Toward a Hayekian Theory of Commodification and Systemic Contradiction: Citizens, Consumers and the Media
Throughout a long and productive intellectual career F. A. Hayek developed a number of core insights into the nature of social and political reality.  None are more central to his thought than that of “spontaneous order.” Hayek’s term refers to patterns of coordination arising within systems of action which are not deliberate constructions of either those outside the system or those acting within it.  The concept is analogous to terms increasingly encountered today in other fields, such as emergent order, self-organizing system, and mutual causality.
  Among spontaneous orders, Hayek included the market, common law, custom, language, science, and society as a whole.
  The concept has also been independently applied to liberal democracy.
 (Rummel, 1976; diZerega, 1989)

Spontaneous orders are distinguished from what Hayek termed “made orders,” such as bureaucracies and corporations, because their patterns of coherence arise from participants pursuing self-chosen goals, often in ignorance of the goals pursued by other participants.  Consequently, any coordination of action that arises must be independent of participants’ intentions.  Coordination in spontaneous orders signals participants in ways enabling them to respond to systemic changes engendered by the previous actions of others.

A spontaneous order is primarily a communication network.  The signals it generates increase the likelihood that participants’ independently chosen plans will be successful.  The signals take place through elaborate patterns of feedback.  Feedback arises out of the procedural rules that generate any particular self-organizing process.  Such rules are silent as to what goals can be sought, but specify how the seeking shall take place.  At a general level, these rules must promote cooperation because it is only when participants can expect reliable relationships that they will be willing to pursue their goals within that system of rules.  

As a spontaneous order, Hayek argued the market could integrate far more information than could deliberately imposed planning, and do so in a way that facilitated the successful achieving of individual purposes far beyond the capacity of any other social organization.   This ability to interpret enormous quantities of information independently of human planning, and in simplified form available to others who would otherwise be unaware of it, is characteristic of spontaneous orders.  This is why Hayek described them as “complex.” 
  Within a complex order, no participant could have any but the most fragmentary knowledge of the whole.  Whatever order exists arises independently of specific intentions by those acting within it.  In principle there is no limit to the complexity attainable by such an order.

While the market was not the only spontaneous order Hayek identified, it always remained the major focus of his attention.  Writing during a time when opponents of markets appeared to be on the intellectual and political ascendancy, Hayek’s focus on the advantages of market over planned economies was understandable.  But in defending the market against advocates of central planning he had little time or opportunity to explore more thoroughly the theoretical insights he had developed.   Left largely unexamined was how different spontaneous orders might act upon one another.  

This paper argues the relationships between different spontaneous orders in liberal society carry more tensions than is usually acknowledged.  In exploring these tensions, this paper develops a Hayekian theory of systemic contradiction.   It will then be used to examine commodification in liberal society, particularly the growing subordination of public values to purely financial criteria in the news media.  In the process it harmonizes Hayek’s perspective with James C. Scott’s recent work.

Scott on Hayek

Recently James C. Scott’s Thinking Like a State has deservedly attracted considerable attention, in part because of similarities many readers found with Hayek’s social theory.  Scott has not been entirely pleased with this juxtaposition, emphasizing in a recent exchange the differences between his approach and Hayek’s.  Scott argued “were I writing it again I would hammer home my case against the unrestrained market until my readers were dizzy.” 
  Only superficial reading of his book, he argued, suggests otherwise.

In Seeing Like a State Scott distanced himself from Hayek and free market liberalism, emphasizing “large-scale capitalism is just as much an agency of homogenization, uniformity, grids, and heroic simplification as the state is, with the difference that, for capitalists, simplification must pay. . .  my bill of particulars against a certain kind of state is by no means a case for politically unfettered market coordination as urged by Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman.”
 

Elsewhere Scott explained “Our world is saturated with modernist, standardized abstractions: the maximizing individual actor (firm) of neo-classical economics, the unmarked (well. . . originally marked ‘male’), abstract citizen bearing equal rights before the law.” 
  Yet Hayek, unlike neo-classical economists such as Friedman, did not make much use of these abstractions.  His approach emphasized the concrete and dispersed character of vital social knowledge, and how it could only be made use of through systems of procedural rules where individuals are free to pursue any plans they wished that did not directly contravene those rules.

This point is important because it suggests the gap between Scott and Hayek is perhaps narrower than the former suspects.  This paper will argue that a rigorous application of Hayek’s central concept of spontaneous order yields richer social and political theory than Hayek is normally thought to have developed.  These theoretical implications support Scott’s concerns with market homogenization, and offer perhaps a deeper understanding of the phenomena.

This argument goes beyond simply harmonizing Scott and Hayek at a theoretical level.  It also takes the most subtle arguments developed to support market orders against socialism and central planning, and uses them to critique the increasingly prevalent free market ideologies of today.  It is able to do so because Hayek’s concept of spontaneous order is the central bridge between his and Scott’s emphasis on the importance of local knowledge and means for making effective use of that knowledge for society as a whole while avoiding the “high modernism” and “constructivism” they so effectively critiqued.

Hayek’s Two Views of Public Policy
In much of his writing Hayek sought to delineate the appropriate bounds of political action in market societies.  Interestingly, Hayek allowed for governmental action far beyond what was believed appropriate by many classical liberals and libertarians.
     Acknowledging a need for substantial public policy combined with suspicion of its safety and efficacy, Hayek sought to discover its appropriate limits.  He never resolved the matter, leaving us two very different perspectives on the issue.

The first Hayekian standard was expressed in terms of externalities and public goods in the economist’s sense.  It is economic and technical in character.  But Hayek offered another more procedural and political standard, one in better keeping with his emphasis on the limits to human knowledge and the central role discovery must play in complex social institutions where no participant can have any but the most fragmentary knowledge of the whole.  This second approach helps shed light on issues of systemic contradiction and commodification, usually un-addressed within free market liberal analysis.

Economistic Politics  

In Law, Legislation and Liberty, Hayek wrote that while provision of and control over  “commodities in the narrow sense” are most appropriately confined to the market order, with respect to land “this is true only to a limited degree.” 
  “Neighborhood effects” as well as pollution and the like, will not necessarily be factored into decisions having important impacts on others.  These are the externalities, so familiar to economists and economically literate political scientists.  

Hayek continued, sometimes “ it is either technically impossible, or . . .  prohibitively costly, to confine certain services to particular persons . . . .”   After providing a list of examples he added: "In many instances . . .  such services [will] not be provided by the market. These are collective or public goods proper, the provision of which it will be necessary to devise some method other than that of sale to individual users."

From this perspective government can appropriately be called upon to try and deal with significant positive and negative externalities and also assist in the provision of true public goods.  To objections that this approach expands the realm of governmental coercion beyond the classic “night-watchman state” enforcing rules of just conduct, Hayek replied

. . . a truer way of looking at it is to regard it as a sort of exchange: each agreeing to contribute to a common pool according to the same uniform principles on the understanding that his wishes with regard to the services to be financed from that pool will be satisfied in proportion to his contributions.  So long as each may expect to get from this common pool services which are worth more to him than what he is made to contribute, it will be in his interest to submit to the coercion.  . . .  all we can aim at will be that each should feel that in the aggregate all the collective goods which are supplied to him are worth at least as much as the contribution he is required to make.

This discussion offers a typical market economist’s approach to evaluating governmental action; distinguishing between private and public goods, and making ample allowance for a vigorous public sphere, but justifying it by purely economic reasoning.  The market should provide all goods through purely contractual processes except when externalities are serious enough to require governmental action, or genuine public or collective goods are involved.  Even so, Hayek reminds his readers, “in the case of public goods proper, as well as in some instances of these ‘external effects’ which make part of effects of individual activities a kind of collective good (or collective nuisance), we are resorting to an inferior method of providing these services because the conditions necessary for their being provided by the more efficient method of the market are absent.” 

A Very Different Alternative

If this view of the matter were all there was to Hayek’s analysis of the appropriate sphere of politics, Scott’s comparison of him to Friedman would be accurate.  However, other passages in Hayek’s work suggest a very different view.  A hint of why arises in volume II of Law, Legislation and Liberty, where Hayek noted that

 the services which the government can render beyond the enforcement of rules of just conduct are not only supplementary or subsidiary to the basic needs which the spontaneous order provides for.  They are services which will grow in volume as wealth and the density of population increase, but . . . which must be fitted into [the] comprehensive order of private efforts which government neither does nor can determine, and which ought to be rendered under . . . the same rules of law to which the private efforts are subject

Later in the same volume, Hayek wrote
 

There is no reason why in a free society government should not assure to all protection against severe deprivation in the form of an assured minimum income, or a floor below which nobody need descend.  To enter into such an insurance may well be in the interest of all; or it may be felt to be a clear moral duty of all to assist, within the organized community, those who cannot help themselves.  So long as such a uniform minimum income is provided outside the market . . . this need not lead to a restriction of freedom, or conflict with the Rule of Law.” 

By “outside the market” Hayek meant policy should not interfere with the basic rules of just conduct that generate the market order.  “Interference, if the term is properly used, is therefore by definition an isolated act of coercion, undertaken for the purpose of achieving a particular result, and without committing oneself to do the same in all instances where some circumstances defined by a rule are the same.” 
  Unless a very wide conception of “externality” is adopted, this standard does not fit Hayek’s earlier strictures on the appropriate limits of government policy.   His reference to “a clear moral duty of all” in particular is in some ways more Aristotelian than economic in tone since, as Aristotle wrote, “it is . . . for the sake of good actions, and not  for the sake of social life, that political associations must be considered to exist.
 (1958, 120)  We are part of a political community acknowledging the legitimacy of moral demands upon us.  

Hayek also observed that over time people tend to benefit disproportionately from the success of family members devoting their wealth to improving their children’s lives.  This is not necessarily a problem, though it will “tend to increase the discrepancy between the merits of a person’s current efforts and the benefits which he currently receives.”
   On balance, everyone, even the poor, benefit from the market order, although not always equally.

However, “This is not to say that there may not be a case in justice for correcting positions which have been determined by earlier unjust acts or institutions.  But unless such injustice is clear and recent, it will generally be impracticable to correct it. . . .” 
 Again, we find a cautious appeal to moral standards and obligations to one another quite different from economic theory.  According to Hayek, prudence cautions against carrying attempts to alleviate past injustices or present misfortunes too far, but there is nothing in principle illegitimate about such efforts.

Hayek also favored government support for the costs of general education.
 Children, he argued, could not be expected to understand the need for education nor are parents always “able or prepared to invest in the children’s education as much as would make the returns on this intangible capital correspond to those on material capital.”   Even for adults, “education may awaken . . . capacities they did not know they possessed.  Here, too, it may often be the case that only if the individual is assisted during the first stages will he be able to develop his potentialities further by his own initiative.”

 This argument fits neither Hayek’s public goods analysis nor his discussion of negative and positive externalities as reasons for governmental action.  Neither consumer choice nor economic efficiency are dominant values in this case.  It is an argument for the public cultivation of human potential, one more Jeffersonian than economic because the argument is not to promote prosperity by rather assistance in “developing one’s capacities.”  Such a view can be found in the older liberal tradition with its concern for autonomy, but not in the contemporary “classical” liberal perspective with which Hayek is often associated.

The Constitution of Liberty constituted Hayek’s most complete attempt to outline the case for a liberal political and economic order.  There he wrote
 

"While most of the arguments advanced in favor of government control of

private activity in the interest of conservation of natural resources are. . .

invalid . . . the situation is different where the aim is the provision of

amenities of or opportunities for recreation, or the preservation of natural

beauty or of historical sites or places of scientific interest, etc. . . .

 "The case for national parks, nature reservations, etc., is exactly of the

same sort as that for similar amenities which municipalities provide on a

smaller scale.  There is much to be said for their being provided as far as

possible by voluntary organizations . . . .  But there  can be no objection to the government's providing such amenities . . . so long as the community approves this, in full awareness of the cost . . .
     

So long as costs are fully met, amenities such as parks and historical sites, and even areas of scientific interest, are legitimate targets for political action.  Hayek is clearly not writing about traditional public goods for, from one perspective, these values can be made available on a pay per visit basis.
   Yet if we adopt the language of externalities to account for these possibilities, again we find the concept stretched, to the breaking point.  Perhaps I feel good knowing that a public wildlife refuge exists, which constitutes a genuine externality since the transaction costs of collecting support from me may easily be prohibitive.  But are my good feelings really a significant “externality”?  If so, almost anything might be a significant externality.

Hayek offers in fact two different approaches for determining appropriate political action.  One is typically economic and technical in nature.  Citizens and discussion are not needed to determine policy.  In principle, economists can do it all by themselves.  It is a fundamentally technical task akin to engineering, although judgment is still required to distinguish significant from insignificant externalities.  Such a perspective need not endorse political democracy, and could in fact be used to attack it.

Hayek’s second approach is procedural in nature.  It is rooted in citizen consent and cannot be determined by economic analysis alone.  It requires ethical, prudential, and even aesthetic judgment.  While Hayek never developed an explicit theory of democratic politics, he came tantalizingly close. 

In Constitution of Liberty, Hayek observed, that
 

Democracy is, above all, a process of forming opinion.  Its chief advantage lies not in its method of selecting those who govern but in the fact that, because a great part of the population takes an active part in the formulation of opinion, a correspondingly wide range of persons is available from which to select. . . . It is its dynamic, rather than in its static, aspects that the value of democracy proves itself.  As is true of liberty, the benefits of democracy will show themselves only in the long run, while its more immediate achievements may well be inferior to . . . other forms of government.” 

He added, “In the process by which opinion is formed, it is very probable that, by the time any view becomes a majority view, it is no longer the best view: somebody will already have advanced beyond the point which the majority have reached.  It is because we do not yet know which of the many competing new opinions will prove the best that we wait until it has gained sufficient support.”   Finally, “It is because we normally do not know who knows best that we leave the decision to a process which we do not control.” 

These are isolated insights, interlarded in texts filled with warnings about the inferiority and dangers of governmental power, particularly when exercised in the name of majority rule.  Nevertheless, this perspective is more in keeping with Hayek’s underlying approach to social theory and emphasis upon human ignorance and fallibility than is his economistic standard.  It suggests that democracy is a process of discovery.  

Hayek never explored very deeply what kind of discovery was involved.  As we have seen, he mostly considered it inferior to the kinds of discoveries made in markets.  But what if democracy was oriented towards making different kinds of discoveries?  Hayek’s many examples in the passages above suggested it was.  For these values, politics is not reducible to monetary terms, which is why extra market means were needed.  If democracy can discover values markets cannot, then it is not the case that democracies are inferior to markets.  They may be inferior to markets for doing what it is that markets do best, but for different kinds of discovery democracies may be superior to markets.  

Context and Consent

We can see what democracy may be superior to markets at discovering by considering an interesting example described by Mark Sagoff.  In The Economy of the Earth, Sagoff described a dilemma with traditional economic approaches to evaluating consumer choice and consent.  A number of years ago, when the Disney Corporation was proposing to build a ski resort in California’s Mineral King valley, Sagoff asked his students whether they would want to visit the resort if it were built.  Most indicated that they would.  He then asked them whether the resort should be built.  Most regarded the very idea as an abomination.
  

A superficial analysis would hold that the students’ choices contradicted one another.  A cynical approach would say money speaks louder than words, and so it should be built.  A more insightful approach would note that the students chose within two different contexts.  First, assuming the resort existed, what would they do?  Second, should the resort exist?  These are different questions, and there is no contradiction in the answers the students gave.

The situation Sagoff describes is hardly unusual.  I can coherently approve of high “sin” taxes on cigarettes and alcoholic beverages, and also seek to buy my cigarettes, beer and wine where they are sold most cheaply.  I can support speeding and parking tickets, but try to avoid both when speeding and parking illegally.  I can support a wide variety of governmental programs and taxes to pay for them, and take advantage of every tax loophole I can find.

None of these examples involve contradictory behavior or hypocrisy.  Rather, they illustrate how context influences choice.  In one instance I am asked what should be the context of general rules and values within which I will act.  In the other, the context of rules and enforced values under which I act is taken for granted, and I seek to obtain the most advantageous outcome for myself, given the concrete choices confronting me.  

Consider the case of deciding with others the rules of a game we propose to play.  Assuming that all who play have a say in determining those rules, whatever other values they may exemplify, they will probably emphasize fairness.  No one will support rules giving others an advantage over themselves, unless for handicapping in order to make the game more interesting for everyone.  But once those rules are agreed upon, it is neither hypocritical or inconsistent for a player to take advantage of every vagueness in the rules, to win the game.

Determining the rules of the game involved creating a mutually acceptable framework promoting values players found important while playing the game.  This example enables me to establish two important definitions.  The framework of rules voluntarily agreed upon establishes a “common good” for a group of players.  Trying to win the game involves pursuing a personal or “private good” within the context of that common good.  

In principle, there can be a common good of consensual rules for any group.  That common good reflects values and rules that, in the members’ view, will assist them either singly or as a group in achieving the values they regard as important.  This observation leads to a third definition.  The common good of an inclusive group of equals where membership is based primarily upon residency is termed the “public good.”
  Unlike rules for a game, such rules reflect the fact that members of the public pursue different goals, and may define “winning” in different ways.  But all will pursue private goods in the context of this public good.

One implication of the above is that we can consent to rules and procedures for making rules which we might at times experience as coercive, returning us to Hayek’s earlier observation about government’s ability to provide public goods being rooted in a kind of consent.  However, we have added a new twist Hayek did not explore but presumably would not deny.  What we regard as desirable is not fixed, but can be strongly influenced by the context in which we choose.  This observation separates us from analyses dependent on the familiar economists’ assumption that tastes and preferences are fixed.  For normal human beings that assumption is false.

Determining public values and goods for a society involves our acting in a different capacity than when acting as private individuals seeking our goals within the framework set up by our acting in that first capacity.
  Both kinds of action are rooted in consent, but what we consent to is different.  When acting privately, consent is between individuals concerned with private goods.  These goods, or values, need not be commercial.  Friendship is a private good.  So is playing a game.  But such actions involve individually chosen actions in narrower contexts than choosing public goods and values.  Insofar as these consensual interactions involve the exchange of alienable goods or values, they generate a market.  Market exchanges depend upon systems of property rights and rules of contract.  Over time they generate the complex spontaneous order we call the market order.

Discovery  and the Public Good

Consensual public values are not determined through private exchange.  They depend on public decision-making.  We ask “what do I believe is best for us?”  And at some point we decide.  Of course, even in this context any of us can ask “What do I want?”  But in this context, when the “us” is lost from sight such reasoning becomes corruption.  Corruption is an ongoing problem in public discussion and decision-making, just as fraud and deception is an ongoing problem in private exchange.  They are essentially parasitical, and like any parasite, threaten to destroy their host of they become too prevalent.

The rules of formal political equality, freedom of speech, organization, and the press, generate the spontaneous order we term liberal democracy.  Like the rules generating the market, they apply to all equally and are procedural rather than specifying particular goals.  Like the market, they generate as much a system of discovery as a framework for action.  This process is discussed by John Kingdon, who calls it an “organized anarchy.” 
  He explicitly compares his model with evolutionary processes or “organized complexity” such as Hayek emphasized, although he appears unaware of Hayek’s relevance.
  Like consumers and producers in the market, citizens seek to take maximum advantage of the rules for pursuing their purposes either fairly, by promoting their view of public values, or unfairly, through fraud, deception, and corruption.

The public good is discovered and constituted by a process of political discussion and decision-making under fair rules for political equals.  Equality in this case means that all citizens possess the same formal rights of participation, even if they make different use of such rights, and that all have a “reasonable” opportunity to influence decision-making.  From this perspective the public good has two levels: the formal or constitutional, which encompasses decision-making rules, and the substantive, which constitutes the laws and policies adopted under those rules.

We have approached a conception of the public good closer to Jefferson, or perhaps even Aristotle than to neoclassical economics, and have done so through Hayekian reasoning.  The only new element added is the observation that our choices are strongly influenced by the context in which we act.  Yet there is little reason to doubt that Hayek would acknowledge so obvious an insight.  Indeed, the point is fundamental to certain aspects his analysis of how market processes teach rationality.

The public good is whatever arises out of a context of public decision making under fair procedural rules.  Of course, it can be mistaken, and failure to appreciate how markets work has led to many mistakes.  Still, like the market, democratic politics is fundamentally a discovery process aided or hindered by the structure of rules within which it operates.
Systemic Contradiction 

Different spontaneous orders arise out of different facilitating rules.  No single set of rules suffices for all kinds of complex cooperation because we seek different kinds of values through working with others.  To take a simple example, the rules promoting market exchange are not well suited for investigating the character of physical reality.  The rules of scientific inquiry are also poorly suited for producing consumer goods.  Yet science, as Hayek acknowledged, is as much a spontaneous order as the market.

Any signals generated by the rules maintaining a spontaneous order are great simplifications of the values that can motivate human action. They are valuable because they simplify and reduce the values needed to be shared in common in order to encourage cooperation between people.  We need not agree on anything else but prices, the number of votes, or the quality of research, with respect to the market, democracy, or science.  And all three are independent of specific outcomes.  This simplification applies to all the spontaneous orders Hayek described, as well as to liberal democracy. But any simplification necessarily involves a loss of information that may be relevant to participants.

This distinction of politics as qualitatively distinct from market action enables us to begin developing a Hayekian theory of systemic contradiction.  As used in this paper,“systemic contradiction” refers to clashes at the systemic rather than the individual level between either two self-organizing systems of social coordination, each promoting incommensurable values, or between instrumental or “made” organizations within a system and the system itself. 

Different spontaneous orders promote different broad values within which individuals pursue self-chosen goals they deem compatible with the framework of rules they confront.  Systemic contradiction arises because different orders generated by different sets of rules generate broad coherences reflecting different values.  Markets, and the habits of monetary and other instrumental calculation they encouraged, helped develop greater acceptance and appreciation for commercial values of trading and selling, in great contrast to pre-market societies.
  Science developed procedural rules of investigation aimed at finding “reliable knowledge” in John Ziman’s terms.
  That is, knowledge that ideally could be relied upon regardless of people’s personal philosophies and preferences.  Liberal democracies, as Hayek himself almost grasped, rely on rules whose purpose is to facilitate a political community’s peaceful discovery and implementation of the public good.

In a liberal order these various coordinating systems interact in complex ways.  Within that order, each person independently weighs what values can be effectively pursued within their frameworks, as well as values that may not be particularly suited for pursuit within such orders, such as love and friendship.  Purely at the level of the actor there is no contradiction, for each person orders these values in whatever way seems to them most fitting.

However, there is another level of analysis we can explore beyond the strictly individual, and that is of the system of coordination as a whole.  Neither markets nor science nor liberal democracy are closely coupled with the complexities of individual psychology, though obviously some psychological orientations may prove more successful at acting within one of these systems than another.  These spontaneous orders exist independently of the particular intentions and characteristics of those participating within them, confronting their participants as objective realities. 

In contrast to Scott’s critique of traditional neoclassical economics referred to above, Hayek’s model does not depend on abstractions of human behavior or motivation because it is the impersonal system which generates the needed coordination rather than any conception of self-interest or human nature.  Markets would be generated by either demons or angels, so long as they interacted through contractual rules of exchange.  (The consumer goods appealing to the two would be different, but the logic of contractual exchange would apply to both.)  

In this sense Hayek is not a traditional methodological individualist.   His approach is in harmony with the work of Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger, and Thomas Luckmann, which subsumes methodological individualism into being one (important) dimension of an adequate analysis.  As Berger and Luckmann wrote, “Society is a human product.  Society is an objective reality.  Man is a social product. . . . An analysis that leaves out any one of these three moments will be distortive. . . . only with the transmission of the social world to a new generation (that is, internalization as effectuated by socialization) does the fundamental social dialectic appear in its totality.” 
 

The first “moment” is traditional methodological individualism.  But the spontaneous order generated by individuals acting in accordance with its generating rules then confronts them as an “objective reality.”  Insofar as it shapes the context of human life, it also shapes those humans growing up and living in that context.  This shaping is never complete and socialization is never total, which is one reason why there can be an ill-fit when human beings confront objective social institutions.
    Another reason is the subject of the remainder of this paper: the existence of systemic contradictions within social institutions.

Systemic Resources
Having two levels of analysis enables us to distinguish between individual and systemic resources.  Individual resources are whatever means a person finds useful in the pursuit of whatever goals he or she seeks to accomplish.  Systemic resources are defined by a system’s feedback mechanism.  In the market, feedback occurs through profit and loss, and the market’s systemic resource is money.  In science, feedback occurs through recognition by peers of the value of one’s work.  Science’s systemic resource is professional recognition.  In liberal democracy feedback occurs through votes.  Democracy’s systemic resource is political influence.

Systemic success is defined as increasing a participant’s store of systemic resources.  Systemic failure reduces that store.  But systemic resources are not the same as individual resources.  Personal satisfaction is logically and empirically disconnected from being defined in terms of systemic resources.  Systemic success is not the same as individual success.  I can have few systemic resources and regard myself, and be regarded by others, as having led a good, happy, and successful life.  I can acquire many systemic resources and be utterly miserable, regarding myself as a failure.

In modern society people live their lives while participating in several spontaneous orders.  These people seek values that are rarely if ever in perfect alignment with the values promoted by any particular order.  However, by participating within an order, people increase its complexity, that is, the amount of information it coordinates independently of human intent.  In doing so they also strengthen its relative independence from concrete human intentions.  

By participating, people will increase or decrease their supply of systemic resources, and therefore their ability to influence the system within which they participate.  However, because each person is motivated by more values than are served by any particular spontaneous order, they will often seek to convert resources obtained within one system into another system, the better to pursue their personal goals.  All this intricacy plays out not only at the level of individual satisfaction, it also influences the interactions of these systems with one another, as mediated through the minds and plans of participants.  And these systems are experienced by their participants as operating largely independently of human intent.

Systemic Conflict

We can now locate a number of points of systemic conflict. First, those with systemic resources can try to expand their success within the system through creating ever stronger goal seeking organizations seeking to subject the self-organizing character of the system to explicit organizational priorities.  There are of course other ways to seek systemic success, but this approach brings the seeker into conflict with the rules generating the system itself.  

A major example of this conflict concerns the role information plays in spontaneous orders and instrumental organizations.  Spontaneous orders benefit from information-rich environments because we can never tell in advance who will find the what piece of information useful.  They are basically discovery processes.  Instrumental organizations, by contrast, regard information as a valuable resource, one best controlled for the benefit of the organization or its leadership.  Discovery is subordinated to specific organizational goals.  Freely available information is valuable within a spontaneous order because we cannot tell in advance what information will be used productively whereas in an instrumental organization it is a threat for the same reason.

A spontaneous order depends on no organization being able to free itself significantly from subordination to self-organizing processes, which means organizations must continually adapt to situations outside their control.  Consequently, holders of substantial systemic resources will tend to have private interests at odds with the values generating the system as a whole.  They often experience the need to adapt as a burden.  This, of course, describes the appeal of monopoly and oligopoly to organizations in both the market and democracy.  

This is an internal systemic contradiction.  The organizations the system makes possible have internal structural interests opposed to the system itself.  A spontaneous social order relies on openness to the unknown and lack of control, and the instrumental organizations people created within it prefer to control their environment on their own terms rather than adapting to the unexpected and uncontrolled.
 

Second, those with resources acquired in one spontaneous order can seek to use them to acquire systemic resources in another system. To understand this contradiction we need to distinguish between individuals and the system of rules within which they act. I can use my political influence to acquire money or my money to acquire political influence.  Perhaps I make major scientific discoveries, winning professional recognition.  I then use my reputation and the promise of my future work to obtain financial backing developing patents spun off from my research.  The same can hold in politics.  Perhaps my public prominence leads to opportunities for money making upon my retirement.  Not all such activities are ethically suspect.  Bob Dole’s advertising of viagra is an example. In all these cases I am better able to pursue my life goals by virtue of the convertibility of resources from one system into those of another.

At the level of the individual actor the partial convertibility of systemic resources from one spontaneous order to another is an advantage. What we see is not contradiction but harmony.  The very partiality of systemic values compared to the values most people seek makes this convertibility a benefit because no single system of action can encompass the full complexity of individual values.  Here is where I think Michael Walzer’s Spheres of Justice goes much too far in attempting ideally to seal different spheres of human activity off from one another.
  Walzer apparently assumes that individual lives can, or should be, as compartmentalized as the spheres of justice he describes.  But as a rule, we do not live such compartmentalized lives, and systemic resources by themselves are rarely our goals, so their convertibility into more individuated values is vital to their capacity to coordinate action.

However, the individual is not our only level of analysis.  There is also the systemic level, existing independently of the concrete content of individual choices, values, and goals.  Within a spontaneous order, systemic resources accrue to those whose actions are most in keeping with that system’s orienting values, further developing the complexity of information it can coordinate and make available for human use.  But for this process to work optimally in its own terms, the feedback should be generated internally, within the system.

At the systemic level, resources generated from outside a system but converted to resources for acting within it play an ambiguous role.  They can potentially deflect the system’s coordination process by generating alternative sources of positive feedback not generated within the system itself, since these extra-systemically generated systemic resources arose independently of the rules generating and maintaining that system.  A relatively clear case is when scientific work is subordinated not merely to political or economic priorities, but also when there are attempts to control scientific conclusions by political or economic interests, generating negative feedback not connected to the system’s own integrity.
  

This kind of systemic contradiction is to some degree unavoidable.  It is a natural outgrowth of individuals pursuing ends that comprise a human life, rather than staying within the less dimensional model of values underlying the rules generating any particular spontaneous order.  Fortunately, established spontaneous orders appear to be quite robust, and can apparently absorb considerable “spill-over” of this kind.  

However, if the influx of extra-systemic resources is great enough, it can seriously distort feedback processes. The system’s capacity to pursue its own values is undermined.  Here is our second systemic contradiction, as one system essentially colonizes another by distorting and even overwhelming its feedback processes.

Related to this contradiction is a third: the problem of systemic actors using their resources to expand these systems within society as a whole, encompassing new areas of human life.  Insofar as these new areas are compatible with systemic values we have simply expanded the realm of cooperation and productivity.  This, of course, is the typical free-market liberal position with respect to the market order.  But as with our previous example, the expansion may also be a kind of colonization, where new values are imposed upon the old, independently of the wishes and values of most involved.  

I use the term “imposed” because this process happens not in the first of Berger and Luckmann’s “moments” characterized by deliberate choice, but in the resulting transformation of contexts that constitutes their second “moment.”  Because the new context is not deliberately constructed, it arises independently of intent “the result of human action but not of . . . human design.”
  Because in this latter example this new context harms key values participants pursued within that order, it is imposed.  But no one did the imposing.

What makes spontaneous orders so effective at facilitating complex cooperation is their simplification of what participants need to know in order to act effectively within them.  This is most obviously true within the market order, where all goods and services are made commensurable through money prices, allowing price signals to coordinate production decisions throughout the economy.  But simplification occurs in other orders as well, even if not quite so spectacularly.  In science, scientists value relatively impersonal criteria such as prediction, explanation, and measurement over more purely “subjective” evaluations, facilitating agreement.  Democracy also simplifies the information that most people need to make the best of the political decisions open to them.  Party affiliation, recommendations from trusted sources, and party history, enable citizens to act more effectively than their actual knowledge of politics might suggest. 

Such simplification eliminates the need for a great deal of detailed information.  However, if they knew what had been filtered out, some participants might consider these details important.  On balance, and within limits, a compelling case can be made that systemic simplification of knowledge required for effective action produces more desirable than undesirable results.  But there are limits. 

To give several examples, many consumers are willing to pay a premium for “fair trade” coffee even if they cannot taste a difference.  Others object to buying goods made by Chinese prison labor.  During the Cold War, some Americans objected to buying Polish hams.  In these cases there is nothing in the commodity itself that reveals the differences between acceptable and unacceptable products.  It must be provided as information separate from money prices.

As systems expand beyond their initial boundaries the question of what is lost as they simplify participation in new spheres of action take on renewed importance.  Debate over the appropriate reach and extent of political policies is incessant.  Science has repeatedly encountered this issue, most recently in the debate over the appropriate use of stem cells obtained from very early human embryos for medical research.  The market has gradually extended its reach geographically as well as the depth of its penetration into ever more areas of life once free of its direct impact.  Sometimes it is also expelled from areas of social life, as when chattel slavery was outlawed and the sale of feathers taken from wild birds was banned.  

From these examples I hope it is clear that systemic expansion is neither automatically desirable nor undesirable.  When expansion occurs through informed persuasion, it probably produces more benefits than losses because the tradeoffs are mostly made by deliberate choice.  However, expansion can also happen largely independently of persuasion, through transforming the context of choice within a way of life without any deliberate decision to do so.  This can occur because of the very impersonality of self-organizing processes.  The value of the trade off of reducing the importance of some values in order to facilitate action within a spontaneous order becomes more problematic as that order encompasses areas of life traditionally characterized by values not primarily in keeping with its system of rules.

In such cases we see spontaneous orders tending to subvert or subordinate one another or ways of life that have heretofore not been incorporated into those particular self-organizing processes.  Values many of us prefer pursuing instead of single mindedly acquiring systemic resources, are assaulted, weakened, and diminished without any deliberate choice or decision to do so on anyone’s part.  What is formally a realm of freedom of choice and persuasion may, at another level, be experienced as quite otherwise.  One example of these problems occurs in the form of commodification subverting the public good.  How it happens within the market order the subject of the remainder of this paper.

Commodification
Commodification has traditionally been associated with Marxist and neo-Marxist analysis.  Marx began his analysis of Capitalism with a dissection of the commodity as containing within it social relations of exploitation.  This paper offers a different model rooted within the core of free market Austrian theory in its Hayekian form.  From the perspective of analyses rooted in spontaneous order theory, commodification can be understood as a continuum where market values come to overwhelm the non-market values of the practices it is drawing into the market order.  This process takes place in many areas of life, with both desirable and undesirable effects.  

Free market advocates have generally been uninterested in the question of commodification.  Insofar as the market is equated with voluntary cooperation, commodification is seen only in its positive aspect as a further development of the realm of human cooperation.  As commodities proliferate the sphere of peaceful exchange for mutual advantage is seen by them as growing ever more inclusive. 

This argument depends on the central assumption that the market is a neutral tool for facilitating exchange.
  Our discussion of systemic contradiction demonstrates that this assumption is false and hides important issues from view.  Markets establish one context for exchange, a context that can be extraordinarily productive, but biased in favor of particular values.  Other spontaneous orders are similarly biased, but towards different values.   Therefore we cannot simply assume that the interaction of these orders will be harmonious, even though they are all predicated on formally voluntary relationships.

Individuals pursuing their plans give what they believe to be appropriate weight to the differing values not only of the market, science, and democracy.  They also balance these values with others, such as love and friendship, play and spirituality.  Each person balances these values in his or her own way.   This balancing of values is different from exercising technical skills.  The latter can at least potentially be mechanized but the former is at the core of our being human.  It cannot be duplicated by any conceivable technology.

To the degree that a system of human cooperation is able to free itself from ultimate rootedness in this individual valuing, it becomes not just un-human, it becomes inhuman.  Because it is divorced from the human yet powerfully determinative of human action  it becomes coercive through its domination of context.  Sagoff’s example of the ski resort fits perfectly here.  Domination need not be complete to be a serious problem.  Because our choices are so influenced by context, to the degree context is controlled, freedom of choice is trivialized.
  Insofar as we see commodification as appropriating spheres of interaction more appropriately seen as belonging to other value communities, or other spontaneous orders, commodification takes on a ambiguous or even purely negative aspect. 

I shall use the commodification of the print media to explore this thesis because the print media is a significant transmission belt for all three kinds of information to the broader population: scientific, market, and public.  For this paper I focus on the print media’s relationship to public and consumer values, that is, to liberal democracy and the market.  However, similar kinds of analyses could be made of any institution which straddles two different spontaneous orders. Consequently, this framework could evaluate institutions dependent on any intersection of spontaneous or emergent orders based on different coordinating and feedback principles.  This includes not only social analysis narrowly conceived, it also encompasses the intersection of the social world with the emergent order of nature.
Newspapers and the Public Good

Historically the best way for citizens to obtain the information necessary to keep an eye on those in power has been through a network of many independent newspapers and other media.  This would appear to be simply a market function - but actually much more is going on.  Serving citizen values often involves telling readers what they do not want to hear, and stirring up issues that anger important political and economic interests.

Today as newspapers and most other media are increasingly consolidated they are increasingly owned by public corporations.  Corporations are deliberately designed to respond only to market values.  One difference between corporate ownership and individual human ownership is to observe that when a human being owns a paper, he or she adjusts many competing values, including the desire for money profit, in making business decisions.  The mix of trade offs will vary from owner to owner, some rating money profit as simply a means to other ends they serve through their paper, at the other extreme others think of their paper as only a means to making money.

By contrast, a corporation will very strongly tend to subordinate every other value to money profit values.  Its management is legally obligated to serve shareholders and shareholders generally invest for financial return.  Voting is weighted by financial investment.  Further, ownership of public corporations is increasingly mediated by mutual funds.  Unless guided by some other explicit criteria that trumps financial values, as is the case with "green" and “socially responsible”  funds, mutual funds are supposed only to seek financial return.  Today most shareholders do not even know what stocks their mutual funds have invested in and are concerned only with financial performance.  As share ownership become increasingly divorced from any feeling of the other kinds of responsibilities that used to accompany ownership – particularly through mutual funds - these systemic biases simply get stronger. 

The difference between these two kinds of ownership - one certainly dependent on the market but able to make complex trade offs with competing values, the other a increasingly pure case of market values trumping other values, becomes important when we look at the public/political services of a free press.  

In a liberal democratic order the press straddles two separate self-organizing value systems: the market and democracy.  The balancing of the different values promoted by these systems used to be done through the personal decisions of individual newspaper publishers and their staffs.  Today this is less and less the case.

From a pure market perspective, consumers historically “subsidized” the advocacy and protection of democratic public values.  Political news has traditionally been primarily of value to political elites, that term being defined very broadly.  They are citizens who, in different ways, disseminate their political influence throughout society.
 The news section of the paper was subsidized by sections more devoted to generating revenue.

Any such ‘subsidy’ deprives the owner of some market resources which might have been acquired if, instead of serving public values, he or she had solely sought market resources.  Therefore a newspaper solely interested in serving market values, that is consumer interests, will tend to acquire more market resources than will one choosing otherwise.  In a competitive newspaper market, over time market values will tend to have a competitive edge over public values because, all else being equal, the paper that puts financial values above all others will be more likely to acquire them than will others.  This is particularly the case when a newspaper is up for sale.  A buyer seeking to take advantage of unexploited market opportunities will be able to offer more than one more interested in taking advantage of maximizing acquisition of public resources.
   

When technology reduced the cost of printing in the mid-nineteenth century, enabling the “penny press” to arise, papers became free from the party control that had hitherto dominated newspaper publishing in the US.  The lowered costs of production enabled papers to seek a mass rather than a partisan market.  Partisanship now reflected the views of editors and owners rather than political sponsors.  A large market opened up new sources for income, particularly advertising.  But to acquire that market papers had to offer less partisan reporting in order to appeal to all readers.  James Q. Wilson observed that the quality of reporting improved as particular papers became better established, having bought up competitors, particularly in large cities.
 

Such papers served, and serve, a fascinating “border” role.  They are market institutions seeking to make profits and also political institutions serving public purposes: keeping tabs on and sometimes challenging the government.  Historically, the balance between these roles was maintained in large part by the journalistic practice of keeping newsrooms separate from other departments of the paper that served more purely commercial goals.  This practice was culturally based.  No inner logic required it in order for papers to be profitable.  The practice reflected journalists and publishers choosing not to subordinate every element of the paper to acquiring market resources.  The best safeguards for newspapers serving public values while depending on consumers and advertisers for their financial success are the power of journalistic ethics and culture and the relative ease of paper start-ups.

Public corporations consolidating newspaper ownership, and the influence of mutual funds which strengthen the impact of purely market values on business decisions, undermine this balancing of values in favor of purely market values.  Owners acting as complex human beings are increasingly replaced by corporate chains devoted only to the bottom line.  Adequate profitability is no longer enough.  Maximum profitability is what counts.  Conflict still lies between the share of income going to shareholders vs. that going to management, but trade offs by owners between market and non-market values becomes a thing of the past.  In fact there are no owners in the traditional sense.  The business is no longer controlled so much by human beings as it is by the market process itself.  The more the media is consolidated by large corporations the worse this problem becomes.  The public is the loser.

Three anecdotes illustrate this point.

Walter C. Woodward owned the only paper on Bainbridge Island in Washington State during WWII.  When about 200 Japanese Americans who lived there were removed to internment camps during WWII, not only did he editorialize against the internment - the only paper on the West Coast to do so - he continued reporting their activities to Bainbridge residents during the war - their births and marriages, ball game scores, deaths, and so on.  Woodward deliberately did everything he could to keep these imprisoned people within the community.  His doing so enabled many to return more easily at the war's end.  

Woodward's actions during the war led to cancellations of subscriptions and ads.  He was later quoted as saying "We were frightened that if we really lost paid circulation, we'd lose everything."  However, it turned out that street sales surged.  Woodward’s paper survived while continuing to serve the public interest as well as operating within the framework of a market system. Woodward was obviously not primarily motivated by market incentives although equally obviously he had to run at least a minimally profitable paper in order to survive.
 
Now consider papers owned by large publicly held corporations. 

A few years ago Mark Willes, the CEO of Times-Mirror, made himself publisher of the LA Times.  Willes had no experience in journalism, having served instead as the Vice Chairman of General Mills.  About a month later the editor resigned rather than implement Willes' new policy of making marketing executives more involved in news planning.  Each section of the LA Times was to have a business executive assigned to it.

Willes claimed his changes would have no impact on news decisions: the purpose of his policy was only to gain readers and revenue.  Willes is very good at gaining revenue: Times-Mirror prospered under his direction.  But soon the Times was in the midst of a serious scandal when others discovered it had a financial stake in a story it ran about the new sports arena in LA, where news had clearly been subordinated to other purposes.  By this time Willes had been promoted to head of the newspaper’s parent company, Times-Mirror, and the new publisher, Kathryn Downing, and editor, Michael Parks, apologized for the paper’s lapse in journalistic ethics.  It is hard to imagine Wilson spending the time and money of putting extra executives in newspaper departments unless he expected their presence to change decisions that were being made, and they apparently did.
 

A final example is the story of Jay Harris, the former publisher of the San Jose Mercury News.  The News is owned  by the Knight Ridder chain.  At the time of his resignation as publisher, the News was reportedly making between 22 and 29 percent profit.  Knight Ridder demanded higher profits, which could have come only through severe cuts in the paper’s staff.  In the face of this demand, Harris resigned.  While Harris’s action was applauded by journalists, Theodore Glasser, head of Stanford University’s graduate journalism program remarked  “Impact?  There will be absolutely none.  Shareholders have no interest in journalism.”
  But Walter Woodward did.

What has happened here is a profound shift in the role profit plays from traditional free market arguments to today’s economic reality.  From a human standpoint, profit serves as a signal as to whether an enterprise is meeting sufficient human needs and desires to continue to be self-supporting.  Very high profits signal the demand for additional production.  If there is no profit, supporters must either hope for a change or treat the enterprise as in some way a charitable project.  Profitable enterprises can continue indefinitely, enabling owners to pursue whatever goals they desire.  This is the argument of the market as a vehicle for serving freedom.  There is considerable truth to it.

Increasingly, however, with the rise of public corporations the structure of the market also constrains human freedom.  To survive not only must an enterprise be profitable to survive, it must seek only money profits.  All other goals, which include most of what human beings regard as important, must be completely subordinated to that of maximizing profit.  Profit shifts from being an important aid in assisting people in the pursuit of their projects to an implacable and inhuman authority to which all other values must be subordinated.  It may be that the market’s optimal contribution to human well-being requires decisions within the market not being too effectively guided by market values alone.  This paradox preserves its human dimension.

Practical Political Implications

The political implications of this analysis are deeply troubling.  A free society depends on a constant struggle between those who would gradually bring ever greater areas of political life under their control and domination, and those who for various reasons oppose their efforts.  As the media become commodified they will cease to play as active a role in pushing back against efforts at political domination and control, at least whenever their profits might thereby be threatened.

The implications of this analysis are modified by the growth of the internet.  It enables almost anyone to quickly and easily find information about any social or political issue of their choice.  The net certainly ameliorates the worrisome political implications of the commodification of the media.  Blogs (Weblogs) are particularly important.  Significantly, Blogs are not run for money profit.  They offer an interesting illustration of news people acting free from the need for money, so long as they have adequate resources from somewhere else.  And yet, the net is not the same thing as the press.  It lacks one very valuable trait.  Because it serves both citizens and consumers, the free press links the politically active with those who as a rule are politically passive.  They read the same publication.  Even if not always read, the front page is what is first seen on the newsstand by even the politically uninvolved.  Its headlines exhibit what the editor deems most important for people to see.  The net at present offers no such service.  Its strength in enabling each to find his or her own specialized information virtually guarantees it will not offer such service.  And yet, for a nation of citizens, this bringing of us all together helps preserve a political community.  Today increasingly that function is being lost, except in times of great crisis.  Our politics and our lives are the poorer for it, even if as consumers we are better served.

Theoretical Implications

There are two implications growing from this analysis: one theoretical, the other political.  The theoretical implication is that a Hayekian political economy offers a very rich framework for addressing many of the problems traditionally discussed in that field.  Careful examination of his concept of spontaneous orders frees his work from its subordination to any particular school of political and economic thought, opening up vistas of research where conclusions are not implied in the starting point.

Especially important is Hayek’s observation referred to earlier that “Democracy is, above all, a process of forming opinion. . . . It is its dynamic, rather than in its static, aspects that the value of democracy proves itself.  As is true of liberty, the benefits of democracy will show themselves only in the long run, while its more immediate achievements may well be inferior to . . . other forms of government.”
   Democracy is a discovery process, just as is the market and science.

Hayek also emphasized the role of local knowledge and its coordination as central to understanding complex social processes.  In doing so he developed a critique of conceptions of rational social control that have been powerful elements in post Enlightenment Western social thought.  First, because the complexity of modern societies is far too great to be subject to rational control and, second, because spontaneous order processes can produce more goods for human life than can rational control, and third, because once we understand these orders, we can influence their pattern s of coordination they cultivate.

We now return to James C. Scott’s critique of “high modernity.”  Hayek’s approach offers conceptual tools that deepen Scott’s analysis.  Unfortunately, the ideological divide separating market-oriented theorists from those critical of market institutions has prevented a fruitful interaction between these differing perspectives.  One praises market processes, the other looks at their shadow side.  My approach suggests how we can do both, without automatically privileging either.

A theory of systemic contradiction between differing self-organizing social orders enables these perspectives to be bridged.  The centrality of the market process for sustaining modern society, which is foundational to Hayek’s approach, is integrated with a sensitivity to the problems arising from the domination of society by the market and of the market by corporations, which have been explored by scholars from these other perspectives. It is thus theoretically richer than either traditional leftist analysis, which has rarely been able to appreciate the strengths of market orders while at the same time being free from the economism and marketolatry that so much market based analysis exhibits.
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