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Dedicated to 
Those who have given or who may in the future give contributions  

To the Museum of Philosophy

Text: © Philip J. Davis 2003

Illustrations: © Marguerite Dorian 2003 

 HOW I ESTABLISHED THE MUSEUM OF PHILOSOPHY 
Every person, it seems, constructs his own museum. Some years ago I was wandering though a narrow street in the neighborhood of Vienna's Hofburg on the way back to my hotel when I spotted a small shop whose sign read "Exotica und Esoterica". I was interested to find out the exact difference between exotica, esoterica and erotica, but the shop window was pasted up with a flyer from the Wiener Stadtsoper, so I went in and looked around.  


What I found was a very strange mixture: rare bulbs and bonsai trees; crocodile and zebra skins; old jazz records; pictures and models of classic autos. However, most of the display space was devoted to New Age stuff, Blavatskyana, theosophy, gnostic and occult material. 

    
I poked around for a bit, and then the shop attendant asked me in so-so English (how did he spot me for an anglophone?) whether there was something special I was looking for. Slightly embarrassed, I answered


"Why yes, do you have any material that dates from Rudolf II of Hapsburg? In Prague, you know."


(At that time, I was wrapping up my story Thomas Gray and the Cat of Arcimboldo, the core of which occurred in Rudolphine Prague, c. 1580)  

Without missing a beat, the shopkeeper nodded and replied,

     "I have something very rare. Very rare."

     
The man disappeared into the back room and after a while came out with a transparent plastic envelope in which there appeared to be an aged piece of parchment. There were a few mystic symbols written on it in faded ink. He handed me the envelope but cautioned me not to take the parchment out. 


"What is this?" I inquired. 

     "This is the slip of paper that the maker of the Golem of Prague inserted in its head to make the robot come alive."

    
 I laughed inwardly, but played along with the shopkeeper's game. I acted the avid but innocent collector intrigued by such a remarkable find. 

     "This is the original, not a facsimile?"

     "This is the original. Very rare. But to you, I sell it cheap." 

     "How much? "

     "Two hundred schilling."  (Then around $ 20)

     "Sold."


 
When I returned to Providence, I would have, at the very least, the raw materials of a good story. 


Shortly thereafter, I received the following letter by e-mail. I'll omit the upfront e-chaff. 






   Christchurch, New Zealand

                            




March 24,2002


Dear Prof. Davis: I have always enjoyed your reviews in the SIAM NEWS [Society of Industrial and Applied Mathematics]. Particularly interesting to me was your review of the book about Wittgenstein's Poker. 

It so happens that my father was present as an undergraduate on the famous occasion and spirited the poker away, believing it to have sentimental value. During all these years, it's been rusting in his garage. Clearing out the garage some months ago in order to settle his estate, I found it. If you're interested, I can sell it to you. Rather cheaply I should think. 

                    Yours faithfully,

 William Evans-Johnston, Sc.D.     

A bit of e-haggling ensued, and I settled for a generous $100, American. In this way, a second absolutely unique item found its way into my possession. It was then that the idea of establishing a Museum of Philosophy blossomed in my mind. I had a Museum Website set up, and I went on e-Bay with a list of philosophical items that the Museum was looking for and would add to its luster. The response was heartwarming. 

    
 In the intervening months, -- mirabile dictu -- my Museum has accessioned the following items: Ockham's Razor, Schrödinger's Cat (mounted), Maxwell's Demon (embodied in 2812 lines of computer coding), the stone that Dr. Samuel Johnson kicked when he refuted the idealism of Bishop Berkeley, one Leibnitzian Monad, one litre (it came from France) of the interstellar ether that formed the background of Henri Poincaré’s independent version of Special Relativity Theory.   
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 The Museum has also acquired an option on a direct descendant of Buridan's Ass, and on the original Aleph of Georg Cantor, which, in the last century, you will most certainly recall, was the cause of much creative tension among philosophers. 


I succeeded in locating Hilbert’s Hotel in the Black Forest region of Germany, near Oberwohlfach. I wanted to arrive at a joint agreement with the management whereby my museum would sponsor package (at reduced rate) tours to the hotel. But Herr Doktor Direktor Waldemar Knoblauch wrote back that while the hotel had 100% occupancy, further guests were always welcome. There was no necessity, therefore, for bargain rates. So be it.   

I have great plans for the future of my Museum. I have already arranged for its certification as a non-profit institution. This should attract philanthropic and foundation money for additional acquisitions. I intend to begin negotiations with a popular theme park to set up my museum there, lock, stock, and barrel, as one of its more intellectual exhibits. The Museum's website has paid off nicely: it has had 34,673 hits as of the date of writing. 
The Museum has received items in sufficient numbers (occasionally donated anonymously) so that I have had to begin de-accessioning. Any museum worth its salt has to establish a program and criteria for deaccessioning. One item that I had to let go was a small but interesting geological specimen whose donor, a certain Thomas Woodhouse, claimed was a chip off the famous Philosophers’ Stone. But the stone did not pass muster. Over several weeks, I rubbed it vigorously and nothing happened. 
And then someone tried to fob off Diogenes’Lantern on me. It came via FedEx, carefully packaged, but it was clear to me that it was a Nineteenth Century production. People try to get rid of their excess stuff in very strange ways.           

I shall close this account with three letters I received recently. The first is from a world class scientist, a long time friend even though a bit of a maverick.   

     





   Los Angeles,CA. 

                                     


   8/16/03

Dear Phil: I’ve insisted for years that even though the philosophers of the world confuse matters with their obscure and fuzzy language, they occasionally have ideas that are worth advertising. Your Museum of Philosophy is a very welcome attempt to concretize what has hitherto remained linguistically metaphysical and hence ungraspable by the larger public.


As my contribution to your Museum I would suggest that you put out feelers for Newton’s Bucket.                                            


Good luck to your enterprise and warm personal regards,  




















Fred. 

     

After receiving Fred’s suggestion, I had to jog my memory as to what Newton’s Bucket was. I decided it was a worthy item and I put out requests both on the Web and with a firm in London that specializes in memorabilia of the famous.   
   
On 8/19/03 I received an anonymous letter that contained only a ripped out part of a page of the catalog of Andersons’ Seeds (Est. 1887), a mail order firm in Chillicothe, Ohio. One item was highlighted in yellow and a sample packet of seeds was enclosed: 

CUCURBITAE

6893       Cantaloupe(cucumis melo cantalupensis)

      6893 a        Sweetheart      Pkt:   30 seeds  $1.50

      6893 b        Emperor         Pkt:   30 seeds  $1.50

      6895        Descartes’ Melon (cucumis cartesiana)
     6895 a        Cucumis cartesiana aurea    (very rare)  






Pkt: 10 seeds  $3.50 

     6895 b        Cucumis cartesiana cogitens                






Pkt: 10 seeds  $2.00   
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I planted the seeds forthwith, but with some trepidation, not knowing even as Jack and the Beanstalk did not know, what the outcome would be.     







Contoocook, N.H. 03229 
                                        

[No date.]

Dear Philip: [An unnecessarily informal salutation, if you ask me.]

Your quest for materials appropriate for the Museum of Philosophy leads me to send you a suggestion based on ongoing true occurrences in my life and what they mean to me. 


I live in a fairly suburban part of Contoocook, and from my living room window I look out to the southwest across Route 127 towards Mount Monadnock. The area was cableized only recently and this has been a godsend to me. I don't have to go into downtown Contoocook for entertainment, thus saving precious time and gas. Anyway, as you know, the cables are pretty thick and the squirrels and chipmunks have taken to run along them more and more, reducing the local road kill considerably. 


Anyway, a philosophical thought occurred to me. The squirrels run along the cables in complete and total ignorance of the fact that right underneath their feet the information superhighway is delivering entertainment and knowledge and wisdom at a tremendous rate. I believe that this thought is a philosophical allegory not unlike Plato's Cave. I took Phil 101 in college. 

The behavior of the squirrels reminded me of another piece of philosophy that I have from an old saying of the local Merrimack Indians: when the animals act strangely, be very careful.


I think that the cable company could supply you with one or two feet of the information superhighway at a slight cost. Good luck with your important educational enterprise. 

                  Sincerely, Laurence H. Judson, Sr.   

I considered it strange that Judson, Sr. should send this letter by regular mail, but there you are. Consistency is not the long suit of human beings; inconsistency may be desirable aesthetically, but it is not a moral failure. At any rate, I was able to get a piece of cable at minimal cost and I placed it in my Philosophical Museum. It needed a paste-up on the adjacent wall to explain its relevance.

I have noticed that in museum exhibits of recent art, the adjacent paste-ups are often more complex than the art they elucidate. For this reason, I add to this document a few explanations of a few of the items on display in my Museum.  
                  

Catalogue Raisonné
     
Buridan's Ass  

This hungry ass, observed by Jean Buridan (1295-1356), when confronted two equal and equidistant bales of hay, couldn't make up its mind towards which bale to head for and consequently starved to death. 

Cantor's Aleph

     
Georg Cantor (1845 - 1918) created a mathematical theory of the completed infinite.  His aleph nought  ℵ0   symbolizes the cardinality of the set of integers 1,2,3,... , and satisfies the remarkable equation




     ℵ0  + 1 = ℵ0  .

Cantor’s aleph should not be confused with Jorge Luis Borge’s El Aleph.      

Descartes’ Melon

The modern world, our world of triumphant rationality, began on November 10, 1619, with a revelation and a nightmare. One that day, in a room in the small Bavarian Village of Ulm, René Descartes, a Frenchman, twenty-three years old, crawled into a wall stove, and when he was well warmed, had a vision of the unification of all sciences. 
The vision was preceded by a state of intense concentration and agitation. Descartes’ overheated mind caught fire and provided answers to tremendous problems that had been taxing him for weeks. He was possessed by a Genius, and the answers were revealed in a dazzling, unendurable light. Later, in a state of exhaustion, he went to bed and dreamed three dreams that had been predicted by the Genius. 

In the first dream, he was revolved by a whirlwind and was terrified by phantoms. He experienced a constant feeling of falling. And he imagined that he would be presented with a melon from a far-off land. The wind abated and he woke up. His second dream was one of thunderclaps and sparks flying around his room. In the third dream all was quiet and contemplative. An anthology of poetry lay on the table. He opened it at random and read a verse of Ausonius. “Quod vitae sectabor iter.” ( What path shall I take in life?  A stranger appeared and quoted him the verse “Est et Non.” ( Yes and no.)  Thern, after some back-and -forth with the stranger, the whole dream disappeared. 
What was the idea that Descartes saw in a burning flash? He tells us that his third dream pointed to no less than the unification and the illumination of the whole of science, even the whole of knowledge, by one and the same method: the method of reason. 
There have been numerous interpretations of Descartes’ Melon. They include the spiritual, the metaphysical, the metaphoric, the analogic, the anagogic, the philosophical, the Freudian, the Marxian, the apocalyptic, the philologic, the semiotic, and the Lacanian. This commentator prefers to believe that the dream of the melon was occasioned by something Descartes had eaten during the day. Whatever interpretation you prefer, this much is clear: Descartes’ melon has been very fruitful.      
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Diogenes' Lantern


Diogenes of Sinope, The Cynic, (c.412 - c.323 B.C.) lived in a tub. When out of it, he carried a lighted lantern during the day in a futile search for an honest man.   


The Golem
     
According to the legend, Rabbi Loew (1525 - 1609) of Prague constructed out of clay an automaton called the Golem. The creature was activated by inserting the Name of God into its body. There are numerous stories as to what the Golem was able to accomplish.   

     
Hilbert’s Hotel 

Mathematician David Hilbert (1862 - 1943) dramatized the nature of the infinite set of integers, by constructing a hotel with an infinite number of rooms. The rooms were always occupied; nonetheless, the hotel always had room for additional guests.     

Johnson's Stone

     
Asked to refute George Berkeley’s Idealism, Dr. Samuel Johnson (1709 - 1784) kicked a large stone and said: "I refute him thus."

Leibnitz' Monad


Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibnitz (1646 - 1716) maintained that material, in its ultimate nature was composed of monads. The soul is a monad and God was the monad of monads. 

Maxwell's Demon

Maxwell's Demon is an imaginary creature that the mathematical physicist James Clerk Maxwell (1832 - 1879) created and whose action leads to a paradox. A box is filled with a gas at some temperature leading to an average speed of its molecules which depends upon the temperature. Some of the molecules will be going faster than average and some will be going slower than average. Now a partition is placed across the middle of the box separating the two sides into left and right. Both sides of the box are now filled with the gas at the same temperature. Maxwell imagined a molecule sized trap door in the partition with his demon poised at the door and observing the molecules. When a faster than average molecule approaches the door the demon opens the door so that it ends up on the left side When a slower than average molecule approaches the door he makes sure that it ends up on the right side. So after these operations, all the faster than average gas molecules are in the left side and all the slower than average ones are in the right side. So the box is hot on the left and cold on the right. Then one can use this separation of temperature to run a heat engine by allowing the heat to flow from the hot side to the cold side. This situation contradicts the second law of thermodynamics.


Newton’s Bucket 

Isaac Newton (1642 - 1727) rotated a bucket of water and observed the resulting concave shape of the water’s surface. Why does the water rise up as it does? This has been and still is the subject of controversy. Physicist and philosopher Ernst Mach  (1838 - 1916 ) suggested  that while that the relative rotation of the water with respect to the sides of the vessel produces no noticeable centrifugal forces, but that such forces, are produced by its relative motion with respect to the mass of the mass of the earth and of the fixed stars. Quantum theory challenges this. Newton’s Bucket appears to be still up in the air, philosophically speaking.  
Philosopher’s Stone

Medieval alchemists searched for a stone which when powdered, could transmute base metal into gold. Many other goodies, such as curing illnesses, were associated with the Philosopher’s Stone. 

Schrödinger’s Cat


The cat devised by the physicist Erwin Schrödinger (1887 - 1961) in his famous and paradoxical Gedankenexperiment (thought experiment) which, according to the laws of quantum theory, was simultaneously alive and dead. 

          Wittgenstein's Poker                



The date: Friday, October 25, 1946.

         

The time: 8:30 P.M.



The place: Staircase H, No. 3, Gibbs Building, Kings College, Cambridge, England. The rooms of Professor Richard Braithwaite.

                  The occasion: Meeting of the Moral Science Club, Professor Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889 - 1951), Chairman; Wasfi Hijab, Secretary.

                  The speaker: Dr. Karl Popper, Reader in Logic and Scientific Method, London School of Economics.

                  The topic: "Are there philosophical problems?"

                  Among the thirty or so present: Bertrand Russell (logician and philosopher), Richard Braithwaite (philosopher), George Kreisel (mathematician),
 Sir John Vinelott (judge), Stephen Toulmin (philosopher), Michael Wolff (historian), Peter Geach (logician), the guest speaker, the chairman, the secretary, and numerous students. No members of the media were present. No paparazzi, but there should have been. 
                  The incident: (As in the movie Rashomon, there are contradictory versions of what happened.) The following short and sensational version is my personal collage. Popper started his talk. Wittgenstein disagreed with practically everything that Popper said. At one point Wittgenstein could not contain his fury. He grabbed the poker from the nearby fireplace and brandished it, either




 (1)  threatening the speaker with the poker, 



 (2)  using the poker to illustrate a philosophical point, or 



 (3)  simply allaying his anger by this physical gesture. 

Bertrand Russell took his pipe from his mouth and cried out, "Wittgenstein, put down that poker."  Wittgenstein dropped the poker onto the floor and rushed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

                  The outcome: Popper offered the event as an example of a moral principle: Do not threaten visiting lecturers with a poker. 
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Thanks to Jie Zhang for computer scanning. 

Date: Sat, 13 Dec 2003 16:58:11 -0700 (MST)
From: Reuben Hersh <rhersh@math.unm.edu>
 
thank you very much for amusiong report.

having trouble thinking of suggestions.

Buddha's begging bowl?

some martyr's fingernail from  a Catholic reliquary?

Pascal's hair shirt?

a lens ground by Spinoza?

Zeno's tortoise?

some beans prohibited by Pythagoras?

an atom of Democritus?

surely the Stoics, Epicureans and Pyrrhonists each left some memorabilia.

maybe Archimedes' lever

Heidegger's Nothing is a must

And Sartre's Nausea

Kiekegard's Dread

Neitzsche's sister

Schopenhauer's digestion

how can you omit Locke's Tabula Rasa?

and Berkeley's tar water

any way, for the reprint, Kreisel was Georg not George.

reuben



Heidegger's Hammer 

*******
Jerome L. Stein

Your book is brilliant. Your museum does not even need a piece of the true
Cross, but you should look for "Ruach Hakodesh" or for Elijah's wine stain
>on the tablecloth when he spilled some wine from his glass. 
In a book about A.S.W. Rosenbach, I read that he sold a wealthy
>Philadelphia lady Napoleon's foreskin from his brit-milah. maybe you can
find it. 

                                               
        required 5, IN_REP_TO)

Dear Director: 

Sussi and I thank you and Hadassah (and Marguerite Dorian) 
warmly for giving us such a nice tour through your collection. 
Clearly, the issue adds substantially to our own precious collection 
of Philip J.  Davisianas.

Collections 1: Have you read of the collection of ca. 3000 precious 
old books which a now deceased librarian of the Royal Library (a 
highly respected specialist in sanskrit and middle-east old 
languages) had established by stealing one book every day in the 
late 60s and 70s. Clearly he really loved the old wisdom more than 
anything else in life; and he thought the stupid general public 
unworthy of these treasures. After his death the family began 
selling at Christies in London and other houses around the world - 
until the police came and salvaged the last 1500 volumes of the 
collection. Widow, daughter, son in law, and a family friend were 
kept in prison over the holidays. There is still "navneforbud" in the 
case. So, I can not yet deliver the name of the man to your 
Museum of Philosophy.

Collections 2: In the dark and wet Saturnaliae misery and 
excitement of the passed year 2756 ab urbe condita, it may seem 
appropriate to walk out to Assistence Kirkegaarden in Copenhagen 
Nrrebrogade and to collect 20 gram earth from Sren 
Kierkegaard's grave, pasteurize it, and send it by air mail to you. 
However, touching existencialism's founder's remainders and 
transferring to the US may be dangerous in these years of terror 
concerns.

Collections 3: Personally, Sussi and I would prefer to add a living, 
charming, joking, lively true Phil to our own collection instead of all 
the reminiscences. Therefore, our compromise suggestion: next 
time you come to Europe we meet in Frankfurt am Main. One hour 
trip brings us to the old university town of Marburg. Here we will 
together find the attic flat of the then 21 years old handsome curly-
haired student Hannah Arendt with her delicate clear forehead and 
ironic smile. Rumours have it that the then 38 years old "verquere" 
professor Martin Heidegger wrote "Sein und Zeit" at that place, 
jointly with his mistress in 1927, and not in the "Htte des Seins", 
his later home in Todtnauberg near Freiburg where MH joined the 
Nazi party in 1933 and held his infamous rector speach.

OK? You tell us when.

Warm greetings and good, good wishes,           Sussi+Bernhelm

Bernhelm sent  some earth from Kierkegaard's grave. Also photos of various related tombstones. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
Bernhelm Booss-Bavnbek
Roskilde University, Department of Studies in Mathematics and Physics 
and their Functions in Education, Research and Applications - IMFUFA
Ma
 
From Klaus
Thank you very much for your report on the Museum of Philosophy which I enjoyed (only partly - because I have not finished it yet) very much.  Unfortunately my editors eye stumbled over the spelling of Oberwolfach on page 6.  As an amateur entymologist (if I get this usage right) I point out that a Wolfis a ferocious animal while wohlindicates well-being, both might be traced to Oberwolfach, the place where wolves ran wild or where mathematicians feel good.  



From Mike Finkelstein

How about the Bayesian Billiards ? 


From Jerry Stein:  Adam Smith's "invisible Hand" 

                        "Horns of the Dilemma"    
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Adam Smith and the invisible hand 

by Helen Joyce 

Every individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can. He generally neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it...He intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for society that it was no part of his intention. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good. 
[image: image7.jpg]



In this passage, taken from his 1776 book "An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations" Adam Smith set out the mechanism by which he felt economic society operated. Each individual strives to become wealthy "intending only his own gain" but to this end he must exchange what he owns or produces with others who sufficiently value what he has to offer; in this way, by division of labour and a free market, public interest is advanced. 

Smith is often regarded as the father of economics, and his writings have been enormously influential. Nowadays, "invisible hand" explanations are invoked to explain all sorts of phenomena, from scientific progress to environmental degradation. In the modern context, mathematicians study "invisible hand" processes as part of Game Theory, the branch of mathematics that deals with payoffs and strategies (see Game Theory and the Cuban Missile Crisis) in Issue 13 of Plus. 

Smith was profoundly religious, and saw the "invisible hand" as the mechanism by which a benevolent God administered a universe in which human happiness was maximised. He made it clear in his writings that quite considerable structure was required in society before the invisible hand mechanism could work efficiently. For example, property rights must be strong, and there must be widespread adherence to moral norms, such as prohibitions against theft and misrepresentation. Theft was, to Smith, the worst crime of all, even though a poor man stealing from a rich man may increase overall happiness. He even went so far as to say that the purpose of government is to defend the rich from the poor. 

Here is a description of the way Smith imagined the universe operates: 

· There is a benevolent deity who administers the world in such a way as to maximise human happiness. 

· In order to do this he has created humans with a nature that leads them to act in a certain way. 

· The world as we know it is pretty much perfect, and everyone is about equally happy. In particular, the rich are no happier than the poor. 

· Although this means we should all be happy with our lot in life, our nature (which, remember, was created by God for the purpose of maximising happiness) leads us to think that we would be happier if we were wealthier. 

· This is a good thing, because it leads us to struggle to become wealthier, thus increasing the sum total of human happiness via the mechanisms of exchange and division of labour. 

It is clear why Smith says that moral norms are necessary for such a system to work - in order for exchange to proceed, contracts must be enforceable, people must have good access to information about the products and services available, and the rule of law must hold. 

The modern "Invisible Hand"

Nowadays, something much more general is meant by the expression "invisible hand". An invisible hand process is one in which the outcome to be explained is produced in a decentralised way, with no explicit agreements between the acting agents. The second essential component is that the process is not intentional. The agents' aims are not coordinated nor identical with the actual outcome, which is a byproduct of those aims. The process should work even without the agents having any knowledge of it. This is why the process is called invisible. 

The system in which the invisible hand is most often assumed to work is the free market. Adam Smith assumed that consumers choose for the lowest price, and that entrepreneurs choose for the highest rate of profit. He asserted that by thus making their excess or insufficient demand known through market prices, consumers "directed" entrepreneurs' investment money to the most profitable industry. Remember that this is the industry producing the goods most highly valued by consumers, so in general economic well-being is increased. 

One extremely positive aspect of a market-based economy is that it forces people to think about what other people want. Smith saw this as a large part of what was good about the invisible hand mechanism. He identified two ways to obtain the help and co-operation of other people, upon which we all depend constantly. The first way is to appeal to the benevolence and goodwill of others. To do this a person must often act in a servile and fawning way, which Smith found repulsive, and he claimed it generally meets with very limited success. The second way is to appeal instead to other people's self-interest. In one of his most famous quotes: 

Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of them. Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this. Give me what I want, and you shall have this which you want, is the meaning of every such offer; and it is the manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good offices which we stand in need of. It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love. 
For Smith, to propose an exchange is to attempt to show another that what you can do, or what you have, can be of use to the other. When you carry out the exchange, it means the other person recognises that what you can do or that what you have is of value. This is why so much of a person's self-esteem is bound up in their job - a well-paid job is supposed to be a sign that others value your contribution and find it worth exchanging their own resources for. 

How wise is the Invisible Hand?
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with permission from: The Warren J. Samuels Portrait Collection at Duke University 

The theory of the invisible hand is certainly persuasive, and its simplicity is also very attractive. No doubt every reader can see that it describes the way that things really work on many occasions, and, whether we find it palatable or not, we probably all recognise the truth of Smith's assertion that paying for your dinner is a more reliable way to get it than appealing to the benevolence of others. 

But, even assuming all the correct conditions, does the invisible hand theory really lead to the maximisation of human economic wellbeing in some sense, as Smith asserts? This is where mathematics, in the form of Game Theory, can provide us with some insights. 

The Prisoner's Dilemma

The "Prisoner's Dilemma" is a very famous "paradox" in Game Theory. It describes two people in a simple situation, acting in an informed manner, both attempting to maximise their wellbeing, and yet making choices that lead to an unnecessarily poor outcome for both. 

Two people, who are suspected of being accomplices in a crime, are held prisoner in separate, non-communicating cells. The police visit each prisoner, and tell both that if neither confesses, each will be sentenced to two years in jail. However, if exactly one prisoner confesses, implicating each other, the one who confesses will get off scot-free as a reward, and the other, who didn't confess, will receive a punitive sentence of five years. If each confesses and implicates the other, both will be sentenced to three years. 

What should a prisoner in this situation do? Suppose that the other prisoner doesn't confess. Then the best course of action is to confess, and go free. Even if the other prisoner does confess, it will be better to have done likewise - at least the sentence will be lower. Both prisoners will reason thus, so both will confess and end up serving sentences of three years - even though, if both had remained silent, both would have served sentences of only two years. 

It may not be immediately clear what the relevance of the Prisoner's Dilemma is to Smith's theory of the Invisible Hand. In fact, it has a number of implications for economic behaviour. 
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The Prisoner's Dilemma 

The temptation to default

We can think of the prisoners as being asked to decide whether to keep a contract they have made with each other (remain silent) or to default (confess and betray the other). Similar choices have to be made all the time in economic society. When two people freely agree to exchange goods or services to their mutual benefit, each must decide whether to try to cheat the other by defaulting, or handing over counterfeit goods, or whether to act in good faith and risk the other party defaulting. Obviously, both parties are better off if neither default than if both default - after all, we suppose they willingly contracted with each other - but each would like to get something for nothing, and each is afraid the other will feel the same. The result may well be that the parties are unable to carry out the exchange as arranged, and both lose out. 

The reason we don't see this behaviour too often is because we live in a society where courts can enforce contracts. This reduces the fear of the other party defaulting, and makes it easier to hand over goods ahead of receiving whatever is to be exchanged for them. In illegal exchanges, for example, receiving stolen goods, default is more common, and rather difficult for criminals to guard against. 

Enforcing laws of contract requires cooperation and resources from someone else - in democratic societies, the courts on behalf of the government and the people. But courts and prisons and police cost money and most of the costs fall on people who were not party to the contract in the first place - who are therefore paying for a service that doesn't directly benefit themselves. Such courts fall into the category of "public good" - we are all better off in a society where the rule of law is upheld - but are not created and maintained by any invisible hand mechanism. Courts are set up deliberately to carry out a public good; and, although they may not always work the way they are intended to, there is nothing unintended about their use to enforce contracts. 

Subsidy-seeking

In a democratic society, there is a strong temptation for "special-interest" groups to form and lobby the government to provide tax-payers' money to the group in the form of subsidies. Politicians find the prospect of buying the loyalty of the group attractive, and the group sees the prospect of getting other people's money for nothing. Clearly, everyone would be better off if no one sought subsidies - by definition, subsidies are only needed for unprofitable activities, that is, activities that other people do not value sufficiently to pay their own money for. However, if other people seek and gain subsidies, anyone who doesn't bother trying to do the same for themselves will end up subsidising others while receiving no subsidies themselves. This fear may force large numbers of people to spend their time lobbying the government for subsidies, rather than simply engaging in more profitable activities - a classic example of the Prisoner's Dilemma, and one over which no court has jurisdiction. 

A very similar situation occurs regarding monopolies. Since pretty much every producer is a consumer, it is probably to everybody's benefit overall if no producers attempt to raise prices by monopolising their market; however, attempting to enforce a monopoly can be very attractive to individual producers. Smith rather sardonically observed that 

"People of the same trade seldom meet together even for merriment and diversion, but the conversation ends in a conspiracy against the public or some contrivance to raise prices." 
Arrow's Theorem

As explained in the Editorial of Issue 13 of Plus, Arrow's Impossibility Theorem says that, in a certain sense, it is impossible to produce a consistent group preference by aggregating individual preferences. It is normally stated in terms of votes and elections, and, in this format, says that is impossible to use information about individual voters' preferences to decide what is "the will of the people". Every voting system in current use throws up anomalies, such as "flip-flops", which occur when a third candidate enters the race and overturns the group preference between the other two candidates (think of Ralph Nader in California, splitting Al Gore's vote and handing George Bush the election). 

The "will of the people"

Again, the relevance to allocation of public goods is not immediately obvious - until you recall that an essential part of the invisible hand process is that producers respond to an single signal that is meant to be an aggregate of all signals by consumers. Arrow's Theorem is often interpreted as saying that there is no consistent way to aggregate the preferences of individuals to give a single preference which can be regarded as the preference of society - or "the will of the people". 

An economic version of the flip-flop could occur if a majority of customers would prefer to buy Product X to Product Y, but some of that majority actually like Product Z even better (the equivalent of splitting the vote); the producer may end up producing Product Y even though more people would have liked Product X, and presumably it would have been more profitable to produce it. If this happens, then the invisible hand cannot be said to have worked to maximise economic wellbeing. 
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In a centralised society a few individuals make decisions on how to spend everyone's money and direct everyone's effort. 

How far does the invisible hand reach?

How economic systems work and what can be done to improve them is still very much a live area of research for economists. Mathematicians are currently grappling with the implications of game theory for all sorts of social choice, in particular, what meaning, if any, can be attached to the expressions "the will of the people" and "the public good". 

The results of such analyses will not be the only factor in deciding whether societies move towards or away from laissez-faire economics ("laissez-faire" means "let alone" and is shorthand for leaving things to the invisible hand). Political will, whether the world becomes more peaceful or less, and the practicality of any alternatives will also be factors. Alternative systems tend to require much more intervention and more stringent rules. In the real world, such rules automatically introduce more and more opportunities for mistakes and corruption, which might mean that another system, even if better in principle, would be worse in practice. 

Perhaps the strongest reason for leaving the allocation of effort and reward to the invisible hand is that when it misappropriates goods, it is likely to be on a small scale. More centralised methods of allocating goods are more prone to corruption and waste. Smith described people given the spending of other people's money thus: 

..being the managers of other people's money than of their own, it cannot well be expected that they should watch over it with the same anxious vigilance with which partners in a private copartnery frequently watch over their own. Like the stewards of a rich man, they ... consider attention to small matters as not for their master's honour and very easily give themselves a dispensation from having it. 
It is useful to remember the context in which Smith developed his theories - that of a heavily planned and rather dictatorial society, where some individuals were above the [image: image1.png]How
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law and others were effectively without any rights. In a centralised society a few individuals make decisions on how to spend everyone's money and direct everyone's effort. As Smith said 

It is the highest impertinence and presumption, therefore, in kings and ministers to pretend to watch over the economy of private people, and to restrain their expense...They are themselves always, and without exception, the greatest spendthrifts in the society. 
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*****

Heidegger's Hammer    "....begins with a worker engaged in a building project, using a hammer. The hammer unexpectedly breaks. Let us suppose that a replacement can't be found and that he has to have one made. He asks: what are the specifications of a hammer (of the kind he needs to finish the job)? The answer to this question will be a theory (about hammers) that explains a hammer's ability to do the hammer's job. What is a hammer's job? It is the 'meaning' of a hammer. In this case it is a cultural praxis-laden meaning dwelling within the context, let us say, of the building trade."

*****************

The hammer reveals its true nature only in the act of hammering.   Ah yes, but what is the true nature of a rose? 

Spinoza's Hatchet. Same idea. 
Put the poker, the hatchet and the hammer in the Hardware Department. 
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