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Chapter Twenty: Time-Wages 
Wages take many forms: here (in this chapter and the next) we examine the two most important of them. 

Earlier1 we saw that labour-power is sold for definite periods of time. Time-wages are simply the form in which 
the converted form of the daily, weekly, etc. value of labour-power presents itself. We also saw2 the laws 
governing the relative magnitudes of surplus-value and price of labour-power: the same laws apply, with a 
suitable change of their form, to wages. Similarly, the distinction between the exchange-value of labour-power 
and the sum of means of subsistence into which this value is converted here presents itself as the distinction 
between nominal and real wages.3 There is no need therefore to re-establish with regard to what Marx calls the 
‘form of appearance’ what has already been established with regard to the ‘essential form’.4 

The worker’s nominal wage is the amount of money she receives for her daily or weekly labour, or her wage 
estimated in value. But this amount may represent different quantities of labour, depending on the length of the 
working day. The ‘price of labour’,5 how much she receives per unit of labour, measured in time (per hour, say), 
given a fixed daily, weekly, etc. wage varies in function with the length of the working day. ‘It is clear that 
according to the length of the working day, that is, according to the amount of actual labour supplied every day, 
the same daily or weekly wage may represent very different prices of labour, i.e. very different sums of money 
for the same quantity of labour.’6 

If, for example, the daily value of labour-power is 3 shillings, the value product of 6 hours, and the working day 
consists of 12 hours, then the price of labour is given by 3 shillings divided by 12 hours, or 3d. But if, for 
example, the length of the working day is extended to 15 hours, then the price of labour would fall, being given 

by 3 shillings divided by 15 hours, or 2
5

2 d. The converse is also true: a fall in the working day to 10 hours would 

give an hourly price of labour of 
10

3 shillings, or 3
5

3 d. In both cases the daily, weekly, wage has remained 

unchanged. Thus if daily, weekly, etc. wages remain constant, the price of labour will rise or fall with the length 
of the working day, in the opposite direction to it. On the other hand, daily or weekly wages may rise, while the 
price of labour remains constant, or even falls. For a worker working a 10-hour day, where the daily value of 

labour-power is 3 shillings, the hourly price of labour is 3
5

3 d. Imagine she now works a 12-hour day, with no 

change in this price of labour: the daily wage will rise to 3s 7
5

1 d. The same kind of result can be achieved 

through alterations in labour’s intensity, rather than extensive magnitude (the length of the working day). The 
same thing can occur to the income of a worker’s family, when the labour provided by the family’s principal 
worker is augmented by other family members. ‘There are methods of lowering the price of labour which are 
independent of any reduction in the nominal daily or weekly wage.’7 

Nevertheless, here there is a general law which says that, on the one hand, given the amount of daily, weekly, 
etc. labour, the daily, weekly, etc wage varies with the price of labour, which is in turn determined by the value 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 271. 
2 In chapter 17. 
3 The worker’s nominal wage is the monetary wage, the amount of money she receives in return for her labour. Her real 
wage is the mass of goods she can buy with this money. It should be clear that the one can change independently of the 
other. 
4 C., p. 683. 
5 See Chapter 19. 
6 C., p. 683. 
7 C., p. 685. 
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of labour-power, or by the divergence between its value and price where these are different. On the other, given 
the price of labour, the daily, or weekly wage depends on the quantity of labour expended daily or weekly. 

Of course, given that the hourly wage is determined by the value of labour-power divided by the hours in the 
working day, the worker has to work all these hours to earn the value of the means of subsistence, irrespective 
of the fact that, on the basis of the example with which we started this chapter, she produces that value in only 
half a day’s work..8 

And given the fact that, for a given price of labour, the daily or weekly wage depends on the quantity o labour 
expended, it follows (perhaps counter-intuitively) that the lower the price of labour the longer must the working 
day be for the worker to earn even a minimum wage. And, in addition to this, of course, a low price of labour 
acts, for this reason, as a stimulus towards extending the working day. And, without the entry of compensatory factors, 
given that the price of labour is inversely proportional to the number of hours in the working day,9 the extension 
of the working day automatically lowers the price of labour. 

 

                                                 
8 Hence the workers’ historical dislike of the hourly wage. For it frees the capitalist from the obligation to pay a fixed daily 
or weekly wage, and she can employ the worker for as long or as little as she likes, while at the same time the basis of the 
hourly price of labour (now the hourly wage) – the daily value of labour-power divided by the hours of the working day – 
becomes, by virtue of the fact that there is now no longer any fixed working day, a meaningless abstraction. Marx here (C., 
pp. 686 and 688) cites the example of the 1859-60 London building workers’ strike, directed precisely against the proposal 
introduce and hourly wage without the establishment of a fixed working day. 
9 For it is given by this formula: 

price of labour = 
daily value of labour-power

number of hours in the working day . 


