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 College of Business book Review by Gary H. Jones

Would you buy a $200 hamburger? In his new book, “The Value of Nothing: How to Reshape Market Society and Redefine Democracy,” author Raj Patel takes on some far-reaching questions, but he begins with a consideration of how the economic marketplace is capable of misrepresenting  true costs. Anyone who has eaten at a fast-food burger joint has enjoyed a $200 hamburger, Patel argues, once the social costs—the “externalities”— have been tallied. This example would include costs related not only the environmental impact of cattle-raising and pollutants resulting from beef processing, but also to the collective subsidizing of low-wage workers, subsidized feed corn, and the long-term health-care costs of excessive beef consumption.
Patel offers a number of other illustrations of how long-term costs are not adequately built into the price of goods with predictable, polluted, results. That said, this book is not a call to abandon markets.  “It’s hard to imagine a functioning democracy where people are free without also having markets.” What Patel questions is the relatively recent conception of the free market system as that of an omniscient, super-efficient market—the version imagined by mid-century writers such as the novelist Ayn Rand, the more scholarly Eugene Fama, and economists of the Chicago School such as Gary Becker . Older conceptions of the market were more subtle.  Descriptions of the free market system by the 18th-century philosopher Adam Smith were considerably more nuanced, Patel points out, distinguishing between use value and exchange value. (And, incidentally, Smith himself only used the phrase “invisible hand” once in his most cited treatise, and even then not in reference to laws of supply and demand.)
“The Value of Nothing” takes its title from an Oscar Wilde line in one of his most famous novels: “Nowadays people know the price of everything and the value of nothing”—and in this spirit Raj Patel takes to task both corporate and government actors. Regarding corporate willingness to evade pricing that considers external costs, Patel cites corporations in businesses such as fast food, cell phone manufacture, computers, internationally televised productions, infant formula, and agribusiness. According to one study, for example, the indirect costs of industrial agriculture practices in the U.S. ranged from about $7 billion to $17 billion per year. Patel acknowledges that while these studies “leave plenty of room for interpretation, what is abundantly clear is that the market fails to account for all actual costs in the price we pay at the checkout counter.”
Patel believes in good government, which, it may come as no surprise, he reports is not what Americans have been experiencing in recent decades. We should not be puzzled, the author chides, given that citizens have allowed a continuing incestuous relationship between our government, corporations (most notably defense contractors), and Wall Street. The author cites with some satisfaction the 2008 admission before Congress, post economic meltdown, by former Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan (long-time champion of Ayn Rand’s vision of self-interested action in an unregulated market) that he, Greenspan, had indeed discovered a flaw in his ideological model of how the world works—or was supposed to work.
“The Value of Nothing” offers no easy solutions to the predicament it portrays.  But citizens can begin, the author suggests, by recognizing that that society and the marketplace are separate entities. Pricing mechanisms don’t signal our most heartfelt beliefs. If a social safety net can be quickly constructed, with public dollars, to catch the crashing financial sector as it fell, then so too can society—can citizens, coalitions, action groups—devise a system to pool, and share, and protect resources that we most value.
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