
Assessing the Value of Your Life - So, what do you think you are worth? 

For all the handwringing over assessments by government death panels, each of us implicitly places a 
value on our own life. When we get a raise, our self-esteem goes up. When we lose our job, it goes down. 

Whenever we sell our time for a wage, are we not marketing the finite number of working hours available 
to us? Some of us will not accept a minimum wage job; many more have to. 

Loss of income and prolonged joblessness may not only lead to despair and a negative self-image but, 

possibly, suicide or, still more likely, a life of crime. (It should not be forgotten that prostitution and thievery 
are humanity’s classic jobs of last resort.) For most of us, even the value each of us places on our own 
life may vary from day to day along with changing external circumstances and imagined future prospects. 

Slum or Gated Community?  

Most of us spend most of our time living, working, and playing in a circumscribed environment. Exiting a 

front door, for some, may entail walking into a lovely floral garden; for others, into a degraded urban 
landscape. The sights, sounds, smells, and dangers that confront us during our daily activities are, in part, 
a significant element of the value of our lives as measured by the quality and safety of the immediate 

environment surrounding us. 

Whenever one casts a vote for a politician that promises to relieve industry of the onerous regulatory 
burdens placed on it by federal environmental and consumer protection agencies, such as USEPA, 

OSHA, FDA, CPSC, EEOC, NLRB,  that voter is almost certainly valuing, or devaluing, their very own life. 

Legislative Actions undermining the Value of Life in Missouri - A Case Study 

Here in America’s Heartlessland, ‘conservative’ lawmakers continually launch efforts to rescind Missouri’s 
voter mandated cost of living adjustment (COLA) to the minimum wage. For the moment, the legislators 
efforts to thwart the demonstrated will of their State’s voters have failed. However, they have successfully 

devaluated the lives of Missouri workers through new pro-development legislation. 

Missouri’s Right to Work - for less 

Passed in every county in the State in 2006, three-quarters of Missourians voted to provide a cost-

of-living adjustment to the state's minimum wage to enable the incomes of its lowest wage earners 

to keep pace with inflation. As a result, Missouri’s minimum hourly wage has since increased from 

$5.15 to $7.25, reaching the point where it equals the federal minimum wage rate. However, out of 

deepening concern for Missouri’s marginal labor scavengers who maintain that their impoverished 
(and likely unsustainable) businesses are unable to offer living wages for their employees, the 

State’s House of Representatives obligingly advanced a bill that would eliminate any future cost-of-

living adjustments. 
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Encouraged by our most cold-hearted lawmakers willingness to sacrifice the value of the lives of 

the state’s lowest income workers to the Gods of economic development, Missouri business 

leaders, backed by the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and other trade groups, aggressively 
lobbied the majority legislative conservatives to enact their Six-Point Plan. The Plan was aimed at 

devaluating the lives of Missouri’s working citizens under the guise of promoting economic growth. 

It called for tort reform, workers' compensation reform, and corporate tax reform (a.k.a., elimination) 

along with capping of the minimum wage and making it as difficult as possible for employees to sue 

for discrimination. At the final bell of the 2011 legislative session, two of the bills had already been 

enacted, three were newly passed, and one had been vetoed by the governor. Newspaper 
accounts proclaimed that the Chamber membership rejoiced. 

Happily, not everyone in Missouri works for an hourly wage. Many, including some public law 

enforcement officials, manufacture specialty chemicals. Using figures from the El Paso Intelligence 

Center, reporters proudly announced that Missouri has retained its number one position in that 

regard for a record eighth straight year. 

BBC, 30 April 2011: Hong Kong workers to enjoy minimum wage for first time 

In an alternate universe, marking a departure from its renowned free-market philosophy, “Hong 

Kong has introduced a minimum wage that is expected to benefit around 10% of (its) working 

population. The minimum wage has been resisted by the business community, who say it is too 

costly. Some employers have (fired and) rehired workers on new contracts with unpaid meal breaks 

and rest days to avoid paying a higher wage bill.” 

“With the exception of Singapore, most Asian countries now have a minimum wage or are 

considering one.” 

America’s Laborers ... not so middle class anymore? 

Most working age Americans (63%) still commute to salaried jobs. As President Barack Obama prepared 
to relinquish his Presidency, their average wage (2017) had rebounded to about $26 per hour while only 
4.6% of our nation’s would-be workers remained unemployed. However, as our population continues to 

grow, the number of unemployed American citizens may be expected to begin equalling or outpacing the 
rate of new job creation. Adding to this burden of inexorable population growth, new federal, state, and 
local government fiscal austerity measures directed at reducing the complement - and labor costs -  of 

public employees promises to substantively increase the nation’s cache of unemployed and 
underemployed workers. 

In recent years, when new jobs have become available, competition has been found to be astonishingly 

fierce even though the wages offered have been pegged at the minima and the working hours 
considerably fewer than what is needed to secure a living wage. (As an example, in a single day in the 
spring of 2014, McDonald’s Corporation hired a record 62,000 new workers at $9 per hour. Close to a 

million aspirants queued up in hopes of launching their careers in the fast-food industry. Reportedly, the 
fortunate six percent of successful recruits will net an average of $8,354 per year.) 
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So will diminishing opportunities and valuation of our nation’s employees result in a decline in the overall 
value of American life? Nearly a half-century of entrepreneurial outsourcing of domestic jobs to access 
the world’s most desperate labor pools has buttressed our nation’s embrace of free trade. This, coupled 

with the political emasculation of unions (Right to Work - for less.); the demonizing of incompetent and 
slothful teachers (who quit work at 3 p.m. and elect to take all summer off); and the latent perception that 
indolent public employees are overpaid parasites feasting at the public trough, have combined to foment 

cynicism over the worth of our public servants. Even our police and firefighters are too fat. 

Obviously, our forthcoming national devaluation of life will not affect all Americans uniformly. Far from it. 
An influential complement of our established upperclass business owners and market investors can 

readily accommodate a substantial devaluation. Many of our corporate citizens are even likely to profit 
from a predictable, progressive decline in our nation’s valuation of life. 

If you are among that fortunate percentage of the American citizenry that have already amassed (or, 
better yet, inherited) millions of dollars, you may not really have to work, at least, not at making or creating 
anything. You don’t necessarily have to labor to start new businesses. Your investments will support you. 

Moreover, properly advised of the centrality of your important contributions to the American economy, 
many legislators may be happy to ensure that all the governmental resources needed to maintain and 
advance the nation’s future prosperity will remain in your hands - till death and beyond. You are valuable. 

The IRS Statistics of Income Division reported that, in 2008, the income of the top 400 Americans 
averaged $270.5 million, down from $344.8 million in 2007. Only 8 percent of that income came from 
salary; the rest came from capital gains, now taxed at 18 percent. 

How many individuals own as much wealth as the bottom half of the world’s population (approximately, 
3.6 billion and increasing) combined?  

Eight, as calculated by Oxfam from 2016 annual survey data published by Forbes magazine plus data 
from Credit Suisse on the estimated assets of the global poor. 

The lucky eight men: 

Bill Gates,    Microsoft, $75 billion. 
Amancio Ortega Gaona,  the Spanish founder of the fashion company Inditex, $67 billion. 
Warren E. Buffett,   Berkshire Hathaway, $60.8 billion. 

Carlos Slim Helú,   Mexican telecommunications magnate, $50 billion. 
Jeff Bezos,    Amazon, $45.2 billion. 
Mark Zuckerberg,   Facebook, $44.6 billion. 

Lawrence J. Ellison,  Oracle, $43.6 billion. 
Michael R. Bloomberg,  Bloomberg L.L.P., $40 billion. 
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http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/article/0,,id=120304,00.html
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http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/z/mark_e_zuckerberg/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/e/lawrence_j_ellison/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/michael_r_bloomberg/index.html?inline=nyt-per


Yes, the charts do indicate the relative size of the pie you receive, as median income, if you are in the top  
($157,631 per annum) versus the bottom ($ 9,846 per annum) 20% of American households. (Guess 
which group notices changes in petroleum costs the most.) 

 

As for the remainder of twenty-first century Americans (now with decreasing purchasing power, 
debilitating household debt, inexorably rising food and utility costs, competing in a nation with a growing 
population, internecine anger and class warfare), most recognize that the value of their lives is changing. 

Press 1 if you believe yours is going up, …
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