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The red pill or the blue

HUMAN
11?2 Responsibility or
F R E E D O M [c)omfort?pRm/ily ;yr

tllusion? Every day we
matke our choices and the
AN D choices define who we are.
' Economist Peter Boettke
TH E argues that societies also
have choices, and would do
 well to avoid the templa-

RED PILL tions of the blue pill . . .

NEO: “You mean this isn’t real?”

MORPHEUS: “What is real? How do you define real? It you are talk-
ing about what you can feel, taste, smell, or see, then real is
simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain.”

morpHEUS: “I didn’t say it would be easy Neo, I just said it would
be the truth.”

NEO: “I can’t go back, can 127

MORPHEUS: “No. But if you could, would you really want to?”

cYPHER: “I know what you're thinking 'cause right now I’'m think-
ing the same thing. Actually, to tell you the truth, I've been
thinking the same thing ever since [ got here. Why, oh why,
didn’t I take the blue pill!?”
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We each have our fantasies. From travel agencies to prostitution
and yirtual-reality games, major industries have arisen to cater to
our fantasy life. We all need to escape from reality every once in a
while. Consumer demand for narcotics, alcohol, and even sports is
t:ucled by a desire to escape everyday life. Like millions of other
fans, I watched Michael Jordan’s basketball career in utter amaze-
ment. From his winning shot in the 1982 NCAA finals as a college
freshman to his last second shot to win the 1998 NBA title against
the Utah Jazz, I could only imagine the thrill he experienced in
'ilchieving such a high level of athletic excellence.! Would T will-
ingly plug myself into a machine that would enable me to “experi-
.encc” that joy? Would I do so even if in “reality” I was only a body
in a tank, plugged into a computer system that provided that “be
like Mike” moment? 1 have dreamed of such a moment since I was
a boy, and now I could experience it. So why not accept that bar-
gain? And, if I say yes, am | simultaneously affirming the choice
that Cypher makes in 7%e Matrix?

Of course I (and millions of others) would plug in, if it entailed a
momentary departure from reality. [ could be like Mike for an after-
noon or evening, and then return to my life. But this is #o7 the choice
we are confronted with in 74e Matrix. Instead we are confronted
w1th an all-or-nothing choice. Either we /ive our life, or we experience
111"6.‘ Once the deal is put this way, the obviousness of plugging in
dlsgppears. Depending on certain conditions, we could still see the
logic of plugging in—e.g., a person diagnosed with a fatal disease,
\fvho has no immediate family, may prefer to plug in rather than suf-
fer through the final stages of life alone. But again, this is not the

choice we are confronted with in 7%¢ Matrix. At best we get a one-

i : . .
Jordan still amazes basketball fans now, playing for the Wizards after returning to the game in
2001 at the age of 38.

) l.1avc been told of experiments with rats where they were confronted with the following
choices—they could either learn to press a lever and receive food, or they could press another
lever that would send an electronic stimulus that simulated sexual satisfa;:tion. The rats would
continually press on the second lever and starve to death. Human beings need not be rats. Even
as staunch 4 utilitarian as John Stuart Mill argued that there was more to human betterment
tha.n f:xpcrxcnccd pleasure when he wrote: “It is better to be a human dissatisfied than a pig
satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisficd than a fool satisfied.” (Mill, p. 10)

rime either/or decision, such as Cypher’s. I either live my life as |
have constructed it, or I experience a life constructed for me. At
worst, you get no choice at all because you remain ignorant of vour
real existence as fuel for the Al's power plant.

The Matrix puts this choice before us in stark visual terms. The
real world is tough and ugly, while the Matrix provides us with the
experience of normal human life in 1999. If Neo chooses the blue
pill, he doesn’t have to experience eating goop inside the real world.
He can continue to enjoy eating noodles at the local Chinese res-
caurant, sate from the knowledge that he’s being fed intravenously.
His reality as a “battery” is certainly worse than reality as a revolu-
tionary fighter, but inside the matrix life as Mr. Anderson is one of
material comfort compared to the harsh conditions on-board the
hovercraft. Why should he choose the reality of tighting rather than
the experience of living as a computer programmer?’

In this essay, I argue that one of the important lessons we should
learn from contemplating the decision to take either the red or blue
pill is the connection between individual freedom and responsibil-
ity, the link between living a free and responsible life and living a
meaningful life. Living a meaningful life requires us to have the free-
dom to construct our life and be responsible for the decisions we
make in constructing that life. Any step away from that burden of
responsibility is a step toward opting for the blue pill; it atrophies
our humanity to that extent. This argument can be extended from
individual choice to the realm of public choice with respect to po-
litical, legal, and economic insticutions. Choosing between institu-
tions is analogous to choosing between the red and blue pill; opting
for “blue pill” institutions can have the same negative consequences
on our humanity as when we choose the blue pill in our private

lives. To take the red pill is to choose to take responsibility for our
lives, both on the personal and larger social levels.

3 Neo’s restless mind already has detected the unreality of the Matrix before he is freed by
Morpheus. There is a “splinter” in his mind that he seeks to understand. The overwhelming
number of humans in the Matrix are not the least bit uneasy. To convey the unreality of the
Matrix. the Wachowski Brothers added a green fint to all scencs inside the Matrix and a blue

tint to all scenes outside the Matrix to depict reality.
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THE RELEVANCE OF THE MATRIX
TO POLITICAL ECONOMY

Theoretical knowledge, especially in the disciplines of moral phi-
losopf}y and political economy, advances through the use of thought
experiments and imaginary constructions. The Matrix draws our at-
tc‘ntlon to the thought experiment of Plato’s cave. In Plato’s simile
o.t the cave, we are asked to consider the situation of prisoners chained
since birth and unable to see anything but the images their control-
lers project against the wall as shadows from a tended fire. The pris-
oners do not know they are in fact prisoners; they are blind to their
ignorance. When this ignorance is revealed, there is not immediate
c?nllghtenment, but instead outrage and disbelief.* A prisoner freed
trom the cave faces a tough transition, but once he adjusts to reality
he can flourish. Liberation from ignorance is a precondition for nour-
ishing our humanity. As Charles Griswold has put it: “Clearly, one
must discover for oneself that one has been living in illusion"that
one is not free but a slave of a system, that there exists the gooé and
true by nature. Coming to the truth is a transformation of soul that is
as ml.lCh a discovery of self—that one has a soul, and that soul has a
certalp nature—as a discovery of what is real.”’ Only through this
transfprmation can we attribute meaningfulness to our lives. That
meaningfulness, however, is assigned through our being free and
responsible individuals—people who must make choices in the face
of nature and truth.

Robert Nozick also covered this ground in his justly celebrated
Aﬂqrcﬁy, State and Utopia with his example of the experience ma-
chine. quick’s thought experiment is directly related to the Matrix
because it entails being plugged into the machine and having
neuropsychologists stimulate your brain to give you any experience
you desire. You would really be just a body floating in a tank with
electrodes attached to your brain, but you would experience all of

_—

N
* Consider Neo’s original reaction upon learning the truth from Morpheus. In the next scenc
Morpheus apologizes, because he states that after a certain age the mind is unable to accept thé
truth and thus they don’t attempt to rescue those individuals. ’

* Griswold, p. 8
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lite’s desires. Nozick asks, “Should you plug into this machine for
life, preprogramming your life’s experiences?”® Nozick argues that
once we think hard about the situation, we should zof plug in tor
three reasons: (1) what matters for us is to 4o certain things, not just
experience those things; (2) what matters is we want to e a certain
type of person, we want to be courageous, kind, intelligent, witty, or
loving—not a blob floating in a tank; and (3) what ultimately mat-
ters is that our imagination of what we want to achieve in our life is
unbounded, whereas the experience machine will limit our world to
the limits placed on us by those running the machine.” Liberty en-
ables us to strive to become the men we want to become, it provides
us with the space to incorporate the unknown and the unpredict-
able into our lives and modify our life plans; it instills in us a sense
of responsibility as well as adventure. In a discussion of Nozick’s
experience machine, David Schmidtz asks us to recollect our visits
to the zoo with small children. Aren’t we often amazed at the bored
reaction of small children to seeing the tigers and zebras in their
confined space? T'hese same children will squeal with excitement
at watching a rambunctious squirrel foraging for stray food on the
sidewalk or chasing another squirrel up a tree. ““T'he kids know:
The squirrel is real in a way zoo animals are not. Somehow, there is
more meaning, more reality, in the wild—in experiences that have

¢ Nozick, Anarchy, State and Uropia, p. 42. Note the either/or nature of Nozick’s question, if the
question was instcad put as one entailing a choice on the margin Nozick modifies his answer. We
do not need to engage reality 100 pereent of the time (Nozick, The kxamined Life, p. 121). The
problem is not plugging into the experience machine per se, the problem would be not returning
to reality from the experience machine. Not learning to make free choices and burden the re-
sponsibility for the choices made. Not constructing a life, but merely cxperiencing a life.
"When Morpheus fights with Neo in the training simulator he attempts to free his mind from
the illusions of the Matrix, to learn that the Matrix is bounded by rules governed by their
programmers, but as a human he can bend and break those rules. Neo asks whether this means
he will be able to dodge bullets, and Morpheus replies that when he comes to fully understand
who he is he will not have to. The human mind can step beyond the bounds that the rules of a
program require. A criticism of hard Artificial Intelligence made by Roger Penrose runs along
similar lines when he deploys Godel’s thcorem to challenge the idea that a mind can fully know
itself. John Scarle makes a different but equally compelling argument against hard Al when he
points out the diffcrence between syntactic clarity and semantic meaning. Human thought is
grounded in semantic meaning, not just syntactic clarity. For a discussion of the relevance of
the philosophy of mind to questions of political ecconomy see Boettke and Subrick, “From
Philosophy of the Mind to Philosophy of the Market.”
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not been scripted, especially by someone else.”® Gerald Erion and
Barry Smith state bluntly that “Neither the experience machine nor
the Matrix allows for genuine, meaningful action; instead they merely
give the appearance of meaningful action.”® Inside the Matrix, our
contact with reality is denied in any meaningful sense and thus our
lives are devoid of meaning.

And herein lies the relevance of the Matrix for political economy.
Not only would we not plug in because of what it means to live a life
but once we think about what it means to construct a life we realizé
t‘hat we actually need certain social institutions. These are necessary
for us to construct a meaningful life as well. Our ability to make free
choices, to 4o certain things, to become the type of people we want to
begomc and to rmagine goals we hope to achieve is a function of the
political and legal institutional context in which we find ourselves
(whic}} gives us the freedom to make the most of natural talents and
mat.erlal circumstances). While individuals may make responsible
choices under any conceivable set of institutions, our ability to make
fnora‘lly meaningful choices and live a flourishing human life is not
Invariant with regard to the institutions. Our choice of institutions is
apalogous to our choice of taking either the red or blue pill. “Red
pill” .institutions that promote our freedom to choose are a necessary
condition for human flourishing, whereas the “blue pill” institutions
that attempt to script our lives tend to atrophy our humanity.'

8 Schmidtz p. 211
° Erion, Smith p.26

10 Socie'llism and communism, for example, did not just lead to poor economic performance but
atl’Ophlfﬁd the h.uman moral sense. Political informants, party loyalists, and perpetrators of purges
were often ordinary people who were lead to commit heinous acts because of the institutional
arrangc.mcnt. Sovietologists talk of the “dual reality” of life within the Soviet Union and the
necessity for individuals to “live the lie”; even ordinary language was perverted to convey the
fact that people had to live one way to survive and speak another way to conform to the official
ldcol.ogy. Th.c original aspiration of communism was one of advanccci material production, eco-
nor.mc security, and social harmony between the classes, yet the reality was one of povcrt;f and
flrblfrary power. Political leaders of the post-Lenin period made Cvph'cr’s choice and chos'c the
1|¥l151on of; power and relative affluence over the ugly reality of a éailcd ideology. Communism
did not fzu'l because humanity failed to live up to its ideal, but because its ideals f‘ailcd to live up
to humanity. On the history, collapse, and transition from communism in the former Soviet

Union see Bocettke, The Political Econo et Soctall. V 7estror)
. > % my of Soviet Social, , ¥ 7 =
tion and Coordination. f cralism lzy Perestroika Failed, and Calcula
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SOME EMPIRICAL OBSERVATIONS ON
FREEDOM AND FLOURISHING

This discussion of red- and blue-pill institutions is not as abstract as
it may first appear. It is, in fact, very concrete when we understand
the connection between institutions, human freedom, and economic
growth. Institutions are required for us to live a free and responsible
life. These very institutions also enable individuals to realize im-
provements in the productive capacity of mankind. Institutions and
material means work together to lift individuals out of ignorance
and squalor.

For much of history, human beings have lived in wretched pov-
erty. The vast majority of individuals lived a life that was so filled
with misery that they didn’t even know the extent of their misery—
like the prisoners in Plato’s cave. The struggle for survival was hard,
children either died before maturing or sacrificed their childhood to
work; women who lived to adulthood often died in childbirth, and
even as civilization advanced they continued to be denied access to
education and opportunity; men were illiterate, bore the burden of
difficult labor, and frequently died young. Life expectancy was short,
and prospects for improvement of one’s lot in life was negligible.

Mankind was able to overcome this miserable state because of
the adoption of institutions of freedom—recognition of private-prop-
erty rights, the establishment of a rule of law, and the opening of the
economy to trading opportunities from afar." The sad reality is that
while mankind has found the way beyond its miserable existence,
much of mankind still lives under wretched conditions in the un-
derdeveloped world.'?

It is not my purpose here to provide a detailed institutional ex-
planation of why some nations are rich and other nations are poor,
but instead simply to argue that an instrumentalist view of the insti-
tutions of economic freedom link tightly to the institutions neces-
sary for human freedom. Put another way, #he material preconditions
for human flourishing are produced by the same set of institutions that are

" The basic book on this subject in my opinion is Rosenberg and Birdzell.

12 See Easterly for a discussion of the human tragedy of underdevelopment.
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necessary for us to effectively choose freely. Without those institutions we
will not only be denied the material means to move beyond the
mere struggle for survival, but also denied the social space for us to make
meaningful choices—to construct our lives.

The relationship between economic freedom and economic
growth is positive. Security of property and the freedom of contract,
free pricing, low levels of regulation and taxation, stable currency
and open international trade are positively correlated with economic
growth throughout the world. Countries that adopt institutions that
differ from this recipe perform decidedly worse. Moreover, the rela-
tionship between economic growth and human capabilities is also
positively correlated. Life expectancy rises, nutritional content of
the average diet improves, great strides are made in sanitation, and
educational access for women and minorities increases, '* Ignorance
and squalor are overcome through modernization and economic de-
velopment.

'To connect this discussion to our earlier discussion of illusion and
reality, we must recognize that without the modernization move,
individuals remain chained inside Plato’s cave, watching images on
the wall. Development breaks those chains, and development is only
brought about by the adoption of certain key institutions. These
institutions, in fact, are the mechanism by which our prisoners es-
cape the cave and achieve enlightenment. As mentioned above, this
transformation is not easy and often brings in its wake outrage and
disbelief. Recent protests of globalization aside, however, we must
realize that the greatest hope for lifting the world’s poor from mis-
ery is the spread of rea/ capitalism.'s

" For an examination of the relationship between development and human freedom sce Sen.
His position deviates significantly from the onc in this paper, but the topic is similar.

" See Bocttke, Calculation and Coordination for a discussion of these issues. Also sce Boettke
and Subrick, “The Rule of Law and Human Capabilities,” for an examination of the relation-
ship between the rule of law, economic growth, and human capabilities.

'* See Norberg for a nice summary of the evidence on this claim. By real capitalism I mean an
unhampered market economy and not the defense of corporations. Capitalism is not a defense
of the corporate order, but an institutional regime that enables individuals to pursue their projects
and realize the mutual benefits from exchange through voluntary cooperation.
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THE FREEDOM TO RIGHT AND WRONG

Our choices are never as stark as the one Morph.eus qffcrs ‘Eo NC(?T
blue pill or red pill. We often trade ot the reaht'y ot. the ‘red pl}l
and the responsibility to live a free life for the 11!11810n of security
the “blue pill” of socialism and the modern welfare State Suppos-
edly provides. I don’t want to argue here a.bout the ethclep'cy of
socialism, but instead focus attention on the impact on our z}b{hty to
live meaningful lives once we adopt the institutions of socialism or
even the mixed economy of the welfare state.“" M‘y'argument is
simple. Whenever we move away from notions of 1‘nd1V1dua.11 respon-
sibility we lose something of ourselves. It is not just the. 1pcent1ve
effect, once we are able to socialize the costs of 011’r (‘i‘CCISl(’)’n‘S that
result in perverse consequences. The welfare state’s “help” is tan-
tamount to feeding the poor a blue pill. N

In order to make a moral choice we must also have the ability to
make wrong choices. To do the right thing, in other words, we must
have the freedom to do the wrong thing. If we don’F have t.hat free-
dom, then in what sense did we really ¢hoose the r%ght‘ thing? .Our
moral sensibility emerges through our experience with free choices.

We can argue that Cypher’s choice was a poor one because he had
the freedom to choose, in a way that we wouldn’t argue that the
police in the opening scene of the movie were choosing Poorly l')e-
cause they attempted to arrest Trinity. In one instance a free choice
was being made, in the other no choice at all was Pcmg madc'—the
police were simply playing a pre-scripted rol.e inside the Matrlx.

In addition to learning to do the right thing, our experience of
living with our choices teaches us prudence ar}d other virtues asso-
ciated with thoughtful decision-making.” The freedom. to chf)ose is
directly tied to our accepting responsibility for our choices. If we are
not res;ponsiblc for our choices, our moral sense and our prudent
self are truncated to our detriment as free individuals. F A. Hayek
stressed how the expansion of the corporate welfare state influenced

i 1ali ., Social-
1 For a documentary history of the economic assessment of socialism see Boettke, ed.,
ism and the Market Economy.

7 See Searle for a discussion of rationality and action.
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individual psychology and threatened to transform individuals from
being able to live free and responsible lives into entities within a
“social” machine. Protection from the consequences of our choices
results in a retardation of our humanity. In short, institutions that
protect us from our choices distort our incentives and our funda-
mental humanity. “It is important to realize,” Hayek argued, “that
we are not educating people for a free society if we train technicians
who expect to be ‘used,” who are incapable of finding their proper
niche themselves, and who regard it as somebody else’s responsibil-
ity to ensure the appropriate use of their ability or skill.”'"® To be
truly “human” means to choose freely and bear responsibility for
those choices. We may try to avoid the responsibility but we cannot
if we hope to be the masters of our own lives. “It is doubtless be-
cause the opportunity to build one’s own life also means an unceas-
ing task, a discipline that man must impose upon himself if he is to
achieve his aims, that many people are afraid of liberty.” !

Moral esteem is worthless without freedom. In The Matrix, Cypher
is the lowliest character. He is despicable. Is it because he turns his
back on his friends and betrays their trust? We value trust in others
precisely because there are always others who are untrustworthy.
But Cypher’s violation of the trust is a particularly egregious one.
He makes his choice in full knowledge that he will achieve a better
experience, not a better /ife. In his proposed deal with the “agents,”
he will not remember anything, and he will be programmed as a
successtul and powerful actor, but he will in reality be nothing more
than a battery in the powerhouse. At the moment of his decision, he
knows the full magnitude of his choice. Perhaps a life lived as a
battery is a fitting future for someone who would make that deal.
Cypher is choosing to not live a human life but to experience a life
scripted by someone else. He is, in short, sacrificing his humanity.
Neo, on the other hand, must choose between saving Morpheus
and risking himself (as the Oracle foretold), and in making that choice
he learns that he indeed is “The One,” and his humanity is affirmed.
As Erion and Smith state: “Cypher’s decision is, in fact, 7mmoral. In

'8 Hayck p.81-82
1 Hayek p.72

contrast, Neo’s decision to face ‘the desert' of the rc;}l’ ullow;'hlm. to
undertake genuine action and have gcm,l’lqr(}c experiences that give
his life meaning, and thus a moral value. o . -

Just as Neo must go through electronic stlmlllaqon. to bui 1}11p
the muscles that have atrophied over the years of hlsdllte ‘m‘utmci
power plant, individuals who live.und‘cr a‘suuaFl(‘)n ur’1 far ciric o
stances where the costs and benefits of tbelr Siemslons'drc\r;f)h ‘n )
nalized will experience an atrophyir}g of the}r humamt?f.. , f.utl “et
attempt to exchange our freed.om. for security we may in fact g
neither. Ultimately, our humanity is lost.

CONCLUSION |
Trinity corners Neo and whispers in his ear, “It is the qucs)m:jn tha(;
drives’ us.” And she is certainly correct. N‘fitllrc has not ¢n .owlc
mankind with sharp teeth and claws, or thick and tough skm.r' g—l
stead, we are at the mercy of nature. In brute‘ struggle for sur; 1.\69
with nature and other animals, we are one ot tl}re Vyeakf:%‘ sPtifl S.
But we are endowed with the facility to reason. I'his ablhtydd WS
us to communicate with others, to cooperate Vw1th them, an t(z 1;11-
novate in our dealings with nature (the uses of t'ools) and othe}fs t E
relationships we form). Itis our capacity to question and 1ear{1 throug
both abstract deduction and experience tha.t empowers us. |
The Matrix is a wondertul artistic depict.lon ()‘t the basic hglnr;dn
dilemma caused by the burden of free ch91ce. It we t‘ake‘ thf.:‘ )\%c)
pill” and run from the burden, we dor1"t live a meanmgle llte.t’ k;
may experience a life, but not liV(? it. If, on th.e other‘hadn 5 Wtecz °
the “red pill,” we travel deep inside the rgb‘blt hole an mus : pO
with a reality of tough moral choices, dec‘nslons that somitlmef ti)e
wrong, and relationships that lead to pain. But we :alsoh no’\Arl (e
joys of adventure and achievement. lem’g a ﬂourlshm(% uma e
\isionly possible once we take Morpheus's challenge. bncc ,\;:,;thc;
the question truly is not whether we can go back or not, but w
we would want to go back even if we could.

2 Erion, Smith p.27
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Morpheus’s challenge is not limited to our private life. At a foun-
dational level, our public choice of institutions is analogous to the
individual choice between the red and blue pill. If we take the blue
pilland do not adopt institutions that require us to make free choices
and accept responsibility for those choices at an individual level,
then our ability to live meaningful lives will be truncated and our
moral sense atrophied. On the other hand, the establishment of guar-
antees of individual freedom in political, legal, and economic realms
brings with it prosperity and an enhancement of our capabilities to
live a flourishing human life.
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