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Minimum Wage


Since 1997 the federal minimum earning wages for the United States has been set to $5.15 per hour. Nearly everyone has worked for this low wage; some even lower. Your first job, an internship, or even a summer job may pay somewhere in the mean of $5.15. In the present day society, however, minimum wage isn’t allowing much of a lifestyle for many underprivileged and poverty-struck citizens. Children and teenagers may be finding it quite easy to live off the measly wage, yet the blue collar workers of America are beginning to feel it’s constraint on their ability to live the “American Dream” in our land sliding economy. Experts believe raising our federal minimum wage may lead to economic crisis, and is unnecessary from the get-go. Others say a minimum wage increase is exactly what our draining economy may need.

The federal minimum wage was established in 1938 by President Franklin Roosevelt. As part of the Standard Labors Act, this law guaranteed any worker in the United States at least 25 cents an hour. The law was then left open for change to only the members of congress and the President when they saw fit. The next minimum wage increase was not put into effect until many years down the road under the Clinton Administration. Clinton raised the minimum wage of $4.25 an hour to $4.75, and then to $5.15 by the end of the year 1997. It wasn’t until 2007 the minimum wage was raised yet again, over a 2 year period it will climb from $5.15 at $0.70 increments until mid 2009 where it will rest at $7.25 (“Update…” 2006).


This drastic wage increase, many believe, may be one of the sole purposes our economy is suffering so badly today. Establishing a standard for pay in the first place has been a problem for many politicians. The problem resides in the amount of workers in America below the poverty line. Blaming the poverty on paid wages, instead of educational values or self-determination, may be nothing more than a stab in the dark, as some may say. The demographics of the poverty line show clearly that only one in every five citizens working for minimum wage is below the poverty line. These workers skewing the data are young adults, ages 16-25, which have a second source of income or a more stable financial entity, such as parents (Sherk 2007). This shows how broad of a crowd the minimum wage affects, not merely the poverty-stricken lower class. 

James Sherk, a graduate of Rochester University in NY with a master’s degree in economics, believes the minimum wage off-sets the balance between qualifications and pay, which he states in his article “Minimum Wage Hikes Hurt Unskilled and Disadvantaged Workers' Job Prospects.” By implementing a minimum wage, we prevent businesses from hiring workers whom they believe to be most qualified, and therefore paid accordingly. Instead, big business must now pay a higher wage by law, therefore hiring a more skilled worker who will do the same job as a lower quality worker, yet for this minimum pay. Sherk reinforces this idea with the following statement, “Given the choice between hiring an unskilled worker for $7.25 an hour and a worker with more experience for the same rate, companies will always choose the more experienced worker, who will be more productive.” This idea shows the concept behind the minimum wage is actually damaging the poverty-struck lower class. Through raising the minimum wage, unskilled workers are finding it harder and harder to find work, especially in the competitive market of today. 

Although Sherks argument poses a valid argument, his research seems to be mainly pure conjecture. When presenting information about the age group and social class of the citizens working for minimum wage, he fails to acknowledge the lifestyles of the 16-25 year old today. With statistics such as half a million babies born each year to teenage mothers, it’s not a surprise this age class needs a job which requires low amounts of skill but descent pay. Take into consideration the number of fathers who must in turn support these families as well. Although it is unfortunate, it’s a fact that before the age of 19, these premature families have minimal education under their belt. A GED or High School diploma may be the highest academic achievement they have reached, decreasing their qualifications for many better paying jobs, jobs which would more efficiently support their family. 

Sherk uses an appeal to emotion time and time again to convince his audience his defense is just. One of his statements suggests all high school students are eager to receive these higher minimum wages so they may purchase luxury items such as an Ipod. However, he states that these selfish teenagers are taking from the much more needy and less qualified adults, whom are not as physically appealing or productive as the teens, but need the wages even more. Multiple more accounts of this emotional tugging are apparent throughout Sherks article. The article gives you a false sense of pity for the under-privileged workers who the author seems to be concerned with. At points he is worried about their ability to become hired in the shadows of the more skilled worker, yet criticizes their very actions and choices time and time again. 

At one point, Sherks states, “By raising the minimum wage, the government makes it more difficult for unskilled workers to find work.” However, between the years 1998 and 2001, small businesses actually flourished and rose at a rate twice as fast as the previous years (Loeb 2004). A quote by Ted Kennedy in response to the economies insatiable hunger for wealth was “When does the greed stop?” Kennedy helped the minimum wage prevail to where it is today, and saw through the greedy motives of the big-businesses of the present. The longest account on history for a minimum wage increase was never really justified by the Republican party, which held office from 1997-2007, the ten years our nation remained at $5.15 while our economy inflated regularly (Loeb 2004).


There is an obvious disability to agree nationally on where our nation should stand when it comes to a minimum wage, and it’s clearly stated in Sherks argument where he believes our nation belongs. His argument was fairly effective in its ability to bash and disaccredit the implementation of our standing minimum wage. Like an axe, however, is argument was simply one sided in its effectiveness. It failed to acknowledge the reasons the politicians of today have chosen a minimum wage, and why it’s obviously popular enough to remain around.

A few issues Sherk’s has failed to mention are the predictable nature of nearly every business out there, especially big business. If the government left these entities unchecked, they would abuse the new unmonitored market through ridiculously low wages, and suggest they may do as they please because it is their constitutional right. Will this mindset, employers throughout all the job market would lower their wages, and force hard working Americans to work for lower wages for longer hours. The American dream is a bitter-sweet dream to the worker who’s stuck behind an assembly line 50-60 hours a week, working for half of what he/she used to. The beauty of the minimum wage is it’s an equalizer for skilled and unskilled workers everywhere (Messerli 2009). Due to laws similar, but not excluding, affirmative action, equal hiring opportunities are actually available, disregarding much, if not all of Sherk’s argument. 


In a perfect world, arguments would be unbiased and inform the reader of every aspect of the debate, allowing a true understanding from the reader without developing a premature bias. Until then, authors such as James Sherk will continue swaying audiences who may not be familiar with fallacies and illegitimate information. By presenting both sides, an author may show his knowledge is broad and dangerous, not ignorantly devoted simply to his way of thinking. Only through a complete understanding may one form an opinion. This is the goal authors everywhere should set for themselves, and a standard audiences everywhere should hold for their literature. 
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