquillity' is 
over. The social conflict which was only potential in the Ricardian 
framework, is now open. The political context has changed: 

Have sufficient pains been taken even to expose the absurdity of what appears so 
obvious to the populace - that the landlords ought to reduce their rents and the 
clergy their tithes, and then the farmer would give better wages? If the farmer had 
his land for nothing, still it would not be his interest to give any man more wages 
for a day's work than his day's work was worth. He could better afford it, no 
doubt, to be paid as a tax. (Senior. 1831, pp. xii-xiii) 

What the work is worth is now the productivity of labour at the work 
place: the family and the costs of reproduction have nothing to do with 
the determination of wages: 

As marriage has no tendency to increase the value of his [the freeman's] labour. it 
has no tendency to increase his remuneration. (Senior. 1831. p. viii) 

Thus the value of labour is no longer determined by the physical and 
social process of reproduction, but by technological relationships between 
quantities of capital and quantities of labour. Moreover, when substitution 
of machines for labour is taken as general and systematic, the labour 
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market - given the proper flexibility of wages - is seen as a clearing 
market. 

When the analysis of the labour market changed, and the natural price 
of labour - understood as the cost of social reproduction - gave place to 
the market price as the sole determinant of wages, in reality major 
changes in the structure of the labour market had occurred. In a developed 
industrial and urban context, subsistence in fact came to depend more and 
more on wages: both because subsistence goods are commodities sold on 
the market, and because the general form of access to subsistence is 
waged labour. The insecurity of workers' access to means of subsistence 
is a historical phenomenon, not a natural or technical one; from now on 
this aspect disappears from the analysis. 

Control over labour becomes impersonal, but impersonal does not mean 
natural and objective - though economic theory tends to give that 
impression. In reality the mechanisms by which the modes of reproduction 
adjust to the requirements of the labour market are social and not 
automatic. In the following chapters I shall try to throw light on the 
various adjustment mechanisms of the labour market which involve 
intervention by the state and the functioning of the family. 

In this chapter I have tried to bring out the way the view of the labour 
market changed when the concept of the natural price of labour changed 
its meaning. 16 With the wages fund theory the way in which the 
production-reproduction relationship was seen underwent a complete 
reversal: wages were no longer taken as a reflection of the exogenous 
modes of reproduction, but reproduction - in quantity and standards - was 
seen as depending on wages determined by the allocation of quantities of 
capital and population. Up to now this reversal has not been corrected, or 
indeed even questioned. It is still the foundation of the modem approach 
to the question of population and development.17 

The reality of the capitalist system tends progressively to increase the 
dependence of subsistence on the market. But the forms of dependence, 
while impersonal, are not uncontrollable and still less automatic: they 
reflect decisions made by responsible agents. The first step towards 
regaining a clear view of the real mechanisms operating in the labour 
market is to recover the long-dismissed concept of wages as a cost of 
reproduction, exogenous from other prices. A wages fund understood as a 
quantity of capital cannot be determined without a previous specification 
of the wage-profit distribution, which is exogenous and not technically 
given. 
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The role of the state in the 
labour market, i.e. social insecurity 

If no body did Want no body would work; but the 
greatest Hardships are look'd upon as solid 
Pleasures, when they keep a Man from Starving. 

From what has been said it is manifest, that in a 
free Nation where Slaves are not allow'd of, the 
surest Wealth consists in a Multitude of laborious 
Poor; for besides that they are the never-failing 
Nursery of Fleets and Armies, without them there 
could be no Enjoyment, and no Product of any 
Country could be valuable. 

Mandeville 
Fable of the Bees 

So that they have nothing to stir them up to be 
serviceable but their Wants, which it is Prudence to 
relieve, but Folly to cure. The only thing then that 
can render the labouring Man industrious, is a 
moderate quantity of Money; for as too little will, 
according as his Temper is, either dispirit or make 
him Desperate, so too much will make him Insolent 
and Lazy. 

Mandeville 
Fable of the Bees 

3.1 Starting from the bottom 

The theory of the wages fund managed to hide the structural problems of 
the labour market by shifting them out of the analysis of the normal 
determination of wages; but it could not find any solution to them. The 
implementation of the policies of the 1834 Act made it necessary to face 
those problems, which in reality proved to be persistent and general 
although they were dismissed by theorists as marginal and accidental. In 
this chapter and the next I shall introduce some historical evidence of the 
real contradictions inherent in the separation of production and 
reproduction. 
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I chose a Poor Law Report as a source of information on the 
assumption that a specific focus on the social insecurity of the poorest 
sections of the labouring population could help bring to light the structure 
of the labour market. For the poorest classes, in fact, the problems of 
reproduction are always explicit; this helps to make the whole historical 
process of social reproduction more transparent, and to expose the main 
tool of capitalist command over labour: that is to say, the general 
insecurity over the means of reproduction at individual and collective 
level. l The poor necessarily disclose the real difficulties of reproduction 
inherent in low standards and insecurity. 

This fact is generally recognized in theories of wages which consider 
subsistence as a downward rigidity to otherwise flexible wages. This 
rigidity is considered to represent only a limited case for the number of 
people involved. But the material process of reproduction, its historical 
and cultural aspects, power relationships between classes and within 
classes, and the general insecurity over the means of reproduction, link the 
poorest sections of the labouring population to those which enjoy greater 
security. This brings out some fundamental characteristics of the whole 
system. 

By focussing on the process of social reproduction of labour we also 
obtain a clearer picture of some historical functions of the state. Conflicts 
arise from the fact that the entire process of reproduction involves a huge 
amount of labour, a complex division of labour and enormous resources. 
This means that a great deal of social control is required. The recurrent 
failure of social policy to limit state intervention in support of 
reproduction to a residuum, shows that it is not so easy to impose 
constraints on the process of social reproduction of labour. 

State institutions often prove inadequate at times of instability of 
employment and structural changes in the process of reproduction. The 
state is forced to intervene on new terms and to modify its role 
significantly. This was the case, for example, in the latter part of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century, when the whole system of poor 
relief established in Great Britain with the 1834 Poor Law Act proved to 
be totally inadequate and a new public initiative was needed. Some of the 
problems and tensions underlying the state's changing role found their 
expression in the Poor Law Report of 1909. 

A number of reasons prompted me to focus on the 1909 Report of the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws: (a) it represents a change from the 
so-called free market policies formulated in the previous Report of 1834; 
(b) it constitutes a very articulate and sound enquiry which focusses 
directly on the problems of standards of living, the family. health and 
education. low wages. and unemployment; (c) it represents a monumental 
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research effort. sponsored by the state itself, to clarify the basic structure 
of the labour market, to survey its own practices, and to find new lines of 
intervention at a time when the structural mismatch between supply and 
demand for labour, i.e. between production and reproduction, was evident. 

The historical background of the Report itself, at the turn of the 
century, was complex and involved some major social developments: 
increasing unemployment in industry, due to the restructuring of various 
important productive sectors (Beveridge, 1909; Deane and Cole, 1962; 
Hunt, 1981); important changes in pension schemes, unemployment 
insurance, health service, children's and women's work, education and 
working hours (Bruce, 1961; Fraser, 1976; Gough, 1979; Hay, 1975; 
Webb and Webb, 1963); a decrease in birth rates, a general concern for 
standards of living, and an increasing institutional representation of the 
working classes through the broadening of the franchise and the 
foundation of the Independent Labour Party (1893); and a change in the 
scientific and ethical views of society after Darwin (Soffer, 1978). Last but 
not least, nineteenth-century industrialization and urbanization had greatly 
affected the structure of the family, and a massive women's movement 
was challenging the state on the issue of suffrage. 

3.2 The Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Distress, 190~-9 

Two Reports - Majority and Minority - for England and Wales, separate 
Reports for Scotland and Ireland, and several volumes of appendices (all 
printed in folio by HMSO on about 20,000 pages) were the result of three 
years of assiduous meetings of the Royal Commission appointed in 
December 1905 by Balfour at the very end of his mandate. Among the 
members were prominent representatives of the COS (Charity Organization 
Society), members of LGBs (Local Government Boards), a professor of 
political economy (Smart), representatives of the Church, social 
investigators such as Booth and Beatrice Webb, and two labour 
representatives - George Lansbury and Francis Chandler. The head of the 
Commission was Lord Hamilton, a conservative. 

Goodwill and genuine commitment were common features among the 
members, yet this was not sufficient to mediate the conflicts. Three basic 
policy lines were at stake (Hamilton, 1910). The conservatives, aiming to 
maintain the 1834 deterrent policies, still rested their hopes on a natural 
disappearance of poverty, or at any rate on the endurance of the labouring 
population. The moderates, while accepting the necessity of changing the 
1834 approach (based on the assumption of moral weakness of the poor as 
the main cause of poverty) emphasized the responsibility of the state to 
prevent destitution, but were not willing to go beyond the Poor Law 
policy of limited assistance to a marginal social residuwn. The progressive 
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policy was based on the perspective of 'breaking up' the Poor Law 
institutional framework and dividing state intervention according to 
functional criteria. Prevention of destitution was to operate at a 'universal' 
level, through general support of minimum standards of living by 
unemployment relief schemes, minimum wages, benefits and services -
especially health and education - measures aiming to support the family 
throughout the social structure. The fundamental conflict was over the role 
of the state and over the forms and degrees of its intervention in the 
labour market. The real confrontation was between those who wanted the 
state to take direct responsibility for poverty and unemployment, and those 
who thought that the administration of poverty and the prevention of 
destitution should remain mainly in private hands or at least under a 
limited Destitution Authority. 2 

The Royal Commission coordinated a huge research effort based on 
questionnaires, interviews and ad hoc memoranda of economists, union 
leaders, doctors, philanthropists, social officers, employers, civil servants, 
trade boards, etc. Booth and Beatrice Webb were both determined to 
improve the methods and scientific standards of research, which in their 
opinion were usually poor.3 This was not the only government intervention 
in the field of the labour market, and specifically in the social reproduction 
of labour. Around the second half of the nineteenth century and at the tum 
of the new century, numerous formal actions were undertaken by the 
various governments on matters related to the living conditions of the 
labouring population. Factory Acts, the Health and Town Bill, Public 
Health Acts, Vaccination Acts, Contagious Diseases Acts, the Working 
Class Housing Act, the Royal Commission on Housing of the Working 
Classes; and, in the new century, the Interdepartmental Committee on 
Physical Deterioration (1904), the Education Act (1905) and the Provision 
of Meals Act (1906) were the most important. This intense public activity 
shows the complexity of the process that the state had to go through to 
find its way, in a very pragmatic fashion, towards viable adjustment 
mechanisms. The research work could no longer be left to the COS 
officers or to private researchers with limited access to the relevant 
institutions and personalities (K. Williams, 1981). The state itself had to 
sponsor the effort and to mobilize all the sources of information, providing 
direct access to all the pertinent participants in the functioning of the 
labour market. 

The leading people involved in the Report, as members of the Royal 
Commission or as experts, often had experience in common, experience 
gathered in connection with the 'colonization', 'moralization' and the 
anthropological study of East End London (Beveridge, 1953; Stedman 
Jones, 1971; B. Webb, 1926; Freeden, 1986). Their relationships with the 
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working classes remained elitist and detached, with a diffuse feeling of 
guilt, strongly expressed by Toynbee in the following passage. 

We - the middle classes. I mean. not merely the very rich - we have neglected 
you; instead of justice we have offered you charity. and instead of sympathy we 
have offered you hard and unreal advice; but I think we are changing. If you 
would only believe it and trust us. I think that many of us would spend our lives 
in your service. (quoted in B. Webb. 1926. pp. 182-3) 

The positive characteristic of this generation was a deep and 
widespread feeling of trust in change and progress. Scientific methods for 
social research and the state would provide the tools for change. Needless 
to say, the whole political and cultural environment was not homogeneous, 
and there was no conscious and explicit plan for social control. What did 
exist were some open problems in the labour market (explicitly related to 
conditions of social reproduction of labour and unemployment). some 
vested interests, changing power relationships, and a fertile progressive 
mood. The results were extremely interesting and had many seminal 
effects for the future Welfare State. The breadth and the nature of the 
problems dealt with in the 1909 Report made its immediate legislative use 
impossible. It took two world wars, with the pragmatic use of state 
machinery for massive intervention in the economy and social 
environment, Lo clear the ground for the Welfare State, and, unfortunately, 
also to kill the optimistic progressive mood (Carr, 1951; Winter, 1975; 
Freeden, 1986). 

The major event in the work of the Royal Commission of 1909 was a 
radical split among the commissioners which led to the publication of two 
separate final Reports, although a basic agreement was reached on the data 
collected and on the failure of the free market policies embodied in the 
1834 Report (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I, p. ix). Differences emerged 
on the diagnosis of the failure. The majority attributed it to incompetence 
and corruption of the 24,000 guardians involved in the administration of 
the Poor Law, while the minority attributed it to structural changes in the 
social context and to overlapping policies within the Public Administration 
(Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I. pp. x-xi). The chief cause of the split was 
the attempt, perpetrated by the majority, to step backward by supporting a 
'Public Assistance Authority' against the proposal of specialized 
institutions providing services and social benefits on a universal basis; the 
handling of involuntary unemployment within the Poor Laws was 
considered particularly unacceptable. 

In order to grasp the novelty of the policy perspectives in the 1909 
Report it is necessary to look back at the 1834 Report on the Poor Law, 
to which it explicitly refers. 

61 



Social reproduction of labour 

3.3 The 1834 Poor Law 

The 1834 Report and the immediate Act of Parliament which enforced its 
policies, were based on the economic theories of the wages fund and 
intended to free the labour market from state intervention on the matter of 
wages, mobility and standards of living of the labouring population. The 
analytical framework adopted by Senior, a member of the Royal 
Commission, was that of a market supply-and-demand adjustment 
mechanism which would guarantee a clearing labour market and the 
adjustment of living standards of the labouring population to flexible 
wages. Economic theory was used as an ideological device to justify 
imposing a double obligation on the labourers: to accept work at whatever 
wage rate was offered and to adapt their standards of living to the market 
rate of wages. Unemployment was explained in terms of workers' inability 
or unwillingness to work. The economic policies of the 1834 Act were 
explicitly dependent on established economic theories; in contrast, the 
1909 policies were rooted in the pragmatic behaviour of public 
institutions. 

For the nineteenth-century legislators and policy-makers, the 
liberalization of the labour market was essentially meant to free the state 
from any responsibility towards the labouring population, or at least to 
limit very strictly the cases of public relief. The labourer and the labouring 
population as a whole were to be made totally dependent on wages. The 
social insecurity inherent in wages thus was strengthened as the basic 
force for disciplining work, both outside and inside the family. 

The fundamental aim of the 1834 Act was to transfer resources, as 
quickly as possible, from public expenditure to profit accumulation. All 
the costs arising from the instability of the process of reproduction were to 
be laid on the shoulders of the labouring population. Homogeneity in 
public relief within each section of destitution was to be reached by 
guidelines designed to counteract corruption, inefficiency and favouritism 
on the part of parish overseers - which were apparently the main causes 
of discontent that led to the appointment of the Royal Commission in 
1832. This implied a major restructuring process, leading to the 
agglomeration of parishes into unions, and later on to the establishment of 
Poor Law Boards of Guardians (Nicholls, 1898). The policy was enforced 
by strong deterrents such as the workhouse (with its inherent logic of 
punishment and criminalization), reduced 'eligibility' (public works had to 
be less remunerative and less attractive than market jobs), and deprivation 
of civil rights. 

The 1834 Report is based on the distinction between the able-bodied 
and the non-able-bodied. What is really implied in this partition is that for 
some sections dependence on somebody else's wage is taken for granted 
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as the normal case. The state intervenes only in certain cases when there 
is no wage to depend on: children, old people (before the introduction of 
pensions), the sick and the disabled. At first glance the distinction between 
the able-bodied and the non-able-bodied seems to imply a physical 
difference but that is a mystification: from a capitalist point of view the 
distinction is between the waged and the wageless sections of labouring 
population. The non-able-bodied are in fact defined as the residual sections 
of the waged population. Physical and biological differences are used as a 
pretext for social segmentations which in reality depend on power 
relationships.4 Although the distinction between able-bodied and non-able­
bodied was far from precise, it was considered clear enough to serve as a 
basis for extremely repressive policies against the able-bodied males who 
were the main target of the 1834 commissioners. Unemployment was in 
fact considered their fault, and it was thought that relief would only 
encourage, or even induce, vicious idleness. 

The 1909 Report provided information on the failures of the 1834 
policies which not only brings out the unclarity of the definition of able­
bodied person, but also exposes its mystifications. The distinction was 
used as the basis for a 'surplus labour' theory of the labour market: 

We have seen that the Royal Commission of 1832 considered the great problem 
before them to be the reduction of able-bodied pauperism. In this most difficult 
part of their task they were constantly confronted by a cry with which we have 
recently become very familiar - the cry of 'surplus labour'. The argument is very 
plausible; there is only a certain amount of work to be done and the fact that men 
are out of work shows that there are enough workers without them. There is a 
surplus of labour, and, since the surplus labourers cannot keep themselves, the 
community must keep them out of the rates. The line taken by the Commissioners 
was, that it depended very largely upon the man himself whether there is work for 
him to do or not; that if the services he offered were worthless to everyone, then 
he would be • surplus , but that ability and industry were pretty certain to find a 
market, if not in one place, then in other. (House of Commons, 1909, p. 201) 

According to the wages fund theory, given a certain amount of capital the 
worker can always adapt to market conditions by increasing his mobility 
and accepting the downward flexibility of wages; in this context only 
physical and moral inabilities can cause a rigidity in the labour market. 
Increasing and persistent unemployment and poverty showed that not all 
the able-bodied willing to work had a wage, and that not all the employed 
able-bodied had adequate wages. 

The theory that only physical incapacity or moral weakness could cause 
dependence on public assistance was contradicted by facts, but the 
distinction between able-bodied and non-able-bodied continued to be used 
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to introduce fOnDS of social segmentation. Every effort was made to 
separate the deserving from the undeserving. Protection of some sections -
such as widows of soldiers and deserving workers - went hand in hand 
with the exclusion of others such as idlers, vagrants, prostitutes, etc. The 
core of the labour market was basically defined as sober, hard-working, 
able-bodied males. Workers were classified according to criteria based on 
health and morals, health being defined as the ability to work and morality 
as the disposition to work.' 

While the recipients of relief were divided between able-bodied and 
non-able-bodied, deserving and undeserving, the fOnDS of assistance were 
divided into indoor and outdoor relief. Indoor relief (the workhouse) was 
forced on the able-bodied in order to discipline them. Outdoor relief, less 
repressive and much less costly for the state, was generally given to the 
non-able-bodied: single mothers, children and aged people. Towards the 
end of the century the number of able-bodied males on indoor and outdoor 
relief in urban areas had greatly increased (House of Commons, 1909, pp. 
42-6).6 

The 1834 Act was extremely cynical and brutally repressive towards 
poverty, and thereby provoked strong reactions. From the start the 1834 
policies were resisted, especially in the North, with massive struggles that 
were later absorbed into the Chartist Movement which specifically attacked 
the new Poor Law and maintained a direct confrontation with the state.7 

Deterrent policies were never strong enough to avoid favouritism and 
inequalities, which were mainly due to different power relationships 
between the relieved population and the guardians. Moreover, the problem 
of outdoor relief for unemployed able-bodied males, while presenting itself 
in new fOnDS, was far from disappearing. To deal with it required new 
modes of intervention and the modification of old ones. The administrative 
machinery was continuously disrupted by changes in unemployment rates, 
mobility, and new social demands such as health and education. The 
wages fund theory had provided an ideological scheme by which to define 
and marginalize 'surplus' population which was supposed to function as a 
safety valve for the labour market. This residuum was defined by the lack 
of access (direct or indirect) to stable and adequate wages. The residual 
population was expected to disappear from public concern (possibly 
emigrating), especially if comprised of unemployed males. 

In practice the implementation of the principles of the 1834 Act had 
been changing quite a lot during the nineteenth century. Changes had 
occurred both in outdoor and indoor relief. Towards the end of the century 
relief was losing part of its deterrent nature, especially in the case of 
unsupported mothers, the aged, the sick and children. FOnDS of outdoor 
relief for able-bodied males remained in use. These involved 
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disfranchisement and maintained certain deterrent aspects, but were less 
repulsive than the workhouse (Fraser, 1976), whose running costs for the 
state were meanwhile increasing with new buildings and the introduction 
of waged social workers (K. Williams, 1981; House of Commons, 1909, 
pp.28-30). 

The relief of the sick played a very important role in both outdoor and 
indoor relief, activating a slow movement towards universal provisions 
which undermined the principle of deterrence. The 1834 Act had not dealt 
specifically with the problem of health, but this sector of intervention 
became very important politically and very significant in terms of 
expenditure (B. Webb, 1910). Health conditions led to the distribution of 
relief among the different sections in a less rigid way and with milder 
deterrent features.' 

Living conditions of the labouring population were seen mainly in 
terms of health standards. The medical profession thus gained a 
tremendous social influence. The top levels of the profession, while 
continuing to treat the upper classes, had the power to shape sanitary 
policies and to control the growing medical schools and infirmaries. To 
the lower levels of this very hierarchical profession the increasing demand 
for sanitary services for the labourers offered a new market for 
professional activity. Apothecaries and general practitioners worked first 
for 'sick societies' and fraternities and then for the state in Poor Law 
infirmaries (Navarro, 1978).' The workhouse, although on the whole 
maintaining its very repressive features, was transforming the mixed 
workhouse (containing all sections of the population on relief) into more 
specialized institutions serving the purposes of efficiency and social 
discipline (K. Williams, 1981). Poor Law infirmaries were transformed in 
the course of time into public hospitals. 

3.4 The failure of the 1834 policies 

It is impossible here to give proper consideration to all the information 
provided by the Reports (Majority and Minority) on the implementation of 
the 1834 policies during the long time span before the 1905-9 Royal 
Commission. However, it is important to analyse their major failures: (a) 
the persistence of the mixed workhouses and of outdoor relief for the 
able-bodied, (b) the increased numbers of people on relief, (c) the 
overlapping of other state provisions which undermined the policy of 
deterrence, implementing the tendency towards normalizing and extending 
state intervention in the labour market 

The persistence of the mixed workhouse shows the failure of the 1834 
policies which had strongly opposed it. The reasons for the inefficiency of 
the mixed workhouse are numerous. The family model of organization was 
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not tenable because of the large size of some of the workhouses 
(800-1,000 inmates) and the fact that without the discipline of the wage 
and its inherent insecurity, it was very difficult to achieve discipline on 
purely ideological or physically repressive grounds. Thus the amount of 
work done in the workhouse depended explicitly on the power 
relationships between the inmates and the overseers. It became even more 
difficult to discipline services to adults, children and the sick, than to 
discipline work in the workyard. Waged nurses, teachers and overseers 
had to be enrolled to provide for services and control. 

Another major reason for the failure of the 1834 policies was the 
persistence with which the social residuum of the wageless sections 
required increasing state provisions. The residuum was not disappearing 
and its costs of reproduction, inside as well as outside public institutions, 
were increasing. Public expenditure for social transfers and services within 
the Poor Law increased from 7 million pounds in 1834 to 20 million in 
1909. Indeed, if provisions outside of the Poor Law are taken into account 
as well, expenditure added up to 60 million pounds (House of Commons, 
1909, p. 52).10 

As time went on it became impossible to separate the population into 
rigid sections with regard to education and health, housing, etc. l1 So, in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, the state showed a tendency to 
turn into a permanent and general agency of support for subsistence. The 
administrators of the Poor Law were caught in an insoluble dilemma: 
either to create new destitution by repressing the poor, or to prevent it, 
thereby undermining the very foundations of the 1834 Act. The dilemma 
was indeed not soluble by the 24,000 guardians; they had been appointed 
to deal with limited and temporary cases of destitution and idleness, and 
could not be expected to solve, or even to hide, the fundamental problems 
of the labour market arising from the fact that labour is not a commodity 
easily produced, disciplined and disposed of. To some extent guardians 
and social workers found ways to escape frustration through inefficiency, 
corruption or missionary effort in support of the poor; but ultimately, the 
state itself had to change its policies, and started to experiment on 
different lines inside and outside the context of the Poor Law. Hence what 
really undermined the 1834 policies was the state itself, through 
conflicting actions undertaken by various state agencies dealing with the 
problems caused by unemployment and poor living standards of the 
working classes. 

Among the major steps undertaken by the state in the labour market at 
the beginning of the twentieth century were the Unemployed Workmen 
Act of 1905 and the Old Age Pension of 1908 (Bailward, 1912, p. 542). 
These important pieces of legislation actually had the effect of 'breaking 
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up' the Poor Law: they relaxed the social stigma, took open responsibility 
for social distress, intervened with specialized provisions, and moved 
towards establishing a right of security rather than a punishment for 
poverty. 

More specialized and flexible institutions developed within the Poor 
Law as well. The Able Test Work House was intended exclusively for the 
able-bodied, so that work discipline could be implemented without having 
to make concessions as a result of giving more generous treatment to 
children, the sick and the aged. The 'Poplar' workhouse in London was an 
exemplary establishment of this kind, so effective in repression that more 
than once the magistrates had to intervene to soften it (Webb and Webb, 
1909, Part II, pp. 44-5). Different institutions were used for different 
kinds of workers, according to their character, wages and employment 
segmentation. Classification of workers was an instrument used by the 
state to assess power relationships between classes and different sections 
of the working classes, inside and outside public institutions. But the 
history of the implementation of the repressive policies of 1834 shows that 
the social classifications are not easily controllable. For instance, many 
able-bodied workers were listed under other categories on relief, such as 
young people, single mothers, vagrants, aged men who could not find new 
jobs, etc. Even among the ever-increasing number of people on health 
relief there were some disguised able-bodied people who tried to avoid the 
unpleasant deterrent practices of the workhouse. 

In 1909 the inability of the majority commissioners to abandon the 
theory of voluntary unemployment and/or physical and moral inabilities 
led them to make some very pessimistic comments on the effects of the 
social policies of 1834. They could not cope with the fact that public 
benefits, far from disappearing, had started to become part of a social 
wage which had nothing to do with physical and moral criteria, and that 
the deterrent policies of the Poor Laws had become outdated and 
powerless, even if officially still in use. 

The consideration of these statistics leads to the conclusion that it is in regard to 
the able-bodied that least progress has been made. Indeed it would appear that 
there has recently been a considerable retrogression in this branch of the Poor 
Law. Either the urban population is becoming less fitted for maintaining their 
independence, or the facility with which relief may be obtained and the immunity 
to labour which it confers are enticing a larger number of persons to avail 
themselves of Poor Relief. (House of Commons. 1909. p. 43) 

The commissioners also had to recognize that the preventive policies of 
increasing expenditure for education and health, which ought to have 
reduced destitution if it were due to physical or moral causes, were not 
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successful. 

It is very unpleasant to record that, notwithstanding our assmned moral and 
material progress, and notwithstanding the enormous 8lU1Ual expenditure, 
amounting to nearly sixty millions a year, upon poor relief, education, and public 
health, we still have a vast army of persons quartered upon us unable to support 
themselves, and an army which in nmnbers has recently shown signs of increase 
rather than decrease. To what is the retrogression due? It can not be attributed to 
lack of expenditure. Is this costly and elaborate machinery we have established 
defective, and if so where does it fail to accomplish its end? (House of Commons, 
1909, p. 52) 

Forms of social insurance were also provided by 'friendly societies' and 
by the unions, but they covered only the stronger sections of the working 
class, as they were based on regular contributions and played a 
complementary role with respect to the Poor Law (Thane, 1978b; Wilson, 
1979). Employers provided some welfare benefits within the firm, although 
private welfare was distributed mainly as contributions to charities and 
generally at local level. As a matter of fact, private charities did provide 
the great bulk of poor relief in the nineteenth century. For London, in 
1860, the annual budget for charities amounted roughly to the Poor Law 
expenditure for England and Wales combined (Hunt, 1981, p. 126). As we 
have seen above, one of the aims of the Royal Commission was to survey 
private charities, and the authors of the Minority Report were convinced 
that 'without State action private charity and Voluntary Agencies nowhere 
fit the need - they are in most places and for most purposes 
demoralisingly superabundant' (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I, p. 507). 

3.5 The Minority Report 

The Minority Report of 1909 is divided into two parts: (i) the destitution 
of the non-able-bodied, (ii) the destitution of the able-bodied. The same 
partition appears under different headings in the edition of the Report 
which Sidney and Beatrice Webb published under their own names and 
used to campaign for the 'break-up' of the Poor Law (Hamilton, 1932, pp. 
185-208). In this version, the sections are given as: (i) the break-up of the 
Poor Law, and (ii) the public organization of the labour market 

The new partition avoids the physical connotations, but it maintains the 
political and economic implications of the distinction between the waged 
and wageless sections of the labouring population. The most problematic 
groups are the involuntary unemployed and women engaged in housework, 
who proved to be an embarrassing case with single mothers treated 
basically as incapable labourers. The impossibility of earning a wage is 
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dealt with as an incapacity for work. Dependence, which is the real social 
handicap to which the partitions of both the 1834 and 1909 Reports refer, 
implies different degrees of insecurity, as the insecurity of dependence has 
to be added to the general insecurity of wages. According to the experts 
and policy-makers of the Minority Report, state intervention has to be 
auxiliary; it cannot replace the two poles that sustain the whole structure 
of the capitalist labour market. the wage and the family. 

The first part of the Minority Report deals with the following sections: 
infants and children of school age, the sick, the mentally defective, and 
the aged and infirm. For these sections the Report recommends 'breaking 
up' the Poor Law into specialized and independent Education, Health, 
Asylums and Pension Committees (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I, p. 599). 
The second and better-known part of the Report deals with the able­
bodied, i.e. with the problems of unemployment, low wages, casual work 
and generally of disguised unemployment Women, as we shall see in the 
next chapter, in a sense represent the 'missing link' between the able­
bodied and the sections which are considered physically or mentally 
incapable of work. This problem is implicitly recognized in the 
extraordinary question which titles a section of the first chapter: ' Are 
Women Able-Bodied?' 

The Minority Report expressed a radical change at the level of 
principles. The individual moral responsibility of the poor was 
supplemented by a collective and state responsibility for prevention of 
destitution. The state thus became a fundamental official adjustment 
mechanism for mediating between the process of production and that of 
reproduction. In practice it had always been so, but the political 
recognition of this fact had to wait until 1909 and for the cooptation into 
Parliament of some sections of the working class and its historical 
organizations. The recognition was also induced by struggles and various 
forms of resistance against the repressive aspects of the Poor Law, waged 
at collective and at individual level and by the broadly progressive ideas 
held, at the time, by middle-class parties such as the Liberal Party 
(Freeden, 1986). 

The distinction between able-bodied and non-able-bodied kept its 
fundamental role in the Report, as its organization clearly shows. The 
distinction between deserving and undeserving was also fully maintained. 
The state's continuous efforts to classify the labouring population by 
dividing it into sections did not cease. On the one hand, such 
classifications were determined by functional requirements; on the other, 
they were designed, and used, as a tool of social control in the distribution 
of relief (K. Williams, 1981). 
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With regard to the non-able-bodied, the policy perspectives put forward 
by the Minority Report generally ratify practices which had already been 
tested within and outside the Poor Law - as in the case of old-age 
pensions - stressing the universal character of public provisions within 
sections and services. 

As far as the able-bodied workers are concerned, the Minority Report 
moves straight along the lines of the policies advanced in the Unemployed 
Workmen Act. As we have seen, it was the progressive members' strong 
support for these policies that led to the split in the Royal Commission. In 
contrast to their nineteenth-century predecessors, the Minority members of 
the Royal Commission did not assume any gross population adjusunent 
mechanism, nor did they expect the market to automatically clear or settle 
at an adequate wage level. They adopted the progressive perspective of an 
open state support for the family and for wages, as they thought that in 
the long run the prevention of destitution would cost less, both financially 
and politically, than its repressive disciplining. In their view no private 
charity organization could fulfil the role of an adjusunent mechanism for 
the labour market - indeed private charities might even be dangerous, as 
they confused the issues and implemented wrong classifications and 
policies. It was only with regard to emigration and character building that 
the role of the religious associations, such as the Salvation Army, was 
given credit. 

The second part of the Minority Report, 'The Public Organization of 
the Labour Market', aims at removing the relief of the unemployed from 
the Poor Law administration. This avenue was opened by Chamberlain in 
1886 in a circular which offered a new basis for public work programmes. 
Chamberlain's circular concluded as follows: 

The Law exists for securing the assistance of the community at large in aid of 
their destitute members; and where the necessity has arisen from no fault of the 
persons concerned, there ought to be no idea of degradation connected with such 
assistance. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part n, p. 116) 

The circular offered an opportunity for experimenting with public works 
projects designed for the 'deserving' - as designated by the guardians - at 
a wage lower than the market rate. The circular was re-issued many times 
and other local authorities, 'responding to the perpetual pleadings and 
threatenings of deputations of unemployed workmen', followed the same 
path; but the idea of offering lower wages had to be abandoned because of 
riots and disturbances (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 118). 

The circular was originally issued to deal with the problem of qualified 
silversmiths and electroplate workers in Birmingham, and it was meant to 
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exclude casual workers. In order to keep the work offered by municipal 
authorities less attractive than the open-market opportunities, the period of 
employment was shortened. This had negative effects on the tasks 
performed, as people with different skills were not given training on the 
job. The high social utility in terms of conflict absorption, mental health 
and income maintenance had to balance the high cost in terms of low 
productivity (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 123). Once again the 
problem was the heterogeneity of the labour force, in spite of drastic 
selection from the start. 

The Unemployed, as statistics will show, are usually men of the most varied 
occupations; and it may fairly be presumed that some of them are not the most 
thrifty, thoughtful workmen, or men particularly handy at their respective trades. 
(Webb and Webb. 1909, Part II, p. 125) 

One of the aims of the Royal Commission had been to survey the extent 
of unemployment. The results were very worrying, though the worst was 
yet to come and chronic underemployment had to be added to structural 
and cyclical unemployment (p. 130). In fact, unemployment and distress 
were endemic, and public works were just a drop in the ocean (Brown, 
1971; Garside, 1980; Harris, 1972). The failure of municipal employment 
was caused mainly by the fact that the public works schemes were 
designed to meet emergencies and the needs of limited sections, whereas 
in fact they encountered a bottomless situation of distress of the waged 
workers. 

The Unemployed Workmen Act of 1905 had run into the same kind of 
inadequacy. 

The Unemployed Workmen Act embodied the policy of Mr. Chamberlain's 
circular of 1886 - that respectable men, temporarily unemployed, should not be 

cast on the Poor Law, but should be assisted by the Municipal Authority of the 
district in which they were resident. The casual labourers were expressly excluded. 
'We proposed' said Mr. Gerald Balfour 'to deal with the elite of the Unemployed.' 
(Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 134) 

The Unemployed Workmen Act failed for lack of funds, which proved to 
cover little more than the machinery built up to administer the public 
works schemes. But it also failed because these schemes were not 
economically productive. 

The evidence we have collected seems conclusive that relief works are 
economically useless. Either ordinary work is undertaken . . . which . . . throws 
out of employment the men who are in the more or less regular employment of 
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the councils or else it is sham work which we believe to be even more 
deteriorating than direct relief. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 138) 

The Royal Commission supported Beveridge's idea of the labour 
exchanges with the objective of increasing the mobility of the workforce 
and creating an observatory on the labour market at a national level. 
Information could be collected and made available to the workers and, 
more importantly, this information could be used by the state to 
implement some kind of anticyclical policies when unemployment figures 
were rising. The jobs passing through the labour exchange would keep all 
the open-market qualifications and no personal information would be used 
as a condition of employment. The social stigmatization of the Poor Law 
had to be abandoned. An experiment with the labour exchange in London 
had proved a notable success: in one year 30,000 jobs had been allocated 
of which 20,()()() were permanent. In spite of this encouraging success, the 
Minority Report does not show great confidence in the potential for job 
creation by the labour exchanges. Much more interest was shown with 
regard to the possibility of using them to introduce demand-management 
policies. The Minority Report's role as a forerunner of Keynes's effective 
demand policies emerges clearly from the following passage.12 

For (what is usually forgotten) capital is unemployed and Underemployed to at 
least as great an extent as labour. It is in the lean years of the trade cycle, when 
business is depressed, that most capital is Unemployed, and the Bank rate is at its 
lowest. It is, accordingly, just in the years that Government works are needed in 
order to keep up the National Demand for Labour that Government can borrow at 
the cheapest rate. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 286) 

Since 1909 public expenditure policies have shown that on the one hand 
the labour market cannot rely on any automatic or endogenous 
mechanisms of adjustment, while on the other hand the role of the state as 
an adjustment mechanism is a very difficult one: plans to control the 
reproduction of labour like the production of other commodities have 
never succeeded. The whole process of social reproduction of labour 
involves forces and agents whose power has never been fully understood. 

The 1909 commissioners openly denounced free labour-market policies 
and tried more reformist ways of coping with the labour market. They 
introduced an open support for the family and for the wage. Reforms 
aimed at a rational adjustment of the labour market in order to reduce the 
violent shocks imposed by free trade policies. They were put forward for 
fear of social conflict, for humanitarian reasons, through trust in scientific 
social engineering; their basic aim was to control public expenditure and 
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to reduce it. Classification and segmentation were the main tools of social 
engineering; however, the boundaries continued to shift and public 
expenditure for the support of the social reproduction of the labouring 
population increased, as shown historically by the increasing weight of 
transfers and benefits (peacock and Wiseman, 1961). 

While the reformist commissioners offered important insights on the 
nature of unemployment and on the role of the state as a structural agent 
in the labour market, they did not closely analyse the link between the 
first and the second part of the Minority Report: i.e. the link between the 
insecurity of the waged and the insecurity of the wageless sections of the 
labouring population. The policies of 1834 had kept separate from the 
normal structure of the labour market all the segments included in the 
social residuum. The repressive policies aimed to reduce and limit the 
surplus population. Everything possible was done to segregate the social 
surplus from the core, which means that the social surplus had to absorb 
the instability and insecurity of the core without challenging the labour 
market and its functioning. In this respect, by recognizing the existence of 
involuntary unemployment, the necessity for universal policies of 
intervention in support of wages and the services of reproduction, the 
Minority Report undermined a fundamental aspect of nineteenth-century 
social policies and anticipated the Welfare State. 

Nonetheless, in the Report the family-wage relationship remains 
unquestioned and the labour market is considered able to function once the 
state has guaranteed its supportive and auxiliary role. Its main focus on 
unemployment, minimum wages, effective demand and fluidity in the 
labour market, and its secondary focus (even if much more stressed than 
in current approaches) on the process of social reproduction of the 
labouring population as a whole, undermines some of its potentialities. 
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One important truth sufficiently impressed upon your mind 
will materially assist in this desirable consummation [to be 
satisfied in marriage] - it is the superiority of your husband, 
simply as a man ... For want of a satisfactory settlement of 
this point before marriage, how many disputes and 
misunderstandings have ensued, filling, as with the elements 
of discord and strife, that world of existence which ought to 

be a smiling Eden of perpetual flowers. 
Sarah Stikney Ellis, The Wives of England (1850) 

4.1 Victorian and Edwardian housework 

Before discu::..;ing the position of women within the 1909 Poor Law 
Reports, it will be useful to provide some historical background regarding 
women in society in the second half of the nineteenth century and at the 
beginning of the new century. Women's position in the family and in the 
labour market can be understood only in terms of the increasing separation 
between the processes of production and reproduction. This separation 
affected cultural and personal attitudes and social relationships. It also 
introduced a marked distinction between the private and the public spheres 
which affected family members in different ways according to sex and 
age. 

In pre-industrial society, when production was organized together with 
reproduction within the family, the conflicts involved in the division of 
labour could be considered as inherent in the household economy; class 
and gender relationships were conditioned by ownership of land and by 
patriarchy. With the development of the industrialized capitalist system, 
production and reproduction were divided into separate spheres. This in 
time led to different work places, different ideologies, different perceptions 
of time and different social and political relations. 

The developing industrial mode of production within the capitalist logic 
of accumulation created a general insecurity of access to the means of 
reproduction that could serve as a lever of command over work both in 
production and in reproduction, disciplining both houseworkers and waged 
workers to adapt to the needs of the accumulation of capital. For all 
workers this meant control over bodies, minds and emotions; but it 
imposed on women new modes of reproduction in which they were 
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expected to function more and more as reproductive workers instead of as 
persons. Women had to reproduce waged workers, the basic capitalist 
commodity. In order to do this they too had to become capitalist workers, 
although as they received no wage for their work this fact was effectively 
hidden. Not only was their work made invisible, but their bodies and 
feelings were controlled by powerful and specific forms of repression -
necessary because giving birth and emotional nourishment are essential 
elements in the process of reproduction of labour. 

The specific capitalist relationship between production and reproduction 
processes shaped the relationship between the work of production and the 
work of reproduction and therefore between production workers and 
reproduction workers. And just as the capitalist mode of production 
alienates the relationship between the worker and his product, in the case 
of women, the capitalist need for control alienates the relationship with 
their children and lovers, with much graver consequences for their 
personal identity. The failures of the social policies of the 1834 Act show 
in fact that the family, and women within and outside it, did not function 
smoothly as an adjusting mechanism between production and reproduction, 
for in spite of social engineering they did not absorb all the shocks of the 
industrial capitalist labour market. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, with the takeoff of the 
industrial system and the great acceleration of urbanization, production and 
reproduction were fully established as separate processes. Forms of 
production such as 'putting out' and agriculture were losing weight in the 
economic structure. Factories and offices were absorbing an increasing 
proportion of the labour force (Levine, 1985; Tilly and Scott, 1978; 
Stedman Jones, 1971). In this period the lack of adjustment mechanisms 
between the demand and the supply of labour, and at a deeper level 
between the production and reproduction processes, become obvious. A 
number of structural changes in living conditions called the state into 
action. For instance, conditions in the cities were so appalling as to 
become a matter of public concern (Briggs, 1968; Dyos and Wolff, 1973). 

Men and women were affected in different ways and degrees by 
environmental conditions. 

Man's life in crowded towns was bad, but woman's was infinitely worse; it was 
the housewife who suffered most from the misery of defective sanitary 
arrangements, and from the constant struggle with dirt (Hammond and Hammond, 
1966, p. 103) 

The employers left to speculators the task of providing houses (Hammond 
and Hammond, 1966, pp. 52-4) and to the housewife the task of 
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orgamzmg life in houses and streets where crowding, lack of water, 
insects, the impossibility of storing food and lack of play space, not to 
mention distress caused by recent urbanization, made housework (in terms 
of hours and effort) a very hard job indeed. Women's bodies were marked 
by the violence of the environment, by poor health, scanty diets, and a fair 
amount of battering. The effects on their health were so noticeable that 
doctors, police and public reports had to acknowledge them (Thane, 
1978a, p. 34; Hunt, 1981). Moreover, various inquiries into the sanitary 
conditions of the working classes, the low physical standards of conscripts 
and the appalling conditions of the urban environment, made the state 
aware of how much housework was worth. 

The media of the times were campaigning on the role of the family. 
Health tracts for household consumption were widely circulated, while 
health officers were asked to train and check on housework. 

To provide district or missionary nurses for the poor ... relieves an amount of 
suffering most intense in its character, and capable of alleviation to a great extent, 
by a proportionately small expenditure. It does more than this; it teaches the 
people to nurse their own sick, and by introducing a knowledge of sanitary laws 
among the working classes, tends to prevent illness and strengthen health ... The 
district nurse must be trained ... But she must just do many things herself, such 
as clean a disorderly grate, dirty windows, etc .... and so show them how to do 
it. (F. Nightingale, quoted in Hollis, 1979, pp. 250-1) 

Social services were used to set the standards for domestic services. 
and provided a network of social workers who entered homes with the 
aim of training and checking on the domestic performance of housewives 
(Thane, 1978b). Housewives, in fact, were the real instrument of reform. 
An ideological campaign exalting the family represented housework as a 
labour of love for the Family, the Nation and the Empire (Ehrenreich and 
English, 1979). In the last decades of the century a sharp decrease of birth 
rates created public anxiety for the future of the 'imperial race' (Davin, 
1978; B. Webb, 1907). The fall in birth rates was interpreted as a parents' 
revolt against the burden of parenthood (Titmuss and Titmuss, 1942). 
Women were the pillar of the social security system for the rest of the 
labouring population. They provided security (or at least the illusion of 
security) at low social costs, to the employed, the unemployed, the 
children, the aged and the sick. Women had to be generous to the point of 
heroism, providing services to all sections of the community. Nobody ever 
complained - not even Beatrice Webb - that the family was in fact a 
'mixed workhouse'. 

One part of Victorian housework was getting the family members to 
conform to certain norms of behaviour (Vicinus, 1977). These norms 
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followed the lines of behaviour set by middle-class families where higher 
incomes, servants and better housing made the organization of housework 
less burdensome. For the working-class family of the nineteenth century, 
these norms imposed a great many changes. For instance, sexual life was 
intended to be limited to marriage, with specific repression of widespread 
forms of cohabitation; working-class sexual habits were disciplined 
through norms of morality, health and religion (Walkowitz, 1980). The 
family was by no means homogeneous across classes or sections of the 
same class. In the first part of the nineteenth century sexual behaviour, 
rates and ages of marriage, and the care of children, all depended to a 
large extent on community and occupational patterns - this was especially 
true of the working class (Anderson, 1980; Goody, 1983; Hareven, 1976; 
Laslett, 1972; Rapp, Ross and Bridenthal, 1983; Levine, 1985). Later on, 
urbanization and organization of production at factory level implied a 
corresponding level of homogeneity in living conditions, which facilitated 
interpersonal communication in the community and at work. Crowded 
districts, collective means of transport, and public institutions, required a 
certain homogeneity in social conventions. The family was the basic 
institution whose task was to provide that homogeneity; and social 
policies, including the Poor Laws, counted heavily on women's efforts to 
educate family members to conform to the new social norms. 

Apparently, according to Lytton Strachey's literary biography, even 
Queen Victoria was coopted to the family engineering of the ruling middle 
classes. 

A few aristocrats might sniff or titter; but with the nation at large the Queen 
was . . . extremely popUlar. The middle classes, in particular, were pleased. They 
liked a love-match; they liked a household which combined the advantages of 
royalty and virtue, and in which they seemed to see, reflected as in one 
resplendent looking glass, the ideal image of the very lives they led 
themselves . . . The last vestige of the eighteenth century had disappeared; 
cynicism and subtlety were shrivelled into powder; and duty, industry, morality 
and domesticity triumphed over them. Even the very chairs and tables had 
assumed, with a singUlar responsiveness, the forms of prim solidity. The Victorian 
Age was in full swing. (Strachey, 1921, pp. 123-4) 

If the Queen was behaving well, other women were not. The building of 
the new family went hand in hand with a continuous process of 
ostracizing those women who for various reasons located themselves 
outside the family. All women who practised some form of autonomy or 
independence from men, for instance single women, were considered 
objects of pity or repression (Hollis, 1979; Vicinus, 1977). Prostitutes were 
particularly repressed. But the barriers between casual workers, 
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immigrants, housewives and prostitutes were not as rigid and clear as the 
state and some moralists would have liked. Women could pass from one 
section to the other depending on circumstances, and other women were 
not keen to discriminate against prostitutes (Walkowitz, 1980). Women 
knew very well that even within the family - with the sanctification of the 
church and the control of the state - they were often forced to exchange 
sexual services for subsistence (Ramelson, 1967). Prostitution simply made 
the material nature of this exchange more transparent, since the 
commercial transaction was more explicit (Walkowitz, 1980). 

The new relationship between the social processes of production and 
reproduction also structured the women's labour market. Changing and 
increasing needs for reproductive services on the part of the urban 
industrial workers, public policies, legislation, public opinion, and 
women's resistance to working extra shifts ouside the home for very little 
money, all contributed to the structuring of a female labour market. In the 
1851 Census, the number of 'unoccupied' women was much higher than 
the total occupied women (Table 4.1). The same pattern was maintained in 
the 1901 Census. Unoccupied women, which in the language of 
statisticians means housewives, reached the figure of over 5 million in 
1851 and over 10 million in 1901. 

In the nineteenth century housework was a basis for class divisions 
among women. Part of the housework of middle-class women was to 
control servants; they shared class interests with social policy-makers and 
experts, and they could protect their children within middle-class 
boundaries (Donzelot, 1980, p. 36). Voluntary social work by middle-class 
women outside the home did not have the same destructive effect on 
women's lives as did work in factories, offices, shops, and on the streets 
(Hollis, 1979; Vicinus, 1977). The sanctification of motherhood for the 
sake of the nation meant that the process of reshaping, building and 
controlling interpersonal relationships - so as to breed the right race and 
the right kind of labour force - was more oppressive for working-class 
women. Middle-class women could ease their housework burden with the 
help of servants; they could buy water which was supplied from tanks or 
have water pipes installed. 

The great number of servants (often including single middle-class 
women) can in itself serve as a rough indicator of the large amount of 
housework required in an urban environment with very low standards of 
public facilities and services. The classification of servants indicates how 
labour for the reproduction of middle-class families could be divided. The 
following list, from the front page of Mrs Beeton's famous household 
handbook (published in 1861) shows the possibilities of domestic division 
of labour: mistress, housekeeper, cook, kitchen maid, butler, footman, 
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coachman, valet, upper and under housemaids, lady's maid, maids-of-all­
work, laundry maid, nurse and nursemaid, monthly wet and sick nurses, 
etc. The statistics of the domestic service sector, presented in Table 4.1, 
are also a significant indicator of the amount of domestic work involved in 
the process of reproduction, although of course they refer only to the 
reproduction of the middle classes. Housework in working-class homes, 
being wageless, disappeared from statistical evidence. 

Table 4.1: Women's employment (GB) 

domestic service, laundry 
agriculture 
mining, quarrying 
metal work 
wood, furniture 
bricks, cement, pottery, glass 
chemicals, soap, etc. 
skins, leather, hair, feathers 
paper, printing 
textiles 
clothing (sewing, gloves, shoes) 
food, drink, tobacco 
professional 
others 

TOTAL occupied women 
unoccupied women 
occupied workforce 
(male and female) 

SOUTce: Hollis, 1979, p. 53. 

1851 

1,135,000 
229,000 

11,000 
36,000 

8,000 
15,000 
4,000 
5,000 

16,000 
635,000 
491,000 

53,000 
106,000 
88,000 

2,832,000 
5,294,000 

9,377,000 

1901 

2,003,000 
86,000 
6,000 

84,000 
30,000 
37,000 
31,000 
27,000 

111,000 
795,000 
792,000 
216,000 
429,000 
104,000 

4,751,000 
10,229,000 

16,220,000 

The structure of the female labour market basically did not change in 
the fifty-year period considered - a period, by the way, that was very 
important in the development of the British capitalist system. I Simple 
calculations on the data show that the proportion of unoccupied to 
occupied women increases from 1.9 to 2.1, while that of occupied women 
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to the total workforce was respectively 0.30 and 0.29. Finally, the 
proportion of unoccupied women (housewives) to the total workforce 
increased from 0.56 to 0.63. If we consider the women occupied in the 
traditional female sectors - domestic service, textiles, clothing, food, 
professional - it can be seen that these industries included 85 and 89 per 
cent of the total occupied women in 1851 and 1901 respectively. 
Moreover, the new professional jobs opened to women towards the end of 
the century were predominantly subordinate service jobs (Hunt, 1981).2 

The link between the conditions of reproduction and waged work in the 
case of women is clear and persistent. Women are historically assumed to 
be dependent upon someone else's wages and not to have dependants of 
their own; hence they do not need a full wage or a family wage. Their 
wages are also substandard because the training necessary for housework 
is not recognized, because housework is taken to be 'natural' and hence 
unskilled. Moreover, women's subordination at home also affects their 
power relationships with employers (private and public).' 

4.2 Women and poverty 

The analysis of women's condition under the Poor Laws brings out the 
structural features of social insecurity. Because of their wageless work, 
women are the most exposed workers; moreover, it is part of their 
housework to absorb the insecurity of the other sections of the labouring 
population - waged, unemployed and wageless. 

Women's poverty historically presents specific characteristics (Thane, 
1978a; Titmuss, 1963; Wilson, 1979; Zopf, 1989). According to the 
statistical information of the 1909 Report, they form the majority of the 
recipients of poor relief. Table 4.2, for instance, shows that in 1908, in the 
day account, adult women constituted 43 per cent of the persons relieved 
by the Poor Law (men were 27 per cent and children 29 per cent), and 
that women's rate of pauperism - per 1,000 of estimated population for 
each section - was around 28, which means that almost 3 per cent of 
female population was pauperized. Moreover, women stayed on relief 
longer than other sections (House of Commons, p. 16), and they were the 
great majority of outdoor relief recipients (p. 19). 

The higher rates of women's pauperism are a general and persistent 
feature in the history of the Poor Laws, although women's insecurity takes 
different forms over time. For instance, the problem of widows presented 
different features: in the eighteenth century the widows of deserving 
soldiers more than once made it necessary to change the rules for outdoor 
relief (Nicholls, 1898, pp. 135-6). In the nineteenth century widows of 
deserving workers needed public relief. This was no minor problem in a 
period when about 4,000 people were killed in industrial accidents Jet 
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Table 4.2: Number of adults and children relieved on 
1 January 1908, and excess of female pauperism 

Percentage of total Per 1,000 of 
number of estim. population 

Number persons relieved in each group 

Children under 16 

221,022 
343,825 
234,792 

27.6 
43.0 
29.4 

19.8 
27.8 
20.6 

TOTAL 798,898* 100.0 22.9 

* Deducting persons who are counted twice by reason of being 
reckoned for various reasons both as indoor and outdoor paupers. 

Source: House of Commons, 1909, p. 16. 

year - in the industries covered by the Factory Acts alone - according to 
the statistics of the last decades of the nineteenth century (Department of 
Employment and Productivity, 1971, p. 399). 

In order to understand the persistence of women's poverty, it is 
important to see the structural specificity of women as wageless 
houseworkers, and their consequent peculiar position in the waged labour 
market. The unfavourable differences are persistent - which does not mean 
static - with regard to employment, wages, poverty and, most of all, work 
loads in the process of social reproduction (Hunt, 1981, Tilly and Scott, 
1978). Male-female differences in figures and policies have to be seen in 
the light of the relationship between production and reproduction. The 
separation of these processes leads to certain ambiguities with regard to 
the position of women, which for quite a long time created difficulties for 
the statisticians collecting census data. In the first decades of the 
nineteenth century, women were lumped together with men and were 
listed under the profession of the head of the family. Later the statistics 
for men and women were separated. 

The separation of the two economic spheres was a long process. In the 
nineteenth century putting-out production and living-in domestic services 
were used on a large scale, and in the mining industry gangs of workers 
were commonly formed on a family basis (Humphries, 1981). In the Poor 
Law administration some forms of identification of women with the head 

81 



Social reproduction of labour 

of the family were practised until the twentieth century. The whole family 
would enter the workhouse together with the head, and its members would 
be listed as able-bodied or non-able-bodied according to his position -
although, as commonly happened in the Poor Law administration, this 
practice was not consistent. Waged labour meant the separation of 
production from reproduction, but it also meant a clear distinction between 
the waged and the wageless sections of the population. This part of the 
story became clear at a general level only with the industrialization and 
urbanization of the nineteenth century, and it posed the problem of where 
to classify women and how to analyse their work. 

Women have always worked both in the process of social reproduction 
and in that of production (pinchbeck, 1930), but, in an industrial system 
they have to do it in different places, and one job is waged while the 
other is not. In the analysis of women's work both sides of the labour 
market must be kept simultaneously under scrutiny, to see how they 
mutually interact in the reproduction of the economic system as a whole. 

The fundamental capitalist division between the waged and the 
wageless was stressed in the 1909 Report, though still disguised under 
physical criteria: 

It is, in our judgment, of the highest importance to complete without delay the 
process begun under that Act, and to remove the remaining sections of the Able­
bodied, once for all, from any connection with the Local Authorities dealing with 
the Children, the Sick, the Mentally Defective, and the Aged and Infinn. (Webb 
and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 333) 

Housewives, being wageless, were excluded from the able-bodied to 
receive Home Aliment, which was much lower than minimum wages and 
subject to strong moral overtones. An enormous amount of housework was 
still required from women as the voluntary and natural labour of love 
(Beveridge, 1942; Fleming, 1986; McNicol, 1980; Rathbone, 1917, 1947 
(1924); Wilson, 1979); its destructive capacity was directly proportional to 
the high cost savings for employers and the state. The Poor Law found a 
sort of answer to the differentiation of waged and wageless work, although 
this was mystified by a supposed physical distinction. Economic theory not 
only failed to find the answers, but even lost the question and the 
analytical tools for dealing with it. As Eleanor Rathbone vividly puts it: 

In the work of still more recent economists, the family sank out of sight 
altogether. The subsistence theory of wages was superseded by theories in which 
wives and children appear only occasionally, together with butchers' meat and 
alcohol and tobacco, as part of the 'comforts and decencies' which make up the 
British workman's standard of life and enable him to stand out against the 

82 



Women and the Poor Law 

lowering of his wage. I would not think it would be an exaggeration to say that, if 
the population of Great Britain consisted entirely of adult self-propagating 
bachelors and spinsters, nearly the whole output of writers on economic theory 
during the past fifty years might remain as it was written, except for a paragraph 
or phrase here and there, and those unessential to the main argument. (Rathbone, 
1947 (1924), p. 10) 

While the problems inherent in the new social organization were 
removed from the scientific analysis of the economic system, they deeply 
affected women's lives. The separation between production and 
reproduction carried special consequences for women. Insecurity, 
dependence, and sexual division of labour, already well known to women 
in agrarian patriarchal systems, took new forms directly related to the new 
forms of surplus creation and accumulation of capital. For instance, 
insecurity took the specific form of limited access to money and wage 
goods, mediated by indirect access to the already insecure wages of the 
head of the family. 

In the new context of the capitalist waged labour market, the state 
tended to take on the role of supervising the process of social 
reproduction, making it compatible with the process of capitalist 
accumulation and consistent with the reproduction of free waged labourers. 
This role required repression or mediation according to historical 
necessities and conflicts; it also required a particular control over women's 
work and their bodies.4 

Thus a very specific relationship was established between women and 
the state. Poor Law Reports and public inquiries explicitly refer to 
housework as the keystone of social reproduction. Moreover, 'Domestic 
ignorance and incapacity on the part of women' is listed among the main 
causes of poverty and destitution (House of Commons, 1909, pp. 226-7). 

It is interesting to note that while on the one hand this work is 
presented as natural, on the other it is usually recognized that it needs 
proper and specific training. Training of working-class women in the 
houses of the propertied classes was often suggested, and training in the 
workhouses imposed: 'The first object was to bring all the inmates to 
more industrious habits . . . so that these young women might learn 
household work, and form useful domestic habits, instead of bad habits 
and immorality' (Checkland and Checkland, 1974, p. 433). Even the 
progressive Sidney Webb, when questioned by the Poor Law Royal 
Commission on the issue of unemployment, with regard to young women 
had nothing more to suggest than housework training: 

I have so far said nothing about the girls. But their problem is an analogous one. 
They all need the training of body and brain, hand and eye; they all need the 
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instruction in the use of the household implements and tools; they all need the 
technical education that is necessary to produce competent housewives and 
mothers ... An extension of the half-time clauses of the Factory Acts up to 18 
would benefit girls no less than boys. (S. Webb, 1910, p. 184) 

While housework is the object of careful scrutiny inside and outside the 
workhouse. its effects on women's lives are not questioned. The only 
recognition women get is to be classified as non-able-bodied persons. 

So far as we can discover from the official statistics, there were in England and 
Wales alone, on January 1, 1907, 62,240 healthy Able-bodied adult persons ... 
simultaneously in receipt of Outdoor Relief on that day. Of these only 2,528 were 
men, and no fewer than 59,712 women ... The vast majority ... are not free to 
engage in industrial employment, because they are occupied by the care of young 
children dependent upon them. To rank these in any sense with the Able-bodied is 
only to obscure the problem. The Scottish Poor Law, more logical than the English 
classification, while prohibiting any form of relief to the Able-bodied, does not 
include as Able-bodied any women, however physically and mentally competent, 
who have young children dependent on them. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, pp. 
18-19) 

Women's insecurity in the capitalist system takes two forms: 
dependence on somebody else's wage, and lower wages relative to men. 
The two aspects are linked and cannot be studied separately: because 
women reproduce the labour force they work more, and for the same 
reason they earn less money. This is a persistent feature of the labour 
market. acknowledged in the Minority Report. 

when women engage in industry their wages are habitually fixed at rates calculated 
to support themselves alone, without a family of children. If, by some mischance, 
the husband and father is withdrawn from the family group, the wife and mother 
is, with regard to self support, under a double impossibility. She cannot, 
consistently with her legal obligation to rear her children properly, give her time 
and strength to wage earning to the extent that modern competitive industry 
demands; and even if she could do so, she finds the woman's remuneration fixed 
on the basis of supporting one person and not several. Hence it becomes 
practically indispensable, as it is only equitable, that there should be afforded to 
the mother bereft of the man upon whom she had been encouraged to depend 
suitable public assistance, not so much for herself, as to enable her to bring up the 
children whom the community, though the breadwinner is withdrawn, still expects 
her to rear. (pp. 19-20) 

While the repressive policies of 1834 based the control of women's 
housework mainly on the insecurity of the free labour market and on the 
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repression of every form of dependence on the state, the progressive 
policy perspectives of 1909 recognized a certain degree of responsibility 
of the state as subsidiary 'head of the family'. This recognition did not 
challenge the basic insecurity of women as houseworkers and of waged 
work in general. The state may intervene by supporting the process of 
social reproduction when it is undermined by high unemployment and low 
wages. However, it has no interest in changing the social organization 
based on a division of labour between waged work and wageless 
housework and between men and women. Savings on the costs of 
reproduction are so crucial that wages for the work of reproduction are 
avoided wherever possible, with consequent gains in social control because 
of the greater insecurity inherent in women's wageless condition within 
the family. Moreover, the historical experience of the Poor Laws shows 
that costs of replacing wageless family housework with institutionalized 
reproductive work, although low paid and even voluntary, were quite high. 
Increasing costs of provisions in public institutions proved that collective 
organization was very expensive. Fostering poor children, even if the 
foster-mothers had to be paid, cost less than keeping them in the 
workhouse. The same was true for the sick and the aged, and indoor 
assistance was much more expensive than outdoor relief (K. Williams, 
1981). 

In both the 1834 and the 1909 Reports, women's dependence on the 
family was taken for granted and used as a fundamental instrument of 
policy. In 1909 the family had to be rescued from the hardship imposed 
by the 1834 Act, for it could induce a destitution trap in which different 
sections of the labouring population would end up at the lowest level of 
health and discipline. Wageless housework was the general means of 
reproduction and had to be protected not only for the sake of children, the 
aged and the sick, but also for the sake of the able-bodied males. The 
Minority Report was quite explicit on the content of women's implicit 
social contract. 

As we have already said in Part I of this Report, we have chosen so to organise 
our industry that it is to the man that is paid the income necessary for the support 
of the family, on the assumption that the work of the woman is to care for the 
home and the children . . . When the breadwinner is withdrawn by death or 
desertion, or is, from illness or unemployment, unable to earn the family 
maintenance, the bargain which the community virtually made with the woman on 
her marriage - that the maintenance of the home should come through the man -
is broken. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 211) 

The terms for the proposed new deal for women were stated In the 
concluding proposals: 
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16. That for able-bodied women, without husband or dependent children, who may 
be found in distress from want of employment. there should be exactly the same 
sort of provi~ion as for men. That for widows or other mothers in distress. having 
the care of young children. residing in homes not below the National Minimum of 
sanitation. and being themselves not adjudged unworthy to have children entrusted 
to them. there should be granted adequate Home Aliment on condition of their 
devoting their whole time and energy to the care of the children. That for the 
childless wives of able-bodied men in attendance at a Training Establishment. 
adequate Home Aliment be granted, conditional on their devoting their time to 
such further training in Domestic Economy as may be prescribed for them. (Webb 
and Webb. 1909. Part II. p. 329, italics added) 

Hence nineteenth-century privatization of the family was to be followed 
by its twentieth-century institutionalization. The private and violent 
hardship of the previous century cannot be an object of nostalgia.s It 
should be noted, however, that both the Reports (Majority and Minority), 
once again took it for granted that women would be willing to exchange 
for subsistence - with men and the state - a huge amount of work and 
control over their bodies and feelings. 

State intervention was seen not as a substitute for the family, but as its 
safety net The prevention of destitution, via income maintenance for the 
waged, would ultimately bring a reduction of public expenditure by 
allowing the family to function at its greatest efficiency. With the family 
in general good health, the marginal sections would be reduced to a 
residuum with small economic and political impact. The reformist 
proposals of the Minority Report rationalized state responsibility in the 
process of social reproduction. The Victorian family presented some 
cracks but it could be reinforced with generalized state support 

4.3 'Are women able bodied?' 

The failure of economic analysis to grasp the functional separation 
between production and reproduction, waged and wageless work, waged 
and wageless labouring population, leads to confusing policies with regard 
to women's employment. The attention given to women's waged 
employment in the Poor Law is very limited if compared with the focus 
on their housework and on male employment and wages. The 1834 Poor 
Law Report which argued aggressively against outdoor relief for the able­
bodied male workers was much more vague with regard to able-bodied 
women.6 This was partly because of the difficulty of separating women's 
position from that of the head of the family. As Beatrice Webb noted in a 
Memorandum to the Royal Commission on the History of the Poor Law: 
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neither the 'principles of 1834' nor the enactment of Parliament had prescribed the 
policies to be pursued with regard to women; except that it was implied or 
assumed that wives were to follow their husbands exactly as if they were infants. 
With regard to the widow, the deserted wife, the wife of the absentee soldier and 
sailor, the wife of an husband resident in another parish or another country -
above all, with regard to the independent able-bodied woman - the Central 
Authority had either to let the existing practice of outdoor relief continue, or to 
discover a policy for itself. (B. Webb, 1910, p. 131) 

Women were the object of a long series of exceptional measures which 
departed from the general rules. On the whole, the exceptions were made 
necessary by a few simple facts: that women were not men; that they were 
wageless but not workless; that they were economically dependent, but at 
the same time supported the rest of the labouring population. Exceptions 
to the general rules, based on the male population, were necessary because 
those rules failed to take account of the real position of women's work in 
the operation of the labour market and of the amount of women's work 
that waged workers embodied. 

In 1909 the state was still mainly concerned with housework, and 
attention to women's employment was again limited. The progressive 
aspects of the new policies were related to the normalization of state 
intervention in supporting the family; they did not represent a change in 
the social norm. Women were expected to look after children and other 
dependent members of the family. This was also stated in one of the 
recommendations of Mrs J. R. MacDonald, representative of the Women's 
Industrial Council, to the Royal Commission: 

As our last word we wish most strongly to urge that widows with young children, 
and wives with sick husbands ane perhaps young children dependent on their care, 
should not be driven to neglect their charge by going out to earn money to keep 
themselves and their dependants. Such women have useful work to occupy them in 
caring for young or helpless citizens, and the state should enable them to perform 
that service fully, by giving them adequate monetary support for themselves and 
those dependent on them. (MacDonald, 1910, p. 231) 

It was also generally acknowledged that housework was necessary to 
maintain the standards (physical and moral) of male workers. Beveridge 
expressed this basic feature of the capitalist labour market very clearly: 

The great majority of married women are occupied on work which is vital though 
unpaid, without which their husbands could not do their paid work and without 
which the nation could not continue. (Beveridge, 1942, quoted in H. Rose, 1978, 
p. 524) 
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The fact that housework's contribution was omitted from statistics was one 
of the points made by Pigou in his memorandum on the assessment of 
public policies presented to the Royal Commission: 

some contributions are made to the dividend that are not represented in income. 
All work put forth by a mother in the care of her children is such a contribution. 
So is the service of all savings which a man invests in the education or training of 
his children. These contributions are very large and important. The essential point, 
however, is not their magnitude, but the fact that they are in a measure alternative 
to other contributions. If for instance the Poor Law encourages a widow to earn 
more wages . . . , the extra wages she earns mean a much less proportionate 
addition to the dividend. because a large part of the work she does for them is 
merely diverted from the non-wage-yielding occupation of tending her child. 
(Pigou. 1910. p. 990) 

The correct calculation of housework in the statIStlcS of the national 
product would perhaps not change the power relationships which set 
relative incomes, but it would show the enormity of the amount of work 
involved. 

The recognition that the strength of male workers and of the nation 
derives from housewives and their housework, should expose the myth 
that women can achieve equality in the waged labour market without a 
radical challenge to the basic structure of the capitalist system. What 
makes women different is that they do not have wives. In the case of the 
female labour market, the fact that the norm for the determination of 
wages is not set by supply and demand is often recognized, although 
typically as an exception. Women's specificity is interpreted as an 
exception to the general rule instead of being considered crucial in the 
shaping of the general rule. In the classical approach, as seen in previous 
chapters, the social reproduction of the labouring population was seen as a 
fundamental aspect of the economic system at several levels: at the level 
of production, because labour is considered a basic commodity; at the 
level of distribution, because savings on the costs of social reproduction of 
the labouring population lead to higher profits; at the level of circulation, 
because the consumption of wage goods is the largest component of the 
aggregate demand. It is also important at the institutional level, because 
insecurity of access to the means of reproduction is the fundamental 
source of command over work processes; and at the political level, 
because the process of social reproduction implies a radical conflict (not 
always open) between profit and the living standards of the whole 
labouring population. 

The enormous amount of housework embodied in labour as a 
commodity has major implications for all of these aspects. We have also 
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seen in chapter 2 that in a competitive supply-and-demand analytical 
framework the picture changes radically. The proponents of the wages 
fund tried, at least in theory, to shift the burden of the costs of 
reproduction and its inherent conflicts onto the labouring population. In 
this analytical perspective, wages and standards of living were assumed to 
be flexible; the flexibility of wages and employment was expected to be 
absorbed by the family, which had to adapt in terms of numbers and 
living standards. Individual self-reliance, in reality, meant reliance on the 
family, and this was explicitly recognized in social policies and legislation 
(Crowther, 1982). 

In this context the head of the family became the major agent of 
control of the process of reproduction, and conflicts were internalized 
within the family. Social policies sometimes aimed to protect wageless 
housework, by limiting women's waged work and by giving money 
benefits to single mothers, treating them as non-able-bodied. Protective 
policies were necessary to relieve some of women's burden, but they were 
not sufficient because they did not question the structural causes of 
women's heavy work loads and their deep social insecurity. Of course 
men, as heads of the family, found no difficulty in performing a role 
which had been theirs since agrarian times and was blessed by religions, 
ratified by law and regarded as natural by social scientists. Men, as the 
state, used 'protection' to control women's work, and when protection did 
not suffice they often used direct and indirect violence, to the point where 
sometimes even the state had to intrude into the men's free territory to 
protect women. This happened, for example, in 1909 with the passing of 
the Cruelty to Women Bill, which applied the penalties for cruelty to 
children to assaults upon wives.7 

In the second part of the nineteenth century, the male workers and their 
organizations maintained the idea of a family wage as a point of reference 
in their struggles (Land, 1980; Tarling and Wilkinson, 1982). The problem 
was that they had an extremely biased idea of what the real costs of 
reproduction were and how they were distributed within the family (M. 
Young, 1955; Wilson, 1979; Zweig, 1975). Moreover, bargaining over the 
dynamics of wages was generally argued in terms of productivity and 
supply-and-demand conditions of the labour market.s The male core of the 
working class assumed that the best and only way to defend the living 
standards of the labouring population was to struggle over the head-of-the­
family wage (Humphries, 1977, 1981). In doing so they apparently 
disregarded the fact that not all families had a waged head, and thus 
helped to perpetuate the dependence of the wageless sections within and 
outside the family. While there is no doubt that the working class used the 
family to 'protect the individual from the harshness of the capitalist labour 
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market' (Humphries and Rubery, 1984, p. 341), there is some question as 
to which individual was protected. The question of the relative insecurity 
associated with differences in sex, age, race, and nationality of individuals 
within the family and the community was generally not posed. 

According to the wages fund theory, in its static version, which was 
often supported by labour organizations, the only way to increase wages 
was a reduction of the quantity of labour supplied. Women were directly 
affected by this reduction, not only in the case of changes in birth rates, 
but also in the case of emigration, whose traumatic effects on the whole 
organization of the process of reproduction had to be absorbed within the 
family. Moreover, by the logic of supply and demand, the withdrawal of 
women from the labour market and consequent reduction in the supply of 
labour was supposed to bring about an increase in the wages of the head 
of the family (Humphries, 1977). As the classical political economists 
recognized, the relationship between the quantity of labour supplied and its 
price is not systematic and needs to be seen in its historical context. 

The demand relationship between prices and quantities is not a clear-cut 
one. A continuous and systematic inverse function is not empirically 
based, and it was in fact questioned in the Minority Report. The case of 
women is used once again for wider generalization. 

The example of women disposes, we think, of the suggestion which has been quite 
seriously made to us, that Unemployment might be prevented if only the workers 
would accept lower wages! The docility of women, and their lack of organisation, 
has led them to take this course; but although women's wages are as low as any 
one could conceive possible, this does not prevent them to stand idle, probably to 
an even greater extent than men, at each recurring slack season. (Webb and Webb, 
1909, Part n, p. 208) 

The supply-and-demand theories of wages are misleading for wages in 
general and for women's wages in particular. In case of women's wages 
the distinction between natural and market prices becomes crucial. What is 
most relevant for the analysis of women's wages is the distinction between 
the quality of the forces at work in the determination of normal wages, 
and those which are assumed to determine market prices of labour. As we 
saw in the first chapter, the forces acting on the normal determination of 
wages are forces of material and physical processes of reproduction, 
cultural habits and tastes, and power relationships between classes and 
within sections of the same class. 

For women's wages this analytical distinction bears crucial political 
implications with regard to a realistic struggle for equality, as Marx 
reminds us: 
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To clamour for equal and equitable retribution on the basis of the wages system is 
the same as to clamour for freedom on the basis of the slavery system. What you 
think just or equitable is out of the question. The question is: what is necessary 
and unavoidable with a given system of production. After what has been said. it 
will be seen that the value of the labouring power is determined by the value of 
the necessaries required to produce. develop. maintain. and perpetuate the 
labouring power. (Marx. 1975 (1865). p. 46) 

If for every commodity the basic determinant of prices is the process of 
production, for the labour commodity this is even more so, since to define 
given physical processes we must analyse historical cultural and political 
relationships as well. In the nineteenth century, as well as in the twentieth, 
women have been and are the keystone of the process of reproduction and 
the guardians of social norms (Hollis, 1979, p. 299). In order to control 
the reproduction of labour, necessary for capital accumulation, it is 
fundamental to control women. In order to maintain social control, it is 
crucial to control women. In the case of women any struggle for equality 
in the waged labour market has to include a struggle over the conditions 
of work and over security in the process of social reproduction. Otherwise 
equality, like protection, can be used to maintain the status quo in the 
organization of that process, hiding a specific exploitative process. 

While the perspective of social reproduction is present in conservative 
policies and analysis - since historically the 'right' aims to control and 
maintain the status quo in the family - it is quite alien to radical debates. 
Egalitarian perspectives distrust any policy which grants political and/or 
material recognition to housework. Nineteenth-century radicals - as well 
as modem ones - usually waged their struggles in terms of equality, while 
conservatives showed great interest in controlling the process of social 
reproduction (Rossi Doria, 1985). The control of the sector of 
reproduction, including birth, socializing and nurturing, is crucial because 
labour is a basic commodity whose production is not directly in the 
capitalists' hands, and it is a very peculiar commodity which cannot 
function well without love and affection (H. Rose, 1983). 

Workers. including houseworkers, are capable of resistance and their 
choices affect the shaping of the social system. This explains why the 
policing of families was difficult both in 1834 and in 1909. Stuctural 
characteristics of the economic system can be general and persistent but 
they are never static. All workers are aware of the power stemming from 
their work and express this power at different levels, material, cultural and 
symbolic. The problem of social theorists is to trace specific forms, 
moments and structures where changes take place, for instance with regard 
to power relationships among sections of the population and in the 
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relationship between production and reproduction. 
The Poor Laws, with their specific focus on women's relation to the 

family, the state and the labour market, offer a good case study to bring 
out structural relationships and their inherent potential conflicts. The 
process of reproduction is extremely costly, and therefore a huge amount 
of resources is needed to restructure the capitalist relationship between 
production and reproduction and between waged and wageless work. This 
does not necessarily mean that the costs are prohibitive: the definition of 
what is possible is historically given. Experience shows that in social 
systems where resources are generally producible - the kind of world 
Smith was talking about - constraints which seemed impossible to move 
have always been moved. For example, the charges of Utopianism made 
against the reformers of the beginning of the century were answered on 
the basis of past experience, and the example of education is put forward 
in the following passage of the Minority Report. 

Could there have been anything more • Utopian' in 1860 than a picture of what to­
day we take as a matter of course, the 7,000,000 children emerging every morning, 
washed and brushed, from 5,000,000 or 6,000,000 homes, in every part of the 
Kingdom, traversing street and road and lonely woodland, going o'er fell and 
moor, to present themselves at a given hour at their 30,000 schools, where each of 
the 7,000,000 finds his or her own individual place, with books and blackboard 
and teacher provided? (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part II, p. 325) 

The extent to which public budget constraints were removed in order to 
finance the massive destructions of two world wars in the first half of the 
twentieth century provides an example of how modest the Utopian aspects 
of welfare schemes were if compared with warfare schemes. 

The use of scarcity as a general case, to introduce a fixed constraint on 
the consumption of the labouring population as a whole, has the same 
analytical basis as the wages fund theory of wages. The classical 
analytical framework may be used to separate the problems of distribution 
of income and of the relationship between production and reproduction, 
from an analytical perspective based on the notion that scarcity is the only 
force structuring markets, including the labour market. But once the 
historical processes of production and reproduction and political power 
relationships are located at the centre of the analysis, recognizing the 
historical determination of the basic data, the specific character of labour 
as a capitalist commodity can be fruitfully approached. A greater 
analytical visibility of the process of social reproduction of labour can 
contribute to a more direct and powerful grasp of the role of women's 
work of reproduction in the economic system. This will make 
houseworkers more visible as potential political subjects. 
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The autonomy and the dynamics of the sector of social reproduction is 
closely related to the struggles of women who, like everybody else, 
bargain and make choices with regard to their material condition and 
political representation. The attention paid by policy-makers in 1909 to the 
process of social reproduction, recognizing a direct state responsibility in 
support of the family, can itself be seen partly as a result of the struggles 
women had waged in direct confrontation with the state during the whole 
nineteenth century: women were massively involved in the Reform 
movement, in the strong protests against the 1834 Act and in its Chartist 
developments, in the campaign for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts, and of course in the battle for suffrage (Ramelson, 1967). They were 
also active in the labour market, for example with the famous strikes of 
the London match girls (Hollis, 1979, pp. 115-17) and the feminist 
demands of some women in the unions (Hollis, 1979; Ramelson, 1967). 
Women had also fought for access to education and positions in public 
administration, including the Poor Law administration. They had resisted 
Poor Law officials and their meanness, in and out of the workhouse 
(Digby, 1978). In the nineteenth century the state administration was very 
reluctant to employ women as waged workers in public offices. The 
su-uggle for professional paid nurses, led by Florence Nightingale, and 
women's struggles to enter the medical profession, are just a few of the 
many examples of resistance (Hollis 1979: Ramelson, 1967). In order to 
escape the confines of their homes, women had flocked into voluntary 
social work (Hollis, 1979; B. Webb, 1926). The Poor Law administration 
was no exception with regard to discriminatory practices. The Royal 
Commission of 1909 was presented with a formal request, put forward by 
the Women's Local Government Society, to employ women in order to 
reduce women's dissatisfaction with the practices of male Poor Law 
officers. 

It is interesting to note that although the reformist members of the 
Royal Commission all had to cope with the social changes induced by 
women's struggles, they did not share common views on the issue of 
women's suffrage. While Landsbury was a convinced suffragist, Beatrice 
Webb was quite reluctant in acknowledging women's political autonomy. 
In this regard, it is revealing that Beatrice Webb signed 'an appeal against 
female suffrage', worded in very clear terms: 

We, the undersigned, wish to appeal to the common sense of the educated thought 
of the men and women of England against the proposed extension of the 
Parliamentary suffrage to women. 

1. While desiring the fullest possible development of the powers, energies, and 
education of women, we believe that their work for the state and their 
responsibilities towards it, must always differ essentially from those of men, and 
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that therefore their share in the work of the state machinery should be different 
from that assigned to men . . . Therefore it is not just to give to women direct 
power of deciding questions of Parliamentary policy, of war, of foreign or colonial 
affairs, of commerce and finance equal to that possessed by men. We hold that 
they already possess an influence on political matters fully proportioned to the 
possible share of women in the political activities of England. (Hollis, 1979, p. 
322)9 

The 1834 policies failed because they treated some of the basic and 
pennanent features of the labour market as exceptional, limited and 
temporary. The Minority Report had the great merit of showing, with 
ample historical evidence, that unemployment, casual employment and low 
wages are structural, and that the process of social reproduction of labour 
does not confonn to mechanical or naturalistic models. The process of 
social reproduction had shown a high degree of autonomy from the 
allocative market mechanisms of supply and demand - an autonomy that 
was based mainly on the 'animal spirits' of the whole labouring 
population, always alert in defence of its standards of living. In other 
words it was based on class struggle broadly defined. The progressive 
members of the Royal Commission fought to keep the ground open for 
new social policies but they assumed that on the whole the family would 
continue to function as the basic reproductive unit for the waged labour 
market, without ever questioning the specific capitalist relationship 
between production and reproduction. 
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Women's work 
at the core of the labour market 

5.1 The work of reproduction 

In the women's labour market certain basic features have remained 
surprisingly constant: (a) the substantial number of women without paid 
work; (b) the amount of housework done by waged women; (c) job 
segregation; (d) the large proportion of women in poverty. 

The persistence of these facts despite radical changes in social and 
productive structures can be seen in a new light if one takes account of 
the relation between production and reproduction. For example the figures 
on activity rates,l while they do show changes in level and composition 
(e.g. large increases for married women and women with children), still 
present features similar to those brought out in the last chapter and in 
Table 4.1. The percentage of women without paid jobs remains similar to 
that of the end of the last century (Table 5.1), despite major changes in 
birth control (which led to a reduction of fertility rates), family structures 
and educational levels - all factors usually held responsible for 
determining women's entry into the labour market (Hartmann and Reskin, 
1986).2 

To understand all of this we must look at the dark, hidden side of 
women's work - housework. If we begin with the female labour market 
we can never bring out the true magnitude and importance of the 
problems involved. One reason for this limitation is that the question of 
housework has been squeezed into analytical models of the labour market 
which marginalize and conceal the whole process of reproduction. In this 
chapter, therefore, I shall define housework and try to quantify it in its 
present dimension, using some statistical data. 

When the relationship between production and reproduction disappeared 
from the context of economic analysis the concrete work of reproduction 
was hidden from view, and houseworkers became invisible social subjects 
even though they represent a large section of the labouring population. 
More precisely, what is hidden is not housework and houseworkers, but 
the capitalist relationship between production and reproduction. That is 
how the central problem for any economic system comes to be seen as a 
narrow and peripheral women's issue. 
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Table 5.1: Working population* and employment, 1987 

Countries Eur 12 West France Italy UK 
Germany 

Activity rates 
female 33.3 34.7 35.9 29.4 39.4 
male 55.2 58.5 5l.0 55.2 59.1 

Part time** 
female 28.6 29.0 22.5 8.7 44.5 
male 3.4 l.3 3.3 2.6 5.0 

Unemployment rates 
(annual average) 

female 13.2 8.0 13.5 17.3 10.1 
male 8.9 5.3 8.3 7.4 11.0 

* The working population comprises all persons in employment and 
the unemployed 

** Percentage of part-time employees on total employment 

Source: EUROSTAT, 1989, pp. 99-182, 223. 

It is true that recently definitions of work have been broadened to 
include the unwaged work of reproduction (Gershuny and Jones, 1986; 
R.L. Pahl, 1984); and in empirical studies on the use of time, housework 
and waged labour are usually summed together in calculating the total 
work load. This is a necessary step towards equity but not towards clarity: 
what is important in the case of women's work is not to broaden the 
meaning of the term work, but to specify the production-reproduction 
relationship. 

The nature of this relationship becomes evident in the context of a 
surplus approach to profit. Housework is the production of labour as a 
commodity, while waged work is the exchange of labour. To be 
exchanged, labour must be produced; and to be used in the production of 
other commodities, labour must be produced and exchanged. This is not a 
question merely of time sequences, but one of functional relationships 
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between processes. While wages are a cost of production, housework as 
unpaid labour is a deduction from costs. Needless to say, housework itself 
has its costs (the subsistence of the houseworker), but the relationship is 
such as to guarantee a high surplus. This is not directly obvious because 
labour is not sold by capitalists: the surplus is realized by capitalists not in 
selling labour but in buying it.3 

This is why Smith recognized, as we saw in the first chapter, that a 
well fed and well clothed high-waged worker costs his employer less than 
a badly fed, poorly clothed slave. He explained this paradox by pointing 
out the fact that the administration of the labourer's reproduction had 
passed from the employer's responsibility to that of the labourer himself. 
The paradox of the value of labour - i.e the fact that the more labour is 
embodied in its reproduction the less it costs the employer - can be 
explained only in terms of the separation of the process of production 
from that of reproduction, the capitalist distinction between waged and 
unwaged work, and the subordination of social reproduction to the needs 
of capital accumulation. What is paradoxical for the theory of value 
becomes tragic for women as the system's contradictions and conflicts 
materialize in their personal lives. 

Sociologists concentrate, at an international and local level, on the use 
of time. A considerable amount of information emerges from the rather 
diffuse empirical studies of the complex social interactions between the 
family and the labour market, and between housework and waged work 
(Gershuny and Jones, 1986; R.L. Pabl, 1984; Roy, 1989; Saraceno, 1987). 
What we need now is an analytic framework for the new awareness, if 
only to be sure of making full use of the new data. This need is felt, for 
example, by Gershuny and Jones who are doing valuable work in 
collecting use-of-time archives at the Dublin-based European Foundation 
for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions: 

This is a rather large body of empirical work, and considering the fundamental 
and comprehensive nature of the data it yields, it ought to have had a substantial 
effect on social science. In fact its impact has been less than impressive. With a 
few honourable exceptions, the publications that emerge as a result of time budget 
research are blandly descriptive and theoretically uninformed and uninformative. 
There are two connected reasons for this: the practical complications of time 
budget analysis - and the almost complete absence of appropriate theory ... 

We have as yet no adequate theorising about the determination of time use 
patterns; the elegant and ever-more-sophisticated models produced by economists, 
which seek to explain cross-sectional differences and historical changes in time use 
patterns by wage differentials (e.g. Becker 1965, Gronau 1977), while internally 
consistent, bear little relation to the intricate patterns of behaviour exhibited by the 
data. (Gershuny and Jones, 1986, pp. 3-4) 
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Housework is not merely a combination of tasks necessary for the daily 
reproduction of households and for the physical and psychological life of 
their members. Housework's job is to restore a relation between 
production and reproduction that makes sense from the point of view of 
the people involved. It is expected that within the family, through women 
and their housework, the alienated relation that structures the system of 
production and the social system will be reversed and its conflicts 
absorbed. Housework serves the well-being of people, whereas the 
production of commodities is geared to the accumulation of capital. 
Accumulation uses people as commodities, and the task of housework is 
to produce and restore them as people within the constraint of reproducing 
them as commodities. That is what makes this work so endless in spite of 
all the changes which have occurred in the household and in the 
technological and occupational structure of the waged labour market. The 
family, however defined and composed, functions as an alternator: in the 
outside world the direction of energy is from the reproduction of persons 
to production of commodities (capital accumulation), while in the family 
this direction has to be reversed - at least apparently - in favour of a 
more human process whereby the reproduction of persons is the goal and 
commodity production is the means. 

The family has to offer a space, physical and psychological, in which 
individuals feel themselves to be the primary objects of attention, the final 
objective of social activity. The more alienated is the relation between 
persons and the system of production, the more burdensome and difficult 
housework becomes. And the more burdensome housework is, the more 
unequal is its distribution within the family between men and women 
(Maurin, 1989; Saraceno, 1987). 

Within the work of reproduction performed by women in the family, it 
is impossible to distinguish between material tasks and the psychological 
care of persons (Finch and Groves, 1983). Women's love in the family is 
expressed and demanded in terms of work. The difference in gender is 
reflected in this enormous mass of energy which women pour into others, 
to make them feel like human beings in a system that treats them as 
commodities (whether in current use, to be used, or out of use). 
Historically the work of material reproduction and reassurance of personal 
identity - including that of adult males - has been delegated to women. 
This means women have to compensate for inadequate public services and 
for the destructive effects of the labour market. The more these effects are 
concealed, the more the family becomes a place where the tensions and 
insecurities of all its members are discharged. 
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5.2 Some empirical evidence 

The marked difference in the work done by women and men in the 
family, the persistence of an enormous quantity of housework, the close 
dependence of men's and women's family behaviour on historically given 
social norms - all these are well known from daily experience, and it 
might seem pointless to insist on them further. But as a matter of fact, the 
transposition of direct experience from the sphere of common knowledge 
to that of academic research involves changes in perspective and in the 
subjects and objects of research: 

Every knowing (wissen) has its own style of thought with its specific tradition and 
education. Out of the almost infinite multitude of possibilities, every way of 
knowing selects different questions, connects them according to different rules and 
to different purposes. (Fleck, 1986, p. 49)4 

In this transposition from common to scientific knowledge important 
aspects of common experience often become less directly visible and 
appear less important. This loss of focus results not only from the process 
of abstraction: it also reflects the power relationships between social 
subjects, in society and in the scientific profession. In the case of 
housework the problem is related not only to the fact that women have 
less power in social institutions, and specifically in scientific communities 
but to the fact that the prevailing analysis of the economy usually conceals 
the process of social reproduction of labour. 

Available statistics help to illuminate the dimensions of this question. 
Let us start with the cases of Italy and France, and then go on to compare 
some historical trends in different countries. Table 5.2 gives a quantitative 
idea of the unequal distribution of housework between men and women in 
Italy. A comparison of the overall figures shows that the average total 
number of hours per week is 5.5 for men and 36.3 for women. But what 
is most interesting is that men in couples do only half the amount of 
housework done by single men; the other half is transferred to women. 
The fact that women do more hours of housework than men when they 
are living alone, due to their upbringing and lack of money for market 
services, does not explain why they work more and men work less when 
they are in a couple. Thus women living in couples do more housework 
than single women, and that difference exceeds the increase caused by 
further additions to the family. For example, the birth of the first child in 
the age group 25-44 brings an increase of about 8 hours of housework per 
week for women and a slight decrease for men. This explodes the myth 
that children are the sale cause of women's excess burden of housework. 
Another interesting surprise in the table is the fact that when the number 
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Table 5.2: Italy, weekly average number of hours of 
housework, according to sex, age, family members 

Family members 

Age Total 
1 2 3 4 5 6+ 

MALES 

14-24 8.3 4.5 3.0 2.7 2.8 2.7 2.9 
25-44 9.5 5.8 5.6 5.2 5.1 3.8 5.4 
45-64 15.1 7.8 6.3 5.3 5.2 5.4 6.3 
65 + 17.1 8.5 7.7 6.3 8.0 5.5 8.7 

TOTAL 14.1 7.4 5.6 4.6 4.4 3.9 5.5 

FEMALES 

14-24 24.4 29.1 26.0 16.9 15.6 18.1 19.5 
25-44 21.6 30.9 38.6 44.9 45.8 45.7 41.8 
45-64 32.3 41.7 45.8 48.0 47.5 46.9 44.6 
65 + 29.2 35.7 33.1 25.2 25.6 26.0 31.3 

TOTAL 29.5 36.9 38.3 37.9 34.8 33.4 36.3 

Source: ISTAT, 1985, p. 73. 

of children increases, the amount of housework done by men aged 
between 25 and 45 actually decreases from 9.5 to 3.8 hours, while for 
women it passes from 21.6 to 45.7. 

Among women in couples without children, the number of housewives 
is not very much smaller than that of employed women: evidently the 
mere fact of being in a couple strongly affects the rates of employment 
This supports the view that there is a solid core of housework which has 
nothing to do with the number of children, and that for 36.6 per cent of 
women living in couples the presence of a mate acts as a deterrent to 
entry into the waged labour market The proportion of housewives 
increases with the number of children until it reaches 65 per cent (Fadiga 
Zanatta, 1988, p. 291). Thus in Italy even today a very significant 
percentage of women of all ages have housework as their only occupation, 
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although this does not mean that the same women are permanently 
housewives. 

Housework, of course, is not done by housewives alone, however many 
they may be. It is also performed by women with jobs: from 27.2 hours a 
week for women without children to 34.5 hours for women with 3 
children (Table 5.3). The same table also shows that the 'double load' is a 
purely female phenomenon. The very few hours of housework done by 
men do not increase either with greater numbers of children or in response 
to the waged work of their wives. 

Table 5.3: Italy, weekly average number of hours of housework done by 
couples, according to number of children and woman's employment 

Family unit with Family unit with 
Number of children woman employed woman not employed Total 

Female Male Female Male 

No children 27.2 6.4 43.1 7.6 23.2 
1 child 31.7 6.6 52.1 6.1 25.2 
2 children 33.4 6.2 56.0 5.2 27.0 
3 children 34.5 6.0 57.1 5.0 28.0 
4 children 32.1 4.8 57.6 5.3 28.1 
5 or more children 36.1 5.9 55.5 4.2 28.6 

TOTAL 31.7 6.3 51.5 6.1 25.7 

Source: ISTAT, 1985, p. 74. 

The case of Italy is less provincial than one might expect. France, for 
instance, presents the same kind of pattern as that which appears in some 
very interesting studies on the allocation of time for work and life 
activities. Table 5.4 confirms the distribution of working time between the 
sexes (disaggregated by number of children) which we have already seen 
for Italy in table 5.3. If we add up the so-called 'constrained times' (i.e. 
paid and unpaid working times) we see that among the various sections of 
the working population it is employed women who bear the heaviest 
burden of work (averaging over 10 hours a day). Next come employed 
men, and then women without paid jobs - who, however, work as many 
hours as men if they have three children. In France too, men's housework 
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Table 5.4: France, use of time according to the number of children and women's occupation, 1981 

Men with Women 
~ Time used in employed wives housewives employed housewives (") 

I child 2 children 3 or more I child 2 children 3 or more I child 2 children 3 or more I child 2 children 3 or more Q' -.... 
~ 

Paid wode 6h 30 61140 7h 25 6h 50 6h5O 611 35 Sh 30 4h 40 4h4O ~ .... ~ 0 Housewode 21110 2h 05 Ih 40 Ih 35 Ih 40 Ih 45 4h 35 5h 15 Sh 45 7h 30 8h 10 9h 00 N ~. 
Constrained ;:s 

times 8h 40 8h 45 9h 05 8h 25 8h 30 8h 20 lOb 05 9h 55 lOb 25 7h 30 8h 10 9h 00 ~ 
Physical S-

needs llh Ilh 00 lOb 55 llh 00 Ilh 00 llh 30 lOb 55 Ilh 00 lOb 40 llh 30 llh 15 Ilh 15 8" 
;:: 

Leisure 4h 20 4h 15 4h 4h 45 4h 30 4h 10 3h 00 3h 05 2h 55 ShOO 4h 35 3h 45 .... 

Source: Roy, 1982, p. 60. 
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decreases as the number of children increases, even in cases where the 
woman holds a paid job. 

Having sketched a picture for Italy and France indicating the amount of 
housework and the glaring differences in its distribution between the 
sexes, we can now try to see whether the hours of housework tend 
historically to decrease, whether the phenomenon is geographically limited, 
and whether the gender differences are narrowing. We have some data 
available for the USA and a comparison, over time, between different 
countries. 

The trend of housework in the USA is effectively illustrated by the data 
published by Vaneck (1980).s The results serve to deflate some widespread 
optimistic views on the relation between economic growth and the 
reduction of housework. It emerges that in the period between 1926 and 
1964, despite the enormous changes in types of houses, consumer goods 
(durable and non-durable) and family structures, the amount of housework 
did not decrease but increased: for housewives it rose from 51 to 56 hours 
a week. In an urban situation, with running water, better health services 
and electric appliances, the reduction in the time used for food preparation 
was more than compensated by the increase in time devoted to care of the 
house, shopping, coping with bureaucracy, and child care (Vaneck, 1980, 
pp.82-7). 

A. Szalai (1975) compares the working hours of housewives to those of 
women with paid jobs. In very different institutional and productive 
contexts, the results show that if housework is divided according to tasks, 
for employed women and housewives, the overall amount of work does 
not diminish over time and the differences tend to decrease. The daily 
totals for housewives are 6.1 hours in 1926 and 6.2 hours in 1969, while 
for employed women they are respectively 3.8 in 1952 and 4.5 in 1969 
(A. Szalai, 1975, p. 393).6 

Robinson and Converse (1972) after standardizing the samples - for 
example by eliminating differences owing to the fact that women without 
jobs have more children - conclude that the disparity between employed 
women and housewives does not arise from a greater use of household 
technology or outside services, or from more help given by employed 
women's husbands (Vaneck, 1980, pp. 87-8). The standards of home and 
child care prove similar for the two categories; hence the differences are 
apparently due to a more efficient organization of the work. Actually 
Vaneck seems to endorse Szalai's opinion that housewives work as much 
as men purely in order to feel (and to show) that they are earning their 
living. This ideological interpretation does not explain why employed 
women do long hours of housework as well. 
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Marked differences between women's and men's work emerge also 
from the data collected by Gershuny and Jones (1986). These data enable 
us to make some comparisons between different countries - the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Canada, the Netherlands and 
Norway - for the period 1961-85. As in the cases of Italy and France, 
there is evidence that the structure of the family, while it heavily 
influences both the waged and the unwaged work of women, leaves men 
practically unaffected (Gershuny and Jones, 1986, p. 30).7 

The differences in work loads are such that the figures representing 
them often use different scales for men and women. Men's working time 
is mostly measured in ten-minute segments, while that of women is 
expressed in hundreds of minutes (Figure 5.1). There is no question about 
the size and persistence of the gender difference, but the data do show a 
reduction in women's housework and a slight increase in that done by 
men. The reduction of time for women's housework is mainly due to the 
increased number of women in paid employment. As in the previous case, 
the differences in time spent on housework by housewives and employed 
women mainly reflect different rhythms of work rather than different 
responsibilities and duties. All women must, and generally do, perform the 
same jobs; but they organize them in different ways. In fact, a marked 
ideological difference would be most unlikely as almost all women have 
paid jobs at various times in their lives; few remain exclusively 
'housewives'. The differences in habits and social norms are mainly linked 
to differences in generation, class and educational level. For men, 
however, the increase seems attributable to a change in social attitudes 
during the seventies (Gershuny and Jones, 1986, p. 77). 

In the case of child care the absolute differences between men and 
women are very marked, and again this is common to all the countries 
(Gershuny and Jones, 1986 p. 55). Times devoted to shopping generally 
increase within persistent differences between men and women (p. 56). 
Men and women shop together for durable consumer goods, while 
shopping for daily consumption is still mainly women's job. The time 
spent on personal care is remarkably equal between the sexes (p. 58); this 
is the category which includes personal services, sleep and rest, and meals. 
However, if we bear in mind women's responsibility for cooking and child 
care, it is fairly clear that mealtimes have different connotations for men 
and women - for example, men are usually served at table. Even sleep 
may not be equally protected: uniformity in the times of going to bed and 
getting up does not always mean equal hours of sleep, especially if there 
are small children or old people in the family, or if someone is ill. 
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5.3 Becker's 'home-economics' 

Becker (l960, 1981, 1986) provides a systematic attempt to deal with the 
economics of the family. He defines the family as a firm in which the 
time of its members is allocated on the basis of traditional neoclassical 
criteria of maximization of utility (in this case collective) at the margin, 
under given constraints of time and income. 

The data presented in the previous section do not confirm Becker's 
hypothesis of a systematic interchangeability between housework and 
waged work. As we have seen, for women the two kinds of work are 
generally added together rather than substituted. Even the interchange 
between machines and housework does not take place in the way expected 
by the neoclassical theory, which proposes a marginal substitution based 
on the opportunity cost of time, whereby the more women are paid for 
their labour the more they will supposedly substitute machines for 
housework. Instead, the introduction of household technology depends on 
social patterns of consumption which in turn are determined by habits, 
tastes, and cultural contexts. Given the social coordinates, 'housewives' 
and 'employed women' use the same appliances and services. 

Nor can the view of the family as a firm be justified in terms of a 
maximization of collective utility under given constraints. As in the case 
of machines, the interchangeability between women's waged work and 
men's housework depends on cultural factors rather than on relative 
wages. In fact, between men and women there is no exchange of domestic 
responsibilities (beyond those set by convention) even when the woman's 
wage is higher than that of her partner. What does prove important in 
determining the relation between housework and waged work is the 
context of social norms, habits, tastes, power relationships, etc. Becker's 
model has nothing to say about these factors, since he reduces the analysis 
to a problem of allocation of scarce endowments tending towards 
equilibrium and hence staticity. Moreover, the logical requirements of the 
model are such that variations in prices and quantities (wages and times) 
cannot affect the parameters of their systematic functional relationships. In 
reality, the parameters themselves are precisely the most important element 
in the analysis because they reflect the fundamental structure of the labour 
market and because they may be affected by changes in prices and 
quantities. 

The basic relations between modes of production and modes of social 
reproduction cannot be reduced to the distinction between historical 
parameters of general and ahistorical price-quantity functions. The way 
quantities are measured in terms of prices always depends on social 
structures and power relationships which can change in time and space 
(this has been proved by the critique of the neoclassical theory of capital). 

106 



Women's work 

Moreover, with regard to the adjustment mechanisms of the labour market, 
the flexibility of the system depends not on the elasticity of wages, but 
rather on the flexible nature of historically given institutions like the 
family. What we have to acknowledge therefore, is an institutional 
flexibility and not an elasticity of price-<J.uantity functions. 

Some of Becker's observations are quite reasonable, and they were 
already brilliantly expressed by Smith: for example, the fact that the 
structure of the family is affected by (among other things) economic 
factors that determine relations between the sexes and the number of 
children. What one cannot accept in Becker are the tools and the 
methodological approach used to express these aspects of reality. The 
picture of the family as a firm accentuates the worst defects of 
neoclassical reductivism. The use of time, relations between the sexes and 
the decision to have or not have children, are seen as systematically 
dependent on wages, in such a deterministic way that they become not 
only repugnant from the ethical point of view but also useless from the 
point of view of analysis. 

Willis (1987), in his survey of the 'Economics of the Family', provides 
an example of where calculations on intertemporal utilities can lead 
economists. We might call this a 'Dynasty Model of Optimal Investment 
in Children': 

parental preferences can be represented within the overlapping generations 
framework by a 'dynastic utility function' if parents' utility is equal to the sum of 
their own utility from consumption and the lifetime utility of each of their children 
multiplied by a weight representing the degree of parental altruism. Because of 
recursivity, the parents' utility is equal to the sum of the levels of utility from own 
consumption of their children. grandchildren. and all subsequent generations in the 
dynasty discounted by the rate of altruism. Given such preferences, a child's level 
of lifetime utility (i.e. the weighted sum of his utility from consumption and the 
utility of his children) can be interpreted as a scalar measure of child quality. 

Following this strategy, Becker and Nigel Tomes ... address the determination 
of the optimal investment in children. Their analysis provides an explicit model of 
the role of the family in the finance of human capital. (Willis, 1987. p. 75) 

Neoclassical economics is generally based on the denial of the specific 
nature of labour as a commodity - and in particular on the specificity of 
its process of reproduction and its political implications. Its theory of 
wages is based on the old wages-fund concept of wages as supply and 
demand, determined as a systematic relationship between the quantity of 
population and a quantity of capital. First the theory of wages as costs of 
social reproduction was rejected, thus removing the focus from the process 
of reproduction of labour; then followed the simultaneous determination of 
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wages and relative prices of other commodities, with the rejection of the 
exogenous theory of distribution. In this context, if the reproduction of 
labour is re-introduced into the economic analysis, a desperate effort must 
be made to reconcile its problems with the reductive analytical 
methodology. Thus it is no accident that Becker, precisely when he speaks 
about problems of reproduction, stresses the ahistoricity of the neoclassical 
analysis. His theory has been used to explain the reproduction of all the 
social groups that now exist or have historically existed in the world. 
Every individual will rationalize histber choices by maximizing the 
marginal utility as well as he/she can; the important thing is that every 
choice can be represented in a diagram of indifference curves under 
constraints of given resources. 

Last but not least, the measurement of the huge contribution made to 
the national economy by women with their housework, calculated at 
between 30 and 40 per cent of the National Product depending on the 
methods of measurement used (Goldschmidt-Clermont, 1982), 
demonstrates the unrealistic character of the theory of wages as 
productivity of labour, used by neoclassical economists. 

5.4 Two jobs for one wage 

The experience of women's double work forces us to look again at the 
dichotomy between the family and the market, not only in connection with 
the female labour force but for the general analysis of the labour market. 

The complexity of women's double load arises from the constant need 
to mediate deep conflicts as well as more superficial tensions. The deep 
conflicts are connected with the historical disparity of power between the 
sexes - expressed as control over women's reproductive labour - and the 
crucial contradiction in the social system between the processes of 
reproducing people and the process of capital accumulation. The 
superficial contradictions are those involving the continual and often 
lacerating conflicts arising from the separation between the times and 
places of the two processes. Women's identity, and their success in 
managing not merely to fit into the mould fixed by family and society but 
to escape from it, depends on their capacity to act within these conflictual 
relationships (Balbo, 1987). Women are in fact very dynamic and 
resourceful in finding ways of changing the conditions of their lives, but 
they face structural impediments which do not allow very much scope. 

The 'double load' of women puts them in an ideal position to expose 
the trick whereby two jobs are performed for one wage. This remains 
essentially the same in the traditional context of a male breadwinner and a 
female housewife, in the more modem one where both men and women 
are breadwinners, and in the post-modem one where men eventually share 
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housework. The nature of the capitalist trick can be exposed only through 
a radical change of analytical (and political) perspectives. 

The uneasy relationship between the exchange of women's labour 
power on the market and the daily organization of the process of 
reproduction is amply reflected in the data on women's employment. The 
data show that just as there is a core of housework for working women, 
there is also a solid core of women who are unable or unwilling to enter 
the waged labour market, at least during certain periods of their lives. It 
should be noted that some women also combine housework and other jobs 
within the home - mainly in crafts, shopkeeping and agriCUlture. These 
women form a category adjacent to that of housewives because they do 
their jobs - often unpaid - within the family, but they are counted among 
the employed. They are not a marginal group; their labour, precisely 
because it is performed in a production unit defined by the family, 
involves a continuous interaction between work for the market and 
reproductive work: actually, such women usually enter their trade through 
marriage (Finch, 1983). 

In terms of working hours, the influence of housework on waged work 
becomes still more obvious. At the international level, part-time work is 
mainly a female phenomenon (Beechey and Perkins, 1987; Walby, 1990). 
Other systems of time management (shifts, night work, flexible time, 
overtime, availability on call) are used differently by men and women; and 
the disparity is once again based on their different family responsibilities 
(Horrel, Rubery and Burchell, 1989). Women are prepared to work at 
various times of day, but they strongly resist indefinite and unpredictable 
schedules. The great variety of solutions offers employers a labour force 
which is flexible overall, though rigid for individual employees. The hours 
of work chosen by women, including those most disadvantaged, are 
always strongly determined by the needs of the family - an element which 
proves to have very little importance for men. 

The increase in women's employment rates cannot be read as a 
continuous progress towards a mythical neutral worker, defined by an 
imaginary equality. The sense of frustration which women experience 
demonstrates the inadequacy of the solutions offered by the present system 
to the problems involved in the relation between production and social 
reproduction, which are by no means limited to women. By using 
women's experiences in both processes we can begin to move from a 
sacrificial perspective (inculcated in women at various ideological and 
symbolic levels, and not only by the political right) to one based on a 
social and political critique of the capitalist waged labour market. 

In this respect housewives are no more passive and inert than waged 
women; they are merely made less noticeable by the ideologies 
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surrounding work. There are two ways of making them politically 
invisible: one is to consider them as potential political subjects only if 
they become waged workers, and the other is to glorify their role and 
push it out of the economic and political sphere. Both these perspectives 
aim to neutralize housework as an issue for political negotiation. 

5.5 Policy perspectives 

Awareness of the qualitative and quantitative dimensions of the work of 
reproduction, and its proper location in the general analytical framework, 
have crucial implications for women's strategies. If policy is concerned 
only with waged labour, women are caught in the equality-protection 
dilemma. That is to say, they must either hide their work of reproduction 
so as to be equal to men in the work place, or acknowledge it and ask for 
'protection'. But once the historical relationship between production and 
reproduction is made explicit, the functional link between waged work and 
housework becomes a general question rather than a women's issue. 
'Protection' is exposed as a petty manoeuvre, 'equality' as a mirage; and 
both strategies are grossly inadequate for dealing with the problems of the 
conflictual relationship between production and reproduction under 
capitalism. Women see this clearly, but they are forced to accept either 
'protective' measures such as part-time jobs, which undermine their wages 
and careers, or else to play Wonder Woman in pursuit of a spurious 
equality in the waged labour market. Wages hide not only women's 
double load but, more insidiously, the huge amount of women's energy 
which their male colleagues absorb in order to cope with their own 
problems. 

Under present circumstances the idea of a more equal distribution of 
the work of reproduction between men and women seems more like 
wishful thinking than a realistic perspective. First of all, historically 
sedimented chauvinism, so persistent and general that it cannot be ignored, 
interacts with the structure of the labour market. Secondly, men are too 
aware of their own historical struggles for higher real wages and less work 
to accept an increased work load with no other compensation than reduced 
feelings of guilt. A redistribution of housework can be made possible only 
by a massive redistribution of resources in favour of the reproduction of 
the labouring population. This redistribution might take many different 
forms of 'wages for housework' - money benefits, paid leaves, paid 
reduction of work hours, public services, etc. - and it would certainly 
favour both men and women - but in any case it has to be massive and it 
must challenge the modes of production. 

In the past few decades the women's labour market has greatly 
changed. Women have fewer children and an increasing part of their lives 
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is unregulated by the biological rhythms of childbearing. Thus they can 
stay longer in paid employment, though as we have seen this does not 
necessarily mean they do less housework. With looking after old and sick 
people, increased time spent in travel and shopping, bureaucratic 
commitments, children remaining at home longer, men having more 
insecure, flexible and stressful jobs, etc., women have little hope of a 
reduction of 'constrained time'. 

Women's wages are now an essential component of the family income, 
and households have very different compositions. But this does not alter 
the relation between production and costs of reproduction of waged 
labour: it only means that the man's wage is no longer enough to provide 
for the historical living standards of the family. The relation between 
men's and women's wages and the real standard of living is still mediated 
by the separate organization of reproduction, and by the need to keep its 
costs low enough to allow the formation and accumulation of profits. For 
that purpose housework still carries out its task very well. 

The empirical evidence seems to show that women do not buy more in 
order to work less; instead, they work more in order to buy more. The 
phenomenon is similar to the transformations that took place in the 
household economy in the eighteenth century, when independent farmers 
were induced in various ways to depend on the commodity market and the 
labour market for their subsistence. 

Women generally use the labour market to escape from the forms of 
personal dependence inherent in patriarchal relationships; but they end up 
with a greater work load, and usually cannot manage to escape from the 
trap of low pay and poverty. In fact it happens that while on the one hand 
they gain some personal liberty through reducing the personal impositions 
that restrict their freedom of action, on the other hand women are under 
more pressure to sell themselves on the labour market owing to an 
historical increase in the general insecurity of workers' access to the 
means of subsistence.8 

All this can be understood only if one analyses the nature of the labour 
market, which is apparently democratic (because it presupposes free choice 
on the part of the workers) but whose underlying features lead to such 
deep and widespread insecurity as to threaten individual freedom. By 
exposing the nature of the labour market, on which the commodity market 
is based, we can gain more clarity about the relation between production 
and reproduction that characterizes the capitalist economy. 

For women this clarity is essential because it brings out the fact that 
their entry into the waged labour market, while it can undoubtedly solve 
many problems in their lives, cannot really 'liberate' them. In reality it 
does not even bring liberation from patriarchy, because the waged labour 
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market, as we have seen, is based on a particular sexual division of labour 
in reproduction. 

5.6 Women and the state 

Housework is the basis for a certain relationship between women and the 
state. The state is the institution which regulates the adjustment between 
the process of accumulation and the process of social reproduction, as we 
saw in the third and fourth chapters. Modem states have the role of 
controlling the conflicts arising from waged work and the particular 
division of labour and resources it involves. Under capitalism the labour 
of reproduction takes the form of unwaged housework, whose function is 
to reproduce the population, especially waged workers. This arrangement 
enables the system to count on the continuity of the processes of 
production and reproduction, using the form of social command provided 
by the endemic insecurity of wages. An adequate proportional relationship 
between the two processes is the condition on which the continuity of the 
process of capitalist accumulation depends. As we have seen, the question 
of this proportion lies at the heart of political economy. 

The insecurity of reproduction, inherent in the wage system, has 
induced the state to assume certain direct responsibilities for social groups 
such as low-waged workers, the unemployed, the wageless and people 
with no waged person to depend on. The state, however, has never been a 
neutral institution with regard to social classes; still less has it been so 
with regard to the gender division of labour in the process of reproduction. 
Control over women's work leads to control over the whole reproduction 
of the population. 

The state, in fact, is far from passive with regard to the control of 
women's reproductive functions, in terms of both quantity and quality. For 
example, it has always tried to exercise control over abortion -
repressively or permissively, according to need (Walby, 1990). It has also 
controlled the enforcement of the marriage contract, which imposes precise 
domestic and sexual obligations on women (pateman, 1988). Moreover, it 
has tolerated as normal a certain degree of private violence against 
women, which partly explains the general reluctance to pass laws banning 
violence within the family; while this tolerance appears to contradict 
policies of equal rights for all citizens, it is quite efficient in controlling 
women's work and bodies. The state also tolerates the fact that compared 
to men women work more, are poorer and have less protection in terms of 
social security (Brocas, Cailloux and Oget, 1990). 

When the state assumes direct responsibilities in connection with 
reproduction it never aims to replace housework, but only to supplement 
it Women's domestic obligations are always tacitly taken for granted in 
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the fonnulation of social policies. Health services and schools could not 
function if they were not sustained by plenty of housework within the 
family. The bias is even more evident in the provision of services such as 
nurseries and kindergartens. It is always taken for granted, implicitly or 
explicitly, that places will be allocated to the children of employed 
mothers, thus reinforcing the specific responsibility of mothers rather than 
recognizing a general public responsibility for children. The allocation of 
public resources at various institutional levels is always based on the 
principle that it is basically the mother's job to solve problems connected 
with children. It is generally assumed that women's work and energy are 
unlimited and impose no constraints on social policy. 

It must be noted that where there are high rates of female employment 
and widespread public services, as in the Scandinavian countries, the 
problem of women's relation with the state, based on the work of 
reproduction, has by no means been solved. Precisely because these 
countries are so advanced, they clearly show how difficult it is to 
overcome the idea of women as the primary instrument of social 
reproduction - in the family, in the labour market and in public 
institutions (Hernes, 1987). Only the widespread resistance of women at 
all levels, including institutional levels, can expose the costs which women 
are forced to bear, in tenns of work and stress, because the responsibilities 
of reproduction are dumped on them by men and the state. 

It is above all with the state that women have to negotiate the 
conditions of their reproductive work. They cannot win by bargaining 
privately in a labour market which ignores women's reproductive work in 
order to pay low wages to both women and men. Moreover, in almost all 
countries the state is now the largest employer of women, thus a 
successful struggle to modify conventions and power relationships in the 
public sector could well serve as a pattern for the private sector as well. 

Only direct bargaining with the state over modes of reproduction can 
correct, at least partly, the abuses of a system of production that 
subordinates social reproduction to capital accumulation. The division of 
reproductive labour between the sexes is 100 deeply rooted in the structure 
of the social system to be transfonned by a simple rationalization of 
individual working times. Women's bargaining with the state, however, 
does not eliminate the need to expose, and to act on, the deep, historically 
established conflict between men and women in the area of reproduction. 
The modem material basis of these conflicts is rooted in the unequal 
access to the means of subsistence, and the unequal work of reproduction, 
as well as in the general control over women's bodies and lives 
maintained by men through paternalism and/or harassment and violence. 
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5.7 A political subject 

In the present situation women have become a social subject with a 
decisive influence. It is no accident that this has coincided with the 
opening of a new phase of conflict over historical modes of reproduction. 
The feminist movement of the seventies focussed directly on the question 
of reproduction: contraception, abortion, sexuality, the family, housework, 
health, services and living standards were the issues most vigorously 
debated (Rowbotham, 1990). During the eighties women's energies were 
mainly channelled into the creation and expansion of cultural instruments. 
Women's publishing houses, journals and bookshops, women's studies, 
conferences and cultural centres have contributed to the inclusion of 
women among the protagonists - as well as the issues - at the centre of 
today's cultural debates. In that decade women also established and 
consolidated relations with public institutions: local and governmental 
administrations, trade unions, the media, etc. And they also focussed 
attention on the fact that in public institutions their representation is still 
scandalously unequal. 

Women's political and cultural activism has helped to establish the 
question of women's liberation as a central element in contemporary social 
dynamics. Since the beginnings of the feminist movement the question of 
liberation has been distinguished from, and counterposed to, the question 
of emancipation (understood as women's entry into the world of men and 
the effacement of differences between the sexes). Women's rejection of 
that kind of levelling has laid the foundations for a radical criticism of the 
social institutions in which we live. Those institutions are criticized not 
only because they impose barriers to entry, but because they themselves 
are based on women's subordination and inseparable from it. All this has 
led to an intense debate on the theoretical foundations of the social 
sciences, which are only apparently neutral: in essence they are based on 
purely male ways of looking at the world and at women (Braidotti, 1991; 
Pateman, 1988). Even in the physical sciences, institutions and 
methodological approaches have been challenged for the partiality of their 
research perspectives (Donini, 1990; Fox Keller, 1985; Harding, 1986). 

The fact that women form a political subject does not mean that 
women are all equal or all have the same interests. They are deeply 
divided by differences of class, nationality and race as well as by their 
own individual histories. Obviously the social interactions between 
subjects with different levels of power are very complicated. But clarity 
on the specific question of reproduction may well facilitate new alliances. 
For example, until recent decades housework was a great source of 
division between classes, because paid domestic work was the employment 
sector most crowded with women. Today it is much less common for a 

114 



Women's work 

woman to command another woman's housework directly through wages; 
moreover, standards of housework have to a great extent levelled out 
between women of different classes for various reasons - the spread of 
social norms, products and technologies, the media, social services, 
urbanization. 

By adopting an analytical approach that focusses directly on 
reproduction and its historical conditions, we also find a common 
denominator for women's work in very different countries and economies 
(e.g. those of the northern and southern hemispheres). The multiplicity and 
specificity of the relations between production and reproduction are 
certainly reflected in radical differences between women of different 
countries. But giving these relations due recognition at the political level 
should encourage the building of alliances and solidarities with a 
potentiality to overcome, at least in part, the conflicts among women in 
different locations in the international system of capitalist accumulation. In 
this area women's organizations and women scholars have begun to create 
effective tools for a critical reassessment, at an international level, of the 
historically given relations between production and reproduction in each 
specific real context (Deere, 1976; K. Young, 1988; Brydon and Chant, 
1989). Institutions like DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New Era), WID (Women in Development) and the women's 
caucuses of the non-governmental organizations form an international 
network for alternative development policies (Sen and Grown, 1988). 

5.8 Conclusions 

In my analysis of the capitalist system, alongside the exploitation of 
labour in production, I have explicitly stressed the exploitation of labour 
in reproduction. To analyse this second fonn of exploitation we must 
focus centrally on the work of reproduction and the control of women to 
guarantee the quantity and quality of labour necessary for accumulation. 

To understand both class exploitation and gender exploitation it is 
necessary to recognize the specific functional relationship between 
production and reproduction. This absolutely does not mean that the 
political organization of the conflict between the sexes can be confined 
within the narrow limits of the trade unions or other historical 
organizations of the labour movement. Those organizations are so 
patriarchal and chauvinistic that they allow very little space for the 
necessary manifestation of the conflict between the sexes - in fact, they 
are not even open to radical criticism of class exploitation. They take it 
for granted that women, with their housework, will absorb the insecurity 
of conditions of reproduction which is endemic in waged labour. The 
impotence of the unions affects not only women but men as well - it 
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involves not only gender but also class. Nor do I imagine that the conflict 
between the sexes is purely a problem of capitalism, or of exploitation of 
work. The conflict is so rooted in the history of social development, and 
so disguised in the history of social thought, that it would be absurd to 
imagine that a mere change in the theoretical perspectives of political 
economy could trace its historical foundations, let alone resolve it 

With regard to the question of materialism and economism, I think this 
is usually posed in the wrong terms. Reproduction necessarily has a large 
material component. It has to do with bodies, nutrition, nativity, etc. But 
at the same time there is nothing more deeply symbolic than the body, 
food, birth, motherhood. The difference between the sexes is first of all 
biological; but its perception and expression are profoundly rooted in the 
structure of language and in myth. Its history goes so far back that current 
studies on women's anthropology and history have scarcely begun to 
scratch the surface. 

My approach to political economy, therefore, is clearly materialistic but 
not necessarily economistic. I do not want economy as a specification of 
the subject under examination - i.e. the production, distribution and 
exchange of wealth - to be confused with economism, which has many 
reductive implications. When due attention is given to the process of 
reproduction of labour, the whole subject of political economy is 
necessarily seen as inherently social and political. 
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The supply of labour 
as a process of social reproduction 

6.1 Standards of living: the quality of labour 

Up to this point, working at different levels and using a variety of tools, I 
have sought to recover the essential features of a question which played a 
fundamental role in the birth of political economy, but which is now 
practically excluded from economic analysis. This is the question of the 
social reproduction of labour and its relationship with the structure of the 
waged labour market. 

It is now time to draw the threads of the study together and define an 
approach in which the labour supply figures as a social process that 
guarantees a certain size of population and a general disposition to enter 
the labour market. In this perspective the labour supply is determined by 
the combination of material, demographic, institutional and cultural 
elements sedimented over time - historically given elements which may 
form the basis for future changes. 

The view of the supply of labour as the result of an historical process 
has its macroeconomic foundations in the classical surplus approach, 
where 'subsistence' was taken as one of the crucial aspects of the 
economic system. Let us recapitulate the basic aspects of the surplus 
theory of profit discussed in the first chapter of this book. They are: (a) 
the inverse relation between production and costs of production (i.e. 
especially costs of reproduction of labour); (b) the treatment of the price 
of the commodity labour separately from prices of other commodities; (c) 
the principle of exogenous distribution; and (d) the attention given to the 
normality of the system, focussing the analysis on its general and 
persistent aspects and distinguishing them from superficial, accidental and 
temporary phenomena. This is the analytical approach that comes closest 
to the questions I am most concerned with: the social reproduction of 
labour and its relationship with the structure of the waged labour market. 

The supply of labour can be defined in terms of two dimensions: 
standards of living, and the number of labour units (however defined). 
Standards of living cannot be expressed in purely quantitative terms, 
though they are material and to a certain degree measurable. Even 
minimum living standards, though apparently dominated by biological and 
physical factors, have always proved difficult to evaluate. This was 
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realized by Booth and Rowntree, as well as Beveridge and the social 
policy-makers dealing with poverty and minimum wages in the post-war 
period. Atkinson, among others, acknowledges the problem and frames it 
within a classical context: 

The basic problem is that, despite Rowntree's pioneering efforts, it is just not 
possible to define an absolute subsistence level as a basis for the poverty line. 
Even in the case of food, it is difficult to determine requirements with any 
precision, and rather than any absolute level of subsistence requirements, there is a 
broad range where physical efficiency declines with a falling intake of calories, 
proteins, etc. 

It must be recognized that any subsistence standard is inevitably influenced by 
current living standards, and that we cannot define a poverty line in a vacuum but 
only in relation to the living standards of a particular society at a particular date -
a point well appreciated by Adam Smith. (Atkinson, 1969, pp. 16-17i 

Recently, fresh attention has been given to the problem of defining 
historical standards of living and to their social structure (Sen, 1987). And 
the question is raised again in connection with the problem of defining the 
poverty line for policy purposes (Sen, 1983, 1985b; Atkinson 1989). 

Standards of living of the labouring population are not a clearly 
definable concept: not only because there is no production function for 
labour (i.e. no systematic relationship between inputs and output), but also 
because in economic terms standards of living have a dual nature. On the 
one hand they represent the means of reproduction of the population; on 
the other hand they are costs of production for employers. Therefore they 
are influenced by two different perspectives: (1) the habits and 
expectations of the labourers regarding the conditions of reproduction of 
themselves and their families, and (2) the expectations of the employers 
and the state regarding the health, discipline, skills and training necessary 
for the work process and for a viable social system based on private 
property. These different viewpoints with regard to habits, expectations, 
attitudes and standards of living are a potential source of radical conflict 
between workers and employers, and between the whole labouring 
population and the state. 

Reproductive needs and expectations can of course also lead to forms 
of social cooperation among classes and institutions, on the basis of 
implicit social contracts in areas of possible mutual interest. Rising 
material standards of living within an unequal social system based on 
private property, for instance, were seen by Smith as a possible basis for 
an alliance between the middle classes and the working class. The 
prospect of increasing standards of living for some sections of the 
population still underlies the implicit social contract which holds together 

118 



The supply of labour 

the social system of free market economies. But the capitalist social 
contract, although apparently thriving at the moment, cannot resolve the 
tensions inherent in the capitalist system between capital accumulation and 
social reproduction of the labouring population. There are social 
institutions that can mediate the conflicts, and techniques for disciplining 
them, but there are no final solutions which can free the system of its 
inherent conflicts. Moreover, although increasing consumption seems to 
have provided a vast ground for alliances, the increasing insecurity 
inherent in pressures for capital accumulation has made potential conflict 
more radical and pervasive. This is why economic analysis has to take 
wages into consideration not only as costs or as a major part of effective 
demand, but also as means of subsistence. 

The contradictions inherent in the capitalist relation between production 
and reproduction emerge with particular clarity in certain cases. Problems 
arise when grave inequities become apparent in the functioning of the 
labour market as a filter of access to the means of subsistence. In certain 
historical moments it becomes clear that: (a) not all those who want to 
work for a wage can be employed; (b) not all those who work for a wage 
receive a wage sufficient to satisfy their historically given habits and 
tastes; and (c) not all work provides autonomous access to the means of 
subsistence. 

These problems, which become politically prominent in particular 
historical moments, are in fact general and persistent because they are part 
of the system's basic structure. Economic theories and policies, seeking 
possible mediations, have confronted them in different ways. 

From this point of view Keynes represents the highest level of 
mediation, both in theoretical terms and in terms of economic policies. His 
recognition of the possibility of involuntary unemployment, the role of 
wage-earners' consumption in the realization of profit and the institutional 
rigidity of money wages, and his advocacy of social policies involving the 
state as an adjustment mechanism between production and reproduction, 
make his analysis highly innovative by comparison with those of his 
predecessors. What Keynes does, in fact, is to put the problem of the 
relation between capitalist production and social reproduction in new 
terms. 

But the Keynesian mediation, while it represents a progressive gain that 
must be defended, does not provide a solution to the underlying 
contradictions of the labour market. New perspectives can be found only 
through a process of social experimentation. A viable relationship between 
production and reproduction can exist only on the basis of concrete 
practice in which individuals and social groups react to manifest problems 
in terms of their needs, interests, objectives, views of the world and power 

119 



Social reproduction of labour 

balances. 
The two contradictory aspects of living standards - rising expectations 

and costs of production - emphasize the specificity of the labour 
commodity.2 While other commodities have no autonomous views about 
their costs, human lives become capital, i.e. means of production, through 
a process of adaptation the results of which depend on power relationships 
between classes and between sections of the labouring population. Living 
standards reflect conflicts within the population because consumption 
goods express relative social power (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979). 
Consumption patterns are conditioned by the selfishness of the ruling class 
on the one hand, and by the frustration of waged workers and 
houseworkers on the other. 

The task of determining a standard of living is impractical, though 
some useful indicators can be developed empirically for specific purposes. 
I find it rather more useful to look at the way the provision of real 
standards of living is organized, and which social subjects are involved in 
this process. 

In fact. the actual relationship between wages and real standards of 
living depends on the whole process of social reproduction of labour. The 
following table presents an outline of the process of reproduction, showing 
the social subjects active in the process, the places of production, and its 
components: the bundle of wage goods and services provided by different 
subjects in different places. 

Table 6.1: The process of social reproduction of labour 

Social subjects 

Place of production 

Goods and services 
to the reproduction 
unit 

Waged 
worker 

Factory 

Wage 
goods 

Wageless Public 
house- institutions 
worker 

Home Hospitals, 
schools, etc. 

Housework Services and 
benefits 

Table 6.1 shows the differentiation within the labouring population 
between waged and wageless workers, recognizing that the separation of 
productive functions historically leads to a separation of individuals, places 
of production and institutions. Most of all, as we have seen, it leads to a 
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separation between waged and unwaged work. 
The structure of the whole process of course cannot be taken as 

constant. Changes can take place in working hours, attitudes to work, 
wage goods and services, according to the productive structure, the 
structure of the family, institutions, demographic patterns, and power 
relationships within and between classes and between genders. Housework 
and the wage bundle are closely interdependent, and so are the subjects 
who provide them. The providers of wage goods need housework because 
labour power is a joint product of wage goods and housework; and 
houseworkers need waged workers to get access to subsistence in a market 
economy. 

Housework - which serves to close the gap between wages, public 
services and historically given standards of living - is seen as a residual 
category. The standards of living of the workers and their families do not 
fully correspond with costs of production for the employers. As we saw in 
the previous chapter, an increase in housework guarantees relatively higher 
standards of living, and hence a higher quality of labour, while the costs 
in terms of wage goods, and hence of wages, may be the same or even 
reduced. The complex structure of social reproduction shown in the table 
gives the system a high degree of flexibility. Various sections of the 
population are able to move in and out of the waged labour market 
precisely because the family provides services and alternative sources of 
subsistence. The family absorbs the costs of flexibility and internalizes its 
conflicts. As I have previously pointed out, this institutional flexibility is 
radically different from the concept of elasticity of the supply of labour 
seen as a systematic price-quantity relationship. 

The capitalists' problem is to keep the costs of reproduction of labour 
in step with production so that profits will not be reduced. This can be 
achieved by various means. One is to keep the standards of living of the 
labouring population low in terms of level and composition; another is to 

reduce the cost of wage goods and services through high productivity. Still 
another is to transfer the costs of reproduction to the state. Last but not 
least, the costs of social reproduction can be reduced by shifting them on 
to the family, increasing women's burden of housework. 

If the process of reproduction is not explicitly taken into account in 
economic analysis, the reproductive functions of the public sector are also 
left without any proper location: their role, in fact, is to mediate the 
separation between the sector of production and that of household 
reproduction. Thus without a clear picture of the role of the process of 
reproduction, and of the family within it, the role of the state in the labour 
market and the social system cannot be fully understood. 
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6.2 Inherent conOicts 

The structure of the process of reproduction embodies various conflicts 
between waged workers and employers over wages, between wageless 
houseworkers and waged workers within the family, between wageless 
houseworkers and the state, between waged workers and the state, and 
indirectly between wageless houseworkers and employers.3 These conflicts 
make the production-reproduction relationship changeable and at times 
unstable, in spite of its flexibility. 

The conflict between waged workers and employers over wages, hours 
and working conditions is generally acknowledged by social scientists. I 
shall leave this aspect out of the present picture in order to concentrate on 
some other social relationships, and their inherent conflicts. A fundamental 
conflict within reproduction is between the waged worker and the 
unwaged houseworker, who depend on each other for subsistence and 
hence need to control each other. The deep social conflicts inherent in the 
separation between production and reproduction are not acknowledged as 
such; they are disguised as personal conflicts to be overcome by 'love' 
and 'sacrifice'. Moreover, the open and covert violence required to keep 
any form of labour under control takes on the character of domestic 
violence, in the privacy of the family, and hence appears as personal 
rather than social. 

Another inherent potential conflict is between houseworkers and the 
state. Public institutions are notoriously unwilling to take over direct 
responsibility for services usually provided privately by housework. This 
resistance is due to the costs of those services and the distributive 
implications of switching from unwaged work to waged work financed by 
taxation.4 Consequently, as we saw in the fourth chapter, public 
institutions exert special pressure to maintain the standards of services 
provided by the family. 

Waged workers also confront the state over the conditions of social 
reproduction on the issue of the 'social wage', i.e. welfare and fiscal 
policies. Here their position is weakened by the fact that the confrontation 
generally involves only a restricted section of the labouring population, 
that of employed workers. The unions have often accepted strategies 
which concentrate on wages and conditions at the work place, disregarding 
the fact that the wageless sections of the labouring population are also 
political subjects who have the power, though in a different form, to resist 
and struggle to improve their standards of living by putting pressure on 
employers and public institutions.5 

Struggles undertaken at community level are not easy to link with those 
at the work place. The reasons lie not only in substantial differences in the 
issues and the forms of organization, but also in the narrow approach of 
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unions, and working-class organizations in general, to the whole question 
of social reproduction.6 They have usually supported the dominance of the 
(male) wage earner in the family, and have chosen to ignore the repressive 
and often violent means of commanding housework, dismissing them as 
purely private matters. 

The lack of an adequate perspective on the whole question of 
reproduction can be seen in the fact that unions have often endorsed 
policies that benefit only the core of the labour force, white adult male 
native-born workers with housewives behind them.7 As a matter of fact the 
relative weights of wages, family and public services in the process of 
reproduction differ between sections of the population which have 
historically different habits and tastes and different power relationships 
with employers, state institutions and unions. 

6.3 The quantity of labour 

I have been using the term 'labouring population' in the classical sense, to 
include all the people who directly or indirectly depend on a wage for 
subsistence and who have no access to property as main source of income. 
The structure of population can be defined for a given period as the result 
of an historical process which, through conflicts, power balances and 
social behaviour, lays down the conditions for access to subsistence -
which in a free market economy means access to money. The 
demographic endowment shown by census figures must therefore be 
divided into different classes depending on the source of income (property 
or labour). The distinction between the labouring population and the 
propertied classes implies different roles in production and different 
degrees of security and control over the means of reproduction. 

The labouring population itself must be divided into different sections, 
for it is by no means homogeneous or rigid in time. Its structure reflects 
not simply demography or physical characteristics, but again power 
relationships based on different degrees of security in relation to the 
means of reproduction. Differences in access to the waged labour market 
and in relative wages, based on age, sex and nationality, have more to do 
with factors like the family and immigration than with demographic 
endowments or productivity. 

Historically, the supply of labour has never been fixed and scarce in the 
long period or at a general level. Some sections may be scarce for periods 
of time, but in the long run immigration and social flexibility guarantee 
that the labour supply is not persistently and generally rigid. The result is 
a structural oversupply of labour which only apparently depends on 
demography: it has to do with social norms, segmentation in historical 
standards of living, and different power relationships within the family and 
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the state. 
This is even more true if hours rather than individuals are taken as the 

units of labour. The structure of the labour market includes customs and 
norms regulating the hours of work which can differ between segments of 
the population. The same thing holds, as we have seen in the previous 
section, for the relationship between standards of living and wages. As is 
shown in the first chapter, quantities of labour supplied and wages are thus 
definable only in historical terms; they are graphically expressible as 
points and not as functions, since no systematic relationship can be 
assumed. The whole structure of the process of reproduction reacts to 
changes in relative prices, wages and employment, in ways that are not 
systematic but historically given. 

6.4 Supply and demand 

An analysis of the labour market, if confined within the limits of the 
orthodox supply-and-demand theory of wages, leads to a limited view of 
the real forces acting in the labour market. On the contrary, with a radical 
and explicit change of analytical perspective we can take advantage of 
many observations on the real structure of the labour market - its 
institutions, power relationships and living standards - without being 
caught in the defensive game imposed by a supply-and-demand 
methodology where logical requirements rather than historical facts 
determine what is taken as systematic and what is taken as accidental. 

This holds also with regard to the relationship between supply and 
demand themselves. In the neoclassical theory, supply and demand are 
price-quantity functions based on individual preferences and are assumed 
to be mutually independent. The classical economists had a different view: 
in the Physiocratic tradition, they represent both supply and demand as 
macro-founded on circular, material and institutional processes of 
production, distribution and exchange. This perspective is radically 
different from an approach to supply and demand founded on micro 
individual choices taken on the basis of relative prices and marginal 
utilities. The difference is crucial. Production and reproduction can be seen 
as the processes which determine, respectively, the demand for labour and 
the supply of labour. For given available technologies, the level of 
production sets the demand for labour. The historical process of social 
reproduction determines the supply of labour. Supply and demand are not 
seen as functions of prices, but as the result of production, distribution and 
the historical size of markets. Supply and demand do not need to be 
considered mutually independent The problem, therefore, is not to 
'reconstitute the supply side of the labour market' or to assess 'the relative 
autonomy of social reproduction' (Humphries and Rubery, 1984), but to 
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step finally out of the neoclassical way of approaching supply and 
demand. 

While the present study is not directly concerned with the demand for 
labour, what has been said about wages and the supply of labour does 
imply a definition of the economic system whereby production, 
distribution and exchange are linked in a circular flow. In this picture 
wages are costs of production, a major component of aggregate demand, 
and means of reproduction. The theoretical problems of political economy 
all spring from incompatibilities between these functions. This complexity 
is lost in the neoclassical perspective, where the allocation of quantitative 
endowments of 'factors of production' is motivated by changes in relative 
prices and based on the assumption of technical substitutibility between 
labour and capital, and wages are treated merely as costs of production. 
The shift of paradigm has important analytical implications not only for 
the labour supply, but also for the demand for labour. 

The relationship between wages and employment can be considered 
more as a structural relationship between two sectors of production -
production of commodities and reproduction of labour - than as an 
allocative relationship (Garegnani, 1978-9). The two processes are taken 
as exogenous in the determination of relative prices, but both are 
obviously fundamental components of the economic system and they 
usually interact Although the theory does not allow any space for 
systematic and general relationships, the structure of production, the 
structure of class distribution and the habits and tastes of the population 
are the basic determinants of aggregate expenditure because the system is 
analysed as a circular flow. In the same way the levels of employment and 
wages may affect habits and tastes and attitudes to work. 

This was noticed by Dobb who tried to use the peculiarity of the 
supply of labour as a basis for a critique of the neoclassical theory of 
distribution. The attempt was not successful although it is worth taking 
into consideration. Later on the critique of the neoclassical theory of 
distribution was successfully undertaken by Sraffa with regard to the 
measurement of heterogeneous aggregates; nonetheless, Dobb's remarks 
keep their importance with respect to the supply of labour. 

As a Marxist Dobb was well aware of the methodological differences 
between the classical approach and the neoclassical one. He was also an 
economic historian who saw the development of the waged labour market 
as an essential feature of capitalism.- Moreover, he was convinced of the 
historical and institutional nature of the processes which shape the social 
system. Mter reading Sraffa's 1926 article on 'The Laws of Returns under 
Competitive Conditions', he questioned the relationship between functions 
and parameters and the assumption of independence between supply and 
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demand functions of labour. We can follow his attempt, and then Keynes's 
subsequent acknowledgement of its importance. According to Dobb: 

In the theory of distribution an attempt was made to carry over the same method 
of analysis and to apply it to the factors of production . . . And here again is the 
implicit assumption of the independence of the supply-and-demand curves required. 
By interdependence for this purpose it is necessary to mean that a change in one 
of them, through its effects on the price of labour or on any other prices, does not 
thereby produce a change in the other . . . An example where this assumption of 
independence would not hold in the case of a specific commodity was offered by 
Mr. Sraffa in his important article in the Economic Journal for December 1926 (to 
which I am personally indebted for providing this present train of thought). (Dobb, 
1929, p. 509) 

Dobb uses Sraffa's point on the interdependence between supply and 
demand to argue that in the case of labour - a ba.,ic factor in production -
a change in price would affect supply and demand functions. 9 Changes do 
not occur along price-<luantity functions but in the 'constants' of the 
curves - i.e. in the parametric utilities of income and investment - which 
express the disposition to supply and to demand labour (pp. 511-16). The 
determination of wages as equilibrium prices is undermined by the fact 
that independent supply-and-demand functions cannot be assumed. 

The question whether the level of wages is 'natural' or 'institutional' is quite 
distinct from the question whether a 'normal' level, in the sense of a stable 
equilibrium, can be found . .. The former is the question whether the 'constants' 
which provide a solution to the equations are values which depend on nature or 
can be altered at will by the hand of man. The latter is the distinct question 
whether the equations can be solved at all ... But it is at any rate possible that 
our failure to frame satisfactory equations indicate that the deductive method is not 
so appropriate, at least to the problem of distribution, as we have habitually 
supposed. (p. 517, italics added) 

Dobb argued that in the case of labour the fact that the constants of the 
function are the significant objects of analysis, and the fact that the 
pricC-<luantity functions have no systematic behaviour because 'one curve 
cannot move without producing a related movement in the other' (p. 518), 
make the supply-and-demand determination of wages implausible and 
inconsistent. 

The point is made even more clear in Political Economy and 
Capitalism where in the chapter on frictions and expectations Dobb says: 

Here the new factor in the situation is treated as though it were an additional 
constant, altering by a given amount the value of one or more of the variables in 
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the governing equations ... then it can properly be regarded as a mere disturbing 
factor, weakening the precision but not damaging the essential correctness of the 
previous generalization . 

. . . the introduction of the new element may transform the situation in a much 
more radical manner, in the sense of altering the character of the actual relations 
which hold between various quantities. Its influence can then rw longer be 
properly regarded merely as that of a retarding or displacing friction: it is rather 
that of a new chemical element, the presence of which alters the character and 
action of other elements and so transforms the whole composition. (Dobb, 1937, 
pp. 188-9, italics added) 

Unfortunately, in this context Dobb continues by saying: 

But the new situation is capable of being rendered determinate, like the old, 
provided that the number of equations . . . can be made equal to the number of 
dependent variables. (p. 189) 

As Bharadwaj (1978c) noted, in his early wntmgs Dobb could not 
completely abandon a supply-and-demand framework. The critique of the 
neoclassical theory of distribution could not be achieved through 
discussion of the mathematics of the functions; it had to wait for Sraffa's 
Production of Commodities, which questioned the logic of the neoclassical 
relationship on the basis of the measurement of heterogeneous 
commodities given exogenous changes in distribution. Dobb's attempt is 
interesting anyway, because he refers to the qualitative changes of the 
economic system in the case of changes in wages. 

Keynes acknowledged the significance of Dobb's attempt and in his 
article 'On the Question of High Wages' (1930). Referring directly to 
Dobb's article in the Economic Journal, he says: 

There is a growing scepticism abroad as to the psychological and theoretical 
validity of the orthodox theory of value which led others to dispute that there is 
any natural level of wages at all, or, at any rate, one that is rigidly fixed; and this 
attitude of mind accords much better with popular aspirations. Limits there are, no 
doubt, this school would admit; but there is a fairly wide margin, they would 
maintain, within which the determining factor is, not so much what used to be 
called economic law, as social and political habits and practices, and the trend of 
public opinion. 

Advocates of such views are employing two distinct types of arguments. The 
first of them involves no radical departure from orthodox analysis . . . In raising 
wages you bring into activity latent energies in the entrepreneur out of which the 
additional wages can be paid ... 

The second type of critic makes a much more fundamental attack on the old 
theory. He questions altogether the rigidity of what economists call the Theory of 
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Distribution: These relative rates of remuneration are, they contend, the product of 
historical and social forces. There are no actual physical or psychological laws 
which compel them to be what they are now ... there is a large arbitrary element 
in the relative rates of remuneration, and the factors of production get what they 
do, not because in any strict sense they precisely earn it, but because past events 
have led to these rates being customary and usual. So there is nothing sacrosanct 
about them. If the working classes have the political and bargaining power to get a 
larger share of the product of industry than formerly, well, this is a new historical 
fact; historical evolution is this time on their side. The business men will have to 
get less, and that is all there is to it. (Keynes, 1930, pp. 111-14)10 

Unfortunately, Keynes in the 1930 article abandons the ground of 
distribution, shifting the argument from the implications of an exogenously 
given wage, to the demand for labour and to international competition of 
capital. As a matter of fact, it often happens in economic theory that the 
problems which manifest themselves in the labour market are transposed 
to other levels of analysis, or that the problems which pertain to the 
supply of labour as a manifestation of its peculiarity are dealt with in 
terms of the demand for labour. Thus they are shifted from the sector of 
the reproduction of labour, where the labouring classes have some degree 
of control, to the sector of production and finance, where - by definition 
of the capitalist system - they are excluded from decision making. If we 
start breaking down automatic relationships and the systematic functions 
relating prices to quantities, this transposition from one aspect to the other 
and from one level of analysis to another - for instance from the 
normality of production and distribution to the accidental allocation of 
scarcity - is no longer legitimate. 

The surplus approach questions price-quantity relationships at different 
levels. It reverses - as a normal case, and not as mere downward rigidity 
of minimum wages - the relationship between standards of living and 
wages. It challenges the very notion of a supply function of labour, taking 
the relationships between wages and standards of living, between quantity 
of the labour force and standards of living, and between wages and 
attitudes to work, as historically and institutionally given. The adjustment 
mechanisms operate not through automatic changes in quantities and 
relative prices, but through qualitative changes in productive structures and 
social behaviour which cannot be framed in systematic quantitative 
functional relationships. II The real problems of the labour market no 
longer need to be treated as exceptions to the general theory of the 
determination of wages based on scarcity and on the productivity of 
labour. They can be analysed through generalizations and abstractions 
based on the historical functioning of the social system. 12 Economic theory 
provides the analytical location of the problems, and historical enquiry 
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may provide the information for plausible generalizations. 

6.5 A different approach 

Classical political economists tried to locate in their abstract scheme the 
problems which emerged as structurally important and persistent in the 
capitalist system. The nature of the problems of the waged labour market, 
its conflicts and its adjustment mechanisms, required an analytical 
treatment of the price of labour which could take some account of the 
specificity of the labour commodity and the peculiarity of its process of 
reproduction. Although we do not have a theory of social reproduction, we 
do have some information on the structure of the process, its agents and 
inherent conflicts. What is more important, we have an analytical 
framework in which we can locate the question of the social reproduction 
of labour in a more adequate way. Nonetheless, many problems arise in 
using the classical framework as a positive approach to the analysis of 
modem labour markets. 

The classical theory of wages was basically a theory of low wages. 
This can be explained historically by the heavy dependence of living 
standards on natural resources, the expropriation of traditional forms of 
access to the means of subsistence, the relative political weakness of the 
working classes, and the new forms of organization of the process of 
social reproduction based on the capitalist restructuring of the family. 
Today the theory of wages as costs of social reproduction no longer needs 
to imply low wages, but controlling the process of social reproduction of 
labour remains a crucial problem for the capitalist system. Thus the notion 
of wages as costs of social reproduction, within a surplus definition of 
profit, is still valid precisely because it brings out a real conflict between 
profit and the social reproduction of labour. 

Nonetheless, if we take the classical analytical framework as a starting 
point for a critical approach to the main-stream analysis of the labour 
market, we must note some major differences that distinguish the present 
historical context from the classical one. The first problem that the 
classical theory of wages encounters in its adaptation to modern labour 
markets is the enormous increase in the role of the state in the labour 
market, compared with what it was - and was meant to be - in the first 
half of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, despite its naivety with regard 
to the theory of the state, classical political economy, in accord with its 
basic methodology, provides some fruitful insights on the role of the state 
in the economic system. These insights relate both to the complexities of 
the process of social reproduction and to the assumption of a non-clearing 
labour market For Ricardo the assumption of a non-clearing labour market 
was rooted precisely in the historical and social separation between 
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production and reproduction.13 

The second historical difference encountered in the reappraisal of a 
surplus approach is the role of unions, now part of an institutionalized 
apparatus for wage bargaining and the political representation of the 
working classes. Last but not least is the changing structure of the family, 
which can no longer be expected to paper over the gap between 
production and reproduction. But historical changes can be dealt with 
more readily within a classical framework which from the start takes 
historical processes as the basis for determination of relative prices, than 
in the ahistorical neoclassical framework. 

In addition to the difficulties arising from the changed historical 
context, there are some difficulties at an analytical level. For instance the 
distinction between the part of wages regarded as productive consumption 
and the part which can be reckoned as surplus, is not worked OUt. 14 The 
distinction cannot be traced in the composition of commodities or services; 
it must be defined in terms of sedimented living standards and their 
persistence, and in terms of social norms and power relationships. It 
should be noted, though. that all consumption by the labouring population, 
however defined, is subtracted from profits which are treated as a 
residuum. The definition of the labouring population, moreover, is not a 
clear-cut one, though it is crucial for the analysis of the labour market 
because it defines its scope and depth. More troublesome is the fact that 
the modem reappraisal of the surplus approach is based on an 
input-output commodity model where the relationship between labour 
processes is not immediately evident and only the wage commodities 
component of the standard of living is taken into account. That problem 
can be set aside for the moment, as in this context I am only speculating 
on the inverse wage-profit relationship, which is fully endorsed by the 
modem surplus approach. 

In spite of the difficulties with some definitions, I think that an 
approach to the labour market focussed on the perspective of the social 
reproduction of labour, and based on the definition of wages as costs of 
social reproduction exogenous to other relative prices, can be very fruitful. 
This definite analytical stand is what makes my approach different from 
those of other streams of economic thought which openly criticize 
neoclassical economics - for example the institutionalists - or which 
attempt to deal with the reproduction of labour - such as home economics 
and the human capital approaches. 

The institutionalist approach was partly based on the historical works of 
the Webbs on unions, unemployment, casual labour and state institutions:' 
The institutionalists of the forties questioned the contradictions between 
theory and facts that were particularly evident in the analysis of the labour 
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market (Dunlop, 1944; Lester, 1946; Ross, 1948). Economists fOWld it 
increasingly difficult to overcome the disparity between the real 
complexities of capitalist labour markets and the mechanical adjustments 
assumed by the theory (McNulty, 1980, p. 159). The core of the problem, 
as in the wages fund debate, was the analytical determinacy of wages (pp. 
110--17) and the role of trade unions in the economic system. Although 
the old institutionalist economists stressed the special and central role of 
the labour market, the historical determination of wages and the impact of 
unions and collective wage bargaining, they did not challenge the general 
theory of wages and prices. On the whole, they finally accepted Hicks's 
'Theory of wages' which, after the institutionalist attack, reassessed the 
assumption that the price of labour was only a special case of the supply­
and-demand determination of relative prices (p. 178). Persistent and 
general contradictions of the labour market continued to be seen as 
exceptions and as rigidities of the competitive adjustment mechanisms of 
the labour market. 

Today the new stream of institutionalist economics offers interesting 
hints for a critical approach to main-stream neoclassical economics. But 
one does not explicitly challenge the theory of supply-and-demand prices 
and the basic neoclassical theory of distribution merely by giving attention 
to institutions, social norms and habits. Moreover, some of the attention 
formerly focussed on the labour market has been diverted towards other 
institutions such as firms and commodity and money markets.16 In my 
view the classical approach, based on a normal exogenous determination 
of wages as costs of social reproduction, enables us to benefit from the 
richness of the institutionalists' research without having to confine 
historical evidence within a generally ahistorical analytical framework. 
What I am saying in fact is that wages are exogenous as a general rule, 
not merely rigid within a context of theoretical flexibility. This difference 
concerns not only the fluidity of the adjustment mechanisms but the 
specification of the normal structure: i.e. what the analysis has to say 
about the very nature of the social system and of value. 

The evolutionary form of the institutionalist analysis, which takes into 
account changes in the parameters induced by the system's dynamics, 
must also come to terms with the specificity of labour. 17 It would be 
wasteful merely to change the models without acknowledging once again 
the difficulty of specifying any endogenous systematic relationship with 
regard to population and standards of living. 

One analytical perspective that focusses directly on the problems of the 
reproduction of labour is the human capital approach. This approach 
admits that the reproduction of labour includes exchanges of intellectual 
energy (Becker, 1965, 1981), but it does not derive any major analytical 
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consequence from this peculiarity. In the human capital approach, the use 
of time and income for investing in education is seen purely as an 
allocative problem of maximizing at the margin, analogous to that 
confronted by the firm. As in the case of home economics, education is 
considered a commodity just like all the others, and the theory remains 
unchallenged. The same holds for the considerable literature on fertility 
(Schultz, 1974, 1981).18 The extension of the supply-and-demand 
framework to non-market services is thus only a sign of monotony rather 
than of scientific rigour. A rigorous enquiry must take full account of the 
specific nature of the problems under scrutiny. What the neoclassical 
approaches aim to do is to assume an endogenous process of reproduction 
which adapts systematically to changes in relative prices. 

The problems of social reproduction are also taken directly into 
consideration in the Basic Needs approach used as a policy base in 
developing countries (ILO, 1977). Without entering into this area of 
debate, it is perhaps worth noting that a general analytical framework in 
which the historical processes of social reproduction of the labouring 
population are seen as the basis for the structuring of waged labour 
markets could be very helpful in dealing with the complexities of different 
social systems. A specific examination of the basic structure of the 
capitalist labour market and its inherent relationship between production 
and reproduction might well be crucial for economic systems which are 
moving rapidly towards an international waged labour market and going 
through a radical process of increasing insecurity of access to the means 
of subsistence. 

Moreover, a direct focus on the social reproduction of labour could also 
throw light on some of the problems related to the role of emerging states 
in the countries of the southern hemisphere. The following passage quoted 
from a talk given by the Director of ILO, shows that some of the 
problems facing the countries of the North are familiar to the South as 
well: 

It cannot be denied that as the standards of living improve, and social security 
expands, people's expectations are becoming increasingly ambitious. The 
introduction of comprehensive, diversified and relatively generous benefits is 
paving the way for the emergence of new needs and a generalised desire among 
the population to obtain even more ... Moreover all kinds of social-occupational 
categories are demanding to be placed on equal footing, which in effect mearJS 
levelling up all benefits to the higher prevailing rates. Thus, like a mirage, the 
objective recedes as soon as it appears to be within reach. (ILO, 1984, p. vii) 

Needless to say, the problem is not the generosity of benefits but the 
nature of state mediation between the process of reproduction of labour -
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exposed to a revolution of rising expectations - and the still-developing 
process of commodity production. The concept of the normal price of 
labour as historically determined could allow us on the one hand to 
expand the analysis of the process of social reproduction beyond the 
limited case of subsistence - understood merely as minimum wage 
rigidity, and on the other hand to remove the analysis of poverty from the 
supply-and-demand framework, heavily based on the notion of persistent 
scarcity of resources and surplus population. Thus we can escape the trap 
of considering as a specific problem of poor countries something which is 
a general and basic characteristic of the capitalist system.19 

6.6 A starting point 

The social-reproduction perspective opens new avenues for criticism of the 
capitalist system. To assess its possibilities it is worth recapitulating the 
main points made by Smith, Ricardo and MaIthus with regard to the 
relationship between production and reproduction. The analytical 
differences between these authors reflect corresponding differences in their 
views of the economic system. Surplus, from the Physiocmts on, has been 
defined as the difference between production and the costs necessary for 
production: mainly labourers' subsistence. The Tableau Economique shows 
how the surplus is determined in the (agricultural) production process, and 
brings out the institutionally exogenous nature of the distribution of 
income and the circular relation between production, distribution and 
exchange. But the Tableau does not distinguish between profits and wages, 
and in an industrial capitalist system the relation between profits and the 
subsistence of waged workers and their families is the central and crucial 
issue for the development of the system. 

For Smith (at least in his price theory) that relation was not necessarily 
conflictual, because his idea of growth was such that increased labour 
productivity made it possible to keep the relation between production of 
commodities and reproduction of labour within the limits compatible with 
capital accumulation. Thus the system can expand indefinitely because it 
contains a possible solution of the problem of subsistence of the labouring 
population which satisfies both capitalists and labourers through the 
expansion of internal and external markets. This is why Smith considered 
that wages as subsistence did not conflict mdically with wages as costs. 

Ricardo's view differs because a central element in it is the scarcity of 
land, a non-producible natural factor; this introduces a basically 
pessimistic view of the system's possibilities for continuous growth. In 
that context Ricardo's main concern is on the one hand to transform all 
consumption into productive consumption, and on the other to bring out 
clearly the potential conflict between profits and wages, and between 
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profits and rent. so that economic policy could delay the advent of a 
stationary state. 

Ricardo's proposed economic policy pursues the first objective through 
reduction of rent (and hence non-productive consumption on the part of 
landowners), and cutting Poor Law public assistance (and hence non­
productive consumption by the labouring population). Ricardo sought to 
provide the analytical clarity necessary to support these measures, by 
means of a price theory demonstrating that distribution is a zero-sum game 
within a given product, and that profits and wages are thus mutually 
complementary for a given unit of product. 

Once the historically given possibilities of formation of surplus are 
maximized, according to Ricardo's scheme there should be no general 
problems in its realization. Ricardo's attention thus concentrates on wages 
as costs of production, while still keeping subsistence as a central datum 
in his theory of relative prices. Pressure on profits, in his view, comes 
from the awareness that the process of reproduction of labour, unlike that 
of other means of production, is not directly controllable by the capitalists. 
Labour is a producible commodity, and thus not a persistently scarce one 
like land; but it is not producible by the capitalists. This does not mean 
that the process of reproduction of labour is external to the economic 
system, but only that the exogeneity of wages is assumed in the 
determination of relative prices. 

Malthus substantially modified the picture of the relation between 
production and reproduction. While on the one hand he gave plenty of 
attention to the process of reproduction - in fact, he devoted much of his 
analysis to the formulation of a specific theory of reproduction - on the 
other hand he considered subsistence, and hence the process of 
reproduction, as endogenous to the process of allocation. The problematic 
nature of the relation between production and reproduction - which in 
Ricardo's view would lead to a stationary state - was resolved by 
Malthus, at least analytically, through his supply-and-demand theory of 
wages. Supply and demand are seen in terms of allocation of persistently 
scarce resources. Thus the waged labour market, as an analytical concept 
and as a view of the world, is no longer considered capable of 
guaranteeing access to the means of subsistence for the population at a 
level which is appropriate to historical Ii ving standards, and the process of 
social reproduction of labour has to adapt to the needs of capital 
accum ulation. 

From this point on, the problem becomes one of demarcating the 
surplus population and/or of providing for a continuous downward 
flexibility of wages. Compatibility between profit and reproduction is 
guaranteed by the allocation of given quantities of population and capital. 
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All the workers can do is adjust the number of their children, and/or their 
living standards, to the apparently objective and impersonal forces of 
supply and demand. From this point of view Malthus and the wages fund 
theorists were the forerunners of modem economists. 

As the wages fund was taken as given and standards of living of the 
labouring population were said to be contained through the scarcity of 
natural resources, Malthus saw the unproductive consumption of 
landowners as a solution to the structural problem of insufficient effective 
demand. Thus he considers wages both as costs and as subsistence 
(flexible in response to supply-and-demand variations) and dismisses their 
effects on the dynamics of aggregate demand.20 

While in reality it is certainly true that in a capitalist system workers' 
living conditions depend on the conditions of accumulation, it is not true 
that this happens impersonally through the interaction of price-quantity 
relationships. In fact the adjustment is determined through power balances, 
social norms, habits and institutions. The labour market provides the 
information necessary for the allocation of labour, but its structure and 
adjustment mechanisms are necessarily institutional. The following 
example of a clearing market may help to clarify what I mean. Here we 
see one way in which the market is cleared when an oversupply of slaves 
is signalled: 

It not infrequently happens that the market is either overstocked with human 
beings, or no buyers are to be found; in which case the maintenance of the 
unhappy slave devolves solely on the government. The expense incurred by this 
means is oftentimes murmured against by the king, who shortly afterwards causes 
an examination to be made, when the sickly, as well as the old and infirm, are 
carefully selected, and chained by themselves in one of the factories (five of 
which, containing upwards of one thousand slaves of both sexes, were at Badagry 
during my residence there); and next day the majority of these poor wretches are 
pinioned and conveyed to the banks of the river, where having arrived, a weight of 
some sort is appended to their necks, and being rowed in canoes to the middle of 
the stream, they are flung into the water and left to perish, by the pitiless 
Badagrians. Slaves, who for other reasons are rejected by the merchants, undergo 
the same punishment, or are forced to endure more lively torture at the sacrifices, 
by which means hundreds of human beings are annually destroyed. (Lander, 1835, 
p. 251) 

An analysis that looks below the surface of the labour market reveals 
the profound institutional relations between the price of labour and social 
reproduction, and between the price of labour and profit. In this 
connection the concept of wages as a normal price reflecting the social 
cost of reproduction is of the greatest analytical value for grasping the 
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labour market as an historical institution. 
After Ricardo's death the wage fund theorists contributed to the 

triumph of the Malthusian theories. They not only adopted the theory of 
population and rent, as Ricardo did, but also confused the market price of 
labour with its natural price. For economic policy, and in particular for the 
Poor Law of 1834, there remained the problem of managing the difficult 
relation between production and reproduction by limiting the access of the 
poor to the means of subsistence and insisting on the objective necessity 
of downward flexibility of wages. 

While the analysis removed the question of the problematic relation 
between accumulation and reproduction, policies had to deal with growing 
and persistent problems which led the state to make radical changes at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. The problems appeared at various 
levels. First of all, it became increasingly difficult to explain the exclusion 
from access to waged labour of the so-called 'involuntary unemployed', 
who were often skilled adult males. In the second place, the persistent 
poverty of women, due to their unwaged work of reproduction, became a 
source of increasing embarrassment. Lastly, market wages were so low as 
to induce cumulative processes of destitution and could no longer 
guarantee adequate conditions of reproduction to provide the workers and 
soldiers required by the Nation. 

These facts were not only difficult to justify at the social level (partly 
because of the growing political representation of workers); they were also 
a source of increasing costs for the state because the residual population 
did not quietly disappear but put pressure at various levels on the public 
administration. In 1905 the appointment of the Royal Committee for the 
reform of the Poor Laws was prompted by just these economic and 
political difficulties. 

The problem of the market's incapacity to absorb the 'involuntary' 
unemployed has been and still is the theme of continual debates among 
economists; but on the subject of women's reproductive work (the real 
adjustment mechanism between reproduction and accumulation) and their 
consequent massive exclusion from independent access to the means of 
subsistence, economists have always maintained a discreet silence. This is 
why I find it necessary to call attention to this opaque area, disdained by 
the economic profession.21 

6.7 A critical perspective 

In this book I have used the analytical perspective of the surplus approach 
to bring out certain contradictions in the production-reproduction 
relationship, and to analyse two basic adjustment mechanisms of the 
economic system: (a) the state, and (b) housework. 
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In both cases we have seen that it is not enough to add the process of 
social reproduction of labour to the economic analysis: it is necessary to 
define the particular relationship that links production and reproduction. 
The two cases studied illustrate those links as they operate in the waged 
labour market 

I have used the theory of profit as surplus to provide an analytical 
framework in which the question of the relation between production and 
reproduction can be restored to its place among the foundations of 
political economy. Now the moment has come to assess the limits of the 
classical theory - a critique which is possible because the concept of the 
natural price of labour enables us to begin from a broader perspective than 
that offered by a merely allocative analysis of the labour market. 

First of all we should note that classical political economy is vitiated 
from the start by reductivism. The social thought of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries focussed on a wide range of basic human needs that 
motivate individual and collective activity: survival, security, reproduction 
of the species, growth, beauty ('delicacy of mind'), communication, self­
affirmation and sympathy for others. Within this context the problem of 
social theorists was to explain - or to hide - the fact that they were 
thinking only in terms of the propertied classes. For instance, the idea of 
'delicacy of mind' did not apply to the labouring population: as 
Mandeville says, 'To make the Society happy . . . it is requisite that great 
numbers of them should be ignorant as well as Poor' (Mandeville, 1970, 
p. 294). 

In an economic system where access to the means of reproduction was 
guaranteed by access to land and the aim was to provide luxurious levels 
of consumption for the propertied classes, the social problem was to limit 
consumption by the labouring poor and to keep them subservient. In the 
capitalist system, where subsistence is guaranteed by access to money and 
the aim is accumulation, the problem is to contain the costs of 
reproduction of the labouring population for the sake of profit. In this 
context the focus of social enquiry shifts from human needs and moral 
sentiments to costs, surplus and markets. The classical economists, except 
for Marx, restricted human needs to those compatible with accumulation 
and the functioning of the waged labour market. 

Adam Smith transformed exchange from a means for satisfying needs 
to an instinctive need in itself. In his Lectures on Jurisprudence the 
division of labour was said to be motivated by the natural insatiability of 
men's needs and by their delicacy of mind. In the draft of the Wealth of 
Nations it appears as the expression of an instinct to exchange: 

This division of labour from which so many advantages result, is originally the 
effect of no hwnan wisdom which foresees and intends that general opulence to 
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which it gives occasion. It is the necessary, tho' very slow and gradual 
consequence, of a certain principle or propensity in hwnan nature, which has in 
view no such extensive utility. This is a propensity, common to all men and to be 
found in no other race of animals, a propensity to truck, barter and exchange one 
thing for another. That this propensity is common to all men is sufficiently 
obvious. And it is equally so that it is to be found in no other race of animals, 
which seems to be acquainted neither with this nor with any other Species of 
Contract. (A. Smith. 1978b (c. 1763), pp. 570-1) 

This is a mystification, as is very clear in the case of the labour market. 
The obvious fact is that workers need wages for subsistence, growth and 
communication - not because they feel an instinctive need for this form of 
exchange. The mystification of the labour market as part of the sphere of 
instinct and natural liberties is reflected in other aspects of the picture of 
the social system. 

Smith's idea that mercantile exchange is one of the inborn elements of 
human nature and that all men have equal access to exchange, hides the 
historical determination of the labour market. Exchanging goods is not the 
same as exchanging commodities, and exchanging commodities is not the 
same as exchanging labour. In the case of labour, the market implies an 
exchange of bodies, emotions and intelligence. 

The social relations determined by the functioning of the waged labour 
market are regulated, in their general form, by competition among 
workers. Social relations between different people tend to be structured on 
the basis of the market exchange of labour, which has the form of an 
interchangeable commodity and is treated and used as such. This 
inevitably leads to a levelling of differences; it works against the 
affirmation of personal individuality and against solidarity based on the 
common humanity of different people. Everyone would sympathize with 
the hunger of an immigrant worker if he/she did not constitute a threat to 
the prevailing structure of access to the means of subsistence. Given the 
fear induced by the basic insecurity of the labour market, workers tend to 
erect barriers against 'outsiders' in order to protect their 'privileged' 
position in relation to wages and the state. 

This is particularly important in a world where an international labour 
market is being built up, rapidly bringing different races, societies and 
cultures into contact all over the globe, with physical and cultural 
differences often being used as lines of demarcation between sections of 
the population. While with respect to the right of subsistence demarcations 
are ostensibly based on physical differences, in fact they reflect less 
visible differences in power relationships with the labour market and the 
state. Hostility to those who are different is based on insecurity and the 
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fear of being cut off from access to the means of subsistence - which are 
made scarce not by nature but by the structure of social power. 

The issues become clearer when they are defined in terms of the 
relation between production and the reproduction of labour. This relation 
must be kept compatible with the formation and accumulation of profit 
When the costs of reproduction of labour cannot be contained through 
reduced consumption, increased housework or lower value of wage goods, 
the system may use immigrant workers, whose living standards are 
historically lower and who have less power, to keep down the average 
costs of reproduction. This segmentation depresses everybody's wages, not 
only because of competition but because the living standards of the 
weakest groups dramatically emphasize the insecurity endemic in the 
system. 

Competition on the labour market now operates on a global scale, as 
marked differences in standards of living and security of access to the 
means of reproduction create strong incentives towards mobility in the 
international labour market. 'Economic refugees' are an important 
structural feature of modem labour markets. 

The rise of the market for commodities and labour has also led to a 
narrowing in the concept of liberty, which more and more tends to be 
seen in terms of freedom to buy and sell. Of course, the freedom to sell 
oneself on the labour market does constitute a form of liberty greater than 
that offered by feudal or familial modes of personal command over labour; 
but it is hardly the broadest imaginable perspective of liberty. Formal 
equality of access to the labour market is not sufficient to guarantee a 
substantial liberty based on secure access to the means of subsistence. 
Hidden behind the apparent liberty of exchange on the labour market is a 
profound insecurity in relation to the means of subsistence, which reflects 
a domination of accumulation over reproduction. 

When the object of economic science is defined as the allocation of 
scarce resources, rational economic behaviour is defined solely in terms of 
the objectives of market allocation of goods and services. In this context 
the important information concerns quantities and prices, and other 
experienced forms of social rationality become invisible. They can be 
recognized only by specifying the more general objectives which underlie 
individual choices - for example the choices involved in reproduction and 
in relations between individuals and groups of different sex, culture, race, 
etc. In the allocative perspective the choices involved in the process of 
social reproduction of labour, though they are fundamental for the 
structure of the labour market, are either placed outside the purview of 
political economy or treated as market exchanges. The first solution leads 
to a distorted division of labour between social scientists, based not on a 
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specialization of techniques but on a rigidly compartmentalized view of 
society. The second induces a particular form of reductivism, in which all 
social subjects and all institutions are treated as if they were simple buyers 
and sellers, or enterprises motivated solely by the objective of minimizing 
costs and maximizing profit. 

The questions usually listed in Economics textbooks for first-year 
students are: what to produce, how much and at what price? Further 
questions should be added: who produces, for what purpose, for whose 
benefit, and in what institutional context? If the nature of the waged 
labour market is revealed by focussing first on the specific 
production-reproduction relation that characterizes it, these questions must 
and can be put directly and explicitly. 

These are difficult questions which the classical economists tried to 
answer in different ways. For all of them, including Malthus, the 
producers were the workers, the aim of production was profit, and the 
surplus was distributed to the owners of the means of production 
(producible and non-producible). The institutional context was that of a 
free market based on private property, through which access to the means 
of subsistence was filtered. The structure of society involves forms of 
social cohesion which are not harmonious - because they are based on 
competition between capitalists and on class conflict But society was seen 
as being held together by social consensus and social control, by 
institutions, and by individual behaviour expressing internalized social 
norms. This is the basis of the 'invisible hand', and it is a much broader 
and firmer basis than the idea of equilibrium prices. 

Smith, Ricardo and Marx recognized that the wage was a central factor 
in production, circulation, distribution and - last but not least - the 
reproduction of the 'race' of labourers. Therefore all these aspects were 
kept together (though the arguments and relative weights differed) in the 
concept of the natural price of labour used by all three authors. It is a 
complex and problematic concept precisely because it reflects the basic 
contradictions of the system. Removing the concept does not remove the 
problems and contradictions, but merely eliminates the analytical tool that 
can deal with them directly. The difficulties re-emerge at other analytical 
levels as partial rather than general, as accidental rather than systematic 
phenomena 

To abolish the general concept of wages as costs of social reproduction 
means to deprive economic analysis of one of its foundations. First of all, 
because political economy is cut off from its original sources, which were 
rooted in studies of population, labour, poverty, needs, etc. Secondly, 
because it wrecks the analytical scheme which the classical economists 
used to analyse the market as a structure reflecting different levels with a 
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certain scale of relative importance. And, lastly, because it obscures and 
mystifies a crucial aspect of reality: the contradiction between production 
and reproduction. 

With the achievement of greater lucidity about the nature of the 
production-reproduction relation, it becomes harder to accept a definition 
of the economic system in terms of systematic relationships with quantities 
interacting on the basis of defined causal relations. A view of the system 
that takes in social reproduction and exogenous distribution between 
classes must necessarily be based on a system of rules as well as a system 
of causes.22 The rules in fact serve to mediate the conflicts between 
objectives and between social subjects of unequal power. 

To identify the specific relation between production and reproduction as 
one of the contradictory aspects of the capitalist system does not mean to 
claim that socialism offers a model of social organization capable of 
reversing that relation. No one, in these times, can be as naive as that. 

While this is not the place to discuss the 'socialist' economies or the 
definition of socialism, a few observations should be made. The cold-war 
climate favoured polarization between free market and 'socialist' 
economies. Roughly this means: (a) private versus state ownership of the 
means of production, and (b) free market versus planning. The direction of 
the relationship between production and reproduction has been ignored on 
both sides. If attention were given to that question perhaps the differences 
between the two economic systems would appear less striking. Both are 
based on a waged labour market, where wages are the main costs of 
production and therefore need to be kept within limits compatible with the 
formation and accumulation of surplus. The great difference is that in the 
western countries insecurity of access to the means of reproduction is the 
ultimate tool of control over labour, while in the eastern countries the 
disciplinary tools have been low standards of living and severe political 
repression. 

We have seen a general rejection, on the part of the populations of East 
European countries, of an economic development which aimed at state 
accumulation and support of the bureaucratic and military apparatus rather 
than at workers' consumption. In those countries, the lack of channels for 
expression of social conflicts contributed to the extreme rigidity of central 
planning. The lack of grass-roots democracy blocked any communication 
between the citizens and the state apparatus with regard to people's real 
needs. Given this lack of communication between the workers and those 
responsible for production, the western experience of the free market 
based on private property probably represents a more efficient and 
democratic system for the allocation of goods. Indeed, it is so precisely 
because it implies the possibility of building protest movements and 
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channels for direct bargaining over wages and services. 
An analysis that takes account specifically of the relation between 

production and reproduction may help to clarify the processes now 
unfolding in Eastern Europe. In the current process of restructuring in the 
'socialist' countries not only is the market for goods and capital being 
liberalized, but the labour market is being reorganized into a form which 
is based not only on exploitation (an element common to private 
capitalism and state capitalism), but also on insecurity of wages and 
access to basic subsistence goods. This aspect is seen as an effect of 
scarcity of resources, but it is actually essential for the construction of a 
free market The flexibility of production required by an open market 
requires a strong command over labour. This command has to be 
guaranteed either by forms of direct repression, which today are difficult 
to impose, or by an internalization of command which is attainable only 
through a general, though not homogeneous, social insecurity. 

The overall costs of this process are difficult to foresee. What is not 
difficult to foresee, however, is that women will be presented with the 
task of absorbing, with their housework, the costs and conflicts inherent in 
the restructuring process. From this point of view, despite the great 
differences in the structure of their markets for labour, goods and services, 
private capitalism and state capitalism have always behaved in a similar 
way. In the 'socialist' countries women's load of housework has been 
generally maintained, despite higher levels of female employment and high 
levels of education (McCauley, 1981). The overall load of daily work 
(paid and unpaid) has been further increased by the scarcity of consumer 
goods and housing. 

In the East European countries the people have massively demonstrated 
their rejection of the experiences of 'socialism', as a reaction to the 
prolonged repression and the mortification of their living conditions. After 
years of containment the contradiction between state accumulation and 
social reproduction has found public expression. The widespread aspiration 
for a greater quantity and variety of consumer goods has been translated, 
understandably, into unconditional support for the free market. 

The freedom to buy is a reductive form of liberty, but it can certainly 
transmit more detailed information about the needs of those who have 
money to buy things, than 'socialist' planning was able to do. The 
problems of the free labour market will have to be faced when the social 
costs become more evident and those excluded from the feast begin to be 
counted. 

These very problems, however, are today the object of direct attention 
in the western countries, where the issues of security, poverty, work times, 
standards of living and social norms are politically 'hot' ones and the 
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structure of possible social alliances is open and dynamic. Women in 
particular are moving on a wide range of issues with many different 
initiatives. They are contesting the historical relation between men and 
women; far from accepting the status quo, they daily question the relation 
between waged work and housework; they campaign internationally for 
'wages for housework'; they have more ways of controlling their bodies; 
from within and without they are challenging the almost exclusively male 
control of institutions; they have a powerful voice in the cultural and 
theoretical debate. In short, women are no longer invisible and can no 
longer be silenced. Their political visibility helps to make visible the 
political nature of the sector of reproduction. 

The introduction of policies deregulating the labour market is today 
forcing the trade unions to face the problems of social security, 
distribution of social labour, guaranteed income for those excluded from 
the labour market, and standards of living (Deakin and Wilkinson, 1990). 
For example, these issues are involved in the negotiations on the Social 
Charter passed by the Member States of the European Community for 
'integration of social policies'. But the trade-union platform on the social 
wage is not yet defined. The debate is still open, especially with regard to 
the question of guaranteed income and the order of importance of the 
different problems (Standing, 1986). Moreover, housework is not yet 
clearly included as social labour, and access to an independent income for 
housewives is not yet recognized as a right (Gorz, 1989). But one thing 
that emerges clearly from the trade-union debate is that the issue of 
security is being brought up in new ways, though these are not radically 
critical of the basic structure of the labour market and of the relation 
between waged and wageless sections of the labouring population. 

The ecological movement, for its part, has posed at an international 
level the question of the relation between economic development and the 
natural environment. In the interest of defending the natural environment 
people have begun to criticize the nature of the capitalist economic system 
(Ekins, 1986). The conflict is seen mainly as one between economic 
growth and the environment as a natural system. In this context the living 
standards of the labouring population are classified as depending on 
production, and thus to be contained within the natural limits of growth. 
This approach forfeits the possibility of analysing some basic aspects of 
the capitalist mode of production, which precisely by ruling out a 
'humanistic' relation between production and reproduction leads to 
accelerated exploitation of natural resources, of the human species as a 
whole and of its individual members - all used as instruments of 
production and reproduction. While some ecologists are aware of labour 
exploitation in production, they are generally uncritical with regard to the 
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exploitation of women as means of reproduction (Illich, 1981, 1982). 
Moreover, the typically capitalist conflict between the need to contain 

the market for wage goods within the limits of accumulation and the need 
to continually expand the size of the markets for produced goods, leads to 
massive waste. The responsibility for this waste belongs to those who own 
the means of production, organize its processes and appropriate the surplus 
- not to those who work for wages or those who work for the 
reproduction of the wage earner. If the aim of the system were the 
reproduction of persons rather than the accumulation of profit and the 
global extension of the market, the rush towards a devastating exploitation 
of the natural environment might be restrained by the pleasure of living in 
harmony with nature. 

Lastly, in these times when we are faced with new forms of the arms 
race introduced by the Gulf war, we should remember that the right to 
'subsistence', for all persons, populations and minorities, requires the 
abolition of war. The possibility of killing millions in order to defend the 
conditions of accumulation at international level is one more sign of the 
profound cynicism generated by the production-reproduction relation under 
capitalism. 
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Notes 

Introduction 

1 On the central role of the labour market in the development of the 
capitalist system and of classical political economy, see: Dobb, 1937, 
1946; Marx, 1961 (1867). 

2 The general scientific context is also changing: the methodological 
schemes of the natural sciences have been opened to the problem of 
time and the qualitative modifications of complex dynamic systems 
(Jacob, 1982; Prigogine and Stengers, 1984). 

1. Wages as exogenous costs of social reproduction 

1 On the relationship between the individual and collective subjects, 
Arendt (1958) introduces seminal ideas. For a recent contribution to 
the debate on the concept of class, Miliband, 1989. 

2 This dualism between tradition and innovation was noted by 
McPherson (1980, p. 71) with regard to Burke's observations on 
Political Economy. 

3 Recently there have been several attempts to link Smith's works on 
jurisprudence, ethics, rhetory and methodology, to the Wealth of 
Nations - see, among many: Christie, 1987; Hont and Ignatieff, 
1983; Meek, 1976; A. Skinner, 1979; Wiles, 1968; Winch, 1978. 

4 Basic sources on the establishment of the waged labour market are: 
Steuart, 1966 (1767); Eden, 1797; Marx, 1961 (1867). 

Eden's State of the Poor is a precious source on the structuring of 
the labouring population and of the labour market from the fifteenth 
century till the late eighteenth. The long study of this work has been 
particularly important in shaping my ideas on the nature of the 
capitalist labour market. For a recent reappraisal of the issue of 
primitive accumulation, Hobsbawm, 1980; Perelman, 1984. 

5 In precapitalist forms of exploitation of labour the objective of 
production was the consumption of surplus, i.e. the luxurious 
reproduction of the ruling classes. 

6 The labour market is a democratic institution if compared with forms 
of direct command over persons, as markets in general imply 
relatively democratic relationships (Hirschman, 1977, 1982; 
McPherson, 1973). Nonetheless, deep insecurity over the means of 
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reproduction and the general dependence on employers for 
subsistence are the basis for new forms of control over people which 
limit individual freedom. 

7 In the eighteenth-century debate, Millar and Ferguson had already 
called attention to the risks involved in the loss of autonomy of the 
labouring population and to the combinations of the rich against the 
poor. On standards of living in the industrial revolution see Taylor, 
1975 and Linder and Williamson, 1983. 

8 In this paragraph I rely on Federici and Fortunati (1985) who draw a 
powerful connection between witch hunts and the rise of capitalism. 
Important references on witch hunts are: Mandrou, 1979; Trevor­
Roper, 1984. On the role of men in witch hunts, Hester, 1990. 

9 A basic source for the understanding of the profound changes that 
occurred with the establishment of the waged labour system, 
focussing on the changes that occurred in women's lives and in their 
degree of economic dependence, is the classic Pinchbeck (1930) from 
which the following quotation is taken: 

The industrial revolution. which was to establish a new order of things, 
introduced changes of vital importance to women. One industry after another 
was taken from the home by invention and the development of large scale 
industry; in the process the family wage disappeared, and agrarian and 
industrial changes combined to deprive women of their earning capacity in 
the home. (Pinchbeck, 1930, p. 4) 

10 It is interesting to note that the differentiation used by Smith as the 
basis of his theory of prices is also used by him in his vision of the 
juridical system. Here too he is more interested in the foundations of 
the legal system, i.e. on the constitutional level, than in current 
lobbying (West, 1976). 

liOn the relationship between the problem of justice and the analytical 
perspectives which framed the market economy Hirschman (1977, 
1982) is illuminating. The debate on the different rankings of the 
right of property as civil right, and the right to subsistence as natural 
right, has a long tradition in Locke, Grotius and Pufendorf. With 
regard to these issues, within a political economy context, Burke is 
of some interest (McPherson, 1980); moreover, the work of Paley, 
The Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (1785), focussing 
on the question of the right to subsistence, sets the scene of the early 
nineteenth-century debate on welfare (Home, 1985). 

12 On the issue of the role of the modes of subsistence in Smith and in 
the Scottish Enlightenment the works of Meek are seminal (Meek, 
1967b, 1976). For a critical review of Meek see Q. Skinner, 1976. 

13 The literature on the Ricardian model of the determination of wages 
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is vast. Relevant references can be found in Caravale, 1985. The 
controversy on the legacy of Ricardo is far from settled; see for 
instance Garegnani, 1982; S. Hollander, 1990; Peach, 1990. 

14 A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 82; on the fundamental role of such a 
separation in the classical picture of the capitalist system see 
Dumont, 1977. 

15 The strength and the persistency of the urge towards a continuous 
refinement of standards were recognized also by Hume and Millar 
(Gobetti, 1983), while the necessity of restraining the pressure 
towards higher standards of living of the labouring population was 
fully acknowledged by Mandeville. 

16 On the relationship between the Scottish Enlightenment and natural 
history, Bryson, 1945, P.B. Wood, 1989. 

17 Smith's idea of delicacy of mind as the basis for arts and growth in 
productive processes is well expressed by Frye in the following 
passage: 

Civilization is not merely an imitation of nature, but the process of making a 
total human form out of nature, and it is impelled by the force that we have 
just called desire. The desire for food and shelter is not content with roots 
and caves: it produces the human forms of nature that we call fanning and 
architecture. Desire is not a simple response to needs, for an animal may 
need food without planting a garden to get it, nor is it a simple response to 
want, or desire for something in particular. It is neither limited to nor 
satisfied by objects, but it is the energy that leads human society to develop 
its own form. Desire in this sense is the social aspect of what we met on the 
literal level as emotion, an impulse towards expression which would have 
remained amorphous if the poem had not liberated it by providing the form 
of its expression. The form of desire, similarly is liberated and made 
apparent by civilization. The efficient cause of civilization is work, and 
poetry in its social aspect has the function of expressing, as a verbal 
hypothesis, a vision of the goal of work and the forms of desire. (Frye, 
1957, pp. 105-6) 

18 For a critique of Lewis's 'classical' model see Picchio Del Mercato 
(1975). 

19 Smith cites numerous cases in which prices differ from natural 
prices, even for long periods, because of accidental events which are 
seen in general as exceptions limiting free competition, 'the action of 
which may however last for many consecutive years' (A. Smith, 
1976 (1776), pp. 73-5). The same holds for Ricardo (1951a (1817), 
pp.94-5). 

20 Rowthom seems unaware of this: he accuses Marx of confusion 
because he does not stick to one indicator and changes his opinion 
on the tendencies of wages and standards of living (Rowthom, 1980, 
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pp. 205-21). The essential point. however, is the difference between 
the exogenous historical processes which set the nonn for standards 
of living, and endogenous changes of the market price for labour. 

21 A definition of Ricardo's natural price of labour radically different 
from the one presented in this work is used by Rowthom: 

We can swnmarise Ricardo's general theory of wages as follows. Wages are 
determined in the first instance by supply and demand in the labour market. 
(Rowthom, 1980, p. 187) 

22 The crucial problem of the control of population was the object of 
deep and widespread speculations of social theorists in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Among the numerous 
eighteenth-century works: Wallace, 1753, 1761; Godwin, 1793; 
Malthus, 1976 (1798). For an interesting collection of materials on 
the population debate see: Societe de Demographie Historique, 1980. 

23 Mandeville, for instance, says: 

The Plenty and Cheapness of Provisions depends in a great measure on the 
Price and Value that is set upon this Labour, and consequently the Welfare 
of all Societies, even before they are tainted with Foreign Luxury, requires 
that it should be perform'd by such of their Members as in the first Place are 
sturdy and robust and never used to Ease or Idleness, and in the second, 
soon contented as to the necessaries of Life; . . . 

If such People there must be, as no great Nation can be happy without 
vast Numbers of them, would not a Wise Legislature cultivate the Breed of 
them with all imaginable Care, and provide against their Scarcity as he 
would prevent the Scarcity of Provision itself? (Mandeville, 1970, p. 293) 

24 Malthus's population law plays a crucial role in the shift towards an 
analytical framework based on a supply-and-demand determination of 
wages, introduced into the Ricardian framework with the theory of 
the wages fund. We shall come back to this in the next chapter. 

25 Ideas of nature have their own history which reflect the ideas of man 
in society (R. Williams, 1980, pp. 70-1). Hence even the concept of 
nature is inherently political. 

26 These problems of aggregation have not been recognized in recent 
debates on the labour-supply function. On the one hand, S. Hollander 
(1979) has assumed a positively sloped supply schedule as part of his 
effort to introduce an endogenous theory of wages and of profit in 
Ricardo. Stigler (1981) criticizes Hollander, defining what he assumes 
to be the real Ricardian supply function, i.e. an infinitely elastic one. 
The writers who characterize the supply of labour as a function have 
to take into account not only the problem of finding the right 
parameters to shift the supply schedule or change its elasticity, but 
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also the fact that at any given wage there can be different quantities 
of labour supplied and different characteristics depending on changes 
in power relationships between sexes, classes and sections of the 
same class. The concept of parameters is linked to the concept of 
function which is alien to the Ricardian analytical framework. 

27 The concept of a given supply is often interpreted in different ways. 
As we have seen, Ricardo defines the natural price of labour, in 
relation to the size of population, as the price which 'is necessary to 
enable the labourers, one with another, to persist and to perpetuate 
their race, without either increase or diminution' (Ricardo, 1951a 
(1817), p. 93). 

In the 'Notes on Malthus', he says: 'By natural price I do not 
mean the usual price but such a price that is necessary to supply 
constantly a given demand' (Ricardo, 1966 (1820), p. 227). 

Thus the natural price is defined by an exogenously given quantity 
of labouring population, and it is not persistently and systematically 
perturbed by supply and demand. The quantitative adjustment 
mechanism in the case of scarcity is around the given quantity 
historically defined by, and reflected in, the natural price of labour. 
This is in turn consistent with what happens in the case of standards 
of living and of natural prices in general which are not systematically 
affected by variations in quantities. 

28 On the role of the state in Smith's analysis see Wilson and Skinner, 
1976. On the role of the state in the history of political economy, see 
Deane, 1989. 

29 Important references on the historical development of machinery are: 
Landes, 1969; Berg, 1980. Berg argues that the technological 
development of new machinery was the origin of classical political 
economy. The control of the labour process introduced with 
mechanical fixed capital and the greater insecurity inherent in the 
displacement of labour are indeed important factors in the structure 
of the labour market. Nonetheless, they developed after the 
establishment of agricultural capitalism, hence when the main 
characteristics of the capitalist labour market were already 
consolidated (fribe, 1978, 1981). An interesting review of Berg is 
Claeys and Kerr, 1981. 

30 O'Brien puts it very clearly, although in a different context: 

The first thing to recognise is that while the Classical writers were the 
earliest to appreciate the allocative mechanism of the market and the power, 
subtlety, and efficiency of this mechanism, they were perfectly clear that it 
could only operate within a framework of restrictions. Such restrictions were 
partly legal and partly religious, moral, and conventional, and they were 
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designed to ensure the coincidence of self and community interest. (O'Brien, 
1975, p. 272) 

31 Classical political economists at different times and with different 
roles were directly involved in preparing the ground of the 1834 
Poor Law Act (Collini, Winch and Burrow, 1983; Blaug, 1963, 1964; 
Coats, 1971, 1972; Fetter, 1980; Himmelfarb, 1984; Mallet. 1921; 
Winch, 1978). 

32 Some of the difficulties encountered in the definition of the natural 
price of labour are due to its complexity. This makes attention to the 
context in which it is used more important. The problem, in fact, is 
not to determine a quantity which solves a mathematical model, let 
alone to give a precise definition of the concept 'natural wage', but 
to use the history of the term to trace the historical complexities of 
the labour market. 

With regard to the danger of vagueness Raymond Williams is 
reassuring: 

Some people when they see a word think that the best thing to do is to 
define it . . . But while it may be possible to do this, more or less 
satisfactorily, with certain simple names of things and effects, it is not only 
impossible but irrelevant in the case of more complicated ideas. What 
matters in them is not the proper meaning but the history of complexity of 
meanings: the conscious changes, or consciously different uses: and just as 
often those changes and differences which, masked by a nominal continuity, 
come to express radically different and often unnoticed changes in 
experience and history. (R. Williams, 1980, pp. 67-8) 

2. The displacement effect of the wages fund theory 

1 Smith's precise formulation reads: 'every species of animal multiplies 
in proportion to the means of their subsistence, and no species can 
ever multiply beyond it' (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), p. 97). 

2 For a very stimulating approach relating Malthus's population theory 
to the debate on the public assistance of his times, see Halevy, 1972, 
pp.204-48. 

3 Marx and the Marxist tradition seem to have followed Ricardo on 
this path by considering the labour of reproduction of labour as 
productive only insofar as it has the result of producing wage goods 
rather than of transforming them into reproductive services in the 
family. 

4 Marx's attribution to Bentham of the responsibility for the wages 
fund has left his modem translators unconvinced (Marx, 1969-72 
(1861-63), translator's note, p. 674). In support of Marx, see Halevy, 
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1972, p. 222. 
5 Once the exogeneity of wages was removed from the Ricardian 

framework, the theory of profit also became more confused 
(Bharadwaj, 1983a; De Vivo, 1984). 

6 James Mill was well acquainted with Smith's social anthropological 
tradition, having attended John Millar's lectures on Smith in 
Edinburgh. 

7 The significance of the wages fund theory did not last very long but 
this attitude, together with some other Malthusian scarcity-based 
views, proved very resistant As Dobb remarks, 

It is at least significant of the bias of economists that when the wage level is 
in question it is the customary standards of the propertied class which are 
treated as the constant factor and working class standards of life as adaptable 
at the behests of a purely text-book 'equilibrium'. (Dobb, 1929, p. 516) 

8 Taussig also commented on J. Mill's attempt to separate wages and 
capital: 'If this first step had been followed up, we might have had 
with James Mill, a new and important stage in the development of 
the theory of capital and wages' (Taussig, 1896, pp. 184-5). 

9 This indirect link between wages and productivity was to have great 
impact on future developments. 

10 On the history of the Irish Famine see Edwards and Williams, 1957. 
11 Nor was Ricardo politically innocent: in parliamentary debates he 

was inclined to forget his analytical precision and follow his Political 
Economy Club colleagues, as can be seen from the following 
quotation: 

Gentlemen ought, however, to inculcate this truth on the minds of the 
working classes that the value of labour, like the value of the other things. 
depends on the relative proportion of supply and demand. 

If the supply of labour were greater than could be employed. then the 
people must be miserable. But the people had the remedy in their own 
hands. A little forethought, a little prudence (which probably they would 
exert, if they were not made such machines of by the Poor Laws), a little of 
that caution which the better educated felt necessary, would enable them to 
cure their situation. (Ricardo, 1952 (1816-18), p. 32) 

12 Longe's critique was based on his acquaintance with employers' and 
workers' views, which he gained as a barrister in labour law cases 
and as a member of the Children's Employment Commission (J.H. 
Hollander, 1903). The question as to who contributed to Mill's 
refutation of the wages fund is not easily answered. Thornton 
published his articles in the Fortnightly Review after Longe's 
pamphlet, with a change in his own previous ideas about wages, but 
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never acknowledged that he had read it Mill for his part never 
mentioned having received Longe's pamphlet, which had been sent to 
him (J.H. Hollander, 1903, pp. 3-5). On Longe and Thornton see 
Picchio, 1986b, 1986c. 

13 Neither economist finds any improvement over the arithmetical ratio 
between capital and population (used by James Mill and McCulloch) 
in the more sophisticated concept of equilibrium wage expressed by 
J. S. Mill: 

Thus we see that the idea of a ratio between demand and supply is out of 
place, and has no concern in the matter: the proper mathematical analysis is 
that of an equation. Demand and supply, the quantity demanded and the 
quantity supplied, will be made equal. If unequal in any moment, 
competition equalises them, and the manner in which this is done is by an 
adjustment of the value. (1.S. Mill, 1965 (1848), p. 466) 

14 Fawcett's argument shows that the adoption of the wages fund theory 
did not necessarily mean repressive and conservative labour policies. 
On his position see Becattini, 1984; Deane, 1984. On Mill's 
recantation and his political considerations, see Forget, 1990. 

15 In the case of a social system the risks of reductionism do not lie 
only in the kind of biological model used, i.e. genetic or group 
evolution (Hodgson, 1991) - but in the use of the biological 
metaphor itself. 

In this regard, what Jacob has to say is of great interest: 

Natural selection has no analogy with any aspect of human behavior. If one 
wanted to use a comparison, however, one would have to say that this 
process resembles not engineering but tinkering, bricolage we say in French. 
While the engineer's work relies on his having the raw materials and the 
tools that exactly fit his project., the tinkerer manages with odds and 
ends ... In contrast with the engineer's tools, those of the tinkerer cannot 
be defined by a project . . . 

In some respects, the evolutionary derivation of living organisms 
resembles this mode of operation. In many instances, and without any well­
defined long-term project., the tinkerer picks up an object which happens to 
be in his stock and gives it an unexpected function. (Jacob, 1982, p. 34) 

16 I have deliberately not gone into Malthus's theory of population and 
his view of poverty. On this subject there is an ample literature 
(Dupaquier, 1983; James, 1979; Pullen, 1982). The object of my 
analysis is not the dynamics of quantities within a particular theory 
of reproduction but the structural relation between production and 
reproduction. 

17 This continuity between Malthus and modem economics with regard 
to population is clearly pointed out by Perlman, 1981. A recent 
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version of a Malthusian endogenous theory of reproduction can be 
found in Becker, Murphy and Tamura, 1990. 

3. The role of the state in the labour market, i.e. social insecurity 

1 The following sections on the Poor Law are based on some general 
references on the history of the Poor Law and particularly on: Bruce, 
1961, 1973; Fraser, 1973, 1976; Gilbert, 1976; Nicholls, 1898; M.E. 
Rose, 1972; Thane, 1978a, 1978b; Webb and Webb, 1963 (1927-9). 

2 The conflict between the COS and the Webbs is clearly manifested in 
the following passage: 

The majority proposal of a Public Assistance Authority actually hid under a 
new label the old practices of the Poor Law, heavily dependent on private 
charities: 'The non-elected Public Assistance Committees are themselves to 
be virtually controlled by statutory "Voluntary Aid Committees," to be 
constituted on the lines of the Charity Organization Society, and to be 
eligible for grants from the Public Assistance Authority out of the rates. To 
these committees, we are told, applicants are to go in the first instance ... 
the new Charity Organization Committee is to have the power of setting the 
standards of what the Poor Relief is to be.' (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I, 
p. xvi) 

On the political and personal aspects of the relationship between the 
Bosanquets and the Webbs, McBriar (1987) is illuminating. 

3 It is interesting to read her words: 

At first sight it appears as if the long series of reports and proceedings of 
royal commissions and parliamentary or departmental committees, extending 
over a whole century, would afford to the social student a perfect mine of 
facts, about every conceivable subject of social investigation, almost 
dispensing with any other sources of information. Unfortunately this is not 
the case. (Webb and Webb, 1915 (1932), p. 142) 

It must also be remembered that these bodies are seldom designed for 
scientific research; they are primarily political organs with political 
objects ... they are frequently set up as a safety valve, or as a channel for 
current agitations and counter agitations, so as to enable the Government, 
Parliament and public opinion to test the value of, and estimate the force 
behind, each of these agitations. (pp. 156-1) 

4 In the 1909 Report the difficulty of a clear definition of able-bodied 
is recognized: 'The indoor paupers classed as able-bodied are 
practically those to whom the Medical Officer assigns a certain diet', 
and further on: 'What is an able-bodied pauper is still in doubt. We 
first of all exclude those who are sick but of the remnant, how many 
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are men who actually are able to do a day's work and earn their own 
living we do not know' (House of Commons, 1909, p. 211). 

5 An interesting contribution on the ideology of work in the nineteenth 
century is McClelland, 1987. 

6 It is interesting to note the acknowledgement of a difference in the 
behaviour of men and women. 

This difference between the methods adopted for the relief of men and 
women is found at all ages. Widows with children are mostly given outdoor 
relief, and in the case of older persons left alone, a woman can more often 
manage for herself, and is given outdoor relief, where a man could not, and 
is consequently drawn into the Poor Law institution. Moreover, in the case 
of younger persons there is often greater danger of encouraging idleness in 
giving outdoor relief to men than to women. And in the case of 
incapacitating sickness a man is more likely to seek infirmary treatment than 
his wife would be. (House of Commons, 1909, p. 19) 

7 On the Chartist Movement see Edsall, 1971; Hunt, 1981, pp. 215-18, 
Ward, 1973. 

8 The development of separate Poor Law infirmaries, has, probably, rendered 
the receipt of indoor medical treatment less distasteful, and many who would 
not previously have accepted such treatment now take advantage of new 
institutions. (House of Commons, 1909, p. 44) 

For some references on the history of health see: Abel Smith, 
1964; Gilbert, 1965; Navarro and Berman, 1983. 

9 It is interesting to note that concern for health standards was 
particularly alert in times of war, showing that the State sometimes 
worries more about the physical and psychological capability to kill -
and to be killed - than to live. 

10 The price index (base 1885) was respectively: 112 in 1834 and 91 in 
1909 (Mitchell and Deane, 1962, pp. 471, 473). 

Sidney Webb in his 'Address to the Royal Economic Society' in 
1909, gives the figure of 70 million for public expenditure in goods 
and services. For more information on the growth of goods and 
services over Public Expenditure and of Public Expenditure over the 
National Product, see Peacock and Wiseman (1961), chapters 5-6. 

11 What the Poor Law Authorities are doing for the infants, the children, the 
sick, the mentally defective, the aged and the infirm, and the unemployed 
able-bodied man or woman respectively, already forms (or is on the point of 
forming) only a fractional part of the public provision made from the rates 
and taxes for each of those very classes; and a part that cannot be marked 
off from the rest by any significant characteristic - not even by the 1834 
attribute of 'being in a state of destitution'. (Webb and Webb, 1909, Part I, 
p. xv) 
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12 In this context, it is interesting to cite an episode referred to in the 
introduction to the Webbs' History of the Poor Laws: 

When Keynes came up to greet Mrs. Webb ... she said: 'Ah, Mr. Keynes, 
we are awaiting with great interest your economic theory to cure 
unemployment.' To which Keynes replied, 'Oh, it is all in the Minority 
Report, Mrs. Webb.' (Webb and Webb, 1963 (1927-9), p. xii) 

4. Women and the Poor Law 

1 On the radical changes which occurred in the second half of the 
nineteenth century in the structure of the capitalist system, in Britain 
and elsewhere, see Hobsbawm, 1975. This book is also important for 
the attention given to the social processes which contributed to the 
establishment of bourgeois ideas and norms of behaviour. 

An interesting review of Hobsbawm can be found in Stedman 
Jones, 1977. 

2 To the occupied women we must add women occupied for money in 
other activities such as renting rooms, family shops, washing, 
prostitution, etc. The addition of these other traditional female 
sources of income would increase activity rates but also stress the 
point that the work of reproduction is a major element in women's 
paid work. 

3 On women's subordinate position in production due to their role in 
reproduction before the separation between household and work 
place, Berg, 1987. 

4 On the specific problem of birth control, Maclaren, 1978; on 
women's sexuality, Fee, 1973; on legislation, Kenrick, 1981, pp. 
178-81; O'Donovan, 1979, and on body politics in general, Jacobus, 
Keller and Shuttleworth, 1990. 

5 The institutionalization did not lead to a substitution between 
women's housework and state services as Zaretsky (1982) seems to 
suggest. 

6 The woman question was generally unmentioned by the 1834 policy­
makers. 

Clearly women provided some of the more intractable problems in the poor 
law administration. However, the male authors of both the Royal 
Commission's Report of 1834 and the ensuing Poor Law Amendment Act 
had remarkably little to say about the female half of the population. The 
rules and regulations of the central poor law authority had therefore to fill 
the gaps left by legal enactment, because, in practice, male guardians found 
that considerable numbers of paupers were women. (Digby, 1978, p. 150) 
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7 The Bill was amended in 1910 in the Battered Wives Bill. 
8 On the question of how and when the wage bargaining shifted from 

customary norms to the market 'rules of the game', based on 
productivity, Hobsbawm, 1964, pp. 345--63. 

9 On Beatrice Webb and her relationship with the women's movement, 
Caine, 1982 

s. Women's work at the core of the labour market 

1 The activity rates are defined as the percentage of women in the 
labour market (employed and unemployed) compared to the total 
population of working age. 

2 The similarity is noticed by Hakim, 1981. 
3 In the seventies there was an intense debate on housework which 

originated in the militant feminist context (Dalla Costa and James, 
1972; Federici, 1976), and then moved to a more orthodox Marxist 
and academic one (Molineaux, 1979; Himmelweit and Mohun, 1977; 
Folbre, 1982). A collection of readings on the housework debate can 
be found in Malos (1982), with special attention to Federici. 

While the political discussion was conducted within - and against 
- the Wages for Housework Campaign, the academic debate was 
mainly focussed on the application to housework of a Marxian theory 
of exploitation and of labour-value. It soon became a formal debate 
interested more in the quantitative than in the innovative aspects of a 
political feminist perspective. 

4 On the issue of well-posed questions within scientific communities, 
see Jardine, 1986, pp. 120-33. 

5 The data were collected on the basis of a research financed in 1925 
by the Federal Government. Women were asked to work out time 
budgets on the basis of guidelines provided by the US Bureau of 
Home Economics. The same methodology was followed in the 
studies of the thirties, forties, fifties and sixties (Vaneck, 1980, pp. 
82-3). 

6 Child care is not included among the duties and hence the figures 
represent only a part of the total housework. 

7 In the study by Gershuny and Jones the comparisons between men 
and women are made on the basis of: (a) formal work, i.e. paid work 
including work at home, second job training and travel to and from 
work; (b) domestic work, which includes cooking and washing up, 
housework, odd jobs, gardening, shopping, child care and domestic 
travel; (c) personal care, including dressing, personal services, meals 
and snacks, sleep and rest (Gershuny and Jones, 1986, pp. 17-18). 

156 



Notes to pages 118-25 

8 Sen distinguishes between negative liberties - in relation to the 
impediments to freedom of action - and positive liberties reflecting 
the basic conditions of security. He defines the standard of living not 
only in terms of goods and services but also in terms of entitlements, 
that is to say the possibility of making full use of one's own life 
(Sen, 1987). From this point of view his framework might be useful 
for partially interpreting women's relation with housework and waged 
work. 

6. The supply of labour as a process of social reproduction 

1 Atkinson continues by quoting Smith: 

By necessities I understand not only the commodities which are 
indispensably necessary for the support of life, but whatever the custom of 
the country renders it indecent for creditable people, even of the lowest 
order, to be without. (A. Smith, 1976 (1776), pp. 869-70) 

2 In the seventies there was an intense debate on the question of social 
needs: see, among others, Fitzgerald (1977). For a recent reappraisal, 
see Doyal and Gough (1986). 

3 The conflict between houseworkers and employers became apparent, 
for instance, during the 1984-5 Miners' Strike when the organization 
of the Miners' Wives held pickets and campaigned all over Europe 
not only in solidarity with their husbands' struggle but also directly 
on women's issues. 

4 The distribution of income inherent in the process of reproduction is 
not a clear-cut one, since social services can be paid out of taxes 
both on property and on wages. If taxes on wages were then 
compensated by higher wages, in a pure Ricardian fiscal model, it 
would not make much difference to profits since in both cases they 
would decrease. 

5 The history of the Poor Laws and the Welfare Slate hides a long 
story of struggles of the wageless. Some records can be found in: 
Fox Piven and Cloward. 1971, 1977; H. Rose, 1978; M. E. Rose, 
1970. 

6 The women's movement has questioned union practices in relation to 
women; some valuable sources for grasping the real issues are: 
Campbell, 1984; James, 1975a; Land, 1978. 

7 It must be remembered that in modern states the unions also play the 
role of legitimizing social policies by taking part in their formulation, 
and by disciplining their membership (Panitch, 1976). 

8 Dobb's art as an historian is evident in his later works, Political 
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Economy and Capitalism (1937) and Studies in the Development of 
Capitalism (1946). On Dobb's historical works see Brenner, 1978 
and Kowalik, 1978. 

9 Dobb cites Sraffa with regard to the effects on demand of a change 
in the utilization of a factor employed in great quantities, in 
particular: 

since commodities into the production of which a common special factor 
enters are frequently, to a certain extent, substitutes for one another ... the 
modification in their price will not be without appreciable effects upon 
demand in the industry concerned. (Sraffa, 1926, p. 539) 

10 Keynes's diplomatic assessment of the relevance of the critique is 
also quite interesting: 

Now I am not here concerned to defend the orthodox hypothesis against 
these attacks. To a large extent I sympathise with the anacks. I think there is 
a great deal in what the critics say. I believe that the best working theories 
of the future will own these assailants as their parents. All those, who want 
to improve economic theory and to make a contribution to it, ought to pay a 
great deal of anention to what Mr Dobb and Mr Rowe and others are saying. 

My present purpose is, to propose certain qualifications ... 
For the High-Wage Party forget that we belong not to a closed system, 

moreover for which we have deliberately contrived a very high degree of 
mobility of international lending. (Keynes, 1930, pp. 114-15) 

11 For some analogies between economic logic and physics, see 
Mirowsky, 1984, 1989. 

12 It must be noted that there is a vast amount of literature on the 
possibility that wages differ from marginal productivity. However, 
the interpretation of this fact is put forward in terms of 'sticky 
wages', and its effects are analysed in terms of disequilibria. Thus 
although the fact is controversial the analytical implications are not. 

For some interesting examples of this literature, Akerlof and 
Yellen, 1986. 

13 In any case, the issue of clearing labour markets entered the political 
economy debate later with the formalization of supply and demand 
(Mirowsky, 1990, p. 69). 

14 Sraffa adopted the line of considering the whole of the wage as 
surplus and hence wage goods were no longer basic commodities 
(Sraffa, 1960, pp. 9-10). 

15 With regard to the first institutionalists I largely rely on McNulty, 
1980. 

16 A very interesting institutionalist approach can be found in Hodgson, 
1988. 
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17 For instance, Allen explicitly recognizes that changes in people's 
expectations and life-styles cannot be included in his model of 
economic evolution, as it is not easy 'to say when and in what way 
people may modify their values and adopt new goals' (Allen, 1988, 
p. 116). 

18 Marxist economists, too, have paid attention to the question of 
human capital and its implications for the analysis of heterogeneous 
labour (Bowles and Gintis, 1975). Their approach is based on the 
problem of training skilled labour rather than on the household 
process of reproduction of the labouring population, which they 
usually help to conceal. 

19 For a critical approach to the analysis of economic development 
based on the radical needs of survival and autonomy, see Doyal and 
Gough (1986, pp. 69-80). 

20 Keynes followed Malthus against Ricardo in acknowledging the 
possibility of a general excess of production; but he used wages as 
the pivot of aggregate demand. 

21 For the benefit of those who think economics is just a logical game 
or an aesthetic pursuit, and who declare their satisfaction with 
elegant formalisms, I maintain that this return to the origins of the 
subject can be very deeply satisfying to the aesthetic sense. 
Economists may discover that taste can be satisfied by many 
aesthetic schemes: for example, alongside the rationalism of a 
Mondrian we have the classic primitivism of a Henry Moore. 

22 On this point see Q. Skinner, 1972. 
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