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I.

One of the more striking phenomena of labour history is the apparent existence for certain
occupational groups of a ‘backward bending’ supply curve of labour. ‘In brief, the concept
implies that an increase in the demand for labour, expressed through an increase in its price
with a rise in wages, will result in a lowering of supply.’! This is notable because it is contrary
to the standard notion of upward sloping supply curves in which greater quantities of
resources are offered at higher prices. ‘In competitive conditions, assuming no absolute
limitations on supply — either of existing labour willing to increase their working hours or
extra labour willing to come into the market — the assumption governing ‘rational’ operation
of a market is that extra demand, bidding up the price of a factor, will call forth extra
supplies, ..."2 The existence of a backward bending supply curve of labour is particularly
relevant for the South Wales coal industry since miners were frequently ‘accused’ of having a
propensity to behave in such a manner. As an Inspector of Mines commented about
Monmouthshire colliers in 1873, “It is not that the men want to get very large wages. I do not
believe that they do; but they want short hours and more leisure, and a higher price for their
piecework.”? This behaviour, if factual, has important implications for labour productivity
and profitability in the entire industry. Labour supply, as reflected in both the hours and
intensity or work offered at various wage rates, was largely within the miners’ control and
was an important determinant of measured labour productivity.

The trends of both wages and productivity in South Wales coalmining are well known.
Following a decline in the late 1870s, wages generally rose (with periodic setbacks of limited
duration) up to 1914. On the other hand, labour productivity, conventionally measured by
average annual output per man, tended to fall, except that the decline was arrested between
about 1892 and 1906.* Interestingly, this period of declining or stagnant labour productivity
was also a period of increased profitability in the coalmining industry. Economic historians
have displayed a keen interest not only in declining labour productivity per se, but also in the
role coalmining played in the now infamous “climacteric” of the era. There is a rich and
growing literature on the broader problem of the downward shift in the performance of the
Brisith economy in the late nineteenth century. This setback has often been attributed to,
among other things, the “failure” of the Briush entrepreneur, represented by his seeming
unwillingness to adopt the best available techniques of production.® This was considered to
be an especially serious problem in South Wales, where the mechanical coal cutter was
particularly slow to be adopted, although this was almost certainly due more to the nature of
the seams than to any failure on the part of the mineowners.
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