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St Thomas Aquinas and the Theory
Of Wages
HFE subject T have chosen for this short study may puz-
zle those who are not quite familiar with the great work of
the Angelic Ductor and may amuse those versant with the pro-
digious edifize of the Swnma.

To hotk T wish to point out from the start that, with all my
love and admiration to the great Doctor. I am mnot going, in the
course of this paper. to prove that St Thomas produced a com-
plete and exhaustive theory of wages as we know it to-day, or
that he even proposed to deal specifically with this problem. If
we were to expect thig from a man who lived in the thirteenth
century, when the problem of wages as we know it to-day, did
not_exist, would be as unreasonable as if we were to examine
whether 8t. Thomas ever condemned atomic warfare, But since
the intellect of the Doctor was almost limitless, and so by follow-
ing closely hig principles we may deduce whether atomic warfare
is lawful or not, so T hepe T shall be able to show vou that St
Thomas gave us all the necessary principles which form the back-
hone of the current Catholic theory of wages,

A theorv of wages, if it is not a theoretical or mathematical
puzzle, must necessarily depend on the notion of economic life,
which the econorist who tries to advance the theory, must ine-
vitably have. 3¢ let ns see first the Doctor’s concept of economic
science. In 2, %ue, . 50, art. 3 of the Summa we find this defi-
nition in the admirable concise style proper only to the great
Doctor : “Tinis ultimus oeconomicae est totum bene vivere se-
cundum domesticam conversationem’. Here we find the first
clue—a very important one, to the whole attitude of St Thomas
to economic and social problems,

So, for the Angelie Doctor the ultimate scope is the welfare
of man, but not just the welfare without any qualification. Tt s
the welfare qualified by “‘totum’’. Lt us pause for a little, since
I' shall have te recall your attention to this important definition
later on, ‘md see whether St Thomas' concept of Kcononiics
agrees ot differs with that of modern non-Catholic economists.
T'o-day economies has reached a stage when no ethical principles
can have a place in econcmic analysis. Whether the behaviour of
the consumer or that of the producer, of the wage earner or the *
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entrepreneur is being analysed, no judg.me.nt‘ is valid if it hap-
pens to be based on ethical or moral principles. The trend is to
reduce the economic science to the stafe of a pure science with
scientific principles and deductions applicable only to the empi-
rical phenomens of economic life, This trend is so clear and pro-
minent in current economics that some leading economists, fore-
most among thern Prof. Juionel Robbins (1), my professor in the
London School of Eeonemics, do not even approve of the idea
of having an economics of welfare side by side with pure econo-
mics. Tor these the designation itself of welfare economics is
simply absurd. But even if we were to discard this class of eco-
nomists and were to study the works of the other economists who
not only approve of the idea, but have also written outstanding
works on the subject, such as Pigou, Pareto, Hicks and others,
we find that their whole concept of the economics of welfare is
wholly alien to the spirit of the Angelic Doctor. Their whole idea
of welfare. in fact .can be easily reduced to two or three propo—
sitions which are essentially materialistic in their concept and
lead to nowhere. This is one of the main reasons which made the
other economists grin at the futility of any economics concerned
with welfare. Summing up, their idea of welfare is one-sided :
it may he the bene vivere of the individual, but it is not in any
way the totum bene vivere which the Angelic Doctor had in mind.
There cannot be any bénc vivere if it is not totum at the same
time. Tn other worde for 8t Thomas vou cannot divide the hu-
man personality into two distinet compartments, one concerned
only with the economic exigencies of the animal element in man,
and the other with the higher moral needs of the spiritual ele-
ment. The hmnan being is a totum and as such no economic
welfare can be complete if it is not directed towards the totum
bene vivere of the individual. ’

It is very important I think, to hold this philosophical, or
rather non philosophical, attitude of modern non-Catholic econo-
mists m mind, in order to appreciate adequately their position
when they corae to discuss the theory of wages. So before I shall
give you the main elements of Thomistic thought which to mv
mind still forms the basis of the Catholic theory of wages, T hopé
vou will allow me to delineate in a very sketchy form the theory

current in aon-Catholic economics. Space does not allow me to

(1) Cfr. “An Tssay on the Nature and Significance of Economic Seience”,
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liscuss previous theories, which divorced of any ethical preoccupa-
tion, were the precnrsors of the theory prevailing in our times.
.Nevertheless, T feel that T must mention vou just one theory,
which though different from the theory T shall discuss, contains
elements which make it suspiciously a distant cousin of the lat-
ter. T am allnding to the Subsistence Wage Theory or as it is
sometimes aalled, the Tron Taw of Wages. According to this
theory humanite is by a law of nature divided into two clas-
ses: the wealthy class and the workers. These receive a wage
which barely helps them and their family to subsist. This wage
can never reach a certain level, i.e. it can never go hevond the
subsistence level. 1f it werve to he higher, the labourer will be
encouraced tc breed a greater number of children. Once this
happens, the working cliss will surely mcerease in number and
hence the supply on the part of the labour will increase more than
tl:e demand for it until the wage will have to be lowered to the
subsistence level again. For Lassalle, the greatest exponent of
this law, there is no way of escape out of this dilemma. What
really worires anv student of economic thought, however, is not
Lassalle’s law as such, though historv and experience disproved
long ago much of what he considered to be asiomatic, but the
insistence of Lassalle on the rigidity of his law and the inevita-
bility of the consequences emanating form it.

I have mentioned Lassalle’s theory in the hope of demon-
strating now how this element of rigidity and inevitability is still
predominan* in the current theory of wages, even if it ig basic-
ally different from Tassalle’s.

The modern theory of wages has two main elements : (i) the
element of supply and demand; (i) the marginal productivity
theory. T shall give a short account of these elements imme-
diately. As regards the first element there is no need for our pur-
pose to give vou a full description how this element still forms
the core of the theory which is essentially still of liberal inspira-
tion. Besides, the other element, the more important and deci-
sive, contains also the first one. So this 1s briefly what economists
have in mind wlen they write about the marginal productivity of
labour. According to them the most important thing to consider
whenever we want to estimate the value of the wage in a sphere
ol economic activity, is the size and the importance of the mar-
ginal product. For the sake of those among vou who are not fami-
Har with economists’ terminology, the term marginal product is
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applied in this cuse to the extra amount of output produced by
the nil unit of factor labour which is just on the margin of being
employed or refused employment. Now suppose, for example,
that the ntl: unit of factor labour is capable of producing daily
a product (the murginal product) at a value of 15 shillings. The
entrepreneur in charge of firm X will employ n workers if the
wage of other workers in the same occupation is equal to 15. Or
to put fhe same thmg in o different way, il the entrepreneur 1s
free in fixing the wage be will give that wage which is equal to
the value of the marginal product. I the State imposes a mini-
iwum wage thie reasoning applies just the same. He will employ
men until that wage equals the value of the marginal product ot
the last man or men employed.

This is the gist of the marginal productivity theory of labour,
1 said before that this is the current theory of wages. Now 1 wish
to point out thal thougl. this theory is certainly the prevalent
one at the moment, 1 do not want to imply, however, that it re-
taing an undisputed position even among non-Catholic econont-
ists. Just to quote one representative opinion of unorthodox eco-
nomists : ““T'here is no such thing as a ‘normal wage’ or a natural
rate of wages'... The nutural rate of wages, like the ‘normal’
world to which it belongs, exists only in hooks and in the minds
of men” (2). The pains which Dennis H. Robertson of the Man-
chester School of Keonon:ies takes in order to dispel the fears and
doubts of the other cconomists about the validity of this theory,
show clearly that modern economists are not unanimous in their
m their opinion about this theory (3),

Nevertheless the theory I have just described is, as I said,
tle prevalent one at the moment.” This theory, as vou can see
for yowrself, considers the worker us an article on the market, a
commodity whose price fiuctuates according to the trade situa-
tion. Bven its value, the wage, is based on the same critevia as
the value of a connvodity, If this type of analysis is intended to
give a. rather scientific treatiment to the wages-problem, but is,
at the same time supplemented by g complementary analysjs
which would explain whai the other aspects of the problem are,
then no once can seriousiy object to this theory. Unluckily, how-
ever, egonomists stop here and the result is a soulless theory

(2 HAMILTON and MAY: ‘“Coutrol of Wages™, p, 111,
(3) See “Wage Grumbles’” in Keonomic Fragments, 1931,
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which may Jelight only those whose interest does not lie beyond
pure economic analysis.

How different does the Catholic theory of wages sound both
in ity principles and their implication ? But I can assure you that
il it were not for the teaching of the Swinma our theory would
never have been what it is. I shall explain myself im a minute.

The whole Catholic theory of wages is based on some very
special notions about human personality, the nature and charac-
ter of labour, the social aspect of ownership, the living wage and
the family wage. All these special notions derive their unique
meaning from the teachirgs of the Angelic Doctor. That 1s what
T intend to show vou in the remaining part of this paper.

No one before 8t Thomas gave such a complete picture and
such sound teaching about the essence of “‘persona’”. It is with
this right notion of what constitutes the person that the true idea
of duties and rights could receive a precise meaning. lus inhaerel
personae, and so a right is a special characteristic of a being en-
dowed with personality and hence it derives all its.meaning and
importance frowt a true notion of personality. This all important
notion provides the essential difference hetween the Catholic
teaching about the worker in the labour market and the modern
theory of lay economics which I have already described. If the
human person as such has an importance all of its own and car-
ries with it inalienable rights and duties, then it can never be
compared to a commodity, an article whose market value is solely
dependent on the interplay of blind economic forces.

From thiy notion we can pass to the other essential notion
of the nature and character of labour. About labour the Summa
provides us with a definition of its scope. ““Labor manualls’,
writes St Thomas, “ordinatur primo et principaliter ad vietum
querendum’’ 4). So when man works, his first and main concern
is to make a living.—T'o be more precise, according to the defi-
nition of St Themas, labour itself is intended for this purpose.
So wman’s labour is not intended primarily for the purpose of in-
creasing production, as it is held implicitly in the current theory
of wages—production follows necessarily from labour, but it can
never be the principal scope of labour, and consequently, the size
of the marginal product can never be the only measure on which
man’s right for 2 living should be measured.

) 2, 2ae, . 187, a. 3.
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Pope TLeo NiIL in the “"Rerwn N()\d] um™’ echoes the teach-
ing- of the Swmma when he writes : Clabour for wages is not
a thmn to be ashumed of, if we lend ear tonwht reason and Chris-
tian phlloaopl-v but is lo man’s credit, enabling him to carn hix
living in an honourable way™

But St Thouas is much clearer about the nature of labour
when he writes sbout the earnings of labour. “Id enim wmerces
dicitur, quod alicui recorepensatur pro retributione operis vel lu-
boris, quasi uoddan: pretium ipsius. Unde sicut reddere iustum
pretiumn pro re accepta ab aliquo est actus iustitiae, ita etiam ve-
compensare riercedem operis vel laboris est actus justitine. Tus-
titia autem sequalitas quaedam est’” (5).

1 am sure vou noticed the special emphasis laid by the Doc-
tor on the qualifying adjective preceding pretiun. So, for St
Thomas, the wage 12 a certain price, a p'utlcuhu type of price
and in this way he distinguishes it from the price of a commodity.

For far 1 have spol\e 1 of the general concept of St Thomus
about labour and wages. We must now go a slep further and en-
quire whether the Angelm Doctor by thls ‘quoddam pretiom’’
intended to include the living wage as well. - The basic idea of
Catholic sociologists whenever theyv discuss the earningg of la-
bour is that there can be only one thc of wage and this is the
living wage. Referring again to the *‘Rerum Nov wrum’’ we ho-
tice tlut fhb Pope s‘ues'*(s all the time the need of this wage. A
living wage 15 not a subsistence wage; it is a wage which ~huul«l
help the worker to live decently in a manner beﬁt{mg an intel-
ligent creature endowed by God with rights and duties whose
source is mar’s immortal soul.

‘T think that alvo in this instance St Thomas is quite clear
too : ““Secundum quod labor manualis ordinatur ad vietuin quac-
rendum, cadit sub necessitate praecepti, prout est necessarimn ad
tdlem finem "’ (6;. Notice the emphasis he lays on the words

“cadit sub necessitate precepti”’. We can eas)h deduce, then,
that according to the Doctor, no wage will be in aceordance with
the tenets of iastice, if it 1s not adeqmte to the vital needs of the
worker.. And krowing what the doctrine of St Thomas about
man, his nature ‘md scupo is, there cannot be any doubt that the

“merces laboris” of St Phomas is the llvnw wage of the Fnev-
clicals,

(5) 1, 2ae, q. 114, a. 1,
6) 2, 2ae, p. 187, a. 3.
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Recent and fairly recent Catholic sociologists have been
teaching that the minimuin should not only be a living wage but
a family wage as well, 1In other words a minimum wage should
provide for the needs of a normal family, This teaching has been
officiallv endersed by Pope Piug XI in the “‘Quadragesimo An-
no”’. So owr uext question is : Has St Thomas included explicitly
the family wage in his ‘merces laboris”’? Personally, I think
we cannot find any tex: which could justify an affrmative an-
swer. But we can certamly agree that it is contained implicitly
in the texts 1 T‘me already quoted. How can we imagine, for ex-
ample, that 1 “‘labor maenualis ordinatur primo et principaliter
ad vietum (]Udt‘lC]ldum > 3t should be applied only to the worker
without taking into aceount his family towards which he is bound
by special reazons and ties? And if the scope of economics is the
“totum bene vivere’' of ihe individual, how can this principle be
saved 1f it does not include his family as well?

To this we may add a further argument; it is an indirect ar-
gument but, to my wind. it has its weight too. If we were to
examine the hest conul‘)ailon of St 'l‘homas to modern sociology,
we would not hesitate to assign this place to his doctrine about
private ownership. There are no arguinents clearer than his to
defend both the right of private property and its social function.
About the social function, he writes : **...aliud vero quod compe-
tit homini circa ves exteriores et usus ipsarum; et quantum ad
hoc non debet homo habere res exteriores uti proprias, sed ut
communes, ut zeilicet de facili eas communicet in necessitate
aliorum’” (7).

Together with other texts, especi&liv those where he shews
what constitates the superfluious”, St Thomas’ mind is e\phcn
that after a certain linut, private OWllOl\hlp shoud be used in
such a way that throngh it may benefit even those who form what
i wodern tinies is called the propertviess class. So, having. due
regard to the social function of ownership, we can rightly say
that the worker, besides having by nature a right to a decent
wage, s entitled {o it also on dccount of another tttle the social
function of ownership.

I hope now I way be allowed to translate into the sunple
language of the Angelic Doctor the modern theor v of wages.and
&how you, m g conclusive manner, how t1uly all the necessary

() 2, 2ae, q. 66, a, 2
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elements are. to ha found in the Swmma. This is how. the transla-
tion goes : )

Man works in order e earn a living, The earnings he receives
in compensation for his work are only a particular kind of price
for man’s work, which is an emanation of his intellect and will
and as such can never have an adequate material value. Hence
a real wage ie that wage whereby a man can satisfv his needs
according to hi« nature. This tvpe of wage is due tv him ex
fustitia, But 1sn as a worker often has to provide for the needs
of a Tamily. Ergo, ex lust'tia he is entitled to a family wage too.
In this way, and in this wav alone, the main scope of economic
life, i.e. the tota! welfare of the individual, will be achieved.

T wonder if in the Summa any of the essential elements of
the modern theery of wages is missing. T doubt that very much.
T am sure, however, of one thing : that the modern Catholic so-
ciologist can find in the Angelic Doctor's Masterpiece most of the
tools he needs for his job.

R, CrriLro.
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