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Chapter Twenty-Two: National Differences in Wages 
In comparing wages in different nations, we must [...] take into account all the factors that determine changes 
in the amount of the value of labour-power; the price and extent of the prime necessities of life in their 
natural and historical development, the cost of training the workers, the part played by the labour of women 
and children, the productivity of labour, and its extensive and intensive magnitude. Even the most superficial 
comparison requires the prior reduction of the average daily wage for the same trades, in different countries, 
to a uniform working day. After this reduction of the daily wage to the same terms, the time-wage must again 
be translated into the piece-wage, as only the latter can be a measure both of the productivity and of the 
intensity of labour.1 

Given that in each of the countries that constitute the world market2 obtains a certain average intensity of 
labour, we can discern a scale – whose unit of measurement is the average unit of ‘universal labour’ – according 
to which the national average intensities of labour are compared. ‘The more intense national labour [...] as 
compared with the less intense, produces in the same time more value, which expresses itself in more money.’3 

In addition to this, the international application of the law of value is further modified by the fact that, insofar as 
the more productive country is not compelled by competition to sell its products below their value, more 
productive national labour also counts as more intensive labour. 

The national intensity and productivity of labour rise in function of the level of national development of 
capitalist production. Different quantities of commodities of the same kind produced in different countries in 
the same labour-time have different values expressed in different quantities of money. It follows that the value 
of money will be less in a country with a high level of development of capitalist production. It also follows that 
nominal wages, i.e. the equivalent of labour-power expressed in money (though not necessarily real wages, i.e. 
the means of subsistence thus placed at the disposal of the worker) will be higher in the more developed 
country. 

It also tends to be the case that, disregarding the differences arising from the value of money, the daily or weekly 
wage is higher in the more developed countries, while the relative price of labour – relative, that is, to both 
surplus-value and the value of the product, will be higher in the less developed one. 

 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 701. The notion of a ‘national’ economy, a recurring 
idea in Capital, is, to my mind, a deeply problematical one. With respect to one such formulation which occurs in Theories of 
Surplus-Value, G A Cohen suggests reading ‘on a large scale’ in place of ‘on a national scale’ (Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A 
Defence (Oxford, 2000), 185); and there is, of course, no automatical a priori reason to presume that a ‘large’ scale is 
coterminous with a ‘national’ one. A ‘large-scale’ economy could just as well be supranational or infranational as truly 
national. Nevertheless, helpful though Cohen’s advice might be, we are still left with the problem of conceiving the world 
as consisting of discrete ‘economies’, be they national or no; indeed, Marx’s repeated references to the ‘world market’ 
would appear to rule this out, for we already know enough to know that for Marx the market, i.e. the exchange of 
commodities, is itself a constitutive element of the capitalist mode of production. It seems to me much more probable that 
what we are dealing with here when we consider ‘national economies’ is a single ‘mode of production’ (‘economy’) which 
is made up of an overlapping mesh of distinct economic activities, these last variously supranational and infranational, and 
sometimes truly national, in extent. 
2 ‘Whose integral parts are the individual countries.’ C., p. 702. 
3 C., p. 702. 


