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fits into the archetype of universal comrqodiﬁcatiqn. The Hol?besm!n
conception of the political order likewise conceives of ‘polmcs in
market rhetoric. Modern Hobbesians view political activity as f},llly
describable in terms of “rent seeking’f by those.who ’can achnel\;e
monetary gain from the capture of portions of Levnathlim s Fg;]vel:;
Here is a sample of market rhetoric from Gary Bec efr: ¢ ildren
are usually not purchased but are self—prodgced by each family, u§lﬁg
market goods and services and the own time of parents, esgecng y
of mothers. Since the cost of own time and household pro uctlog
functions differs among families, Fhe.totgl cost of ﬁrodgcmBg akn
rearing children also differs.” Continuing in mz:rket r etfonc,h.lzcreir.
explains something about what glgvzrr;segzogile :hcleiilea ti?; cp rlice O%
“ children would de _ : :
clzlrjre(:le?:; (fiulfl():ncome. An increase in the_ relative p{:cedof cl;:jd?:;
. reduces the demand for childrer} and increases t i Sema d fo
other commodities (if real income.ls held co.nstanltj)‘.ld p;:aé :d(e%
further about why people want this commodity (children),

notes that

i is reduced if they contribute to fam?ly
ltlhe net cost of childrch ® li\eoltclicechores, working in the family

increase in the
) oS marketplace. Then an i :

or working in the . -
EUS;:?;&” otential if children would increase the demand f(}’llfl(cjh']
d::n Ingdefd I believe that farm famll_les have had morde ctilvergg
mail';ly becau’se children have been considerably more produc

farms than in cities.!®

income by performing house

ho is willing to conceive (?f everything (cprneas for
For one who 1s bies for adoption) in market rhetoric, the only
l.:srl:: things might be hel.d.out (?f the mar}«;t is
market failure: free riders and holdouts, admmlstlrat;ve :(;z;st,l lrlC ;11‘-
mation costs, and so on. Judgﬁt Posner, for exng:t,iﬁepcf by inf)(,)rma-
siders a ban on selling oneself into SIaveryft(‘)l o that would suggest
tion costs.20 Finding no apparent market fai urte}?at a free market in
noncommodification of children, he Suggests hat baby-selling is
babies would be a good idea.2! Becker, S-Otl-ng o to fo};bid what
forbidden by most societies, states that “it 1; etals));b  slling would
would be uncommon,” and goes on to reason ?taste z,or [one’s] own
be uncommon because “[o]ne could Poswlatf an d than postulating a
children’ which is no less (and no more) profou

transplant, sexuality,
explanation for why
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ted to commensurability of value, there is no mystery about which of
two items is more valuable; it is the one with the higher price tag.
Furthermore, for any two items, one of them must be more valuable
than the other, or else the two must be equal in value. Moreover,
transitivity holds: if A is more valuable than B and B is more valuable
than C, then A is more valuable than C. Commodification thus implies
a strong form of value commensurability.

In this book I deny that all values are commensurable in this way.
This denial is central to my critiques of universal commodification: it
cannot capture—and may debase—the way humans value things im-
portant to human personhood. So something must be said here about
what it means to be committed instead to value incommensurability.
This is a murky subject, and I mean to keep the discussion brief.

I believe by and large that philosophical argument, such as it is,
cannot force those who are committed to commensurability to
change their minds.2* There aren’t any knock-down logical argu-
ments that compel people to recognize incommensurability. (At least
I haven’t found any, and don’t know how such an argument might
be structured.) Those who are committed to commensurability can
always—from their point of view—*“translate” value incommen-
surabilities into their conceptual scheme. (See Chapter 8.) Rather,
I want to show that many of us do have implicit unrecognized com-
mitments to incommensurability. I want to make them explicit and
show why incommensurability is impor'tant,.and.how it connects
up with questions of contested commodification like sale of repro-
ductive services. .

Philosophers have puzzled over a problem named “incommen-
surability” in various contexts. In each of thgm, the problem is
whether incommensurability exists. Although it goes by the same
name, I am not sure to what extent incommensurability is usefully
regarded as the same problem in all contexts. One context is a debate
over relativism.25 There a commitment to the existence of incommen-
tment to radical untranslatability between
different cultural groups or different historical peripds. That commit-
ment supports relativism. If the language, conventions, and forms of
life of one group cannot be made at all intelligible in terms of the
language, conventions, and forms of life f’f anothér, then it is thought
that there is nothing to be said about which practices are better. They

are incommensurable.

surability signifies a commi
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mensurability is put forward to deny the scalar claim, then the claim
that values are incommensurable means that there is no scale along
which all values can be arrayed in order so that for any value or
package of values we can say definitively that it has more or less value
than some other.

Either of these claims can be made partial. It need not be the case
that either all values are reducible or scalable, or none are. A utilitar-
ian may claim that many values reduce to some “stuff” even if not all
of them do; an opponent may claim that a few values may reduce to
some “stuff” but most of them do not. A utilitarian may claim that
many values can be arrayed on a scale, or on a number of scalgs, even
if pockets of incommensurability exist; an opponent may claim that
some values can be arrayed on a scale or scales but that there are large
or significant areas of incommensurability.' ' .

This last debate, about the extent or mgmﬁcanc? <?f incommen-
surability, seems to come down to deeply held _conﬂlctmg intuitions.
Some writers, such as James Griffin,33 find that incommensurability is
not an important problem. Others, for example Joseph Raz,3 find
that it is. Much of their disagreement seems to amount to different
intuitions about how to characterize certain kinds of commonplace
actions and interactions. In particular, how do we interpret the evi-

dence of an actor’s choices? May we infer commensurability to the

extent that the actor actually does choose one thing over the other?

(Should choices between values be read as “trade-offs”?) .
In an example patterned on one of Raz-’s, suppose that a man is
faced with the choice whether to take a job in a distant city th?t
pays $100,000 more than his present job, but if 'he takes it he.Wll]
forgo the company of his spouse.3s If he takes the job, are we entitled
to infer that he values the company of his spouse less than he values
$100,000? This is to infer commensurability. IF assumes the two
values can be placed on the same scale, from which we can xfad off
that one thing is more valuable than the other. Company is “traded
off” for dollars. Those who make the m.ference find the lan”guage (?f
revealed preference apposite. By making the “trad“e-off Sf his
spouse’s company in return for $100,000, the man rt?veals that
the dollar value he places on his spouse’s company is less than
$100,000. . e
Writers like Griffin think the inference of commensurability is

obviously correct:36 if we see people making choices among things
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A broad understanding of commodification encompasses market
rhetoric. In market rhetoric, the discourse of commodification, one
conceives of human attributes (properties of persons) as fungible
owned objects (the property of persons).3® One conceives of human
interactions as “sales” with “prices” even where no money literally
changes hands. Private property plus free contract covers the universe
of human voluntary interaction. Thus, in the passage quoted earlier,
Becker referred to children as a commodity with a price and a demand
function. In discussing the possibility of a market in babies, Becker
posited a limited scope for that market on the grognd that parents
would try to unload their “lemon” children, keeping the superior
children for themselves, if “buyers were not readily able to determine
quality.” And he assumed that “all children in the sam:: farrnly have
the same quality” in deriving the utility furl.CFIOI"l’ that (.TllStl'ngUIS!'leS
the quality of children from other commodme‘s. 40 In his dlsc1.1s510n
of the effect of the decline in the infant mortality rate, he considered
children as fungible commodities; in a decision about ‘how many
grown children are desired, one child is perfectly substitutable for
another. ) ) .

Insofar as Becker was not engaging in any Iltergl transactions
involving children or even advocating that children be llterall'y bought
and sold, his market rhetoric reflects the br'oad or metaphorlFal sense
of commodification but not its narrow or Ilr.eral sense. My discussion
of the archetype of universal commodification has assumed that Fhe
two senses are connected. But just how? The nature of.the connection
is a complex issue that will recur in miny gu’:ses in this book'.

The reason people are troubled by‘ mere market rh’etor.lc, When
applied in ways they think inappropriate, 1s that'they think it will be
contagious and will lead to literal commodlhﬁcatlon. They thlpk that
someone who thinks like Becker or Posner will end up advgcatmg that
indeed we should exchange children for money.! They think that tl}e
rhetoric will proliferate of its own a!ccord, and that one adyocate W.l]l
encourage others. They think that if enough people conceive of chil-
dren in market rhetoric and advocate that we exchgnge children for
money, then literal buying and selling of children will result.

Of course, if market rhetoric took over the .world. to such an e{xtent
that there was no other way available to us in which to conceive of

children. then there would be no reason left to avoid trading them as
9

commodities. In such a world the prediction that such a trade would
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wrongness is not separate from the market rlz;:.té)nc. 1rr: (\)«;hlg?sov;z
conceive of the interaction. So, if l{teral commo 1hcat19 thepreason
is worse than “mere” commodification o_f theminr .etorlct,s e
cis o s ot s s el el s il
worthy of their status as p ' :
o e s G e e
commodification is worse—if it lS—VV,Ollld have.;io 2 finding Mar ¥
tends even more strongly than “merfe’ gomn}odl c;motn in fhetorlc t0
undermine personhood by engendering mfe“°f_ ufn ers 2oncegtualiza-
ceptualizations—of what a person Is. These ull)lerlor dersi)and -
tions that are evoked are the reason we are ah e t: ;fndollars o
“actual” bad treatment (for example, the exchang
child). as bad. to say in Chapter 10 on how we might Fhink about
[will h.ave mofre e returning to that and other specific instances of
baby selling. Be 0cgiﬁcation I want to consider some of the structu.ral
COl'ltCS'ted C‘Oz:? rfr:a)ltures bOt;l of commodification and of an opposing
3vnodrlzfit:v:r“i call noncommodiﬁcation.. One of thle earmarkr:l gjicﬁ:(;;r:
modification, perhaps its central one, is that of sale; SOl COICT; L
. hen things are thought of as, or declared to , .
o li)lun:fesr:;::t YI‘ths I turn first, in the next chapter, to nonsalability,
capable .

which I call market-inalienability.
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