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HUMAN
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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!?”

145




146 ‘@ PETER J. BOETTKE

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.



* Consider Neo’s original reaction upon learning the truth
Morpheus apologizes, because he states that after a certain
truth and thus they don’t attempt to rescue those individu
* Griswold, p. 8

from Morpheus. In the next scene,

age the mind is unable to accept the
als.

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.”



