Potential Discussion Topics for The Value of Nothing by Raj Patel

Nowadays people know the price of everything and the value of nothing. - Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

Patel maintains that prices currently reflect only the direct costs of production and not “externalities” such as ecological, environmental, and social costs.  How might these be incorporated into pricing?  What might be the effects?  Is this a capitalist problem only?

Marxism not only interprets the world but also teaches how to change it. - Leon Trotsky, Open letter to V.F. Calverton

Loosely defined, Marxism holds that history is dominated by struggles between classes, that  under capitalism an economic minority seeks to achieve and maintain dominance over the majority, and that the solution is social ownership of property.  While he states that one doesn't have to be a Marxist to reach certain conclusions, Patel appears to be heavily influenced by Marxist interpretations of conditions and desirable outcomes.   To what extent does Patel adhere to Marxist concepts and what are the ramifications?

What makes market socialism seem feasible is its attachment to the market, but that which makes it socialist is the very thing that renders it infeasible. - Christopher Pierson, Socialism After Communism

Patel states that “[a] sustainable future will need markets, but ones that are kept firmly in their place . . . .”  He also proposes the social ownership of property that currently is privately owned and managed.  How might socially owned property be managed?  Is there an implicit market conflict ?  How might these seemingly contradictory conditions be accommodated?

The question is not what particular policy or social system is best but rather what is implicitly assumed in advocating one policy or social system over another. - Thomas Sowell, A Conflict of Visions

Patel's proposals essentially would require a paradigm shift from the current emphasis on individual rights and private ownership of property to collective rights and property ownership.  To what extent is this desirable and why?  What assumptions would have to change to accomplish this?  What would be the economic, social, and political consequences?

[A]round 15,000 years ago, people . . . in settled societies developed a new social structure with elites, specialization of roles, and ownership of property. - Nicolas Wade, Before the Dawn

Property designations, whether communally or privately owned, have been a component of human society since prehistoric times.  Patel maintains that the enclosure movement in England led to the privatization of property previously communally used and to the development of capitalism.  Enclosure was accompanied by periodic unrest which is continuing today if one takes into consideration the such movements as the Zapatistas and La Via Campesina.  Does Patel make a sufficient case for a societal shift from private property to communal ownership?  If so, to what extent and by what means might this be accomplished?

