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Abstract 
 
This paper examines the ideas about labor unions found in William Stanley Jevons's works. We 
focus on the collaborative role Jevons envisioned for these organizations as part of a broader 
cooperative vision between workers and capitalists. Even though Jevons was not a supporter of 
labor unions and regarded them as monopolies with limited power to increase wages, on the one 
hand, and with great potential for generating dead losses of wages due strikes, on the other, he 
did not consider indispensable their elimination as long as they were guided to co-operate with 
business. This study concludes that there is more than one form of co-operation in Jevons’s 
thought. One explicit, from capitalist to workers, via profit sharing, and a second one, implicit, 
through the collaboration of workers to capitalists via their participation in labor organizations 
different than traditional labor unions. A major implication of this scheme is that both forms of 
co-operation have to be present for it to be beneficial for both classes. The latter, however, 
would not ensure that they are equally beneficiated. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 “To ask the workmen to lay aside their unions is equivalent to telling the largest capitalist to 
forego the advantages of its wealth…” 

W. Macdonald1 
 

William Stanley Jevons’s views on labor unions are not as well known as his ideas on 

other subjects. His perspective about labor unions is mainly found in his Primer of Political 

Economy (1878); The State in Relation to Labor (1882); Methods of Social Reform (posthumous 

1883); and in some of his lectures.2 The index of his Principles of Economics (posthumous 

1905), which he did not finish due his death in 1882, suggests Jevons had planned to work 

further his ideas about unions and related topics. 

Jevons’s ideas about unions reveal he was not persuaded by the way such organizations 

conducted workers in their attempt to improve their living conditions. His disagreement with 

unions’ ways and with the spread of negative ideas about masters can be seen in the content of 

his works and also, in some way, in his rejection of the labor theory of value as explained in 

Section I. In this connection, a major aspect associated to classical political economy (e.g., David 

Ricardo’s) and the labor theory of value was the dangerous consequences3 associated to the 

revelation of the source of profit found in unpaid labor. Ricardian Socialists, for instance, 

misused ideas related to that theory establishing that the whole product of labor belonged to 

workers.4 

While strikes and turmoil became common by 1800 in the U.K., the workers’ movement 

had also been strengthening. Labor unions and the workers’ movement in general were 
                                                

1. Fragment of letter from W. Macdonald, a housepainter member of a union in Manchester, to the editor of 
the Manchester City News, 27 October 1866. Reprinted in Black 1977, Papers and Correspondences (P&C), III: 
132-36.  

2. At universities, or when directly addressing labor unions. See Jevons 1875-1876. Edited by Black and 
Konekamp 1977, P&C, VI. 

3. Tsoulfidis 2009. 
4. Thompson 1827. 
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associated to a potential threat to political and economic liberties5 and as a reflection of the class 

conflict acknowledged in classical political economy, such as the one developed by Ricardo. 

It is important to remember that Jevons was an authentic examiner of his natural6 and 

social environment. He repudiated slavery and believed that capitalism was good for the progress 

of society. He believed that generating appropriate conditions for capitalists was critical for they 

had the resources and the ability to take the system to an advanced and prospered level.  For this 

reason, he considered that having a harmonious system, in terms of co-operation, from which all 

classes could benefit, was a priority.  

Jevons disagreed with what he saw as a form of instability generated by unions’ strikes. 

However, it is also important to note that he did not completely reject the existence of unions. 

According to him, labor unions could be guided to coexist with businesses. He suggested a 

cooperative role between workers and capitalists. He not only envisioned a harmonious 

coexistence, but he was keen for the possibility of co-operation between capitalist and workers in 

a way that allowed workers to enjoy the increase in profits that capitalists obtain when 

productivity rises.  

The purpose of this paper is to analyze Jevons’s ideas about labor unions and to examine 

his notion of co-operation. The research hypothesis here is that the notion of co-operation in 

Jevons’s is two fold and refers not only to the industrial partnerships he explicitly mentioned in 

his works. There is a second form of co-operation, which is implicit, and that precedes the latter. 

It is the co-operation from workers to capitalists via workers’ organizations different of labor 

unions, which are less politically powerful than the latter. 

                                                
5. See, for instance, the anonymous “Article on Jevons’s Owens College Speech.” Manchester Examiner 

and Times, 13 October 1866, 6. In Jevons’s Critical responses. Vol. II Edited by Peart 2003, 3-6. 
6. Besides economics, he studied natural sciences and statistics. Methods of research that he introduced into 

economics were adapted from the latter. See Maas 2010. 
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In this paper we elucidate both forms of co-operation as well as the implications from the 

point of view of the two classes involved. The paper is divided into four sections. In the first one, 

we show why Richard Whately and Nassau William Senior are major predecessors of Jevons’s 

ideas about labor unions and co-operation. In the second section, we analyze Jevons’s own views 

and policy suggestions about labor unions as well as the meaning of his notion of co-operation. 

In the third section, we suggest a diagrammatic explanation of Jevons’s views about labor’s and 

capital’s interests and the notion of co-operation. The fourth section presents the concluding 

remarks.  

 
I. Whately and Senior as predecessors of Jevons’s ideas about wages, labor unions, and co-

operation 

From the point of view of the economists who believed the purpose of the marginalist 

revolution was to develop an exchange theory of value,7 the psychological features related to 

individuals’ utility are determinant over value only indirectly, that is, when affecting exchange 

(the main determinant of value from this perspective).8 

It is well known that Richard Whately and Nassau William Senior, as well as other 

contemporary economists, contested classical political economy and offered alternative points of 

view in the study of economic problems. It has been suggested9 that Whately and Senior were 

the primary sources for Jevons’s theoretical system including the exchange theory of value. In 

this section, we discuss how their influence on Jevons is also reflected in Jevons’s ideas about 

wage determination and mainly in his ideas about the role of labor unions. We conclude that 

                                                
7. Some of these economists were Schumpeter 1912, Kirzner 1960, and Hicks 1976. In Fonseca 2012. 
8. As opposed to those with a psychological interpretation of that theory based on utility (e.g., Myrdal, 

1929; Heimann, 1945; Dobb, 1973. Ibid). 
9. Ibid. 
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these three authors had a limited view of workers’ agency regarding the determination of wages 

and, therefore, about the importance of workers’ participation on labor unions.  

1. Whately and the indivisible interrelation between workers and masters: a preamble to 

co-operation 

 
Jevons knew Whately’s work since his childhood. He acknowledged, for example, that 

his mother read to him Whately’s Easy Lessons on Money Matters (1853).10 This work included 

lessons about value, wages, capital, labor unions, among others.  

One of the most noticeable aspects found in these lessons is the explanation of the source 

of value and of the determination of wages. Whately established, first of all, that in order for an 

object to have value, it should be desirable (which is related to utility), scarce, and transferable 

(or exchangeable).  

Even though Whately acknowledged that people had to labor in order to obtain those 

objects, he did not grant labor a relevant place as a determinant of value. In his Essay Lessons, 

and also in his lectures11 it is possible to see how he, just as Senior and Jevons, rejected 

Ricardo’s labor theory of value. Whately acknowledged that labor was necessary to obtain the 

objects of desire and exchange, but this, he said, made economists (e.g., Ricardo) consider that 

labor made objects valuable. For him, this was “quite a mistake.” He argued that it is not because 

a great quantity of labor is invested in the production of objects that they can be sold for a high 

price, but rather that such high price signals that the object is valuable.12 

Whately’s -and also Senior’s- conception of value less centered on labor than Ricardo’s 

is similar to Jevons’s own development of a theory of value as suggested by the secondary role 

                                                
10. Whately  1853 , 24.                                                                                                                     
11. For example, Lecture IX in his Introductory Lectures on Political Economy, 1831. 
12. Whately 1853, 24. 
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he conceded to labor. This and the less attention paid to classes and their relationship under 

production13 indirectly undermined the importance of workers’ agency and of their organization 

for the determination of wages. If it was acknowledged the importance of labor as a major source 

of value, it could suggest that workers were entitled to a substantive part of the product of that 

labor.14 Being aware of this, workers could feel encouraged to bargain for higher wages.  

Yet, for Whately, “the rate of wages does not depend on the hardness of the labour but on 

the value of the work done.”15 What was relevant for him was the supply and demand of workers 

in a particular trade. If the supply of workers were low, their wages would tend to be high 

compared to those workers whose supply is more abundant. For this reason, the price of food 

could not determine the value of wages either. Scarcity was what mattered so that even though 

provisions were cheap, the limited supply of a particular type of workers (a very educated or 

talented one, a “natural genius,” or those on risky jobs16) would make their wages higher with 

respect other workers since employers would have to bid for them.  

According to Whately slavery was not convenient for laborers because it would not allow 

them to properly bargain their compensation. Capitalism was a much better setting because it 

allowed everybody to be free and to bargain. “Bargain” here, however, meant that, individually, 

workers could negotiate with employers. In other words, unions were not encouraged since their 

intervention could end up having similar effects as when wages are fixed too high or too low by 

the government, a situation that he greatly discouraged as well.17  

                                                
13. See also Meek (in Black et al 1973). He argues that “the primary focus of attention in the theory of 

value was shifted from the relations between men as producers to the relations between men and goods." 
14. As it happened with Ricardians Socialists. 
15. Whately 1853, 34-35. 
16. Ibid., 36. 
17. Whately 1853, 39-40. Fixing wages too high for some workers would make that other workers that 

worked at a lower rate be out of work and production would be less than what it could be. In contrast, a wage fixed 
too low would encourage workers to work for masters that could avoid the law by paying them more.  
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Since bargaining wages collectively was as fixing wages, Whately considered harmful 

their existence and procedures. Indeed, when referring to combinations, he expressed that “ ... 

more hurtful and much more frequent is the interference from ... men who are not lawful 

governors and have no legal authority to combine together to control their neighbours and to 

dictate to each man what wages he shall pay or receive and how he shall dispose of his 

property.”18 Combinations and unions were an affront against the harmonious atmosphere that is 

desirable for the progress of the system.  

Agitators, also known as “committee men,”19 envious of the high wages of other workers 

were the leaders of those belonging to unions. They, he argued, could be cruel to both “masters” 

and even their fellow workmen: 

Most of the people of this kingdom reckon themselves freemen and boast of their liberty 

and profess to be ready to fight and to die rather than submit to slavery. […] And yet 

many of these people choose to subject themselves to a tyranny more arbitrary and more 

cruel than that of the worst Government in the world.  

They submit to be ruled by tyrants who do not allow them to choose how they shall 

employ their time or their skill or their strength. Their tyrant dictates to them what 

masters they shall work for, what work they shall do, what machines they shall use, and 

what wages they shall earn. Sometimes these tyrants order them not to earn more than a 

certain amount; sometimes not to earn less; and sometimes to refuse all work, and see 

their families starve. They are heavily taxed for the support of their tyrants; and if they 

disobey, they are punished without trial by cruel beatings, by having their limbs broken, 

                                                
18. Whately 1853, 93. 
19. Ibid., 98. 
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or their eyes put out with vitriol, and by death. These unhappy persons are those who 

have anything to do with Trades-unions and Combinations. 20 

 
Whately’s discomfort with unions is related to the rules those organizations imposed on 

their members, which he perceived as tyranny. It was a list of restrictions that limited workers 

individual actions and personal freedom. For instance, he argued that each member was required 

to obey the dictates from the union’s committee; that they could not work with other workers that 

were not part of the combination, or could not work under a master that had refused to listen and 

follow their mandates; that wages could not be bargained individually with the master; and 

lastly, that the payment of weekly combination dues were mandatory for each worker.21  

Besides tyranny, Whately opposed unions and combinations’ interference in management 

decisions, such as the discharge of workers (even when they were idle, had committed robbery, 

or gotten drunk) or the selection of the type of machinery to use22 in production, and others. He 

argued against what he saw as the punishments to which masters were put through with strikes, 

and even murder in some cases.23  

Whately argued that because of the lack of food and other unfulfilled needs during 

prolonged strikes, and the possibility of physical punishment or even death due disobedience, 

even the slaves in the U.S. were in much better conditions than those belonging to trade-unions.24 

Members of the unions were, in his view, the “slaves” of the combination or union committee.  

                                                
20. Ibid., 95-96. 
21. Ibid. Also, Senior 1865, 118-9. Senior concurred with the last three rules identified by Whately and also 

identified four purposes that combinations generally attain: to reduce masters’ control over workers; to eliminate 
wages differences based on skills, diligence and others, for workers of the same type; and to prevent the fall of 
wages.  

22. Whately acknowledged that machinery could put workmen out of work, but considered it as a temporal 
situation since the same innovation would make other jobs necessary.  

23. Whately 1853, 96. 
24. Ibid., 100. 
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Another idea that suggests Whately as Jevons’s predecessor of his views about unions is 

the opinion that strikes that are unsuccessful are harmful, but that those that are “successful” are 

even more harmful for their consequences last longer. For instance, Whately explained that the 

wages of natural geniuses, or of those well educated could be higher than those of average 

workers. Yet, because of the interference of unions, these wages were also reduced to everyone 

else’s level. The latter discourage productivity and brought unprofitability, as well as trades’ 

ruin,25 and the emigration of masters to the U.S. and other places that could bring other social 

consequences, such as unemployment and the increase of beggars.  

Because of those negative consequences, Whately regarded those involved with unions as 

oppressors of their own class.26 In his own words, 

In short, all the oppressions, which the poorer classes have ever suffered from the 

rich, in the worst governed countries, are not so bad as what the poor often inflict on 

one another. […] the tyrants whom the labouring classes set over themselves are still 

more selfish and cruel, more ignorant, and more mischievous.27 

Yet, Whately expressed hope that eventually workers would resist combinations and unions, 

It is some comfort to reflect that the people have it in their own power to remedy the 

worst evils which they are liable to. Whenever they come to understand their own true 

interests they will agree to resist all illegal Combinations. […] They will do their utmost 

to secure for themselves and all their countrymen, true liberty; that is, that every man 

                                                
25. Whately 1853, 102. He exemplifies by using the case of shipbuilding in Ireland. “Dublin for instance 

was once a great place for ship building. Now no ships are built and scarcely any even repaired there because the 
shipwrights union has driven away to Liverpool or to London all the master shipbuilders whom it has not ruined.”  

26. Jevons also raised this point. See Section II.  
27. Whately 1853, 104. 
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should be left free to dispose of his own property, his own time, and strength, and skill, in 

whatever way he himself may think fit, provided he does no wrong to his neighbours.28  

Resisting combinations and unions was crucial for Whately given that, similar to Senior 

and Jevons as seen below, he considered indispensable to offer a harmonious atmosphere to 

capitalists and their businesses. Nevertheless, for Whately, not only capitalists, but also the rich 

in general, were relevant to the system because others could invest their money also.  

Even though rich persons could spend their money on themselves, they decided, freely, to 

save and lend money so that others could invest it. According to Whately, this allowed the 

creation of more jobs and the increase of wealth29. The idea was that even if the rich did not 

intend it, they could not avoid benefitting others.30 Bringing peace by resisting the chaos brought 

by strikes and similar actions by unions, then, was vital for the harmonious atmosphere rich 

people and businesses required. As seen below, similar ideas were present in Senior, who 

considered the duty of the State to guarantee masters’ property as well as that of workers’ as 

expressed in their strength and skills.31 

In connection to this, it is possible that Whately also preceded the ideas about “co-

operation” promoted later by Jevons. He considered there was an undeniable interdependence 

between workers and masters, which he expresses through the fable of the stomach and the 

limbs,32 

Once on a time, says the Fable, all the other members of the body began to murmur 

against the Stomach, for employing the labours of all the rest, and consuming all that 
                                                

28. Ibid. 
29. Ibid., 65. 
30. Ibid., 52. 
31. Senior 1865, 121. Senior also proposed an “abstinence theory,” according to which since capitalists 

abstained to spend money in order to invest in production, the return to capital for that investment, should be 
included as part of the costs of production. He did not believe in the labor theory of value either as explained below. 

32. An Aesop’s Fable titled the Belly and the Members, which perhaps Whately knew in the context of co-
operation from the writings by Paul de Tarse. 
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they helped to provide without doing anything in return. So they all agreed to strike 

work and refused to wait upon this idle Stomach any longer. The feet refused to carry 

it about; the hands resolved to put no food into the mouth for it; the nose refused to 

smell for it and the eyes to look out in its service; and the ears declared they would 

not even listen to the dinner bell; and so of all the rest. But after the Stomach had been 

left empty for some time, all the members began to suffer. The legs and arms grew 

feeble; the eyes became dim, and all the body languid and exhausted. 

‘Oh foolish members,’ said the Stomach, you now perceive that what you used to supply 

to me’ was in reality supplied to yourselves. I did not consume for myself the food that 

was put into me; but digested it, and prepared it for being changed into blood, which was 

sent through various channels as a supply for each of you. If you are occupied in feeding 

me, it is by me in turn, that the blood, vessels which nourish you, are fed.’33   

In other words, if masters benefit, workers and society overall benefit.  Capital and labor 

complement each other and conflict had no reason to exist.34 Indeed, Whately promoted the idea 

that if profits were high, wages did not have to be necessarily reduced because the good or bad 

outcome for workers and masters would depend only on the good or bad circumstances of the 

business.35  

In spite of the complementarity between labor and capital found in Whately’s ideas, it is 

possible to see that the priority was given to capital when it came to consider what brought the 

prosperity of the system, including labor. Without capital, Whately established, labor hardly 

                                                
33. Whately 1853, 51. 
34. See Diagram 2 below.  
35. Whately 1853, 61. 
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would be carried on. He saw capital as more relevant than labor to generate profit and the 

investment that would allow the creation of more jobs.36  

Finally, for Whately and also Jevons as seen later, prudence in terms of savings should be 

encouraged among workers, not only capitalists. The latter is of importance because it 

complements his view of the generation of a harmonious atmosphere for capitalists. Workers 

could not blame others (e.g., capitalists) about a difficult economic situations if they had not 

been prudent enough to save during times of economic abundance.   

Whately’s view about the interdependence of labor and capital and his search of a 

harmonious atmosphere for business, as well as his negative conclusions about labor unions to 

achieve such harmony suggest him as an important predecessor regarding Jevons’s ideas on 

labor unions and his notions of co-operation. 

2. Senior: laws on combinations and strikes and their modification for co-operation 

Unlike Whately and Jevons, Senior believed in a wage fund theory. He established that 

there was a fund, established in advanced, that constituted workers’ compensation for work 

during the current period. From the new production, it would have to be subtracted a similar 

amount for the maintenance of workers for the next period and so forth.37  

For Jevons, the wage fund theory was a mistake. As Whately,38 he conferred more 

importance to scarcity and to the supply and demand of labor. Moreover, his studies allowed him 

to arrive to the conclusion that workers are paid according to their marginal productivity, which 

                                                
36. Ibid., 58-59. 
37. Senior considered the amount of capital that could be converted into wages a fixed magnitude.  This 

fixed amount suggested that there was no reason for workers to organize and bargain for higher wages since an 
increase of wages for some workers, would happen at the expense of others. Marx’s analysis of the “So-called Labor 
Fund” explained the latter as “apologetic purposes” and clarified the elastic nature of capital including the one 
devoted to the payment of workers. Unions were, therefore, justified from Marx’s point of view. Marx 1867, 758-
761. 

38. See also White 2004, 315. 
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as seen later, is part of a larger conception about labor developed in his Theory of Political 

Economy (1871).39  

Even though Jevons did not believe in the wage fund theory, the conclusion to which he 

arrived in the Theory -that workers should not expect more wages than the value of its marginal 

product- was similar to Senior’s regarding the implications for workers, namely, that workers 

had no agency regarding the improvement of their wages. For this reason, despite of the 

difference between Senior and Jevons about the determination of wages, their ideas in terms of 

labor unions were closely related. 

Senior’s experience on public policy was significant. It is well known he collaborated in 

the revision of the Poor Laws and of Laws on Combinations and Strikes in 1830. A decade later, 

from his revision of the combination laws in 1841, it is possible to note Senior’s conviction that 

these laws and its modifications were still ineffective40 for no progress had been made in 

implementing the recommendations of a previous commission of the House of Commons. 

For instance, freedom could not be secured for workers according to him. This meant that 

workers could not independently decide whether to be part of a union or not, or decide for which 

master to work, or for which wage to bargain. Senior linked this to combinations since they had 

extended all over the U.K. and were difficult to control in his view. 

Just as Whately, Senior was not persuaded by the way labor unions operated. He believed 

that instead of reaching one of their main goals (higher wages), they only contributed to their 

deterioration as well as the deterioration of the conditions of those engaged in combinations and 

even of those that were not directly engaged with them.  

                                                
39. Jevons 1965 [1871]. 
40. Senior 1865, 163. 
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In this sense, Senior detected a sort of inequality produced by combinations and unions, 

at least not explicitly seen in Whately and Jevons. Given that unions concentrated those in skilled 

trades, unskilled workers, with no representation, tended to be involuntarily affected by strikes 

and the resultant consequences of the process (e.g., loss of wages).41  

According to Senior, intimidation, physical and moral punishments, the destruction of 

manufactures, and others were part of the situation experienced during those days,42 which he 

considered a reflection of the loss of the ruling power by the State.43  

In his report about the inquiry of the condition of handloom weavers in 1841, similar to 

Whately, Senior expresses hope that the situation brought by combinations would eventually 

change.  “I still believe that the remedies suggested by us in 1831 would be useful, perhaps 

effectual. ... I still cherish the hope that a Home Secretary will be found wise enough and bold 

enough to grapple with this tremendous evil: and believe that he will find in this Essay useful 

suggestions.”44 However, it is important to consider that he was not referring only to 

combinations by workers, but also to lockouts by masters, which had become relevant during 

that time.45  

One important feature in Senior’s Law on Combinations is that it can be related to co-

operation of the type Jevons later suggested. Senior recommended relaxing the common law 

about combinations. The latter meant that not all agreements among workers or among 
                                                

41. See Bowley. 2003 [1937]. Bowley suggested that “Senior had laid his finger on one of the most 
important of the economic and social aspects of trade unionismin emphasizing the lack of solidarity of interests 
between different sections of the working classes,” 279.  

42. In Capital, Marx notes how “the manufacturers chose [Senior] as their prize-fighter, not only against 
the newly passed Factory Act [that he later supported] but against the Ten-hours’ Agitation which aimed to go 
beyond it.” The latter reflected Senior’s support to masters and his disapproval of workers efforts to try to reduce the 
working day to ten hours. According to him, the latter would eliminate the possibility of obtaining profits from 
industry. Marx, however, showed the latter did not have to be the case. Marx 1867, 333-37. In the Addenda of Part 
III of his Theories of Surplus Value, Marx also gives an interpretation of Senior’s argument against the shortening of 
the working day. Marx 1969. 

43. Senior 1865, 157. 
44. Ibid., 117. 
45. Ibid., 167. 
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employers should be considered as conspiracies. He believed that both parties could make some 

type of arrangement and that it should not be considered always illegal. If this suggestion were to 

be ignored, the law would continue to oppress workers and masters according to him.46  

He also advised to extend punishment beyond of what the common law dictated for 

workers combinations and masters combinations that encourage strikes on other masters; to 

facilitate the identification of possible offenders; and to repay those that had any loss while 

opposing combinations of any type since they have acted as “martyrs in the cause of liberty” 

bringing benefits to the community.47  

Behind these suggestions was the idea that freedom from combinations would be brought 

to workers so that they could independently decide how to improve their own individual 

condition, which would beneficiate society48 because the industry, skill, capital, and manufacture 

superiority would be guaranteed.49 In relation to this, as mentioned above, Senior considered the 

government’s duty to protect the right to property (including workers’ property regarding their 

ability to work and the decision on how to do it). He wrote, “We believe, in short, that in this, as 

in almost every other matter, the duty of the government is simply to keep peace, to protect all its 

subjects from the violence and fraud and malice of one another, and, having done so, to leave 

them to pursue what they believe to be their interests in the way which they deem advisable.”50 

Senior’s idea about government’s duty to protect property rights, his suggestion of the 

modification of the common law so that not all agreements between masters or workers could be 

condemned as conspiracies,51 as well as his suggestion of control over combinations and unions 

                                                
46. Ibid., 166-167. 
47. Ibid., 170-172.  
48. Ibid., 172. 
49. Ibid.,170. 
50. Ibid.,122.  
51. Senior also expressed awareness about other kind of (indirect) collaboration between workers and 

masters. Due competition, some masters wanted other masters to pay higher wages so that the others would have 
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suggest him as another predecessor of Jevons’s ideas regarding the importance of a harmonious 

environment for business through co-operation.  

To conclude this section, we note that in spite of the differences regarding the 

determination of wages between Whately, Senior, and Jevons, they had in common the rejection 

of workers’ agency via collective bargaining as a determinant feature for the formation of wages. 

The type of workers’ agency portrayed in their works is limited to workers’ individual decisions 

on whether to be part of a union or not, or for whom to work, and so forth; yet workers’ capacity 

to make decisions about their own compensation via collective bargaining with the help of labor 

unions was not relevant in their view. 

These authors saw labor unions as dispensable forms of organization and, because of the 

mechanisms to bargain (e.g., strikes), as potential obstacles for the progress of the economic and 

social system. A harmonious and collaborative relationship between workers and capitalists was 

the actual form of organization to support if progress was to be attained according to them. 

Senior and Whately, then, are important predecessors regarding the idea of co-operation between 

workers and capitalists developed later by Jevons. 

 
II. Jevons on labor and the role of labor unions and co-operation   

Throughout Jevons’s work, it is possible to note a concern about the material conditions 

of workers.52 Jevons, however, believed that workers could not improve their fate by their own, 

by demanding higher wages through unions and strikes, for example. The solution he proposed 

                                                                                                                                                       
higher costs. “He sympathizes with his workmen in their indignation against knobsticks, and is not very anxious to 
resist a strike that is not directed against himself.” Ibid,159. This is illustrated with cases in which masters had been 
the actual instigators of strikes in order to affect their rivals, which even though not many, were still relevant enough 
to call Senior’s attention, 161. 

52. See Peart 1996, 142. 
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was the support of capitalists and rich people since they had the resources and abilities that could 

facilitate the improvement of the whole system. 

It is possible to consider that Jevons aimed at the protection of the capitalist system for he 

believed capitalists could lead to an improved state of society.53 For Jevons, it was clear that 

capitalists were the ones who invested their own means, developed the mental work 

indispensable to have a successful process of production, and were those who suffered stress, 

anxiety, and even got into trouble when workers refused to work.  

In Jevons’s view, one way of furthering protection for the system was that workers 

should not try to improve their own economic situation by demanding higher wages with the 

help of unions. This had the implication of undermining the relevance of workers’ struggle and 

agency while aiming to improve their material conditions. However, this is not to say that Jevons 

wanted to diminish the importance previously conceded to class conflict in classical political 

economy, but that even though he acknowledged it, he considered it mainly the result of 

workers’ lack of understanding about how the system worked. Workers did not understand, 

according to him, that capitalists had to be supported because if they succeeded, the rest of 

society would do it as well. He also believed there was no solution to the conflict between 

workers and masters because, again, it was the result of a misunderstanding, mainly by 

workers.54  

In this section, we introduce first of all, Jevons’s theoretical ideas about labor. Here it is 

possible to observe the less relevant role conceded to labor as a determinant of value than the one 
                                                

53. As mentioned in the previous section, Whately had similar views. He established, for instance, that “the 
welfare of any country and especially of the labouring classes depends greatly on the abundance of capital; and 
when capitalists are able to establish great manufactories such as the cotton mills in Lancashire, each of them gives 
employment to many hundreds of families” Whately  1853 , 96.               

54. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 74-9. Jevons says, “Any real amelioration [related to this conflict] 
... will mainly consist in great progress of intelligence on the part of the men.” See Peart 2000. Peart points out 
“Jevons's belief that, especially among the uneducated labouring classes, economic decisions might persistently be 
incorrect,” 177.  



 
 

17 

allotted by classical political economists (e.g., Ricardo). In the second part, we present Jevons’s 

views about labor unions and his opinion of the use of strikes as a counterproductive way of 

pursuing wage improvements.  

 
1. Labor as an important element of production; capital as an indispensable one 

For Jevons, the “knowledge of the whole science” of political economy requires the 

comprehension of specific notions such as value, labor, capital, and others. In his Theory, Jevons 

claims to investigate the conditions and relations of such notions. One of his first propositions is 

regarding the determination of value.  

Classical political economists, such as Ricardo, had studied the relevance of labor in the 

determination of value. However, for Jevons, labor was only in certain cases, an indirect 

determinant of value (a determinant circumstance) when by affecting the supply of a commodity, 

generated variations in its degree of utility. In a well-known piece of his Theory, Jevons 

explained, 

Repeated reflection and inquiry have led me to the somewhat novel opinion, 

that value depends entirely upon utility. Prevailing opinions make labour rather than 

utility the origin of value; and there are even those who distinctly assert that labour is the 

cause of value. I show, on the contrary, that we have only to trace out carefully the 

natural laws of the variation of utility, as depending upon the quantity of commodity in 

our possession, in order to arrive at a satisfactory theory of exchange, of which the 

ordinary laws of supply and demand are a necessary consequence.55  

The importance of labor in terms of value is secondary and conditional on how it may 

                                                
55. Jevons 1871, 1-2.  
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affect the level of utility in Jevons’s view.56 The idea that labor had a relevant role in the system 

was true for Jevons only insofar as it was the “beginning of the process treated by economists, as 

consumption is the end and purpose.”57 The attention is directed towards consumption because it 

is through it that more utility and pleasure can be experienced.58    

In Jevons’s analysis of labor, it appears as if it is possible for workers to decide the 

amount of time they want to work. Labor is “painful,” which implies a disutility or negative 

utility; “it is a painful exertion of mind or body undergone … with a view to a future good.”59 

For that reason, Jevons defines the problem of political economy as the satisfaction60 of “our 

wants with the least possible sum of labour” since as labor is prolonged, according to him, it 

becomes more disagreeable.61 Curiously, this is Something Jevons seemed to have experienced 

for himself. For instance, Thomas E. Jevons (TEJ) asks William Stanley Jevons (WSJ) several 

times to not overwork and tax his health due the consequences on Jevons’s health. 62 He tells 

him, “I was very sorry indeed to hear from your last letter that you have again been overworking 

yourself. Why are you not […] more careful of yourself and not pressure upon your strength?” 

(May 29th, 1876).63  

                                                
56. Jevons connects labor and value in the following chain: Cost of production determines supply. Supply 

determines final degree of utility. Final degree of utility determines value. Jevons 1871, 165. 
57. Jevons 1871, 167 (italics mine). 
58. See Antal 1985. Antal notes how the latter was related to the different starting point of analysis, 

consumption, in Jevons’ work, as opposed to production in classical political economy, 16. See also Schabas (2005), 
152. 

59. Jevons 1871, 168. 
60. See Bruni 2004, 36. See also Maas 2008.  
61. See also Spencer 2003, 505–6. 
62. TEJ Jevons Letters to WSJ Jevons. Letters of January 11th, 1873; March 10th, 1872; November 3rd, 

1872 ; August 31st, 1873. In the Seton Jevons family papers, 1780s-1930, Mss 0005, in the Monsignor William Noé 
Field Archives & Special Collections Center, Walsh Library, Seton Hall University. 

63. TEJ also tells WSJ “But I do beg of you, now that you have received […] your strength, not to trifle 
with it but preserve it carefully for the sake of your friends and true science.” September 12th, 1874. Also that “Your 
account of your own health is satisfactory. Though I shall like to hear that you're working well within your health 
and not up to it.” May 18th, 1975. See also letter of October 20th, 1878; May 30th, 1879. Ibid. 
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Portraying workers as if they are generally64 able to decide the amount of hours to be 

worked, allows emphasizing utility as the main determinant of value. Working is a bothersome 

activity, but as long as workers are free, they can decide upon the allocation of time devoted to it. 

Even if workers were to work long hours, they do it because they know they will obtain an 

equivalent pleasure from it and that they will stop as soon as “the pain becomes equal to the 

corresponding pleasure gained.”65  

This view of the relationship between work and wages -“[a]s long as he [the worker] 

gains, he labours, and when he ceases to gain, he ceases to labour”66- allowed Jevons to present a 

framework coherent with the preeminence given to utility in his Theory; however, it also 

undermined the relevance of power in social relations as suggested previously.  

Another implication of the theory of labor in Jevons is related to wages. Since workers 

will work until the pain of working is equal to the pleasure of the produce obtained, wages 

cannot increase more than a certain limit since in order to obtain greater wages, unbearable pain 

would have to be experienced. Jevons justifies this in the following way 

Agreeably to the theory of utility, already given, the curve shows that, the larger the 

wages earned, the less is the pleasure derived from a further increment. There will, of 

necessity, be some point … such that … the pleasure gained is exactly equal to the 

labour endured. Now, if we pass the least beyond this point, a balance of pain will 

result: there will be an ever-decreasing motive in favour of labour, and an ever increasing 

motive against it. It would be inconsistent with human nature for a man to 

work when the pain of work exceeds the desire of possession, including all the 

                                                
64. Jevons 1871, 182. 
65. Ibid., 176. After all, Jevons saw “the economic agent as an energetic system that optimizes pleasures 

and pains.” Maas 2009, 506. See also Morgan 2006, 1–27.  
66. Ibid., 177. Spencer also points out to the weakness of this point in Jevons’s theory of labor, Spencer 

2003, 508 (footnote 5). 
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motives for exertion.67 

 
Workers, then, are responsible for the wages they receive as compensation for their work. 

Demanding more wages, through labor unions makes no sense in this context because it is up to 

the workers to decide how long to labor and because there is a limit in terms of pleasure that 

neutralizes any wish of possession beyond the possibility imposed by the equalization of pains 

and pleasures. In addition, these ideas are complemented with Jevons’s reflection of the 

predisposition of race towards labor. He establishes that,  

Persons of an energetic disposition feel labour less painfully than their fellow-men, 

and, if they happen to be endowed with various and acute sensibilities, their desire of 

further acquisition never ceases. A man of lower race, a negro for instance, enjoys 

possession less, and loathes labour more; his exertions, therefore, soon stop. A poor 

savage would be content to gather the almost gratuitous fruits of nature, if they were 

sufficient to give sustenance; it is only physical want which drives him to exertion. 

The rich man in modern society is supplied apparently with all he can desire, and yet 

he often labours unceasingly for more.68 

 
The capitalist, the rich person, with a “superior” disposition towards work, not only 

“labors unceasingly for more” but also experiences the risk of investing his own resources for the 

sake of obtaining more and contribute to society.69 These persons were portrayed as leaders, and, 

therefore, their whole compensation or profit was to be, accordingly, superior than that of 

workers and landlords due all the trouble capitalists went through when developing a business 
                                                

67. Ibid., 173-4. See also Spencer 2003. Spencer argues that Jevons’s “theory of labor remains sensitive to 
variations in the nature and organization of work, and it is recognized that workers can acquire positive work 
motives under conditions where work is ‘interesting and stimulating’ to perform,” 506. 

68. Jevons 1871, 182-3. See Peart and Levy 2005, 15–31 and Peart and Levy 2003, 261–88. See also White 
1994. 

69. As also suggested by Whately as seen in Section I. 
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and making it succeed since it was for the benefit of everybody.  

In his Political Economy, Jevons explained that the “proper share” of the capitalist is 

interest, what is paid for the use of capital, but this, he makes clear, is “a good deal less than 

what actually remains in the hands of the capitalist.”70 This means that as part of their 

compensation, capitalists also obtain wages of superintendence since they work “with the head 

and pen” as managers in order to have a successful business. This generates income for them, 

workers, and landlords. The mental efforts by capitalist justify wages of superintendence that are 

usually high. 

Severe mental labour is really far more difficult and exhausting than manual labour; and 

in raising up a good business, and in carrying it through times of danger, a manager has 

to undergo great anxiety and mental fatigue. Thus, it is necessary that a successful 

manager should receive a considerable share of the produce, so as to make it worthwhile 

to give this labour.71 

Besides interest and the wages of the superintendence, for Jevons, capitalists are entitled 

to a “recompense for risk.” They are the ones that go under stress, fatigue and uncertainty to 

make the business succeed. Therefore, capitalists must have some stimulus for running a 

business into such stressful conditions. 

 There is always more or less uncertainty in trade, and even the most skillful and 

careful manager may lose money by circumstances over which he has no control. 

Sometimes, after building a factory, the demand for the goods he is going to produce 

falls off; sometimes the materials cannot be bought; … occasionally, too, the 

workmen are discontented, and refuse to work for such wages as the capitalist can 

                                                
70. Jevons 1881, 50. 
71. Ibid., 51. 
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afford to pay.72 

 
As seen above, Jevons shows a particular interest on providing a harmonious business 

environment because, after all, capitalists can manage businesses that generate income for the 

other classes. In Jevons’s view, then, the recompense for their enterprise “should be at least 

enough to make the profit of the successful business balance the losses of the unfortunate ones, 

so that on the average capitalist will get the interest of capital and the wages of the 

superintendence free from loss.”73 As suggested below, Jevons’s protective views towards 

business is also found in the way he conceives the ideal function of labor unions. 

2. Unions and their “selfish foolish mistake”: strikes 

“Why, then, did not the Professor protest against the ‘ignorance’ of many capitalists?” 
Fragment of anonymous response to one of Jevons’s Lectures, 1866.74 

 

Jevons refers to trade unions as a “society of men belonging to any one kind of trade who 

agree to act together as they are directed by their elected council, and who subscribe money to 

pay the expenses.”75 He identified three classes of purposes that unions pursue.76 First, to 

regulate wages; second, to regulate working hours; and, third, to act as benefit societies. Jevons 

had no complain about the last and even the second purpose, but he deeply disagreed with the 

first one.77 

In Chapter VII of his Political Economy, when discussing wages, Jevons mentioned that 

“there is no more a fair rate of wages than there is a fair price of cotton or iron” and that “It is all 

                                                
72. Ibid., 52.  
73. Ibid. 
74. The author refers to Jevons’s emphasis on strikes while ignoring lockouts during his lecture at Owens 

College. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, III: 129-31. 
75. Jevons 1881, 61. 
76. Jevons 1876, reprinted in Black 1977. 
77. Ibid. See his Lecture XII. 
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a matter of bargaining.”78 For the latter, he considered reasonable for workers to look for higher 

wages, but while doing that, they should not interfere with other workers’ right of making their 

own decisions on how to sell their labor, or on whether to join a union or not. Being able to make 

this decision individually and voluntarily while acting according to the law is what Jevons called 

the principle of the “freedom of labour”. A violation of this principle was for him an attempt to 

make other workers act against their will.   

Jevons rejected the unions’ purpose of influencing wages. However, part of the reason he 

was not completely opposed to their existence is that he considered them as a traditional form of 

organization in England for more than a thousand years. “Trade Unions, some think, are a new 

thing and a rising danger, but they are quite as old as England, and appeared at least 1,000 years 

ago.... A kind of union or co-operation is innate in Saxon nature…”79  

However, when it came to establishing unions’ role in society, Jevons set boundaries 

suggesting that they should be involved only in activities unrelated to wages. For instance, in 

Chapter VIII of his Political Economy, Jevons established that these organizations could play an 

important role for society if “well directed” as assurance societies. In this way, they could 

benefit workers providing money during illness, job losing, and others. Unions should be, then, 

in Jevons’s eyes, organizations that provide such benefits for workers. They should as well make 

sure that workers perform their activities in a proper and safe environment. Jevons recognized 

the relevance of labor unions in this sense, as long as they “occupy themselves in this way,” as 

                                                
78. Jevons 1881, 61. 
79. Lecture XII in Jevons, including footnote 5. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 68-73. In the same 

lecture, Jevons clarifies that it was until the Gladstone’s Trade Union Act of 1871 that unions were granted legal 
status. A complementary Act that prohibited coercion from worker to worker was passed at the same time. Reprinted 
in Black 1977, in the same volume of the correspondences, also explains that the second law criminalized even 
peace picketing, but that it was later substituted by the Conspiracy and Protection Property Act (1875) that 
eliminated that restriction, see footnote 5 in the lecture, 73. See also Perring 1970 [1963]. 
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assurance societies.80  

Jevons acknowledged how powerful organized workers could be. He noted how likely it 

is that a single worker may fail in his attempt to change particular conditions at the working 

place, and how a group of workers complaining at the same time were more likely to be heard. 

He says, “the employer will think about the matter seriously, and will do anything that is 

reasonable to avoid disputes and trouble.”81 However, Jevons suggestions about unions show that 

ideally unions should not act beyond being an assurance or friendly society. They should act in 

harmony to capitalists and the system. For those that go beyond those boundaries, he says, “They 

may ask for something which is impossible, or would cost so much as to stop the trade all 

together. In all such matters, therefore, working-men should proceed cautiously, hearing what 

their employers have to say and taking note of what the public opinion is …”82 since he 

considered the public would provide a more objective point of view.  

For Jevons, it was reasonable that those that join unions may not understand the 

implications or consequences of their own decisions. He says, “Those who have not much time 

to get knowledge, and learn science and political economy, will often not see the effects of what 

they demand.”83 Many of these demands and the activities of unions such as strikes are, 

according to him, due mistakes of perception as had also been mentioned by Whately. Similarly 

to Senior, Jevons also provided an explanation about strikes founded on workers ignorance and 

selfishness. Workers only thought about the increase on their own wages, but they did not realize 

about the implications for the society as a whole.  

Jevons also linked the participation by common workmen in unions with the purpose of 
                                                

80. Jevons 1876. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 68-73. 
81. Jevons 1881, 62. 
82. Ibid, 63. 
83. Ibid. Jevons’s and masters’ fear of the working classes’ misunderstanding of political economy was 

parallel to a bigger fear, that is, workers’ potential misuse of political power (e.g., their introduction to the 
franchise). See the Anonymous “Article on Jevons…” Edited by Peart 2003, 4-6. 
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increasing wages to another type of misunderstanding by workers: class interest. With the growth 

of manufacture and the separation of masters and workers in factories during the 1770s, workers 

experienced a change in the way they perceived masters according to Jevons. Initially, workers 

believed they and their masters were of the same kind and held similar interest. Yet, with the 

changes mentioned above, it became evident that masters had not only different but opposed 

interests to theirs. Given that this led to conspiration against masters and the formation of unions, 

masters felt encouraged to advocate for a law against labor unions. The combination laws,84 

explained above, were the result of the masters’ demand and of their legislative power.85  

There was no reason, in Jevons’s view, for workers to consider their masters as “tyrants” 

and whimsical, or to suspect that masters would be able to increase indefinitely their profits 

without increasing wages since as soon as other capitalists knew that other capitalist was making 

unusual profits, they would try to be part of the same trade and obtain the same profits. 

Additionally, Jevons belittled the importance of labor unions by promoting the idea that 

their bargaining power was not as high as workers tended to believe. He claimed that even 

though unions worked for the increase of wages, it was not usually through unions that raises in 

wages took place. A rise would depend upon different circumstances such as the discovery of 

gold and others. These ideas and unions’ bargaining methods (e.g., strikes) made him conclude 

that unions’ activities only interfered with the business climate.86 In this sense, for him, unions 

represented a threat for the system when attempting to improve wages.  

However, he also explained that both strikes from workers and lockouts by employers are 

                                                
84. Which he recognized as “oppressive” since they prohibited workers from legally organizing. Lecture 

XII in Jevons 1876. In Black 1977, P&C, III: 71. 
85. Ibid., 70. 
86. Ibid., 72. 
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not necessarily morally or legally wrong when “properly conducted.”87 Proper in this case, meant 

that whether there was a strike or a lockout, both workers and capitalists should honor the work 

commitments they had agreed upon and also that workers would not stop working all of a sudden 

when striking since this could carry serious consequences for the public.  

Nevertheless, in his criticism about this matter, Jevons exemplifies with the case of 

strikes and suggests that they are unnecessary since their general effect is to create a “dead loss 

of wages” not only to those that strike, but also to others. He adds, “I believe that if there had not 

been a strike during the last thirty years, wages would now be higher in general than they are, 

and an immense amount of loss and privation would also have been saved.”88 When citing the 

“Catechism of Wages and Capital” Jevons expressed, as seen with Whately, that even successful 

strikes are harmful. Strikes always cause losses since even though higher wages may be 

obtained, some time has to pass in order to compensate for the loss generated when production 

was stopped; a successful strike is then “only less ruinous than an unsuccessful one.”89 He adds, 

If we remember that a large portion of strikes are unsuccessful, in which case of 

course there is simple loss to every one concerned; that when successful, the rise of 

wages might probably have been gradually obtained without a strike; that the loss by 

strikes is not restricted to the simple loss of wages, but that there is also injury to the 

employer's business and capital, which is sure to injure the men also in the end; it is 

impossible to doubt that the nett result of strikes is a dead loss. The conclusion to 

which I come is that, as a general rule, to strike is an act of folly.90 

Intimidation from strikers to the workers that are still willing to work at the rate offered 

                                                
87. Jevons 1881, 62. 
88. Ibid, 66. See also 64-65.  
89. Ibid. 
90. Ibid, 67. 



 
 

27 

by the masters is a crime91 and a reflection of that folly for Jevons. If during the time of a strike, 

there are workers willing to work at the current level of wages, that is a reflection of the strikers 

lack of understanding of their own demands and of the way supply and demand works:  

If there are unemployed people, able and willing to work at the lower wages, it is for the 

benefit of everybody, excepting the strikers, that they should be employed […] The 

employer, generally speaking, is right in getting work done at the lowest possible cost; 

and, if there is a supply of labor forthcoming at lower rates of wages, it would not be wise 

of him to pay higher rates.92 

Jevons states very similar conclusions in relation to lockouts by capitalists and that both 

strikes and lockouts are appropriate only as experiments to detect whether wages could become 

higher or lower. When workers demand higher wages, a strike will show whether wages are 

indeed too low or not. If employers can still find workers willing to work at the same wage, 

strikers would have made a mistake and wages will be maintained at the current level.  

However, what is even more important in Jevons’s thought is that he wanted workers to 

understand that if wages were to come up during a strike, such increase would not come from the 

pocket of capitalists but from consumers, which included the whole working class. In other 

words, with the increase in wages, workers in a trade would benefit at the expense of workers in 

other trades. Therefore, according to Jevons, the increase in wages would affect masters only as 

consumers, not as capitalists.93  

Finally, Jevons considered how lockouts could involve intimidation to the employers that 

do not want to pay low wages; however, he believed that those cases of intimidation from 

                                                
91. Ibid. 
92. Ibid., 67. 
93. Jevons 1876. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 68-73. 
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capitalist to capitalist “seldom or never”94 occur. Jevons’s negative conclusions about strikes, 

thus, suggest he was concerned that strikes could be more threatening to capitalism than 

lockouts. As suggested previously, his concern was due his protective view of the system. Since 

capitalists were the engine that allowed the system to progress and capitalist society to continue 

existing, it was important to guarantee a harmonious and collaborative environment for them 

instead of the chaotic and uncertain one brought by unions and their strikes. 

III. The ideal role of labor unions and co-operation: less powerful (non) unions 
 

 “To argue that labour will always get fun justice without resorting to combination is a fallacy 
contradicted by all experience…”    

W. Macdonald95 
 

In this section, we discuss how in Jevons analysis, the ideal role of labor unions is a 

“cooperative” form of organization to businesses96 that is a less politically powerful institution 

than a traditional union. We also propose a diagrammatic explanation of the views about labor’s 

and capital’s interests, conflict, and the notion of co-operation mentioned above.97 

In his lectures in the 1870s, Jevons recognized that some of the negative consequences he 

perceived from unions were being overcome. For instance, he established that the consequences 

on trade through the promotion of artificial emigration, or the destruction of new machines were 

problems less relevant than in the past.  

He was relieved that the expansion of unions (a universal system within the country and 

even an international one) would lead, eventually, to a contradictory situation that would 

debilitate unions. For example, wages would not be able to increase in one trade, without hurting 

                                                
94. Jevons 1881, 68. 
95 Fragment of a letter by W. Macdonald to the editor of the Manchester City News. Reprinted in Black, P 

& C iii: 132-36. 
96. This is what we call the implicit form of co-operation, from workers to businesses, found in his ideas.  
97. The diagrams in these section can be seen as a way of thinking about class conflict and co-operation 

and as a way to see whether class interest is shaped when industrial partnerships are considered. 
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another one as explained above.98   

Yet, if unions were to exist, according to Jevons, their ideal role was to be cooperative to 

business and workers. As mentioned before, they should be, for instance, assurance societies. 

Unions “carry out the best object of civilization,” according to Jevons, when acting in this form. 

As assurance societies, they should help workers in times of illness, or when they have lost their 

tools due to an accident. Additionally, they should help workers by making sure they labor in 

safe conditions; free of threats in case of disagreement with masters or other workers. If they 

were to strike, they should not prevent other workers from working if they want. They should not 

use violence or threat those workers that are still willing to 

work.99 Hoping unions to become assurance societies suggests that Jevons’s ideal role for labor 

unions was a less political powerful institution, less likely to interfere in distributional issues.  

We propose the following diagrams to explain the views about labor’s and capital’s 

interests, conflict, and the notion of co-operation mentioned above. In Section II (2), we 

explained that Jevons argued that after masters and workers were separated with the growth of 

industry, workers perceived their “circumstances as opposed to their masters.”100  

Diagram 1 depicts this view. There, it is possible to consider capitalists’ interests as 

different from those of workers. Thus, they are represented by mutually exclusive sets. In this 

context, because interests are not the same, workers need labor unions so that they can look after 

their own interests. 

 
 
 
 

                                                
98. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 74-9. 
99. Other ideal characteristics listed by Jevons are the following: to provide funeral benefits; 

superannuation benefit, emigration benefit; and benevolent grants. Ibid, 73. 
100. See his lecture of January 28 of 1876. Ibid, 70. 
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Diagram 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

For Jevons, though, workers’ view was a mistake because, as seen also with Whately and 

the fable of the stomach and the limbs, workers’ and masters’ relationship was interdependent in 

a way their interests could theoretically overlap (Whately’s view ‘a’ below, Diagram 2), or 

overlap at least in some way (Jevons’ view ‘a,’ Diagram 3) since the benefit of the capitalist 

would benefit the rest of the society.  

 
Diagram 2 
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 Workers’ view of the capital’s interests (Ki) and labor’s interests 
(Li) after master and men were separated in factories: Conflict.  

Unions became necessary  

 
 Ki & Li  

Whately’s view ‘a.’ Due their interdependence, their 
interests may overlap. Labor unions are unnecessary. 



 
 

31 

Diagram 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Jevons acknowledged conflict (even though, as explained before, due workers’ 

misunderstanding101). According to the intersection in Diagram 3 (𝐾𝑖 ∩ 𝐿𝑖), even if conflict is 

present, there are at least some interests in common between capitalists and workers according to 

Jevons. In the context of Diagram 2 and 3, unions are not indispensable, at least not to seek for 

higher wages. They may exist as friendly or assurance societies. For Jevons, then, even if some 

conflict is present, co-operation between classes may still exist. 

It is important to consider that besides that form of (indirect) co-operation (from workers 

to capitalist due the elimination of the need for unions), the co-operation feature of the 

relationship between workers and capitalists promoted by Jevons also included industrial 

partnerships with profit sharing.102 Because “co-operation” could be interpreted in different 

ways, Jevons explained that he was not referring to cooperative retail societies103 that offered 

cheap products, or to cooperative protective (joint stock) companies104 where workmen provided 

the capital and, therefore, were their shareholders. Only industrial partnerships were “the truest 

                                                
101. Jevons 1876. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 68-73. 
102. Which is the explicit form of co-operation mentioned in his work. Before Jevons, Babbage (1832) 

promoted this system. 
103. Ibid., 75. 
104. Ibid. 

 
  Ki Li 

Jevons’s view ‘a.’ The interests of capital intersect 
in some way to those of labor. Some type of union is 

necessary (a friendly society/non-union)   

𝐾𝑖 ∩ 𝐿𝑖 
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form of co-operation to my mind” according to Jevons.105 This form of co-operation is 

characterized by employers who, as “main capitalists,” voluntarily share part of their profits 

above wages to the workmen106 due their “diligence and constancy.” Diagram 4 may be used to 

illustrate the latter.107  

 
Diagram 4  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In Jevons’s industrial partnership scheme, there was a percentage of total profits that 

constituted the capitalist’s share. Profits beyond that were divided equally between the capitalist 

(50%) and the workers (the other 50%).108 Since industrial partnerships involved profit sharing, 

co-operation would be also from capitalists to workers and not only from workers to capitalists. 

Both, then, would be required for successful co-operation so that both classes benefit from the 

scheme. If workers were prevented from an active participation to bargain for higher wages, and 

their organization was merely collaborative to businesses without receiving the benefits of profit 

sharing, capitalists could end up being the only beneficiated from this scheme of co-operation. 

                                                
105. Jevons 1876. In Black 1977, P&C, VI: 68-73. 
106. He suggested “bonus system” as a possible name for this scheme (Lecture XIII. Reprinted in Black 

1977, P&C, VI: 74-9). 
107. The only difference between Diagram 3 and 4 is the size of the ‘intersection’ area.  
108. In Black 1977, P&C, VI: 74-9. There were also variants of the scheme depending on whether profits 

were good enough to split or not. If they were not enough, arrangements were made to delay the payments of the 
bonus to workers. According to Jevons, these arrangements worked well for workers always received their wages 
even if the bonus was paid later. 

 

 𝐾𝑖 ⋂ 𝐿𝑖  
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Jevons’s view ‘b.’ Co-operation as profit sharing. Capital and 
labor have more interests in common than in Diagram 3. 

Unions are not indispensable.   
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Likewise, Jevons associated the potential failure of some of these schemes to labor 

unions. He considered that workers could not be part of the partnership and of labor unions at the 

same time for capitalists would be in the uncertainty that even when workers were to receive part 

of the profits, they could go into strike and demand higher wages at any time. Workers could 

hurt the scheme by striking and delaying production and profits and still had the right to claim 

their wages and the part of the profits that belonged to them. Therefore, unions should be 

dispensable forms of organization from Jevons’s point of view or just a collaborative assurance 

society. Additionally, in order to have a successful scheme, Jevons suggested supportive laws as 

well as to demystify the process for those unfamiliar with it.   

Jevons considered that there were other possible schemes, though not as ideal as the 

industrial partnerships, that could be pursued to try to eliminate the conflict between workers 

and capitalists such as a “sliding scale arrangement”109 (a form of wage indexation); 

arbitration (which he considered as bargaining); and conciliation (another form of arbitration).110 

Even though not explicitly mentioned by Jevons, each of these schemes would involve the same 

co-operation from workers to capitalists as with the industrial partnerships. For instance, no 

strikes would be expected from workers. 

Still, Jevons identified problems with all schemes of co-operation, and established that 

there was not an absolute way of solving the conflict between workers and masters mainly, as 

seen before, due to workers’ misunderstanding about class interests.111  

How much you try to mitigate these troubles you will not succeed- ... it is only in a 

gradual progress of affairs that any real amelioration will take place, and that will 

mainly consist in great progress of intelligence on the part of the men. I believe 

                                                
109. Reprinted in Black 1977, P&C, VI: 74-9. 
110. Ibid. 
111. Ibid., 79. 
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myself that masters generally speaking are quite correct ... that free trade and free 

competition both of employers and workmen are the true thing and that both strikes 

and lockouts and all those violent measures are quite wrong.112 

Finally, according to Jevons, once workers reached the knowledge and understanding of 

free trade and competition, they would be able to understand that they did not need to fight 

through unions for higher wages, that they could just move from one master to another and stay 

where they felt “satisfied.”113 For him, this would be the time when unions would be “friendly 

societies.”114 This is, again, Jevons’ ideal role for unions, an assurance society, or in other words 

a non-union. Thus, even though he did not advocate for unions elimination directly, the idea of 

their transformation into friendly societies suggest that he did it in some way indirectly. 

 
IV. Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to analyze Jevons’s ideas about labor unions and his 

notion of co-operation. After examining Jevons’s recommendations about labor unions this 

research finds that Jevons’s ideal role for labor unions was a less powerful institution than 

traditional unions, less likely, for instance, to fight for higher wages. The latter reveals that his 

notion of co-operation was not only characterized by the profit sharing (from capitalists to 

workers) he explicitly mentioned in his works, but by a form of co-operation that remains 

implicit through most his work. This form of co-operation is the one from workers to capitalists 

when workers support friendly societies instead of labor unions that collectively bargain for 

higher wages.  

                                                
112. Ibid. 
113. Ibid. 
114. Ibid. 
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Jevons, as Whately and Senior, did not deem important workers’ agency for the 

determination of wages. Workers could decide on whether to be part of a union or for whom to 

work; but not on their own compensation, at least not collectively. 

Jevons’s conclusions about strikes suggest he was concerned that unions could be 

threatening to capitalism due to the chaos and uncertainty they could bring. Labor unions, then, 

were in his view, dispensable forms of organization. Due to the interdependence of workers and 

capitalists’ interests, a harmonious and collaborative relationship between workers and capitalists 

was the actual form of organization to support if progress was to be attained according to Jevons.  

Yet, for him, a policy of workers’ organizations with less bargaining power had to be 

complemented with a profit sharing scheme. Both forms of co-operation had to be present for 

the scheme to be beneficial –not necessarily equally- for both classes. 
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