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Of pending measures of economic reform few appeal so
strongly to public feeling as does the minimum-wage act, and
perhaps none has a better right to appeal to it. If in every large
city thousands of persons must continue to work hard and get
less than a living, the fact is an indictment of civilization. The
situation certainly calls for some action by the state; and the
measure which has been adopted in a few cases, and demanded
in many more, consists in legally fixing rates below which wages
may not go. How effective is law for this purpose? Can wages
be raised by the fiat of the state? It certainly cannot conjure
into existence a fund of new wealth from which the additional
wages can be drawn. Ordering mills, shops, mines, farms, and
so forth, to produce more than they do would be like ordering
the tide to rise. No one intelligently supposes that the govern-
ment has an Aladdin’s lamp with its magical quality raised to the
nth power, but there are many who think that it has a supply of
talismans which would enable workers to conjure modest sums
of money out of employers’ pockets into their own. Are they
right in this opinion? Whoever will support a law which fixes
minimum rates of pay needs first to assure himself that the thing
can be done, and be done without causing more hardship than it
remedies; but it is more emphatically true that whoever will re-
ject such a law should exhaust the power of study and research
before concluding that it cannot be done without causing a bal-
ance of harm. The proposal makes for itself a vast prima facie
claim, in that it promises to end untold hardships and wrongs;
and it is safe to say that no one at present can be sure enough
that it is not workable to justify him in definitively rejecting it.
If it were our own lives and comfort which were at stake, we
should sift to the bottom any argument that should claim that
nothing could be done for them.

Practical tests of the proposed policy now are in progress in
Australia and New Zealand, in England, and in our own State of
Massachusetts, and the results of these trials will be carefully
watched ; but a few things can be asserted in advance as neces-
sarily true. We can be sure, without further testing, that raising
the prices of goods will, in the absence of counteracting in-























