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Ereedomt within Reason: From Axioms to Marxian Praxis

Does being free mean that we are not unfree and are we rational if we are not
jrrational? If liberty and rationality are notiens not dissimilar to those that nature
throws out, then their definilion is possible by means of negation provided they
and their opposites are mutually exclusive. In the same way that a substance is
organic if it is not inorganic, a woman will be thus declared free if she is not
unfree or a deed rational if it is not irrational.

At initial criticism of this deflinition may throw the spotlight on its absolutism. A
person can find her environment to be more or less oppressive or act tn a manner
that displays elements of irrationalily without being downright stupid. [ndeed,
even economists have argued that the problem with their discipline is that it does
not recognise degrees of irrationality or unireedom. In the case of the latter,
economic models have been castigated for their failure lo capture the loss of
autonony due o unequal wealth or propetty rights, and in the case of the former
they have been criticised for making unrealistic assumptions concerning the ability
of agents to think clearly.

To illustrate the above and motivate the forthcoming second criticism, suppose
we have a field encircled by a fence. lnside we have freedom or rationality and
outside we have their opposiles aching to get in but prevented from doing so by
the fence. Orthodox economic theory in particular and liberalism in general are
completely taken by this type of metaphor. The tentative eriicism identified in the
paragraph above suggesls that the demarcation of freedom and rationality from
tyranny and senselessness may not be so neat. Parts of the fence have caved in
and there is a yrey area in which the lwo concepts live in an uneasy symbiosis
with their apposites. The mixing is not complete, as there are inner defences that
do not allow the barbarous outsiders a complete walk-over, but it is serious
enough lo warrant studies of bounded rationality (in the context of limited
compuling ability) and of degrees of liberty {in terms of distributive justice). No
doubt these amendments accormmodate the inital critidsm by conceding that
some tension between rationality and liberty on the one hand and irrationality and
uitfreedom on the other must be entertained. At the putset social theories are built
upon the assumption that the fence is intact and then, once the social world is
better understood, the assumplion is relaxed and new insights are sought as the
fence begins to baulk. Nevertheless, the spatial paradigm is at the centre of such
theary.

The second criticism is more profound as it tejects the very possibility of
understanding rationalily and freedom in terms of naturalistic metaphors. Bath
notions demand not only a physical capacity to act freely and rationally but al=o
that the agent has reached a certain level of social development and is conscivts of
these notions. And this is the rub. Before I van do something with my freedom of



speech [ muost have something to say. H my faculbes permit me to attain my
objective, [ nrust have an objective before my action is deemed rational. Moreover,
{ must be wise in the way | choose my objectives. By conirast the naturalistic
perception, of which the fenced field is one example, 5 far less demanding. To
cuin another such metaphor, the main condition for a satellite to break loose from
4 planet’s gravity is that its vectorial speed exceeds a certain threshald - either its
speed exceeds the threshold or it does not. Though we may say that the satellite
has been set free if it does, we must be careful not to mistake the metaphancal
resemblance between this freedom and the freedom of huwmnan agents for
samething more profuund. Nor should we succumb to the temptation of
identifying the effidency with which targets are reached wilh rationality. The
former is an adequate rule to use in ballistics but quite lnappropriate as an
inclusive guide to rational behayiour.

Unfortunately, the naturalistic definitton of Reason and Liberty seems correct
because our language permirs associations between the netions such as “free fall’
and ‘free speech’. The danger comes froin our tendency to accept analogous
definitions for concepts whose analogy springs from e common metaphor our
minds utilise in order to attain comprehension. tf the analogy is epiphenomenal, it
is likely to cause serious confusion. For instance, the conditions that must hold
betare the phenomenon of an object travelling through the ether is definable as a
‘frev-fall’, can be described swithour reference to the object itself. In other words,
“Free-fall” is delinable @ privri. In contradistinciion, the phenomenon of ‘free-speech’
15 not. Any attempt to construe it without reference to the determinants of what a
person has to say, is pregnant with the danger of describing an instance where a
voice synthesiser recites a speech randomly selecled from its memory banks as a
manifestation of free speech. Similarly, allhough we van specify # priori ineasures
uf the speed with which a computer performs a caleulabion, it is iinpossible to Jdo
likewise in the case of hwmans without returning o the terribly narrow
instrurnental rationality of neoclassical economnics. It transpires that the atfitude
towards @ priori and axiomatic definttions of liberty and rationality is a crucial
aspect of the ensuing social theory. [ will be arguing that to define these notions a
priori is (o dehumanise and impoverish social theory.

Lo this paper [ focus on the implications of this dehumanisalion of social theory.
By naturalising the meaning of rationality and freedom, bourgeois thought
achieved two things: First, it yaposed its own perception of the two notions on all
people and at all thmes and, second, it paved the way to a celebralion of theie loss.
The former obtained as axiomatic definilions were put into place which, althaugh
philasophically weak, tumed the bourgeois urge lo accumulate into the major
determinant of what it means 1o be rational and free The latter resulted from the
discontent caused by the repercussions of the axiomatic approach. By denyiog
their substantive meaning, the naturalistic definition of our two notions
strengthened the hand of those who wish to elaim that the Toss of abstract theories
of rationality and freedom is a blessing in disguise. 1f the naturalistic path led
some to this conclusion, should bourgeois thinkers worry or will they take this
postmodern twist in their stride? On the one hand, they will feel threatened
because their posilivist models will no longer be presentable as positive analyses
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of the soclal world, On the other hand, the postmodem reaction lo naturalism s
functional to bourpeois thought if the postmodern revelation that the latter has no
clothes is a beller disguise of its nudity,

Finally, the paper concludes that if we are to reclaim freedomn and rationality we
need 1o distance purselves from the axiomatic definitions which are based on
ontologically static binary opposilions between uvotions and their opposites.
Moreover, we must also resist the sirens of Rational Choice Marxism (RCM) and
postmodernity and tum to old fashioned dialectical malerialisnv. tlowever, our
arrival at dialectics must complete a journey of renewal and not just a journey
home. Rational Choice theory may be incapable of enlightening the meaning of
rational or frec choices, but it does illuminate the way in which bourgeois thought
generates insunnounlable internal contradictions. Postmodernily may fail to
expoke the folly of bourgeois natuealism without debunking progressing thinking,
but it does paint 1o a tendency toward naturalism by those who have been sloppy
with their dialectical reasoning. There is a fot to learn from the ability of bourgeois
theory to undermine itself in order to frustrate the develapment of a progressive
sacial science.

It

Il one is to deline rationality before anything is said about the luunan subjects
who will then be endowed with it, one is forced to adopt hsteamental (ioeans-
ends) rationality. For if Kantian or Hegelian rationality were to be admitted, one
would have to know the sodetal values surrounding agemts and their history
hefore discussing their Reason'. Some argue that atthough bstrumental rationality
is insufficient {in that it nreds to be supplemented by uther forms ol Reason), it
can still offer some useful local explanations when the preferences of agends, as
well as their envisomment, are stable and there is a unique solution to their choice
problom®. They cite examples when a particular sovial situation places ageits in
cirounstances  describable by a  prisomers  dilenuna and  demonstrate how
instrcumental rationality leads agents to act in a self-defeating manner. [f one is
moee ambitious, one can go further and develop an argument in favour of
coltective action as an instrument for changing the objectives of individuals and
thus transforiving prisoner’s dilemmas inlo games condudive to superior socdial
oulzomes. But given that this transition is not analysable in terms of instrumental
rationality, is this more than a restatement of what Hobbes, THume, Rousseau and
Marx have already debated in splendid prose? [ think not. If the invecation of a
priori rationality is to be commended for its analytical ability, a lot more
explanatory power is required.

The foremost advocates of g priori definitions are, not surprisingly, neoclassical
economists. When asked to produce evidence that gennine and original social
explanation can be procured as a consequence of models based on an  a priori
delinilion of rationality, they quickly present us with the notion of the Nagh
equilibrivm. For the uninitiated, suppose you are involved in a slrategic situation



in which you are compelled to make a choice. However, the oulcome of your
choice depends nat only on what you choose but also on what others choose. In
cases where none of your choices is dominant {that is, is besl regardless of what
others do), what you ought to choose critically depends on what you think that
the others think that you think..ad infinitun. The Nash equilibrium is what game
theory has to offer as a way out of the infinite regress.

Interestingly, this relatively recent neoclassical exploit has attracted attention
from theorists whose agenda is quite different. Rational Choice Marxisls (RCMs}
have argued that the analylical power of Lhe Nash equilibrium should be
harnessed by propressive sockel scientisls in arder to dissect social retations and
establish a micro-foundation for historical studies of sodal change. According ta
jon Elster’, for cxample, the Nash equilibriuin offers a way of nnderstanding
complex social interaction with a simplicity reminiscent of the irreverence with
which Alexander lhe Great approached the Gordian knot. By contrast, Litlen
Meiskins Wood! is concerned that RCM assumes the structures that need to be
explained and that, by the time the Nasty equilibrium is called upon o deliberate
as to which is the best choive of the rational aclor, there is very little left to
explain.

Unlikely as it may seem, there is an implicit consensus between neoclassical
ecconomists, RCMs awd crilics like Wood who have an inlrinsic dJistaste for
atlempts to illuminale history by focusing on the decisions of individual or
collective agents in a rational choice framework. The consensus concerns the
capacity of the MNash equilibriuns to explain how agents will behave given their
objectives and environment. Wood may disagree with RCMs about the value of
developing such explanations if the price that has to be paid is a neglect of
classical Marxisin, bul she does not challenge the proposilion that, given objectives
and environment, an 4 prior definition of rationality can yicld such explanations®.
Similarly, RCMs are prepared to accept wholeheartedly the usefulness of lools like
the Nash equilibrium even if they wish to put them in the service of heteradoxy.

{n this section [ want to agree with Wood but also to lake her repudiation of the
rational choice paradigm further by challenging the above consensus, For il is not
only that rational choice theory assumes most of what it tries to explain (as Wood
currectly remarks) bt that, even after it has made its assumptions, it cxplains very
titile, if anything at all. The cause for this failure is the impossibility of 4 sensible
a priori definition of Tationalily and its main repercussion is that we can no longer
confidently expect to know what a ralional agent will do even if we know het
objectives and Lhe precise environment in which she funclions. The best way of
illustrating the argutuent is by means of a simple game.

Neoclassical game theorisls recoguise that not all sodal interactions (in their
language, games) have clear-cut solutions. [f there exist mare than one equilibrinm
strategies {or actions), it is unclear what a rational actor wilt de. Indeed, an
increasingly large collection of papers is trading on the multiplicity of equilibria
and the resulting need for selecting between them. RCMs have been made aware
of this difficulty and sone have constructed elegant analyses of collective action
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an‘d evolution based on the non-uniqueness of equilibrium solutions®. Towever
this recognition is founded on the belief that in sodal interactions whete there
exists a unique equitibrium, the outcome is an open and shut case. It is a belief
that cannot be sustained simply by assuming rationality and, thus, it is a belief
that musl be deflated. )

Consider a heuristic game where the working class is pitted against capitalists
and where both sides have three stralepies at their disposal. Strate:gles range f1 om
the cooperative {within capitalist confines) to the combaltive. The warkers' second
strategy is to struggle for a higher portion of the surplus without attempting to
overttwow capitalisin while their third strategy is openly to contest the bourgeois
state and its property relations, ie. the revolution. Capilalists on the other band
must choose between retaining a liberal-democratic environment, enforcing anti-
labour legislalion which bans strikes and, lastly, calling in the military thus
discarding the liberal-democratic cloak of legitimacy altogether. '

Pefore the reader despairs at the abave description, let me confirm that it s
meant as an entertaining rather than an historically useful exampie. Mevertheless,
it serves its role of revealing the problem with conventional rational choice theory
admirably. Since equilibvium pgame theory s supposed to give answers based
enlirely on payolls and a priori rationality, game theorists would happily Inlerate
my choice of labels for the varicus strategies. Similarly, ROMs cannaot afford not to
du likewise in view of their adoption of the analytical tools of game theorists in
{)recisely this context’. As for the rest, [ ptead that they bear with e for 2 Little
onger.

Capitalists
{.iberal Ban strikes Military
Demnocracy Repression
1 2 3
Cooperate i 10,100 5,90 “5,80
Struggle for
Workers higher portion 2 50,50 *15,80 2,70
of surplus
Revelution T3 T 150,-50 [0,-10 400

Table 1



[ table 1 we have a typical game where no strategy is dominated - that is, each
stralegy 13 rationally playable depending oo the agent's beliet. For inslance, if
workers believe that capitalists will choose strategy 1, then their best response i35
“revolution’ (strategy 3). {6 they anticipate that capitalists will {ntroduce anti-unjon
leyistation (strategy 2), their best action is (0 intensify the struggle withm the
capitalist framework (strategy 2). [ mark the best responses of the row player with
a plus sign and those of the column player with a minus sign. Quite clearly,
workers will act according to what they think that capitatists think that workers
will expect capitalisis ...

This is a good example of the type of analysis to be found in Rational Choice
theory [ the cloices of players are to be rational, they must be based on
expectations rather than played at randorn. The problem is how to choose the
right expectations. Game theorists observe that there exists only one outcomwe
which results from choices which conficm the expectations that support them:
outvoine (1580) where both sides have chosen their second strategy. Workers
would only play 2 if they expected capitalists to play 2 and vice versa {observe the
cotncidence of the plus and minus signs al that outcome). [t so happens that at
(15,800 hoth of these vapectudons are confirmed. Moreover, (15580) is the only
outcuine that confirms both players’ expectations - that is, it 15 an equilibrium’.

S0 what, one may rightly ask? What it (15,80) qualifies as the Nash equilibrivum
by Luing the only solutiun which conficms the expectations of both agents? Flus
observation is of analytical value only if we believe that rational agents gravitate
towards choices that invariably make them feel vindicated viz. their expectations
after history has unfoldaf. If we believe, as we should, that social interaction can
lead to instances where rational agents regret decisions they have made
(soething chess masters often do), then the discovery of a unique Nash
equilibium sheds no light on this problem’. Apd yet rabonal cheice theory
axiumatically imposes the condition that rational agents must have expectauons
that are dlways confirmed by history. Based on Lhis assumplion, rational choice
theary goes on to build the magnificent castles that are to be found in the prolific
game theoretical literature. Unfortunately, they are buill on sand as there 15 no
reason why ralionality ought to engender symmelry. Lel us make no mistoke here:
the only way one may take (1580) to be the unique solution is if one assumes that
agents choose ex ante in a way that their expectalions are condirmaed ex post. Put
tlundy, rational choice theory can select one solution as the solution if and ondy if
it assumes away the most important aspect of strategic interdependence, namely
the uncertainty in the mind of players about whether their conjectures are goud
Ones ur not

To give a flair for the alternative vutcomes that may evenwale, consider the
following  train of thought that will lead workers rationally to initiate a
‘revelution”:

"t owill rebel (strategy 3) because we expect capilalists o choose their Cliberal-
democratic’ strategy (Strategy 1) I they knew that we contemplated “revolutiog”, they
would of course choose te suppress it (Strategy 3). However, we think that they expect us

Lo be fearful of this possibility and 1o “cooperate’ for this reason, Hence, we think that
they do not anlivipate a ‘revolution?, as they are confident that we dread the praspect of o
crushed revolution fthat is, outcome ((10,0] They will therelore, we believe, choose the
tiberal-democratic road. Hence our best course of action 15 (o rebel”

Wiil their expectation that capitalists are about lo choose the ‘liberal-democrati
stralegy be conflinmed? Perhaps, but not necessarily. The condition for this o occur
is that capitalists think as follows:
!

“We pursue the “iberal-democratic’ road because we anlicipate that the waorking class will
‘cooperate’. The reason why we expect this is because we believe that they fear that we
are about to unleash a military coup (stategy 3) expecting that they will rebel. And why
do Lhey think that we expect them 1o rebel? Berause Lhey think that we fear that they
Lelieve that we will play liberal in which case we should expect them Lo rebell”

If the above capture the two sides’ thoughts, then outcame {150,-50} will appear
as the result of perfectly rational choices. That one of the two sides (in this case
the capitalists) will eventually realise that its conjectures were false, is 4 noriial
byproduct of social conflict. The important poinl here is that, since there are
different cousislent Irains of thought which support each and every ovutcome in
this game {including the enuilibriumy), an a priort definilion of rationality cannot by
itself clucidate this pame'. Even though the struciure of payoffs (that is, the
sacial context according Lo Wood) is given and there is a unique equilibrivin, there
is no plausible theory of what will happen. Rational Chaice theory can narrow
outcomes down only if il imposes the condition of symmetry. But then it
shouid be referred to as Symmetry Choice Theory and RUMs, 3f they remain
comnmitted to the Nash equilibrivm, should become Symmetry Choice Marxsts™
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Fencing irrationatily oul in genuinely strategic situations does not work. The 4
priori assumplion that players are rational needs to be augmented by an
illegitimate requirement cengerning their confectures if it is W produce a solition
Nor does it work in defining freedom as the moral space which is kept clear of
unfreedom. Those who have tried to define liberty in negative naturalistic terms
{eg. Rubert Nozick 1974) either feel the need lo transcend their own definition at
some level (see [saiah Berlin 1953) or end np with what Robert Paul Wallf (1980
refers Lo as a conception of 1ights and liberty which would " immaobilise us all,
making us much like a bizarre gathering of morally musclebound rights freaks,
lovely to look at, but unable to lift a finger for lear of encroaching on uvne
anolher's moral space™.

Freedom as a concept is thus brought to us by a spatial metaphor whase roots
can be traced in the vagerness of landlords to keep trespassers al bay. In this sense
it is a metaphor that lends itself to the pure exchange paradigny to be found at the
heart of lberal contractarianism. To be free is thus lo make rabonal choices



uaimpeded and to trade at the market place at will - the bourgeois elhic suitably
distitled into a concepdon of liberty. Flogel desaribes the freedom emanating, from
atarket exchanges better than recent advocates of coonomnic liberalism (egr. Milton
Predoman 19623 when he writes:

ity Lecause the other sells his good that T also do so; and this equality in the thing as
14 nterior s its value, which has my complete consent and the upinion al the other - the
crsitive mine as well as his, the unity of my will and his". {Fiogel in the Pliesophy of
.‘3:g.‘:t}“

Befoce Dnvestigaling further the centrality of market relations to the noton of
Frvedern, it is inteeesting to recall what makes the o priori definitions of lirerty and
cationality so attractive to liberal theornsts. In Hobbes, freedom and rationality are
the two ;‘nc['eqnisites for survival. Reason helps one find the best response against
the barharians living outside ane’s person, and freedom ensures that ene will not
have constantly to leok over oune's shoulder. In Locke, the spatial _metapllor
manifests elf vividly in his famous proviss” where the allocation of property
tights over unclaimed resaurces is determined. In both cases, the primary objective
io 1o delemmine moral laws which leave as little room as possitile for others to
eddie with one's person. Market exchanges fall naturally into place as they are
soen as voluntary and conducive to Lhe maximum degree of socialisation while
permiting only the minimum interference with one’s “space’. Human identity is
thoughit o pre-exist the socialisation phase and, consequently, fn!?do::n pre—.d.utes
the entry of social agents on stage. Thus the pros livity toward 2 priori definitions
of rahonalily amd Hberly.

O course the reasen why this line of argumentation is problematic is lhat
identity and personheod are a product of, rather than a prerequisite for,
covialisalion. If we ate to erect the fences of Reason and liberty belore the agenls
appear, then hawever well shiclded they may be trom each other they will be
compatible with neither rationatity not freedom. Hegel may have celebralecd the
markel relation as a liverating institution but, unlike those who choose a priori
detinitions, he justified it in terms of its capacity to farge a thearetical and
practical relation between self and other. In contradistinciion to Hobbes, H.ogvl
points out that survival is a prerequisite for those other things that coustilule
social identity. e writes in the Phenemenology of Mind: "Self-consciousness attains
satisfaction in anather consciousness”.

s perception of the market relation, althouph utterly sympathetic to thal
concept, turns on the thought thal pure exchange between economic actors allows
them 1o reflect upon each other and thus 1o become who they are. He writes in

the Phidosophy of Right:

“I'he cancrele retn of me into me in the externality is that 1, the iufinite self-relation, am
as a persun the epulsion of me fram myself and have the existence of my persoralily in
the being of other persons in my relaton o then and my recognition ot them which is

rntinal”,

The market becomes the arena in which freedom prevails, not because it ensures
non-intervention by cie on the cther, but because it sets the scene lor the dialectic
of recognition between agents. Defore a soctal encounter takes pldCQ, an unposition
of naturalistic conditions for vights, freedom and rationality turns such concepts
into impediments to human subjeclivity. It is the predicament of naturalistic
liberalism that, in s efforts to offer an ahistorical definibon of the ultimmate human
goods, it does away with the subjectivily that makes those goods important. If a
markel exchange is therefore seen as nothing more thare an exchange which leaves
lhe agents wealthier but lontologically identical as before'®, then the contract
cannat have any moral weight. Hegel shows that the commitment of agents to
honour contracts forged at the market place develop precisely because they have
rights which are not their privale property and which cannot be sold freely. f
[reedom was delinable sirictly by the voluntarism of buying and selling, then
every aspect of human subjeclivity oughl to be a commadity. [n that case, no
conlracl would have moral awthonty for the same reason that the slave cannot
offer the master meaningful recognilion as long as slavery entails complete
subjugation. We must conclude that the moment we accept thal Luwnian
subjectivity is shaped by sodal inleraction, freedom is not possible prier to
socialisation. This insighl complements the thought Itom the previous section thal
the process which shapes agents’ perceplion of gains and of vach olher also shapes
thetr normative expectations which triggers particular trains of thought and rational
decisions.

Of cowrse, one can remain a liberal without rejecting the proposition  that
freedom must be huportant for non-voluntaristic reasons and also that rational
action is irreducible to instrumental procedures. Following the lead of 1.5 Ml
John Rawls {1972) accepts the argument that privale contracts must derive their
legitimacy from somewhere other than further private conlracts, and suggests that
the way forward is to establish whether free and rational agents would accept the
principles urnder which society is to be organised. In an ingenious twist whose
purpese is to retain the naturalistic o priort detinitions while augmenting them
with public rights, he invends the vetl of ignorance behind which agents wall
decide which societal principles are legitimate and sutlable as a sucial contract. He
argues with great elegance and skill that it is because of 2 prigri hreedom and
ralionality in the original position that the socialisation of agents, from which the
legitimacy of the market oblains, materialises. Of course, the proof depends on
accepting the original position in which pre-polilical agenls can begin ratonally to
socialise without knowing their political roles.

The irrepressible problem here {5 that the moral legitimacy ol pure exchange as
a guarantor ot freedom relies entirely on the choices made by agents before the
market exchanges commence, Before the social context is collectively chosen
behind the veil of fznorance, it must be demonstrated that the Hnal choice was
made atler all potential alternatives were considered. Unfortunately, even the most
imaginative of peuoples cannot transcend their society readily and consider
vacuum allernatives that hislory has not yet shaped. As Bob Sugden (1989) puts it
in a related Jebale, "the belief that one ought to {ollow a convention is the product
of the same process of evolulion as the convention itself. Ancient Atheniare, o
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asked 1o consider allernative socioeconomic organisations behind Rawls” veil of
ignorance, would have probably come up with a social contract involving some
form of slavery. This would nat make slavery a charactesistic of civil society with
uninterrupted legilimacy thraughout history. It took the praxes of Spartacus and
countless others to forge a sustainable perception of a slavery-free society. We
must therefore conclude that the Rawlsian defence of @ priorism {ails to banish
history from the definition of [reedom and rationatity'’. In other words, it fails Lo
suppurt the possibility of seasible axiomatic definilions.

The moment we accept that agents need to recognise themselves in others” eyes

before they gain the subjectivity and self-conscousness which makes freedom
possible, the sodal tervain becomes the lovus of human actualisation. In capitalism
it is the freedom of individuals gua property which promotes their mutual
recognition and thus development. Hegel endorses capitalist market relations not
because they respect human Ireedom and rationality {2 lu Tlobbes and Locke) but
because they are Lhe culmination of a hislorical process which rreates freedom and
rativnality. However, FHegel must show that market relations are truly based on
reciprocal recognition of social actos before his commendation is accepted. In the
market for apples and oranges there is little doubt that there is no systematic force
warking against such recognition of seif by other. It is in the markel for labour
that things become tricky. Marx writes in Volume 1 Chapter 10 ol Des Kapitul:
I the market, as the owner of the commadity “labour-power’, [the worker] stooad face to
fare with vther owners of conunodities, oue owner against another owner. The contract
by which he sald his labour-puwer to Lhe capitalist proved...that he was free to dispose of
nimself. But when the transaclion was concluded, it was discovered that he was no “[ree
agent', that the period of time for which he is farced to sell his labouz-power is the period
of time far which he is ferced to sell it that in fact the vampire will net let go "while there
remains a single muscle, a sinew ar drop of blood ta be exploiled™

In a society whose wealth is produced in a market in which the seller of human
faboue finds herself, most of the time, unable to indudpe in reciprocal recoghition
with the buyer, Tleyei’s moral description of the marketplace breaks down. For
how can the dialectic of recognition proceed when production is based on the
non-market exchange that ensues the labour contract? Once the worker enlers
production, the market paradigm evaporates and the extraciive power that Hegel
saw markets as putting an end to, returns with a vengeance. Any soviely
incorporating a wage systemn cannot, according 1o ilegel's own principles, be
gonuinely free.

C B Macpherson (1973) revamps the naturalist definitien of freedor by arguing
that, instead of defining freedom as the requirement thal one must consent to
anything that is taken from her, we ought to defincrii as one’s freedom not to
concent to such a transaction. Presented with a contract from a potenbal buyer
wha wants something from us, the litmus test of the purity of the exchange is
wlwther we have the option to say ‘no” and not whether we actually say 'yes'
Cime is [ree to twn down a contract provided one has alternatives. I my
alternative to signing a declaration passing all of my property 1o the supplier of a
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glass of waler (while on the verge of collapse in a desert) is dehydration and
death, then such a contract is hardly a case of reciproval recognilion a la IHegel.
One must have allernatives before one is free. And since what constitutes a
reasunabile feasible set of options is historically determined, all that Macpherson’s
definition has done for the moment is o restate {fegel's oppesition to axiomatic
definitions. However, it does offer us the opportunity to go furlher.

If capilatisl social relations are marked by an incomplete market for labour*®,
then ane wornders why workers are prepared to enter such a niarket. Are they not
free lo chouse? Macplerson’s conception of freedom emerges as relevant since
they may be doing this not because of their freedom Lo agree but because of their
unfreedum to do otherwise. Moreover, by agreeing to enter such a market, they
pive away Lhe right to be part of continual market relations. From the moment
they sign he contract, the rest of their working experience is not at all a market
relation bebween them and the capitalist. As a social organisation, capitalismn
cncourages workers fo give up public rights which they must have if they, as weli
as the cupitalist, are to achieve the uutual recognition which, according to FHegel,
i a prerequisite fov reedom in society. Of course the only reason why workers
systematically give up Lheir capacily ta participate in the niiracle of the dialectic of
recognilion, is thal this is their only access to roeans of production. The private
ownership ol the means of production may endow capitalists with extractive
power over the workers but, in [Hegelian eyes, both exploiters and exploited miss
out on becoming free.

v

If the abxwve is carrect, 4 prieri rationality fails to point out the rational choice in
stralegic circumstances”, and specifie socio-economic environments do not confer
freedum if freedom is to be consteued iy terms of an axiom. This is the point of
departure for 1Heget and Mark who sees botle Reason and liberty as byproducts of
e historical process™. It is also the point of departure for postmodern writers
like Michel Foucaull, Jaeques Derrida and Jean-Francois Lyotard who have been
arguing that the reason we fail to discem the rational choice in section Il is
because of the emptiness of the signilier “rational’. The weakness of our language
is responsible for creating the need for a demarcation Lelween rationality and
irralionatity along the lines of a naturalistic paradigm (recall the fence™) when, as
Foucault (1967) puts it, we ought to abandon the search for meaning of terms that
have none and recopuise that there is pleaty of "Reason in Madness™. As for
feedom, hiding bebhind fonces that supposedly guaranlec our negatively defined
liberty, is fulile. It is so because the melaphor of the fence is ne more lhan a
figaent of our language which requites such metaphors e order 1o formulate
concepts but is inunediately hijacked by those metaphors and therefore loses ils
Aceess Lo meaniny.

Postmodernists do nat stop there. Enchanted by their attack on linguistic

mutaphats, they proceed to devour Hegel's perceplion of history which, in their
eyes, is no more than a parallel with a discontinuous river majestically proceeding
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towards the sea uf emancipation and reciprocal recognition. Lhoey aceept po meta-
parrative, they do pot acknowledye any large sodal configurations {such as classes
ine Marx), and they see bistory as a chain comprising of different versions of the
present. As for the exploitation identified by Marx, they witld conument wryly
that after all we are alf oppressors and we are all oppressed i the same way Lhal,
i the context of rationat choice, we ali playfully indulge in iotivated achions hat
are at once irralional and tational. Postmodernisls interpret the loss of naturalistic
concepts of freedom and rationality as the inovitable Jdecomposition of the silly
metaphors underpinning o priori definitions. Maoreover, they celebrate Lhis loss and
warn against any allempt to re establish what it means to be tiee and rational.

Kven though the postmodern position may scen neutral viz, the Habbes/Locke
versus Hegel/Marx contesy, its denial of the possibility of transeending the present
(vither tcmpumlly or theorelically), protects any current SOUIO LCONOmMic staties uo
[tom o progressive discourse™. Flowever, lhere are elements of postmodernity
which enable a more sophisticated pursuit of the Marxist project linted at in the
previous section, if only for keeping Marxists on their lees. Too often in the past
we tolerated blankel explanations of historical phenemena hy those who hid their
unsophistication behind cectain linguistic forms, We were told that the reason why
the working class in Britain failed 10 become a ‘class for Uself” was (hat the
“subjective’ conditions were not there. Perhaps they were not, but this is not an
explanatary theory. lmprisoned in the schemalic melaphor of progress based on a
uaidimensional passape from changes in means of prodaction to discrete changes
in social relations, we tolerated the development of authorilatian repimes in
Easlern Eoutope hoping that, eventually, the process of Lndisirialisation wonld
magically remove authoritarian political inslilstions and, hos, hat socialist
democracy would Hourish.

Cleistopher  Morris (1985 singles out the methed of deconstruction of
metaphors from the rest of the postmodern litany and argues that Marxists can
fisd it useful. If shat he means is that Marxists ought constantly to question the
appropriateness of heir mwetaphors and o worry aboutt the possibility that the
melaphor may have heen tendeted inadmissible by some historical twist, he is
correcl, On the othier hand, the work of Derrida has boen done for him by Legel
and Marx. It was Fepel who focused on the contesl between theory atd narrative
by criticising Kant for having elevated fueas to an g privri status whoen their true
status is distinetly travsient. And it was Marx who castigaled the metanarrative
dwelled upon by philosophers, arguing that there are no immubile absohiles, oo
spiritual  beyonds  and  that cvery absolute  represented  a mask justilying
exploitation of hinnans by humans. Although we do nol need Denida o tell us
what Marx had alicady vlaborated {that 15, that philosophical abstractions in
tlnselves have no vatue or precise meaning), if Derrida incites us to refurn o
{lie roats we neglected for so long, then so e it

‘The prublems of truth-secking and of defining liberty and 1ationality, have two
things in common. Tirst, they are both seew as iltegilimate by poslmodernists, and
secund, they are solved simullaneously by hacs Tronically, if postiundernity’s
contribution §s simply o insist that lranscendental solutions ate illusory, it finds
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unexpected supporl rom Marx who leaves liltle room for confusion when wiitiong

"The guestion shether huwan thoug bt canasrive at objective uth s not atheoretical bt
it pmctlul yuestian It is in praxis that man must prove the teath, that is, the rml]iy, the
exaclness, the power of his thinking. The dispute wver The realily or non-reality of
thinking isolated from praxis s a purely schalastic question” {Theses on Feurbach 11
Marx 1154)

"The problems of knowledge in the abstrisct is o false problem. Abstract logical consistenc,
theory divorced from social activity and praclwcal verificalion, have no vahie whatever.,
The essence of man b5 practical, and the essence of society is praxis - acts, courses of
aclion, interaction. Scpazated from praxis, theory vainly comes to gnps wilh {alsely
formulated or insolnble problems, bugs down in mysticism and miystitication” [Theses on
Fewetbach VIILin darx 1984]

Delining praxis as activity viz. other hmans, dMarx seizes Tlogel's argument
namely that freadom and Reason are hollow in the absence of praxis, and retules
social theories which seck truth in an historieal vacuum. When ageats encounter
complex interactions (eg table 13 which Aristotelion lopic is unahle (o solve single-
handed, they transcend their pre-political nature. Reason becomes dialectical an:l
oversees a process of rationality creation which co detennines the individuads
perception af tewards and the rules of rattonal choice, It is a process that 1
characterised as much by logic a5 it is by experiments with alternative
rationalities™  And it is a process that Rational Choice Theory, loyal to s
naturalistic metaphors, cannot beep up with Similarly for societies. As fendalism
was about to vanish following the praxes ol judividual agents, suddenly it becanie
intelligible as a socio economic organisation and furnished us with the post Fronh
revolulion concept of liberty. Knowledge of Reason and freedon was attamed a5 o
resuit of humsan social aclivily and is obscured by a priort, axiomatic delinitions™.

In this vein, the melonge of praxes that constitute history becomes  the
determtinant of meaning. On the level of the private, the dislectic desaribes the
creation of perceptions and the actions that fullow such perceptions. Those actions
interact ot the perceptions that caused them, give shape o the web of sodaliy
shared beliefs and are determined by o conbinually, Wilhin this social frameswurk
freedom is to be attained when social relations are in place which permit the
Hegelinn dialectic of recognition to lunction fully. But how can the self recognise
the other when they meet at the copitalist mackel for labour in which one of the
two loses her capacity to be o sovereign persen? As long as social relabons
systemativaily restiict the options of certain groups or strata, the test will b
endowed  with extractive power which ensures the impossibilily of genune
treedom for the exploited as well as for the exploiters. O course we have all
oppressed and we have all been oppressed at some stage of our lives. But the
crucial pont is the presence of systematic patlerns of exploitalion bl into
relatively primitive social relalions. The structure of such social retations feeds into
the constituenls of unfreedom rendering constitational, or axivmatic, libetly
symbolic of what 5 unattainable under the existing sociu-economitc organisation 1
Reason s the product of history as Hegel would daim, then capitalisme sets kit
within which lreedom cannpot breathe,



Notes

| See for nstance BMartin Hollis” (1987} deseription of the cunning wilh which Reasoa contrives to
purd nselt inestncably W sodal context once agents acguire a social dimension

? Shaun Hargreaves-Heap (198%) argues the case for retaining instrumential r.lliClﬂ-]“I’y. wilho}ul
relying on it exclusively. Chua similar note, Allan Carling (1990 insists thal locai_cxp!u:mlmns \\'I.lh
given objeclives and social structures are not 1o be scomed. [ndesd, he. sees in ‘H\(\m the main
contibution of Rational Choice Marxism and mvokes them as ammunilion against those who
argue that any use of instrusmental rationality for the purposes of historical explanation is
Wegtinate - eg. Fllen Maisking Woad (1549)

1 S his Inwoduction in §1986a) as well as chapters 1 and B of Elster {1986b).
1 Cee her (1989) article as well as her (1990) response to Carling (13%)).

51 admit that this may be an unfair commant in that Waod (1990) has accused InlmA Roem_er .fl"
having his hand tied by “.the narruwly formalistic requiresnents of the model and .Ius subjection
te the conceptual demands of neoclassical econamivs™. This senlence caa be loosely interpreted to
cover the cribiasm of rational choice theery advocaled in Lhis seclion, On the mt'fcr hand, qu‘l
(19909 identifies the prublem with rational cheice theory in its inability w specify . the .snn.‘al
stractures wlich set the terms of what is reasonable and preferable in any given context,.” It is
my view thal rational choice theory, even if it has a perfect underslamding of \hese sllruclurvs, mapy
be incapable of capluring the ‘reasonable and preferable’ choices. (t s not that | dispule Wood's
crticisn - it is that [ wash lo augiment it

4. few for example Hargreaves Heap (19890) who tells a sty of how agents involved in games
with multiple equilibria penerate histarically contingent soctal conventions.

7. Some RCMs (eg. Jon Elsler) will protest that [ paint in classes as sncjal acturs. (,][llcr. membrers of
this priesthood teg. Allan Carling} will be happy with this depiction. Mevertheless I.Ll'm.ﬂu lh.al bulh
sides have something to learn from this game. Its impurtance slcms‘[mm the ils implications
concerning the exlent o whach it is rationality that motivates the cquilibrinm outeame. [f some
RCAs do not like the descriplion of the players, they are at liberty to call theoy Jack and [ill.

4. 1 15 casy to see that at any other oulcome one of the two sides has expectations that h.avc been
proved wrong. For exunple take oulcome (150,-50) - 1e lhe cise ‘wherc there is a rlevo‘lunu:m while
the capilalist class Iries to refain its donunance by sticking to lberal demaocralic institutivns and
processes. For the workers 10 rebel they must have expected capialists b play their first ‘(llbcrz!l)
stratepy. Al outcorne (150, 50) this expestation has boen prqu:cd correct. I[owevt‘r., C;_!pllallhls will
only play that strategy if they expect witrkers T coo;?emm. T'hus, o {150,507 capitalists will have
repretted their decision as it was based un an expectation that was proved to be erroneous.

G Recall that Lhis is a slatic game - ie. it is played once and players ::htJos-c‘lheir s(rmv.g‘;ius
sirnultanegusly 50, no cvalulive argument i favour of a convergiowe belween baslivfs énd actions
o prosssble here in view of tho absence of histogic time, Garne thuorfsts follow the aualyhc-syptheuc
method and build concepts such as the MNash equilibrinm in a stalic framework before moving on

10 dynamic setings. Jobn von-Maanmann and Oskar Morgenslurn!(19'1'1), the founders of game

thenry, wrote:

“We repeat most emphatically that our lheory is thoroughly statie. A dynamic theory waould
uneuestionably be more complete and therefore preferable. But thers is ample evidence fram olher
bramches of science that it is fulile to try to buldd one as long as the static theory is not thoraughly

vaderstroid .

The wfluence on these pioneers of matural scienee is evident. Unforlunately it is an influence that

ieads them astray since rationality (le. the motivallng force behind human actions), unlike natural
forces, i cognisable only wilhin a social complexity. It is the argument of this paper that attempts
to build a sound static theory of raticnal choices is futile. Moreover, the dynamic theory built upon
any such static thoory is bound o inhert the problems of its foundations.

i0. This is so in sirategically interesting circurmslance where no strategy of any player is
dominated.

11. I have already presented a wordy version of how the workers can rationalise a decision to
tebel. The following table oféers the formal proot thay all strategies of each side can be suppurted
by a rational bain of toupght. W and C stand for the workers and the capitalists while b and =
denote the verls believes’ and ‘chooses” mspectively. Note that the equilibrium outcome oeeurs
when workers and capitalists fonn thoughts 4, arxd By while the oulcome (150, -50) follows
thoughls A; and B,.

» Workers’ chelces and thelr supporting thoughts

Stralegy |: Wl Strategy 2: W2 Strategy 3. W3

becaase WhiC=1] becuuse WhC=2 because WhCm ]

bevause WK bW =3 bovause WEChiV-2 because WhiThWe1

because WhOLWEC =1 because WHIbWLC =2 because WhUbWLCe3

because WhHChWEL bV -] becatse WhChbWBHChiwW=-2 Decause WHCHWLCHW=3
AL A, A,

Capitalists’ choices and their suppocting thaughts

Suategy 1: C=1 Slrategy 2: C=2 Strategy 3: C=3

becanse Chiv=] because Chi=2 becanse Chiw=3

because ChWhC=3 because ChwbC—2 becanse CoWh(C=1

Ievanse CLWHCHIW -3 because ChiybChiw=-2 bevause ChWhUbYe 1

boecause ChwbibWhC=1 bevause ChwbChWiaC=2 hevause ChWb hWblm ]
B, B, B,

12. There is a view by sonwe that there are two nevclassical offerings for the taking. One is lhe
wepuilibrivm theery which § discuss here while the other is a Dayesian theory {(fur a recent text see
Skyrms 1990). The former seeks selutions that rational play should generale and then assuines that
rittional agents will assign a zero probability lo any action by their opponents which doea not
comyply with the equilibrium cutcome. The reason given for this assumption s the assumption of
rativnality. The Bayesian approach is somewhat different. Initially, agents are allowed to assign
any subjective probability to the various actions of 1heir opponents. Then, as they think aboul the
game (or as the garne propresses in repeated pames), their pior beliefs are angmented theough
this process of rational deliberation uniil an equilibium stralegy is reached. Although these two
theories do not alwiys yield Lhe same result, there Is an impressive degrce of convergence to the
same conclusion, This is so because of reliance on the same g prior definition of raticnality. I the
case of the equilibsiwm theory of games, the solulion is arrived al because the theorist assumes that
all ex amte expratations will be confirmed ex post, while in the Bayesian story there is in place a
hidden assumptioa loflen refvrred to as the Flarsanyt doctiine - see Aunann 1987) that agents are
only allowed to do dillerent things if they have dilferent information or objectives. Thus both
steands of neoclassicism banish the most imporlant aspect of strategic uncertainty by imposing
symmelry. By so doing, they sinuggle in an implavsable assumpition lo do the disty wock that their



flitnsy definiion of rational duliberation is incapable of.

Owe wonders whether Rational Choice heurists are aware of 1his weakness of equilibrium
analysis. [ believe that here we have a briffiant exampie of motivated theoretiaat stoppiness. In a4
revealing passage by Robert Auwmann (1987), a pillar of game theoretic orthodoxy, we find an
acknowledgment that the symmetry axiom {ie. the Harsanyd doctrine) is problematic. However,
Aumann hastens 1o add that “..cconoemisls feel that this kind of analysis [ie. an analysis which
recaognises that rationality docs not commend synum:lry] is too inconclusive for practical use, and
side-steps the major ccononuc issues™. 1 can only infer from this honest statemem Lhat Lhe
thearetical problem 1s noted but ignored because it is toa inconvenient!

13. The usuxl rejinder to any criticism of Ralional Choice theory in general and game theory in
particular is that there are refinements and extensions that the critic is unaware of and which
acconmoxlate the criticisni 1lowever, T believe that this constitutes an lusory escape route. [n
Varoufakis (1991} | show that every refinement or extension of eguilibrium theory (eg. the
introduction of time atd forward loaking sgents - in technical torma subgame perfection, asymmelic
information and sequential or Bayesian equilibria etc) 19 founded on the notion of wilibrivm as
outlined here. ¥ the foundation is rolten, it takes more than ingenuity to build a robust
explanatory structure.

14. Scyla Benhabib (1984} adds that for Elegel “from the standpoint of exchanpe no characturistic of
individuals is relevant apart from the fact that each owns a cortain property desired by the other”
There is an interesting paralicl here with the socalled Harsanyr doctrine mentioned in the previous
section. In game theory, it 14 asseoed that rational agents will behave in exactly the same way if
they face the same payoffs and are fed the same information. This can be interjrreted as an
extengion of the bourgeois/modemist assumption that it s only properly endowmenls thit make
sodl actors different. .

15. See Nozick (1974} for an example of 1he uses to which the Lockean proviso is put.

16. ie. if market exchange is "..something embodying merely a cemmon will and resulting from
the arbitrariness of b partics united into a state” [Hegel in the Philsaphy of Right].

17. In his Philosapky of History Plegel wites: "Rationality, taken generally aml in the abstraet,
consists in the thorough-going unity of the unlversal and the single. Rationality, concrete in the
state, consists (a) sv far as its conlent 13 concerned, in the unity of the objective fieedom Land
subjective freedom; and (b) so far as its form is concernex], in self-determining action on laws and
principtes which are thoughts so bniversal™. We see in the above how Hegel blends rationality and
freedom in a continually flowing whole which is none other than history wilh the state as ils
culminalion.

18. By this [ mean that the buyer purchases labour power and receives labour [whaose yritlue
exceads that of labour-power}) because of the nature of exchange which is only partly mnarket
based. z

19. Game thearists may claim thal if we want to incorporate history inta the analysis all we have
to do is 1o 1tyn to evolutionary game theury (EGTL No douht EGT has seme inferesting insights to
offer regarding the evolution of conventions, habits etc. However, it does sa only by espuusing
quasi-Darwinian functivnalism while assuming that the individual's perceplion of her abjectives
(and of herself) ts frozen. Uts fuuctionalism distances it from Rational Choice theory while its
reliance on an unchanging heman ageney divorees il from history. See chapter 8 of Yamufakis
(1551) for more on the contest between the gvolutionary and histurical explanations.

20, In the Grundrisse, for example, Marx makes it dear that men and women praduce their
ratiprality as they create the rest of their lives.

2L Drercida serites ot "oo border can be guarantesd bside or ont”, Fvery border markd a2
dilfevence which, thoupgh real, ought sl 1o be confused with a denarcation which has the power
to detine wihal it sepatales.

22, Blsewlewe - sec Varoutakis (19916) - [ show how choices thal according ta gauwe theory must
Be jrratiotal can boopiven 2 atonal interpeetation, and hiny 3 postawulern nanative is superior Lo
anything parae theory cate cone @p with Qhough inledion o s dickeoucal tuirative?,

23 Ryan (1982) writes: "The lurn against theory in tw nanme af Brst onder sarsitive explanations is
a patt of e process by which such inlerests are shiclded from rational critigue”.

24, Supdden (1990 shows how aon-equilibnnm choices can be constiued as cwtations ot sy
prove by be evolutionary slabile

25 Ina recent paper Vanetuyck etat (1990} write: "The power nf the equilibrium nethod derives
fram its abudity o absact rom the complicated dynanie peocess that indures equilibiium and to
abstract trom the hisllnr&cal aceudent that nitiated e process”. Quite clearly, the ambition of game
theorists is 1o ad themaclves of history by disilling alt the Tislorically relevant information into
their equilibria. My wrgumweet is that their equitibea are analytically impovedshed theoretical tools
because of the ecnoimity of the lask bestowed apon them by those who serk  ahistorical
explanations.
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