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It’sbeenamainstayoftheradicalleftforalongtimetoblamethelackofradi-
calactivitybywhateverparticularcollectivesubjecttheybelievetohavepotential
onsomesortofcapitalistsubterfuge.Thevariousargumentsforwhatexactlyhap-
penedrangeconsiderably,buttheytendtoassumethatasubsetofthepopulation
whowouldotherwiserevoltagainstthesystemhavebeenbroughtoffand/orpro-
pagandizedintosubmission.

Obviouslypropagandahasaneffectandcooptationofmovementsisaconstant
throughouthistory.ButIthinkwhatexplanationsforourpresentstateofaffairs
tendtoignoreisthebasicpointthatcollectiveactionishard.

Togiveanobviousexample(thatappearsinmostintroductorytextsongame
theory),considerasimplemodelofarevolution.Ifenoughpeoplecommit,thenthe
oppressivegovernmentisoverthrown,somerevolutionariesdieandallwhosurvive
benefit.Ifinsufficientnumberscommit,therevolutionariesarekilled/imprisoned
andthosewhodon’ttakepartsuffernolosses(againthisisasimplemodel).Finally,
themorepeopletakepart,thelesslikelyeachindividualistoincurloss.

Itmayseemlikeanobviousdecisiononthepartofthosewhohatetheregime.
Alltheyneedistosimplydetermineiftheyreachthethresholdforasuccessful
revolutionandthengodoarevolution.Butintroducebasicuncertaintyintothis
modelandsuddenlyitbecomesmuchmoredifficult.Ifpeoplehaveonlyalimited
awarenessofhowmanyothersarecommittedtoradicalchangeorhavedoubts
abouttheprivatecommitmentsofothers,whatcanhappenisthatlargenumbers
ofpeoplecanhatetheregimeandarepersonallywillingtorisktobringitdown,
butnobodyiswillingtotakethenecessarystepsbecausetheydon’tbelieveothers
arecommitted.Evenseriousaltruistsaredriventoinactioninthismodelbecause
theycan’tcontinuetodogoodforothersifthey’redead/inprison.

Nowthisisatoymodelofsocialchange.Butitneverthelesscapturesabasic
pointaboutcollectiveactionproblems:justbecausesomethingisanetpositive
fromtheperspectiveofanaggregatedoesnotmeanthatitwillnecessarilybeanet
benefittotheindividualsmakinguptheaggregatewhowilldotheworkofbringing
itabout.

Onecanaddallsortsofnuancestomodelsofcollectiveactionproblemsto
furtherillustratethedisjunctionbetweenwhatisrationalfortheindividualand
whatisrationalforthecollective.Let’suseasimplemodelofradicalsocialchange
derivedfromMarxistassumptions.Assumethatthemajorityofindividualsaremo-
tivatedbyself-interestandtheirconditionsaregettingincreasinglyworsethanks
toincreasingexploitation(althoughtheyexistonaspectrumofbadness).Oncea
particularthresholdofbadnessisreachedtheywillrevolt(andwinbecausethey
havenumericalsuperiority),whichwillbringaboutamoreegalitarian/productive
societywhereeverypersonwillseematerialbenefit.

Ofcoursethishasneveractuallyhappened.Theactualhistoryofactualworking
classmovementsisconsiderablymorecomplicatedthanthissimplemodel(which
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itself is a simplification ofMarxism). One thing it cannot account for are the various
turns towards reformism by large ostensibly radical movements.

Again the actual history of the turn to reformism is complicated. But one of
the factors was simply the interests of actual working class people. And when we
introduce the option to fight for reforms into our simple model we can see how
this can happen. If we assume that reforms require less of the population than
revolution to be successful, do not result in as high returns, but incur considerably
less risk on individuals taking part the rationale for why reforms is obvious.

Since the level of risk and numbers necessary are both lower, you would expect
self-interested individuals to choose reform. And hence what you get is an equilib-
rium point wherein individuals fight for reforms up until the point where the costs
expended no longer makes reforms worth it. Because workers are merely respond-
ing to immediate deprivation, many will stop fighting once they reach a particular
level of comfort. Capitalists don’t need to peel off every worker to reach equilib-
rium, just enough such that those motivated cannot reach the threshold required
for successful collective action.

Even if you think something like the falling rate of profit is in effect and will
eventually make it impossible to buy workers off, that in no way necessitates action
on the part of workers. Given that no Marxist has shown us how to tell how slowly
the rate of profit declines and the empirical failure of predictions about the end of
capitalism, it’s pretty rational for individuals to ignore it given that there’s no way
to tell when it’s going to occur.

This is because the rate at which profit falls matters considerably when it comes
to action. To see why, consider a simple decay function like e-t*C. You can play
around with the rate of decay (C) and increase the time taken for it to reach zero
by orders of magnitude. If the profit rate only falls to zero over the course of cen-
turies or millennia it is a non-issue for workers in the present who face only mild
dispossession because of capitalism.

Again these simple models in no way capture the complexities of Marxism (let
alone actual reality). But it does illustrate a basic point that mere oppression is not
enough to motivate radical action that will effectively change society.

Now all this might seem like an argument for vanguardism, for a party of pro-
fessional, disciplined revolutionaries who can lead the masses around these sorts of
incentive traps. But any sort of centralized structure to manage the masses creates
its own set of collective action problems.

To understand why, let’s consider another simple model of collective action that
asks “when will it be rational for individuals to take action for collective interests?”

Individuals obviously differ in terms of what motivates them to take part. Those
who are only self-interested will only act if they believe the returns from engaging
in collective action will outweigh the costs.

Those who are more altruistic are obviously willing to sacrifice on behalf of
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attempts at expanding and squashing freedom.
There’s million reasons for why anticapitalist movements failed in the last cen-

tury (advertising, post-Fordist workplaces, global supply chains, neoliberal think-
tanks, consumerism, etc). And yes all of that certainly shaped things, but the basic
point that collective action is hard should really be the null hypothesis for why any
attempts to change things failed or resulted in unintended consequences (as well
as why authoritarian regimes or movements made critical mistakes, for example!).
Trying to change things is hard enough, but it’s even harder when you shoot your-
self in the foot by adopting poor models of the world that promise things that never
come.
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experimentationalsoallowsthemappingofthepossibleaheadoftime,allowing
individualstoidentifybothfailuremodesandunanticipatedbenefitsaheadoftime.

Hencemakingourendsconcordantwithourmeansisn’tjustvirtuous,italso
hasinstrumentalvalueinlettingusprobe,evaluate,andconstructvariousmecha-
nismstoresolvecollectiveactionproblemsinmoredynamicandopenways.

Bottom-upwaysofdoingthingsalsoletsusminimizereactionaryblowbackor
opportunism.Oneclearadvantagethathierarchicalformsofrelatinghaveisthat
theycancomeintoexistencemuchfaster.Dominancerelationsobviouslybacked
bytheclearincentivesofforcecanbeimposedonpeopleeasily.Moreorganic
waysofrelatingrequiremorecomplexsolutionsandthosejusttaketimetobuild
andpopularize.Whenshitisbreakingdownandpeoplearen’tsureifthey’llsee
tomorrow,itisperfectlyrationaltogowithhierarchicalsolutionstoacollective
actionproblemjusttosurvive,evenifitreducestheiroptionsinthefuture.

Allofthisisanarchistcommon-sensetovaryingdegrees.Butthere’svaluein
notjuststatingtheobvious,butalsoshowinghowformaltheoreticalframeworks
cansupportit.Beingabletoformalizeone’sintuitionsletsyouexplainyourself
bettertothosewhodon’tsharesuchassumptions,aswellasbeingabletoextend
yourinsightsbeyondtheimmediate,identifyingdomainswheretheymightbreak
down.

Becausehowevercommon-sensicalthelimitsofcollectiveactionmightbe,they
arefrustratinglyunderemphasizedwhenitcomestoattemptsatformalizingcapital-
ismandstructuresofdominationmorebroadly.(KevinCarsondeservessignificant
creditfordoingtheworkofpresentingacomprehensiveaccountofcapitalismthat
hascollectiveactionproblemsatitscenter).Thisisparticularlyfrustratingbecause
throughouthistoryweseeagainandagainhowlimitstocontrolshapehowsoci-
etiesoperateandtechnologydevelops–fromtheearlieststatesimposingcropson
peasantsthatwereeasiertomonitorattheexpenseofpoorernutrition-per-hours-
of-labor-expendedtocapitalistsselectingproductivetechnologiesthatprioritized
controloverworkersattheexpenseofefficiency.

Leftistswillsortaadmitthatthisisathing,butoutsideofCarsonthereare
norealattemptstobuildtheoriesofcapitalismthathaveitattheircore.Seefor
examplein2015whenthelateDavidGraeberadmittedthat“TheRight,atleast,has
acritiqueofbureaucracy.It’snotaverygoodone.Butatleastitexists.TheLeft
hasnone.”Suchanadmissionspeaksvolumesabouthowbadlyanticapitalistshave
doneonthisfront.

There’sanimmenseopportunitycosttofailingtointegrateandpopularizesuch
frameworks.Iseriouslybelievethatthefailureofleftiststounderstandcollective
actionproblemshasbeenanobstacleonparwithallthearmies,infrastructure,insti-
tutions,andpropagandathatupholdthestatusquo.Indeeditmightverywellbea
biggerfailurebecausethesystemsthatmaintainpoweralsofacetheirowninternal
collectiveactionproblems.Collectiveactionproblemscutbothways,complicating
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others.Butjustbecausealtruisticindividualsexistdoesnotmeantheywillbeable
toundertakeeffectivecollectiveaction.Afterall,arationalaltruistwhowantsto
effectivelyhelpotherswillnotjustsacrificeeverythingtheyhaveatthedropofahat
tothefirstpersonwhocomesalong(indeedcontrapopularassociationsbetween
altruismandnaivety,onemightexpectanyseriousaltruisttobemorerational/
calculatingintheiractionsifonlybecausethepotentialupsideissomuchhigher
becauseofbasicdiminishingreturnstoindividualconsumption).

Soisthesolutionforavanguardofrationalaltruists?No.
Evenignoringtheproblemofdeterminingwhethersomeonereallyisarational

altruistorthepsychologicaleffectsofhowpowershapespeople,rationalaltru-
istscomingtogetherbynomeansensuresrationalgroupaction.Therearemany
pressingproblemsintheworldandnoobviouswaystodeterminewhatshouldbe
focusedonorhowitshouldbeaddressed.Giventhatanycourseofactionmust
theninvolveindividualscomingtoagreeoverhowtoproceed,thiscreatessignifi-
cantcostsintermsofhashingoutwhat’simportantandwhatshouldbedoneabout
it.

Sowhileonpaperlargevoluntaryassociationsmayhavetheabilitytoleverage
muchlargerresourcesuntiltheyreachagreement,theyhaveahardertimedeploy-
ingthem(andofcourseagreementisnotaoneanddonethingbutsomethingthat
needstoconstantlybereevaluatedasconditionschangeovertime).Conversely,
smallergroupsare,counterintuitively,moreeffectiveincertaindomainsthanlarger
groupsatachievingtheirparticularinterestsbecauseit’seasiertogetagreement
onwhattodo.

Buttheonlyreasonmembersofsmallgroupsareabletoefficientlycometo
agreementisthattheycanignoreorminimizetheinterestsofthoseoutsidethe
group.Thesheernumberofpossiblewaystoconfiguretheworldandthespecific
interestsofindividualsareoverwhelming.Thisisnottosaythatitisimpossibleto
taketheconsiderationsofothersintoaccount,merelythatonceyoustarttodoso,
thebenefitsthatsmallgroupshavewhenengagingincollectiveactiondiminish.

Henceanyvanguardthatactuallytriestorepresenttheinterestofa“class”is
caughtinanincentivetrapfarmoredangerousthantheoneourdispossessedprole-
tariatfounditselfin.Tobeabletoeffectivelyact,theymustminimizetheconcerns
ofthepeopletheyclaimtorepresent.Thiswillhappenregardlessofthemotiva-
tionsofthevanguard,whethertheyarecynicallyusingthemassesfortheirown
gainormotivatedbygenuineselflessness.Regardlessofmotivationtherearestrong
reasonstowanttosimplifytheproblemsothatitcanbemadetractable.

Onesimplepracticalexample:sayyou’reanupstartrevolutionarywhoover-
throwsthegovernmentbypromisinglandreform.Wellthat’sarelativelysimple
change(asseenplentyoftimesthroughouthistorypeasantsareprettygoodattak-
inglandfromtheirlandlords).Buthavingjustcreatedaclassofpeoplewhonow
nolongerhavedependencerelationsandhavecapacitytoproduceforthemselves,
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you now have a set of people who can resist your edicts. If you don’t suppress your
liberated peasants new actions made by you will have to take them into account
because they have more capacity to resist your edicts.

And this means that such power over others is definitively not a universal cur-
rency. When you have it is simply easier to act selfishly than not. Combine this with
the insight that a small number of people have an easier time coming to agreement
and you have a simple model to explain why class differences emerge in society
where there are positions that give people significant influence over others, even
if property relations have been dramatically reshaped. The problem of weighing
up concerns just makes it hard for any individual or institution to effectively direct
others on behalf of a “class interest”, whether that be leading it in the fight against
an oppressor or organizing things in an egalitarian manner after the oppressor has
been vanquished.

All this might sound defeatist. And yeah, if you’re from the traditions of the left
that think that it’s trivial to go from individual rationality to collective rationality,
this all kinda sucks for your grand “scientific” theories (although if you come from
such a tradition you probably stopped reading after I started talking about individ-
ual incentives and you accused me of falling for bourgeoisie ideology or whatever).
But just because elites have an easier time of achieving coordinated action does
not mean they are efficacious in what they try to do. The mechanisms of control
they have are hampered by the limits to information flow / processing that ham-
per larger groups. The considerations required to effectively enact change over the
masses would require the sort of deliberation that hamstrings collective action in
large groups. When they try to affect society at scale, they are necessarily limited
to blunt tools.

This tension between the ruling class of any society having the means to enact
change, but being restricted to clumsy tools is a far more fundamental social “con-
tradiction” than any claims about where the exchange value of commodities come
from or whatever. Limits to control can be directly derived from physical limits to
information processing and flow. This is not some contingent fact particular to any
arbitrary social arrangement, but is something either fundamental to the universe
or very close to it. It has shaped power relations in every society we’ve ever had
and will continue to do so into the future (artificial minds obviously have limits as
defined by things like information theory).

These dynamics are of immense importance but are beyond the scope of this
short essay. So instead I’m going to retain my coarse grained perspective so as to
highlight some general strategic insights that come with more awareness of collec-
tive action problems.

The first is that the mechanisms we create to solve collective action problems
are non-obvious and come with tradeoffs. This might not matter for immediate
projects where goals are clear and everyone has a pretty good idea where everyone
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stands. But when making decisions about the long run, the mechanisms you set up
have considerable opportunity costs in how you allocate resources and also achieve
some degree of lock-in when it comes to mechanisms because particular ways of
solving collective action problems are directly in conflict with others.

To give a stark example, contrast a hierarchically managed mass party versus
a distributed network of individuals mediated by polycentric institutions, decen-
tralized technical infrastructure, and social norms that facilitate more fluid ways
of organizing. These systems are not just diametrically opposed in how they oper-
ate, but also contain within them strong individual incentives to prevent the other
from forming. When a mass party doesn’t exist and people are already doing it for
themselves it’s difficult to justify it for the purpose of coordination / communica-
tion. Conversely, the sort of benefits that come with constructing networked ways
of relating take time and effort to build and those with access to some centralized
structure may see it as unnecessary when they can just plead their case before it.

These trade-offs are further exacerbated by the fact there is no universally ef-
ficacious approach to overcoming all collective action problems – centralist and
decentralist approaches both have their strengths and weaknesses.

Understanding the weaknesses or vulnerabilities of decentralized approaches is
vital. That I admit centralization and hierarchy have a comparative advantage in
some domains in no way implies that I think they are long term solutions. Central-
ization might be optimal for a specific task, but the problem of reorganizing individ-
uals once the task is complete is a serious problem. Social change is fundamentally
an open, iterative process. Increasing the freedom of individuals necessarily means
creating new dynamics and that means new collective action problems to solve and
that might require significant restructuring to manage. It cannot be reduced to an
engineering problem.

Yes there are many unnecessary processes in our present society that exist to
siphon resources to elites or suppress the autonomy of individuals that if removed
would simplify things. But in the final analysis, new possibilities means new op-
portunities and problems. After all, a freer world is one with more overall options,
where individuals gain more capacity to reconfigure themselves, the world around
them, and their relationships. This is obviously good but we should never pretend
it will never result in novel problems.

That radical change brings unanticipated consequences is a foundational con-
servative argument. But there’s different ways to change the world. Bottom-up ap-
proaches that see individuals negotiate with each other instead of having changes
thrust upon them by some outside entity are radically different precisely because
bottom-up approaches allow for a more fine grained approach where individuals
negotiate between themselves instead of relying on sweeping edicts from above
(such bottom-up negotiation can still get ugly but it does avoid the sort of horri-
ble outcomes that top-down approaches are prone to). Furthermore, bottom-up


