How much is a human life worth?

Do you really think that human life is still priceless in a market economy? Then or otherwise...read on dear reader, read on...

When I read about the climate change debate, I come across many approaches that try to find the optimal trade-off between economic growth and the maintenance of the earth vital functions. I am talking about the ecosystem services that allow us to grow food, to breath fresh air, to drink water, to make waste disappear etc. Economists are trying long and hard to try to express how much each of those services are worth and how much the destruction of human lives would cost to society when  “the system” causes diseases, death, displacements, disasters.

Here it becomes interesting: How can we value that? Out of religious or cultural values, how can we value the cost of a human life? For economists, society value humans on the prorata of  their contribution to consumption! (eventually, if somebody else such as your relatives is willing to pay for you, some methods would add some more value to your individual life). 

“no Lucas, you must be kidding...can they be so cynical?” 

- they are not cynical, think it this way : how do you put a price on 1tonne of CO2? They have to calculate what damage it would do. Otherwise the price would mean nothing. Therefore they have to calculate the cost of that damage. If the cost is environmental refugees, environmental disasters, and wars for water and fertile soils... They assign what is called a “shadow social cost”. If they did not, we would just continue our business as usual cosily embedded in our blessed ignorance.

When it comes to survival, we are ants, part of a bigger society and no matter our intrinsic value we have to be valued on our usefulness for the bigger entity. We are Labour and we are Consumer. Fair enough... as consumer # 468451315476841516546116548964, I understand that my life is worth less than the continuation of the society I belong to. I will sacrifice my individual as the patriot I am ...  

Wait a minute, what am I just pledging allegiance to exactly? It is not my country that is at stake, it is growth! How did we come to the point where growth needs to put a price on humans in order to check if their life is worth? Was not growth supposed to be the engine that would free humans from survival dilemmas? Why are we putting the next generations and the current generation (to a lesser extent) on the shrine of this new god? And most importantly how come do we value humans on their ability to consume... Why do we give more value to wealthy individuals than to poor ones when it comes to life? It goes against everything we built our modern societies for. (as a reminder, the founders of modern society were fighting for freedom, for life, for the pursuit of happiness, others did work on equality and solidarity.) 

“What's your point Lucas, I am getting bored.”

· My point is that we might have lost track of what we are fighting for. If growth has not delivered its promises yet, it is unlikely it will ever do with the issues that we are facing because of it. This is why I think that the question should not be about growth and how to preserve it at least environmental cost. This is a question formulated by old grumpy elephants. The question is how can the apparatus of production be organized so that the wealth created by society is most efficiently used for humans welfare. This question is of a very different nature from mainstream economics which comes to studying the most efficient allocation of resources for the creation of wealth. 

In other words: how can little wealth do most for humans instead of how can wealth best reproduce and multiply. What is funny about it is that the answer could even come from Africa!

