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	Bonner Program Reflection Resource:

Grapes of Wrath & the Living Wage
Developed by Andrew Brown, Bonner Intern, for the Bonner Program


Purpose:


To look through the eyes of one of America’s literary giants, John Steinbeck, at the contemporary debate surrounding the ‘living wage’. We will look at quotes from The Grapes of Wrath and examine Steinbeck’s social theory and criticism to see if it is relevant for today’s America. This reflection is long enough to give you plenty of information to choose from. If you do not have time to do the whole thing, focus specifically on one section of the reflection and see what issues it raises on its own.

Grapes of Wrath:

In stark and moving detail, John Steinbeck depicts the lives of ordinary people striving to preserve their humanity in the face of social and economic desperation.  When the Joads lose their tenant farm in Oklahoma, they join thousands of others, traveling the narrow concrete highways toward California and the dream of a piece of land to call their own. Each night on the road, they and their fellow migrants recreate society: leaders are chosen, unspoken codes of privacy and generosity evolve, and lust, violence, and murderous rage erupt.



A portrait of the bitter conflict between the powerful and the powerless, of one 

man's fierce reaction to injustice, and of a woman's quiet, stoical strength, The Grapes of Wrath is a landmark of American literature, one that captures the horrors of the Great Depression as it probes into the very nature of equality and justice in America.

Quote #1:


Thomas interrupted him. “Yes, I been thinkin’ too.” He swung around and faced them. “I’ve got some things to tell you. I been paying you thirty cents an hour – that right?”


“Why, sure, Mr. Thomas – but – ”


“And I been getting thirty cents’ worth of work.” His heavy hard hands clasped each other.


“We try to give a good day of work.”


“Well, this morning you’re getting twenty-five cents an hour, and you take it or leave it.” The redness of his face deepened with anger.


Timothy said, “We’ve give you good work. You said so yourself.”


“I know it. But it seems like I ain’t hiring my own men any more.”  He swallowed. “Look,” he said. “I got sixty-five acres here. Did you ever hear of the Farmers’ Association?”


“Why, sure.”


Well, I belong to it. We had a meeting last night.  Now, do you know who runs the Farmers’ Association? I’ll tell you. The Bank of the West.  That bank owns most of this valley, and it’s got paper on everything it don’t own. So last night the member from the bank told me, he said, ‘You’re paying thirty cents an hour. You’d better cut it down to twenty-five.’ I said, ‘I’ve got good men. They’re worth thirty.’ And he says, ‘It isn’t that,’ he says. ‘The wage is twenty-five now. If you pay thirty, it’ll only cause unrest. And by the way,’ he says, ‘you going to need the usual amount for a crop loan next year?’” Thomas stopped. His breath was panting through his lips. “You see? The rate is twenty-five cents – and like it.”


“We done good work,” Thomas said helplessly.


“Ain’t you got it yet? Mr. bank hires two thousand men an’ I hire three. I’ve got paper to meet. Now if you can figure some way out, I’ll take it! They got me.


…


“Timothy looked at the ground. “I’ll work,” he said.


“Me too,” said Wilkie.


Tom said, “Seems like I walked into somepin. Sure, I’ll work. I got to work.”
 

1.) Why does the employer cut wages from $0.30 to $0.25?

2.) What does the Bank have to do with this one simple farmer with three employees? (If you want more insight into Steinbeck’s understanding or depiction of ‘the Bank’ then read the first few pages of Chapter 5 in the Grapes of Wrath. This is one of my favorite chapters in the book.)
3.) Is it important that we recognize that the context of Steinbeck’s criticism is the Depression Era? Does this mean that his message is relevant only during the social situation of the 40’s, or does it apply today as well?

4.) Is there anything within the current economic structure that will keep what happened in California from ever happening today or in the future? 

5.) Why are Tom, Timothy and Wilkie willing to accept such a drastic cut in pay (16.6% decrease in one day)?

Living Wage?


In 1994 a grassroots movement among labor unions and church groups started a campaign for what they called a ‘living wage’ in Baltimore, Maryland. People were beginning to notice that many of those coming into the local soup kitchens to receive meals had full time jobs, but because they were making minimum wage, they continued to live in poverty. They began arguing for a living wage, assuming that anyone working a full time job should make enough money to cover necessary living expenses.
 The ordinance that was passed in Baltimore required contractors who do business with the local government to pay their workers a living wage (which increases as the cost of living increases). Since the success in Baltimore, numerous cities have attempted the same thing. By 2002, living wage laws had been enacted in 83 cities
 and by 2005 in 10 of the nations 20 largest cities.

The most striking piece of evidence in favor of the living wage movement is the inadequacy of the current national minimum wage. In their book The Living Wage: Building a Fair Economy, Robert Pollin and Stephanie Luce show that in 1997, immediately after the minimum wage increase, families of three supported by a minimum wage full time employee remained below the poverty line by 19%. They showed that the minimum wage needed to be 37% higher to bring a family of four out of poverty.
 Many families continue to live in poverty despite having full time minimum wage paying jobs. 

1.) How is it that workers accept wages, just as the Joads do in The Grapes of Wrath, that are too low to support the cost of living?

2.) Why do employers pay their employees wages that are too low to sustain their cost of living?

3.) Where does the root of this problem lie? In Capitalism? In poor moral choices by individuals? Lack of education? Over population?

4.) How could a living wage law potentially help families living in poverty?

Criticism:

At first the fight for living wages seems straightforward and obvious, but the campaign for living wages has not gone uncontested. Many economists and businesses are speaking out about the potential damaging effects of a living wage. This has sparked a widespread debate over the best path to reducing poverty in America:

“If you tax something, you will discourage the consumption of it. A minimum wage is a tax on low-paid labor. Employers respond by replacing employees with machines or moving to low- wage countries. Even the providers of service jobs, like hotel owners, who can not move their workplaces, respond in ways that will hurt low-wage employees. They may raise prices (lowering occupancy), demand more work for the higher pay or close.”

Many people who earn the minimum wage do so only for a short time. Improving the training of a low-paid worker, thus increasing the employee's value, is the only lasting way to help workers living in poverty.”

Philip Bowles, San Francisco 

1. Is this critic right, do minimum wage laws (and consequently living wage laws) actually increase unemployment? How and why?


2. If a company is forced, by law, to pay its employees $8.50 a month rather than their normal $6.00, what actions will this force the company to take? 

3. Critics argue that a living wage will force employers to stop hiring and possibly pressure businesses (especially small businesses) to move outside of the cities that have living wage laws. Will this be the natural consequence of a living wage law, and will it happen in cities that pass one? Is there any way to counteract this downfall?


4. Would a living wage be more dangerous than a national minimum wage?


5. What are the benefits of local living wages over an increase in the national minimum wage?

Quote #2 (We apologize for the language in this quote from The Grapes of Wrath. This passage was central to the book and it is very helpful for this reflection. I also wanted to be faithful to the actual text and not change the quote. Make sure your program will not respond negatively to the language and not hear the message before you choose to use this quote. If you want to change the quote to be more appropriate so that you can use it that will be great.)

“Tom stepped clear of the ditch and wiped the sweat out of his eyes. “You hear what the paper said ‘bout agitators up north a Bakersfiel’?”


“Sure,” said Wilkie. “They do that all a time.”


“Well, I was there. They wasn’t no agitators. What they call reds. What the hell is these reds anyways?”


Timothy scraped a little hill level in the bottom of the ditch. The sun made his white bristle beard shine. “They’s a lot a fellas wanta know what reds is.” He laughed. “One of our boys foun’ out.” He patted the piled earth gently with his shovel. “Fella named Hines – got ‘bout thirty thousan’ acres, peaches, and grapes – got a cannery an’ a winery. Well, he’s all a time talkin’ about ‘them goddamn reds.’ ‘Goddam reds is drivin’ the country to ruin,’ he says, an’ ‘We got to drive these here red bastards out.’ Well, they were a young fella jus’ come out west here, an’ he’s listenin’ one day. He kinda scratched his head an’ he says, ‘Mr. Hines, I ain’t been here long. What is these goddamn reds?’ Well, sir, Hines says, ‘A red is any son-of-a-bitch that wants thirty cents an hour when we’re payin’ twenty-five!’Well, this young fella he thinks about her, an’ he scratches his head, an’ he says, ‘Well, Jesus, Mr. Hines. I ain’t a son-of-a-bitch, but if that’s what a red is – why, I want thirty cents an hour. Ever’body does. Hell, Mr. Hines, we’re all reds.’” Timothy drove his shovel along the ditch bottom and the solid earth shone where the shovel cut it.


Tom laughed. “Me too, I guess.” His pick arced up and drove down, and the earth cracked under it.


Some critics continue to attack minimum wage and living wage laws are steps towards socialism. They say that these steps will destroy capitalism and disrupt the free market available in America. The consequence of these laws will only be the loss of jobs as business go running outside of big cities, even outside of America, and increased spending by the government on welfare and combating unemployment.

1.) How are these criticisms fair? How are they unfounded? Does a living wage approach socialism? (No matter what way your group leans, make sure they answer both sides of the question. I think that there is something to be said on both sides of the living wage debate, and both voices need to be heard.)

2.) Is socialism rightly feared? What are its dangers and what are its possibilities? (This is a HUGE question and may be too big to tackle. If you do not want to address it, it is not central to this reflection.)

3.) Will a living wage law simply “employ fewer people at artificially higher wage rates” causing unemployment to rise among “lower-skilled workers, younger and inexperienced workers and workers from minority groups”?

4.) In the final analysis, what are the positives and negatives of a living wage?

· If you would like to see research on the effects of the Living Wage law on cities that have passed one check out these two websites, both of which come to very different conclusions:

 http://www.epionline.org/
http://www.acorn.org/
“Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there. Wherever they’s a cop beatin’ up a guy, I’ll be there. If Casy knowed, why, I’ll be in the way guys yell when they’re mad an’—I’ll be in the way kids laugh when they’re hungry n’ they know supper’s ready. An’ when our folks eat the stuff they raise an’ live in the houses they build—why, I’ll be there. See? God, I’m talkin’ like Casy. Comes of thinkin’ about him so much. Seems like I can see him sometimes.”

- Tom Joad, The Grapes of Wrath
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