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Lawrence Glickman has written a fascinating book
which straddles the borders of several subdisciplines of
American history, particularly labor history, intellectual
and cultural history, and economic history. A Living
Wage treats the history of an idea: the development of
the working-class claim to a wage adequate to support
an appropriate “American” standard of living. Glickman
dates the emergence of the claim to the 1870s and sees
it as a major ideological reorientation of working-class
social and political thought, a “consumerist” turn which
rejected the older critique of the wage system as a form of
“slavery” and in turn posed a fundamentally new critique
of capitalism and market-based wages.

working-class tradition of political economy” (p. 77).

The second half of the book traces the adoption and
redefinition of the living wage standard by middle-class
reformers during the Progressive Era, the relation between the working-class living wage and the development of public policy on minimum wages, and the influence of the working-class living wage on “consumerist”
ideas within New Deal political economy. Glickman
points out that the ambiguities inherent in the “living”
wage standard were further confused after the turn of the
century as minimum wage laws were introduced. Gompers, for example, had written an article in 1898 entitled
“A Minimum Living Wage.” As it became clear that minIn the first half of the book, Glickman argues that af- imum wage laws would not guarantee a “living wage,”
ter the Civil War, as employers claimed that the price some union leaders opposed them, on the grounds that
of labor was set by supply and demand, working-class the “minimum” standard should be the “living wage.”
leaders abandoned their critique of the wage system as a
Throughout the volume, Glickman also critiques the
form of slavery. Advocates of the new living wage criliving
wage ideology for its elements of patriarchal and
tique of capitalism, from Ira Steward to George Gunton
racialized discourse. He notes that all the debates about
to John Mitchell to Samuel Gompers to Father John Ryan,
countered with an alternative claim that the “market” wage setting had embedded references to the racialized
(foreign or non white) or gendered (female) “other” that
set “starvation” or “subsistence” wages, but that workers deserved “fair,” “ample,” “just,” and “decent” wages. threatened “American” standards if the “living wage” did
not prevail. Gompers, for example, was also willing to
And when employers complained that such a living wage
standard was imprecise, working-class advocates agreed advocate his “American” standard by contrasting it to
“Asiatic Coolieism” in rhetoric such as that embedded in
and responded with an elastic definition that required
a wage sufficient for food, clothing, shelter, “sundries,” a turn of the century article, “Meat vs Rice…. Which Shall
and for “citizenship,” “education,” “comfort,” and “health.” Survive? ” (pp. 86-7).
John Mitchell, for example, defined such a wage in 1898
Finally, Glickman gently chides his fellow historians
as sufficient for a worker “to purchase a comfortable for not getting this important discourse straight, for conhouse of at least six rooms,” which contained a bathroom, flating terms, not distinguishing the family wage (advogood sanitary plumbing, parlor, dining room, kitchen, cated by middle class reformers) with the working-class
sleeping rooms, carpets, pictures, books, and furniture living wage, and for not distinguishing working-class
(pp. 82-3). Working-class advocates expected the stan- consumerism from middle-class consumerism. Language
dard to rise over time. Glickman thus sees Samuel Gom- matters here, Glickman suggests. A careful reading of the
pers’ famous claim for “more, more” “as part of a long book goes a long way in helping us get it straight.
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