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 Markets and the Environment
 The Solution Is the Problem

 The modern world has witnessed the introduction of markets mechanisms and norms
 into spheres of life that previously have been protected from markets. Non-market goods

 including the environment are being subjected to direct commodification or to the
 introduction of market norms. The appropriate response is to resist the disappearance

 of proper boundaries between the different spheres. Protection of environments
 is best served by resistance to the spread of commodity exchange and its norms

 and defending environmental goals in terms of established ethical, aesthetic,
 political and scientific standards.

 JOHN O'NEILL

 Wt hat is the source of our environ-

 mental problems? From within
 the neoclassical economic

 theory there is a straightforward answer to
 that question. It is due to the absence of
 markets in environmental goods. Environ-
 mental goods and harms are unpriced. They
 come free. Indeed, Arrow claims this to
 be a thesis peculiar to neoclassical eco-
 nomics: 'The explanation of environmen-
 tal problems as due to the nonexistence of
 markets is...an insight of purely neoclas-
 sical origin'.l Arrow's claim to the origi-
 nality of neoclassical economics in this
 regard is overdrawn. Similar claims can be
 found in the Austrian tradition, in particu-
 lar in Von Mises early contributions to the
 socialist calculation debates.2 Given that

 the source of environmental damage is that
 preferences for environmental goods are
 not revealed in market prices, then the
 solution is to ensure that they are. Hence
 the claim runs that we should either bring

 environmental goods into actual markets
 though an extension of tradable property
 rights to environmental goods or alterna-
 tively we should construct shadow prices
 for environmental goods by ascertaining
 what individuals would pay for them were
 there a market. The construction of such

 prices is carried out either indirectly - by
 inferring from some proxy good in the
 market such as property values and esti-
 mate a price for environmental goods or
 by using the costs incurred by individuals
 to use an environmental amenity to esti-
 mate values - or directly by the use of
 contingent valuation in which monetary
 values are estimated by asking individuals
 how much they would be willing to pay
 for a good or accept in compensation for

 its loss in a hypothetical market. Those
 economic values can then enter into a cost-

 benefit analysis for any proposed projects
 such that their full benefits and costs can

 be ascertained. It is through extending
 prices to environmental goods so that their
 'true' value can be discovered that the road

 to resolving environmental problems lies.
 Thus goes the neoclassical position.

 That position runs up against a view
 which runs in entirely the opposite direc-
 tion, that our environmental problems have
 their source not in a failure to apply market
 norms rigorously enough, but in the very
 spread of market mechanisms and norms.
 The source of environmental problems lies
 in part ih the spread of markets both in real
 geographical terms across the globe and
 through the introduction of markets mecha-
 nisms and norms into spheres of life that
 previously have been protected from
 markets. That view has its own long his-
 tory. The 18th century civic humanist criti-
 cism of rising commercial society was
 centred on the claim that the commercial
 mobilisation of land would undermine links

 between generation. The claim is one that
 is developed by Polanyi in his arguments
 around the environmental effects of the
 mobilisation of land and labour as com-

 modities in the marketplace. Withdrawing
 both from the constraints of ethical and
 social norms would result in the destruc-

 tion of the environment and the social

 dislocation of humans.3 Given a version

 of this view, the neoclassical project of
 attempting to cost all environmental goods
 in monetary terms becomes an instance of
 a larger expansion of market boundaries.
 The proper response is to resist that ex-
 pansion.4 The market can expand its

 boundaries in two different ways. First,
 items that are considered inappropriate for
 sale might become directly articles for sale
 on the market: consider the sale of bodily
 parts, sexual services, reproductive capaci-
 ties, votes, political office, the means of
 salvation and so on. Second, relations,
 attitudes, forms of evaluation and the like
 typical of the market might be transferred
 to other spheres: for example, while uni-.
 versity education in the UK is not yet a
 commodity that is directly bought and sold
 on a free market, there has been an increas-

 ing replication of the language and rela-
 tions of the market - the treatment of

 students as consumers, the introduction of
 course contracts and so on.5 The neoclas-

 sical response to environmental problems
 raises issues on both fronts. Free market

 solutions to environmental problems, that
 attempt to extend tradable property right
 to environmental goods raise questions of
 market boundaries of the first kind. The

 practice of economic valuation for the
 purpose of cost-benefit analysis raises
 concerns about market expansion in its
 second form: it represents an incursion of
 market based norms and modes of arriving
 at choices into spheres where they are
 inappropriate.

 The problems of the market extending
 its boundaries are illustrated in arguments
 about the use of contingent valuation
 methods to arrive at a monetary value on
 goods unpriced in actual markets by asking
 individuals how much they would be
 willing to pay for a good or accept in
 compensation for its loss in a hypothetical
 market. But there is a problem in that people
 resist. This can be expressed in direct protest
 bids, by refusal to engage in the survey or
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 accept a price. However, even those who
 do put in a bid may not be happy in doing
 so, a point that comes out in follow-up
 studies of contingent valuation. My aim
 in this paper is to defend the view that there
 is something misconceived about the
 neoclassical project by reflecting on ex-
 amples of protests to willingness to pay
 and accept demands.

 I want to begin with a protest to an actual
 request to price the environment. How
 much would you be willing to accept in
 compensation for the loss of one's home-
 land by a dam project? Here is an excerpt
 from a letter from a tribal person in the
 Narmada Valley in western India, threat-
 ened with displacement as a result of the
 Sardar Sarovar Dam, written to the chief
 minister of the state government.

 'You tell us to take compensation. What
 is the state compensating us for? For our
 land, for our fields, for the trees along our
 fields. But we don't live only by this. Are
 you going to compensate us for our forest?
 Or are you going to compensate us for our
 great river for her fish, her water, for
 vegetables that grow along her banks, for
 the joy of living beside her? What is the
 price of this? How are you compensating
 us for fields either we didn't buy this land;
 our forefathers cleared it and settled here.

 What price this land? Our gods, the sup-
 port of those who are our kin what price
 do you have for these? Our adivasi (tribal)
 life what price do you put on it?'.6
 The response is I think a quite proper

 one and it illustrates a series of problems
 with the attempt to extend prices to envi-
 ronmental goods some of which I will
 pursue in this paper: constitutive incom-
 mensurability that is that there are certain
 social relations and evaluative commit-

 ments that are constituted by a refusal to
 put a price on them; property rights in
 particular the extension of liberal property
 rights to environmental goods; problems
 of equity that given a monetary valuation,
 'the poor sell cheap' - the cost of displace-
 ment is calculated on the basis of income

 forgone, low income, low costs; and prob-
 lems of the reason-blindness of market

 exchanges, that the reasons for the
 valuation of environmental goods articu-
 lated here, are absent in environmental
 decisions.

 Those problems are evident also in
 responses to contingent valuation surveys
 employed for the purposes of cost-benefit
 analysis on less urgent cases. I will explore
 them by drawing on some in-depth discus-
 sion groups conducted by Jacquie Burgess
 and her colleagues at UCL to explore

 individual responses in a contingent valu-
 ation study of for a wildlife enhancement
 scheme (WES) on Pevensey Levels in East
 Sussex undertaken on behalf of English
 Nature. The Levels themselves are a large
 wet grassland system designated a site of.
 special scientific interest (SSSI) with
 important plants and invertebrates associ-
 ated especially with the ditch systems. The
 respondents, drawn from residents, visi-
 tors and non-visitors to the Levels, were
 asked first if they were willing to continue
 to pay taxes towards WES in the Pevensey
 Levels. Those who were willing were then
 asked the maximum they would be willing
 to pay more for the WES - twice as much,
 three times as much and so on.

 The survey asked respondents to recall
 that households paid a few pence a year
 for the WES in the Pevensey Levels.
 Bearing in mind that there are many
 worthwhile nature conservation

 programmes in England which they might
 wish to support, what is the MAXIMUM
 any particular household would be willing
 to pay for the Wildlife Enhancement
 Scheme in the Pevensey Levels compared
 with today? Twice as much? Three times
 as much? Four times as much?...7 There
 are lots of internal methodological prob-
 lems with that question and CV practitio-
 ners I know are unhappy with the formu-
 lation. However, many of the subsequent
 protests raise problems independent of any
 particular formulation of the question. They
 point to problems inherent to attempts to
 price the environment and they echo some
 of the same problems illustrated by my
 letter on the Sardar Sarovar Dam: consti-

 tutive incommensurabilities; competing
 property rights; problems of equity; prob-
 lems of reason blindness.

 Constitutive
 Incommensurabilities

 A useful starting point to the issue of
 constitutive incommensurability is that
 another older willingness to accept survey
 of a non-environmental good. I do so in
 the spirit of historical scholarship. I offer
 what must be one of the earliest of such

 surveys. The report comes from
 Herodotus's Histories:

 When Darius was king of the Persian
 empire, he summoned the Greeks who
 were at his court and asked them how much

 money it would take for them to eat the
 corpses of their fathers. They responded
 they would not do it for any price. After-
 wards, Darius summoned some Indians

 called Kallatiai who do eat their parents
 and asked in the presence of the Greeks.. .for
 what price they would agree to cremate
 their dead fathers. They cried out loudly
 and told him to keep still.8

 I start by noting an obvious contrast
 between Darius's willingness to accept
 survey and the willingness to pay surveys
 of his modern economic counterpart.
 Darius's survey aims to elicit protest bids.
 The story would have been somewhat
 ruined if the Kallatiai had responded by
 putting in a realistic price. The reason why
 Darius elicits the protests is to reveal the
 commitments of the individuals involved.

 One exhibits commitment to some good,
 here one's dead kin, by refusing to place
 a price upon it. In contrast, the modern
 economist begins by ignoring all protest
 bids: these together with strategic response
 are laundered out of the responses to leave
 us with just relevant to a calculation of the
 welfare benefits and costs of the project.9
 Part of the problem here is with the view
 of monetary prices that economists in both
 the neoclassical and Austrian traditions

 assume. Monetary transactions are not
 exercises in the use of a measuring rod.
 They are social acts which have a social
 meaning. Certain kinds of social relation
 and evaluative commitments are consti-

 tuted by particular kinds of shared under-
 standing which are such that they are
 incompatible with market relations. Social
 loyalties, for example, to friends and to
 family, are constituted by a refusal to treat
 them as commodities that can be bought
 or sold. Given what love and friendship
 are, and given what market exchanges are,
 one cannot buy love or friendship. To
 believe one could would be to misunder-

 stand those very relationships. To accept
 a price is an act of betrayal, to offer a price
 is an act of bribery.10 Similarly ethical
 value-commitments are also characterised

 by a refusal to trade. Hence what I take
 to be what is proper in the quote with
 which I started. The very acceptance of a
 price on relations of kinship and a way of
 life is to betray them, the offer to corrupt.
 The use of the term 'compensation' in this
 context disguises what is going on. Central
 to the criticism of the spread of market
 relations into other social spheres is the
 corruption this entails of social relations
 that are central to a good human life. The
 social meanings that are constitutive of
 markets are such that they are incompat-
 ible with other relationships - and for this
 reason what matters is not just whether an
 object is sold but the spread to other spheres
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 of the forms of understanding that are
 constitutive of markets.

 For this reason, it is unsurprising to find
 similar responses to the demand for con-
 tingent valuation studies. The responses in
 the in-depth discussion groups in the
 Pevensey Levels survey also illustrate the
 existence of constitutive incommensura-

 bilities. An initial point to note is that while
 much less pressing than the Sardar Sarovar
 Dam in terms of its social impacts, even
 Pevensey Levels type problems are about
 social relationships. The environment
 matters as a place that embodies particular
 relations of the past and through which
 relations to the future are expressed.
 Consider the discussions of the responses
 to the Pevensey Levels survey that emerged
 in the in-depth group discussions of the
 local residents. The value of the Levels lies

 in part in the very particular history of
 social relations it embodies and its destruc-

 tion matters in virtue of disturbing physi-
 cally embodied memories. The comment
 of one of residents, Kate, captures a fairly
 common reaction to the destruction of local

 landscapes and habitats:

 It's recalling memories of my childhood
 down on the beach at the Crumbles, we
 used to spend a lot of time down there with
 my dad, sea fishing, and it was all the
 plants and stuff he was just mentioning.
 I'm thinking now when I drive through
 there in the morning that there's none left
 at all. It's quite sad that these things have
 gone.

 Correspondingly, the environment is
 expressive of social relations between
 generations. It embodies in particularplaces
 our relation to the past and future of
 communities to which we belong.12 And
 it is that which in part activates the protests
 to the demand to express concern for nature

 in monetary terms, including protests from
 some who may have actually responded
 'legitimately' to the survey. Typical is the
 following response of one respondent, who
 didn't actually put in a protest bid:

 it's a totally disgusting idea, putting a price
 on nature. You can't put a price on the
 environment. You can't put a price on what
 you're going to leave for you children's
 children...It's a heritage. It's not an open
 cattle market.13

 The point here is that an environment
 matters because it expresses a particular
 set of relations to one's children, that would

 be betrayed if a price were accepted upon
 it. The treatment of the natural world is

 expressive of one's attitude to those who
 will follow you. The problem here con-

 cers the attempt to express values in terms
 of money prices.

 However, while the use of money values
 raises particular problems, the problem
 lies notjust in the use of the money measure,
 but in a more general assumption that
 underpins CBA that good decisions re-
 quire a common measure to trade off gains
 and losses so that choice becomes an

 exercise in mathematics. Cost-benefit

 analysis assumes rational choice requires
 a single measure of value and that money-
 prices just happen to be the one.

 Physical accounts are useful in answer-
 ing ecological questions of interest and in
 linking environment to economy... How-
 ever, physical accounts are limited be-
 cause they lack a common unit of measure-
 ment and it is not possible to gauge their
 importance relative to each other and non-
 environmental goods and services.
 (D Pearce, A Markaandya and E Barbier,
 Blueprint for a Green Economy, 'p 115).

 That general assumption that rational
 choice requires commensurability is false.
 The environment is a site of conflict

 between competing values and interests,
 and institutions and communities that

 articulate those values and interests. These

 cannot be reduced to a single measure,
 whether monetary or otherwise.14 More-
 over, there is no reason to assume that
 rational choices demand anything like that.
 They demand debate and argument and not
 sums to resolve them, a point to which I
 will return below.15

 Property Rights16

 Protests to demands to price environ-
 mental goods are often articulated in terms
 of a rejection of the assumptions about
 property rights that the demand for pricing
 involves.17 There are at least three issues

 here. The first concerns the conception of
 property rights that economic valuation
 assumes. Economic valuation either hypo-
 thetical or actual requires that environ-
 mental goods be understood as commodi-
 ties which could in principle be exchanged
 in markets. As such valuation presupposes
 that environmental goods can be brought
 under a liberal conception of property or
 full property rights required for market
 exchange. The development of market
 economies requires property rights that
 involve exclusivity and alienability. As
 MacPherson notes:

 property as exclusive, alienable, 'abso-
 lute', individual, or corporate rights in
 things was required by the full market

 society because and insofar as the market
 was expected to do the whole work of
 allocation of natural resources and capital
 and labour among possible uses.18

 Protests to valuation studies often reject
 the questions because they do not think
 that environmental goods should be treated
 as alienable goods. The point is implicit
 in the protest concerning the Sardar Sarovar
 Dam with which I started. 'How are you
 compensating us for fields either we didn't
 buy this land; our forefathers cleared it and
 settled here. What price this land?' The
 point here concerns issues about the ac-
 quisition and subsequent alienability of
 goods. The land wasn't something bought
 in markets and hence it isn't something
 that can be alienated in subsequent ex-
 change. It is not an object of liberal
 ownership.

 A similar point runs through many of the
 protests recorded in the Pevensey level
 discussion. When it comes to the environ-

 ment in relations between generations the
 issue of price is rejected because as one
 resident puts it, 'it's not ours to sell'
 [Burgess et al 1995:44]. The point Tere is
 that issues of buying and selling only arise
 if one assumes one has rights that can be
 alienated. If one understands anyone's
 relations to environmental goods over time
 to be those of a person with use rights but
 not rights to alienate the good, then the
 question of either willingness to pay or to
 accept do not arise in the first place. If the
 environment belongs to your children its
 not yours to buy or sell. The point here
 is I take it an ethical one, not a legal one.
 Clearly, one can in fact buy and sell prop-
 erty - the point is that to sell and leave
 your children with nothing is betray their
 claims on a good that one has within one's
 power. As a resident in Pevensey Levels
 study remarks its 'notjust for you. It's your
 children and your children, their heritage'
 [Burgess et al 1995:44]. Given that the
 goods in questions are such that only use
 rights are morally legitimate, the question
 of payment does not arise.The second point
 that the Sardar Sarovar dam letter high-
 lights concerns the nature of the good. As
 Vatn and Bromley note: ' A precise valu-
 ation demands a precisely demarcated
 object. The essence of commodities is that
 conceptual and definitional boundaries can
 be drawn around them and property rights
 can then be attached - or imagined' [Vatn
 and Bromley 1994:137]. With environ-
 mental goods, it is often not possible to
 demarcate them in that way and treat them
 as something to which discrete property
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 rights could be assigned. What is the good
 to which rights are being attached the
 fields, the land, the trees along the fields,
 the forest, the river, relations to kin, a way
 of life?

 The third assumption that is often ques-
 tioned in protests to economic valuation
 exercises is just who has rights? An eco-
 nomic valuation exercise assumes a struc-

 ture of rights over the goods in question
 and it is sometime that structure of rights
 is the very point at issue. The existence
 of such conflicting rights claims has ef-
 fects on willingness to pay responses, for
 an answer to it is required for an answer
 to whom is supposed to pay who for the
 maintenance of particular good. Thus
 consider the following comments by re-
 spondents and farmers for a contingent
 valuation of the Pevensey levels. On the
 one hand, farmers expressed particular
 rights against the perceived view of visi-
 tors: hence for example one comment on
 townspeople visiting the countryside to
 the effect that "they don't realise that we
 own the land. They think its national
 heritage and they can go where they like"
 [Burgess et al: 15]. On the other side many
 members of the public expressed strong
 views about their "rights" to enjoy the
 countryside, and as such rejected the
 supposition that it was for them to pay:

 Ray: The wildlife that lives on the farmer's

 land doesn't give ownership to anyone.
 And you have the right to have a look at
 the wildlife and to see the natural scenery
 around so that if you've got a house
 overlooking farmland and someone sells
 it and puts some edifices up you object.
 Your view is spoiled. So we've got those
 sorts of rights I think which should be
 preserved in the system...If people want to
 do that [pay for facilities] fine but I don't
 think I want to pay to just go and see a
 piece of countryside. As far as I'm
 concerned, that countryside belongs to,
 everybody and should be accessible to
 everybody.
 Bob: If they were farming the land rotten,
 then isn't that the same as a big chimney
 poking out loads of environmentally,
 polluting air? Isn't it the same as ICI
 dumping chemicals in the river? If they're
 doing it, why are we paying them?...
 [Burgess et al 1995:83, 85].

 The issue of willingness to pay is caught
 up in a much larger social issue of com-
 peting views of rights to the countryside
 and who has rights to expect compensation
 for producing an environmental good and
 who has the duty to pay. I leave aside here
 my own views on the issue as to how such

 rights should be distributed. My point is
 that any answer to that question is an issue
 of politics and not one that cost-benefit
 analysis is even in theory capable of re-
 solving. Its application assumes that an
 answer has already been given.

 Equity and Reason

 I noted above that the quote about the
 Sardar Sarovar Dam raised problems of
 procedure, to with equity of market rela-
 tions and with reason-blindness, that price
 cannot capture or express the reasons for
 protection of a good. Similar issues arise
 with Pevensey Levels. Consider the fol-
 lowing responses to the contingent valu-
 ation question on Pevensey:

 Sally: But I'll be quite honest, when I was
 asked that question, because of the finan-
 cial situation my husband and myself are
 in, my answer was 'n, I couldn't afford to
 give anything extra because at the moment
 we're stretched to our limits. Because of

 losing jobs and that sort of thing. So, I then
 missed the bidding, which I was quite
 pleased about.
 Susan: But the trouble is that would be,
 that could be misinterpreted couldn't it'?
 Sally: Absolutely. Absolutely. That's right.
 Susan: As if you don't want it, you don't
 care (...) But I think, when we filled in that
 form I feel quite strongly that if we'd
 known a bit more, and the influence that
 perhaps the questions and our answers
 could have. Like when you said you
 couldn't afford to pay more because of
 your particular circumstance and if there
 was no facility to say that, they might get
 the wrong impression. And that, that fills
 me with horror to think we all might have
 been unemployed and we all couldn't have
 afforded to pay even if we wanted to.
 David: That's right. That crossed my
 mind...

 Susan: ...We might all have had a reason
 why we at this moment could not think in
 terms of paying and that, that bothers me.
 That bothers me. If it meant the future of

 the Levels, depended on our particular
 circumstances [Burgess et al 1995].

 An initial point to notice about this extract
 is that at one level this should be of no

 worry at all to the neoclassical economist.
 The knowledge that Susan wants is that
 which would allow her to bid strategically.
 She wants a particular end - the protection
 of the Levels - and wants to know what

 is the best way to bid to get that result.
 That kind of bid is precisely the kind the
 economist wants to launder out as illegiti-
 mate. Likewise, the fact that the bid that

 is entered depends on the person's will-
 ingness to pay given all other financial
 commitments - that she is a bit stretched

 - is also just as it should be. What the
 measure is of is precisely willingness to
 pay at the margin for some good, given
 the person's current budget constraints.

 That this is the case raises some large
 distributional issues - it means that un-

 modified the poorer you are the less your
 preferences count. Generally if you rely on
 market mechanism, the poor sell cheap. In
 this case the person who is unemployed
 if she answers honestly and nonstrategically
 that she cannot afford any thing extra then
 she is effectively silenced. That person's
 care cannot count as much as those who

 can afford to express their care in addi-
 tional monetary payments for environmen-
 tal goods. In the more pressing case of
 mass displacements to establish dams, if
 those moved are poor the 'human cost' is
 little - in the notorious cost benefit analy-
 sis used to justify the Narmada valley
 project, the 'cost' to the displaced was
 computed at two years family income
 multiplied by a factor of 1.5 [Alveres and
 Billorey 1988:19-20]. Now there may be
 possible responses to this. One response
 from within neoclassical welfare econom-

 ics is to readjust the responses by giving
 differential weight to the preferences of
 the poorer on the grounds that the marginal
 utility of money is greater for the poor than
 it is for the rich. The social welfare is

 defined as sum of net benefits to each party
 thus adjusted [Bergson 1938]. It is not
 clear how far this addresses the problem
 respondents who fail to register it all their
 preference for a good. You can't give
 additional weight to a sero bid. And in the
 actual practice of cost-benefit analysis it
 appears to be rarely employed.

 In addition to the question of equity, the
 passage reveals also another procedural
 worry about the ways in which the Levels
 are treated as another good in an
 individual's private consumption bundle.
 Should 'the future of the Levels' be treated

 in that way? The problem here is in part
 one about the different goods involved.
 The neoclassical picture of the economic
 agent is one of a decision-maker who gains
 welfare benefits from a set of market and

 non-market goods under a budgetary con-
 straint. The individual has preferences for
 a variety of goods - shoes for the children,
 meals, a drink at the pub and so on - that
 have to be paid out of a 'stretched' budget.
 The contingent valuer is asking the person
 to simply consider another good- Pevensey
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 Levels - alongside these so that the welfare
 benefit of this can be included along with
 the others - shoes, meals, drinks and the
 like. The response 'I couldn't afford to
 give anything' just shows that the answer
 is that, given existing constraints, any
 welfare benefit for this good is less press-
 ing than for other goods. But that I take
 it is the 'misinterpretation' the respon-
 dents worry about.

 The worry is that accidental matters about
 how much I might be able to afford out
 of my own current budget comparing the
 Levels to other items of daily consumption
 I have is not the right way of approaching
 the issue. Those are not the relevant facts.

 The Levels are a public good, that cur-
 rently are open to being enjoyed, or, in
 misleading jargon, 'consumed' by every-
 one. The proper way to resolve the issue
 is to consider how much we want to publicly
 resource that project against other public
 projects given the particular goods it in-
 volves. It is a matter of public argument
 about values and the relative merits of

 different public projects. They form the
 proper and relevant comparison set, not
 my bundle of personal goods.

 The problem of relevance arises here as
 part of a more general problem about the
 whole procedure of economic valuation
 and the process of cost benefit analysis it
 informs, namely that it is reason blind. It
 is preferences that count, not the reasons
 why the preferences are held. The strength
 and weaknesses of the intensity of a pref-
 erence count, but the strength and weak-
 ness of the reasons for a preference do not.
 Preferences grounded in aesthetic, scien-
 tific, and communitarian judgments about
 a site are treated as on par with preferences
 for this or that flavour of ice cream. Pref-

 erences are treated as expressions of mere
 taste to be priced and weighed one with
 the other. It offers conflict resolution and

 policy without rational assessment and
 debate. But that appears to make the pro-
 cess far from being rational, but rather
 whimsical. The point is made in the dis-
 cussions of the respondents: "...if it goes
 out of fashion, it's in danger all the time,
 isn't it? If the price drops, nobody's going
 to be interested. That aspect, that way of
 thinking, is not really on is it? You can't
 put it on the stock market really. It's our
 very existence. It's our future" [Burgess
 et al 1995:45]. The problem of the reason
 blindness in cost-benefit analysis is
 particularly evident in this issue of un-
 informed preferences. Consider the follow-
 ing worries of a non-local non-visitors to

 the Levels had with the bidding questions:
 I said to the interviewer, perhaps I should
 read uy on Pevensey. She said no, you
 don't need to do that, that you needed if
 you like uniformed opinion to look at in
 a new light...So it depends on your ap-
 proach. If you wanted just the public
 reaction then that's fair enough. But if you
 wanted a more informed reply, I think
 people have got to be put on their guard
 to think about it and to study what -the
 objectives are...
 without all the information you can't get
 the real answer...

 It is pretty difficult to have real passionate
 feelings about something you know noth-
 ing about.
 It's not my area. I thought that's a question
 that cannot be answered. I didn't answer
 it. Well, I needed to know a lot more...'
 [Burgess et al 1995:72-74]. The responses
 here are quite proper ones. It is not elitist or
 paternalist to demand informed preferences:
 it is what is demanded of rational proce-
 dure for dealing with the problems, and it is
 not just 'elites' that have that knowledge.
 Information is required because it is an
 issue of argument about the merits of public
 projects, not about the aggregation of any
 preference, uninformed with informed.

 This point about information is rehearsed
 in the literature. It is recognised in the
 literature on economic valuation that

 changes in the quantity and quality of
 information one presents and indeed the
 form in which one presents it will all alter
 responses in willingness to pay surveys
 about environmental goods. Generally the
 better the information and its presentation
 the higher the bid. Now one response here
 is to accept the point that the respondents
 above make - that it is informed prefer-
 ences that count. 19 The issue becomes one

 of how to incorporate information. A variety
 of methods for eliciting informed responses
 to contingent valuation surveys have been
 suggested, from attempting to inform the
 respondents to the use of expert groups.
 However, these responses are unsatis-
 factory for two related reasons, one
 practical, the other theoretical.

 The practical problem is that any valu-
 ation becomes an artefact of the survey:
 the price you get out depends on the in-
 formation and presentation you put in.
 This is a consequence of the theoretical
 point, that both price and preference are
 irrelevant once one moves to informed

 preferences. The reason why the prefer-
 ences of the informed respondent count is
 that they are in a better position to make
 judgments about the value of different
 places and habitats. What is important is

 not any preference or price that is put upon
 the habitats but the soundness of the in-

 formation and reasons a person has for
 valuing the habitat. What matters in the
 valuations is not the preference, but the
 quality of reasons and information. To
 offer the informants information is to

 transform an exercise in eliciting monetary
 valuation into an occasion for educating
 the respondent. Insofar as it has value it
 is not in virtue of being an exercise in
 economic valuation the willingness to pay
 offered is irrelevant- but in mimicking the
 proper form of decision-making here,
 public debate.

 Algorithms, Dialogue and Nature
 of Rational Choice

 The arguments about the place of cost-
 benefit analysis in public decision-making
 are in part arguments about how far public
 life itself should be conducted according
 to the norms of choice in market transact-

 ions. It is an -argument about the nature of
 rational decisions and of the boundaries

 between markets and politics. Cost-benefit
 analysis inherits its reason blindness of the
 market itself. As Hirsch memorably puts
 it, the market is 'in principle unprincipled':
 'In the modem liberal view, the socio-
 economic system is seen as amoral' [Hirsch
 1977:119]. The market is not just amoral
 but arational at the level of preferences.
 In market transactions, the reasons for
 preferences are irrelevant. Indeed, many
 who defend market economies assume that

 preferences and values cannot answer to
 reason at all. They are mere expressions
 of taste. Both Austrians and neoclassicals

 typically assume a non-cognitivist view of
 values. Ends are treated as wants, and no
 judgment of their inferiority or superiority
 is allowed to enter criteria of choice.
 Markets in addition offer decisions with-

 out dialogue. Coordination in markets is
 achieved by 'exit' some goods find a market,
 others do not. Voice is not required.20
 Rationality enters only in an instrumental
 form, as a set of procedures for effectively
 meeting ends that are given. Ideally it is
 algorithmic. On the algorithmic concep-
 tion of practical rationality for a decision-
 making process to be rational it must be
 the case that there exists (i) a set of tech-
 nical rules which are such that (ii) when
 given a suitable description of a different
 object or state of affairs they yield (iii) by
 a mechanical procedure (iv) a unique and
 determinate optimal outcome. The great
 virtue of the market on this view is that
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 through the universal unit of money it
 offers an algorithm for calculating the ratio
 of benefits to costs. The point is stated with
 clarity by Schumpeter:

 (C)apitalism develops rationality and adds
 a new edge to it...(I)t exalts the monetary
 anit - not itself a creation of capitalism -
 into a unit of account. That is to say,
 capitalist practice turns the unit of money
 into a tool of rational cost-profit calcula-
 tions, of which the towering monument is
 the double-entry bookkeeping...And thus
 defined and quantified for the economic
 sector, this type of logic or attitude or
 method then starts upon its conqueror's
 career subjugating - rationalising - man's
 tools and philosophies, his medical practice,
 his picture of the cosmos, his outlook on
 life, everything in fact including his con-
 cepts of beauty and justice and his spiritual
 ambitions [Schumpeter 1987:123-24].

 Correspondingly, there is a widespread
 assumption in both neoclassical and Aus-
 trian economic that where a unit of cal-

 culation is absent rational choice is not

 possible. Rational choice consists in is
 'trading off costs and benefits through the
 use of a common unit of comparison.
 Rationality requires commensurability.
 Indeed, it is argued that it requires mon-
 etary commensurability.

 Perhaps the clearest exemplification of
 that assumption is in Mises contributions
 to the socialist calculation debate.21 Mises

 assumes that choices between options
 require computation and that 'computa-
 tion demands units' [Mises 1981: 98].22
 Money, and money alone, provides that
 unit: 'calculations based upon exchange
 values enable us to reduce values to a com-

 mon unit' [ibid:99]. Mises assumes an algo-
 rithmic conception of practical reason.
 Rational decision-making requires the
 application of mechanical procedures of
 calculation to arrive at a determinate answer

 to any question.
 The practical man...must know whether
 what he wants to achieve will be an im-

 provement when compared with the present
 state of affairs and with the advantages to
 be expected from the execution of otfk,r
 technically realisable projects which can-
 not be put into execution if the project he
 has in mind absorbs the available means.

 Such comparisons can only be made by the
 use of money prices [Mises 1949:209].

 Mises recognises however that this cre-
 ates a problem of how to include 'non-
 economic goods', those 'which are not the
 subject of exchange value' [ibid:99].
 Environmental goods provide the exem-
 plar of these: If, for example, we are

 considering whether a hydraulic power-
 works would be profitable we cannot
 include in the computation the damage
 which will be done to the beauty of the
 waterfalls unless the fall in values due to
 a fall in tourist traffic is taken into account.

 Yet we must certainly take such consid-
 erations into account when deciding
 whether the undertaking shall be carried
 out [ibid:99]. Mises' response to that
 problem is one that has become standard
 in the later literature. We cannot avoid

 making hard choices between 'non-eco-
 nomic' goods and economic goods, and
 in doing so, whether we like it or not, we
 are implicitly making economic evalua-
 tions of the non-economic: If we know

 precisely how much we have to pay for
 beauty, health, honour, pride, and the like,
 nothing need hinder us form giving them
 due consideration. Sensitive people may
 be pained to have to choose between the
 ideal and the material. But that is not the

 fault of a money economy. It is in the
 nature of things [ibid: 100]. In making that
 claim Mises is assuming that every choice
 is implicitly an exercise in economic
 evaluation. In such hard choices, whether
 or not we like to admit to themselves, we
 are implicit accountants, putting a price on
 unpriced goods. The agent in a choice of
 this kind'knows not only the value of
 everything, but also its price. Rational
 decision-making requires monetary units
 and, whether we like it or not, in making
 choices we are making monetary compari-
 sons. The economist is merely making this
 explicit. The response to the problem of
 non-economic goods is implausible. He
 accepts that there are decisions that in-
 volve non-economic goods that can be and
 are made without recourse to the use of

 monetary units. His response to that prob-
 lem begs the question. Mises simply offers
 us a redescription of the decisions, which
 has plausibility only if it assumes what it
 is supposed to prove - that all rational
 choices involve units of comparison to
 which rules of calculation can be applied.
 It is only if one is already in the grip of
 an algorithmic picture of practical reason,
 such that, as Schumpeter notes that even
 concepts of beauty are taken to fall within
 its ambit, that this has any plausibility.

 It is that assumption that rational choice
 in the markets offers norms for all deci-

 sions that the arguments about the role of
 cost-benefit analysis on the environmental
 put into question. For grounds that I
 have outlined here, there is no reason to
 assume that the use of cost-benefit calcu-

 lations will issue in rational choice. There

 is no reason to assume that the procedures
 of rational choice require commensurabil-
 ity, the existence of a common unit of
 measurement through which 'costs' and
 'benefits' can be traded off against each
 other. What then are the features of ratio-

 nal decision-making in the absence ofcom-
 mensurability and algorithms? Three are
 I think worth emphasising here. The first
 is that there is an ineliminable role of

 judgment. The power of judgment is re-
 quired in the application of any universal
 rule to particular cases and cannot itself
 -under pain of an infinite regress be under-
 stood as the application of a rule.23 Second
 procedural norms of practical reason
 apply. Procedural accounts of practical
 reason take an action to be rational if it

 is an outcome of rational procedures:
 "Behaviour is procedurally rational when
 it is the outcome of appropriate delibera-
 tion"24 [Simon 1979:68]. Raz's account
 of rational action under conditions of in-

 commensurability can be understood as
 procedural in this general sense: 'Rational
 action is action for (what the agent takes
 to be) an undefeated reason. It is not
 necessarily action for a reason which
 defeats all others' [Raz 1986:339]. These
 norms of rationality are implicit in the
 criticisms I have made about the reason-

 blindness of cost-benefit analysis. Ratio-
 nal behaviour is that which emerges from
 deliberation that meets the norms of ratio-

 nal discussion. Given a procedural ac-
 count of rationality, what matters is the
 development of deliberative institutions
 that allow citisens to form preferences
 through reasoned dialogue, not institutions
 for aggregating given preferences to arrive
 at an 'optimal' outcome. Third, behaviour
 ought to meet norms of expressive ratio-
 nality. Expressive accounts characterise
 actions as rational where they satisfactorily
 express rational evaluations of objects and
 persons: 'Practical reasons demands that
 one's actions adequately express one's
 rational attitudes towards the people and
 things one cares about' [E Anderson
 1993: 18]. Actions are notjustinstrumental
 means to an end, but a way of expressing
 attitudes to people and things. The point
 underlies the rationality of constitutive
 incommensurabilities noted earlier. If I

 care about something, then one way of
 expressing that care is by refusing to put
 a price on it. The argument between
 algorithmic and deliberative conceptions
 of practical reason in public life is an
 argument about the nature of public life
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 itself. To return to the general theme of
 the paper, it is an argument about the
 boundaries of markets. How far should

 political life be governed by market norms?
 Defenders of cost-benefit analysis often
 appeal to a market view of politics. Poli-
 tics, like the market, is a procedure for
 aggregating and effectively meeting the
 given preferences of individuals. Prices
 and votes on this view are different ver-

 sions of the same thing. Indeed, contingent
 valuation has been presented a real
 instantiation of qualitative democracy, that
 is that form of democracy in which a citizen
 is able to register not just support for a
 particular position, but the degree to which
 they care about it. Through contingent
 valuation persons are able not simply to
 'vote' for a good by expressing support for
 it, but are able to express through their
 response to a willingness to pay question
 their degree of concern. The argument is
 put with characteristic clarity by Pearce
 et al in the blueprint for a Green Economy:

 [T]he attraction of placing money values
 on these preferences is that they measure
 the degree of concern. The way in which
 this is done is using, as the means of
 'monetization', the willingness of indi-
 viduals to pay for the environment. At it
 simplest, what we seek is the expression
 of how much people are willing to pay to
 preserve or improve the environment. Such
 measures automatically express not just
 the fact of a preference for the environ-
 ment, but also the intensity of that pref-
 erence. Instead of 'one man one vote',
 then, monetization quite explicitly reflects
 the depth of feeling contained in each vote.
 On this view there is no essential dif-

 ference between markets and politics, prices
 and votes. Indeed, politics aims at ideal
 market outcomes by other means, and cost-
 benefit analysis offers one technical tool
 to realise that aim. This model of market

 model of democracy raises the problems
 of both equity and reason. It raises the
 problem of equity votes are distributed
 according to income. It raises problems of
 rationality. It is against this market-based
 conception of political life that recent
 revival of deliberative democracy has been
 aimed [Dryzek 1990; Elster 1986, 1998;
 Miller 1992:54-67]. Against the picture of
 democracy as a procedure for aggregating
 and effectively meeting the given prefer-
 ences of individuals, the deliberative theo-
 rist offers a model of democracy as a forum
 through which judgments and preferences
 are formed and altered through reasoned
 dialogue between free and equal citizens.
 From this perspective the reason blindness

 of cost-benefit analysis is a source of its
 problems. The features of practical ratio-
 nality I outlined above, the ineliminable
 role of judgment and the appeal to pro-
 cedural and expressive norms of ratio-
 nality could all be taken to underpin the
 employment of more deliberative institu-
 tions for environmental choices.

 To defend a deliberative conception of
 public life is not to say that current political
 institutions are instantiations of delibera-

 tive democracy, still less that recent experi-
 ments deliberative democracy successfully
 realise deliberative procedures. Many
 clearly are not. A feature of modem political
 life is the degree to which it is being itself
 invaded by the norms and culture of the
 market: one does market research to form

 and sell policies, not to persuade by argu-
 ment. Sound bites are not arguments, even
 with suppressed premises. They conform
 rather to Lewis Carol's snarxist theory of
 truth: "what I tell you three times is true".25
 For a sound bite you need to say it a few
 more times than that, but the principle is
 the same. Moreover, some institutions that

 are presented as experiments in delibera-
 tive democracy, such as focus groups,
 properly belong to this marketisation of
 politics rather than a deliberative alterna-
 tive. The origin of the focus group tech-
 nique in market research is not without its
 implications. It is often employed in
 political practice not to allow deliberation
 to take place but rather to close it down.
 It is employed to gather information of
 likely responses to different potential
 policies and actions not to open up debate
 but to anticipate and forestall it. From the
 perspective of a deliberative theory of
 democracy they belong to this marketisa-
 tion of politics. So also does cost-benefit
 analysis: what matters is the intensity of
 the preferences, not the soundness of the
 reasons, and preferences count only to the
 extent that they allow of monetary expres-
 sion. Given the drift in modem politics
 towards an audit culture in which that

 which comes without a money figure
 disappears from the political processes,
 there is an understandable temptation for
 the environmentalist to be pragmatic about
 this and follow the trend to marketisation

 on the grounds that it gets results. This is
 what the environmental economist offers.

 The temptation should however be resisted.
 This is, in part, because the quality of
 public life matters as well as the quality
 of the environment. However, in the long
 term the quality of the environment itself
 is likely to depend on that of public life.

 Responding to the Market

 The pragmatic argument is the final and
 possibly strongest case for monetary valu-
 ation and cost-benefit analysis, and the one
 to which appeal is made once all the
 theoretical discussions are over. Monetary
 valuation serves to justify policies in
 economic terms, to make the sums come
 out right. The Pevensey Levels survey is
 typical in this regard. With some dubious
 assumptions, the authors could conclude
 that the wildlife enhancement scheme was

 justified. And that gave the relevant policy
 bodies what they needed in their political
 negotiations. Now in a world dominated
 by market norms that looks like a powerful
 argument. However, it is, I think deeply
 mistaken. While there is always room for
 internal criticism of cost-benefit analyses
 of particular projects that they fail on their
 own terms - the idea that there is a 'correct'

 price and cost-benefit ratio that would
 deliver a defence of environmental goods
 should be resisted. It is far from clear that

 in the long-term coming up with often
 unbelievable financial figures is the best
 way of protecting environmental goods.26
 This is not just because the figures are
 unbelievable - and pragmatically contin-
 gent valuation has limited impact on those
 it attempts to move. The very treatment of
 the site in terms of commercial norms itself

 is part of our environmental crisis. The
 issue of environmental policy is one of
 market boundaries. As I noted at the outset

 of the paper, the modem world has wit-
 nessed the introduction of markets mecha-

 nisms and norms into spheres of life that
 previously have been protected from
 markets: a series of non-market goods such
 as the human body, especially the womb,
 knowledge, libraries, educational and
 cultural goods, political deliberation and
 personal relationships are being subjected
 either to direct commodification or the
 introduction of market norms. The bound-

 aries that separate a 'free' unpriced world
 of knowledge, the body and public delib-
 eration from those of the market are being
 eroded. The appropriate response to the
 erosion of such boundaries is not to make

 sure that, as they disappear, the best price
 is achieved. It is rather to resist the dis-

 appearance of the proper boundaries be-
 tween the different spheres. For example,
 it is neither an ethically nor pragmatically
 adequate response to commercial surro-
 gacy to work out good commercial rents
 for wombs, rather than resist commercia-
 lisation. The same is true of environmental

 Economic and Political Weekly May 26, 2001 1.871

This content downloaded from 
�������������131.104.97.86 on Wed, 05 Jan 2022 20:19:28 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 goods. It may be the case that the envi-
 ronment is unpriced and in a world in
 which market norms predominate this
 might be a problem. But strategically it is
 a move in the wrong direction to accept
 the disappearance of boundaries and sim-
 ply look for a price. Protection of environ-
 ments is best served not by bringing the
 environment into a surrogate version of the
 commercial world, but by resistance to the
 spread of the world of commodity ex-
 change and its norms. We best serve
 environmental goals by opposing the spread
 of market norms and defending them in
 terms of directly ethical, aesthetic, political
 and scientific standards, stated and under-
 stood in those terms. We then have a

 problem of working within limits, and this
 raises real resource issues, but these are
 issues for political conflict, debate and
 judgment, not of pricing.27N13
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 Humanities Research Board.]
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 (Penang: Third World Network, 1988) ch 4
 and passim).
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