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Main thesis:

S We have - as a collective – a systemic freedom (even within a 

“free”, unregulated market) to change the constitutive rules of  

the market in order to better align the market’s internal 

forces with the common good of  society.
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“Myth” ?

S Dictionary:
Myth 
noun: myth; plural noun: myths

S 1.
a widely held but false belief  or idea.

S 2.
a traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of  a 
people or explaining some natural or social phenomenon, and 
typically involving supernatural beings or events. A society’s meta-
narrative.



1. A widely held but false belief  

or idea.

S Myth #1: The invisible hand makes sure that the market is fair and maximises 
the common good in society.

S Myth #2: The market takes care of  long-term interests, and it does so by 
taking everyone’s interests into account.

S Myth #3: The market creates diversity and freedom of  choice.

S Myth #4: The agents in the market are rational decision-makers maximising 
their individual ‘utility’.

S Myth #5: The market tends towards equilibrium where supply and demand 
meet.

S Myth #6: Private for-profit corporations will always be the best organisations 
for maximising efficiency and creating wealth, and their way of  functioning 
can never be changed. 

S Myth #7: That the ‘free’ market is a natural system.
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The Myth, the Model and 

the Market



The Model
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Social self-organizing system 

S The market as a “Machine”

S Newtonian Calculus

S The market as a “Garden”

S Dynamic, evolving, self-organizing system

S Complexity economics

S The Market as a “social (= man-made) self-organizing system “

S In a natural self-organizing system the feed-back loops are 
governed by i.g. physical constants or chemical reaction patters 
that we humans can do nothing about. 

S But for any social self-organizing system, like the market, those 
feed-back loops can be implemented in many different ways: with 
very different self-organizing outcomes as result. 



Not all rules are equal

S So, the market system is fundamentally different from physical or 
biological systems. Not only in the sense that it could be regulated 
from the outside with regulating rules, but also in the sense that the 
constitutive rules, the rules that by definition are necessary to even 
have a self-organising system in the first place  like property 
rights and qualifying market agents  are man-made constructs. 

S This distinction between these two kinds of  rules governing 
systems were introduced by the philosopher John Searls, to mark 
the ontological difference between rules of  a socially constructed 
system or game that are necessary for there to be any game in the 
first place  like the rules that determine the movements of  chess 
pieces in a game of  chess  and rules that regulate the game once 
it is operating  like setting a time limit to a game of  chess or a 
price regulation in the market. 
Searle, J. (1995), The Construction of  Social Reality, New York: Simon and Schuster.



Different self-organizing 

outcomes 

S With this distinction we realize that even a market free from 

any regulating rules will always need constitutive rules to start 

self-organizing. In a natural self-organizing system these 

constitutive rules are the feed-back loops governed by i.g. 

physical constants or chemical reaction patters that we 

humans can do nothing about. 

But for any social self-organizing system like the market, 

those constitutive rules can be implemented in many different 

ways: with very different self-organizing outcomes as result. 



Constitutive Rules 

S Examples of  constitutive rules include: property rights 
(patents, IPRs), qualifying market agents (corporation rules) 
etc.

S Different constitutive rules will result in different market 
outcomes both with respect to the amount of  goods 
produced and their distribution. One would therefore want 
to construct the constitutive rules in a way that maximizes the 
efficiency in production and promotes a distribution of  
wealth that is considered fair. 



The two invisible hands of  the 

market



Example: length of  copyright 

0 25 75 100 years50

Common good Private profits



Systemic freedom

S When we realize that the way the market self-organizes is 

always a function of  not only individual consumer decisions 

but also of  collective political decisions about the constitutive 

rules, we will no longer be able to hide behind any concept 

of  a natural "free" market. 

S We realize that we have a newly won systemic freedom to 

shape the market from within. However, this freedom can 

only be exercised through collective action.



Why is change so difficult?

S If  we now have this insight, why is it so difficult to change 

the market system?

S Vested interests!

S Thousands of  academic carriers invested!

S The market system has become our new meta-narrative! 



Meta-narrative

S Dictionary:
Myth 
noun: myth; plural noun: myths

S 1.
a widely held but false belief  or idea.

S 2.
a traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of  a 
people or explaining some natural or social phenomenon, and 
typically involving supernatural beings or events. A society’s meta-
narrative.



2. A society’s meta-narrative 

S A reference frame - a story - that help us make sense of  the world, 
of  life and of  our human predicament.

S Human beings need meaning, and the narratives we construct 
about life help us to put a symbolic frame around our reality so we 
can find structure and meaning in an otherwise chaotic and 
random existence. 

S It keeps our society together in what may be an arbitrary, but also 
a necessary way. 

S “The water we swim in.” - Our biggest frame of  reference

S Every society, every culture, has got its own outer boundary: its 
meta-narrative. 



A symbolic frame around our 

reality 



This ultimate frame needs to be 

“sacred”.

S As it can not be judged form the outside, the ultimate frame 

is untouchable and beyond our judgements. 

S Therefore it needs to be “sacred”

S “Our Sacred Canopy” Berger, P (1967) The Sacred Canopy. Doubleday, New York

S “Our Ultimate Authority”



Ultimate Authority

S Religious world-view:

S God as Ultimate Authority

S Rationalistic world-view:

S Science as Ultimate Authority

S Post-modern world-view:

S The Market as Ultimate Authority

S The Market has become our new Ultimate Authority and Sacred 
Canopy.



The Market as Sacred Canopy



Collective Existential Angst 

S Now we have to face the fact that we can look for no other place 
to find a meta-narrative than amongst ourselves: in the dialogue 
between humans. Our biggest frame of  reference is always man-
made and arbitrary. 

S This is a source of  enormous collective existential angst and the 
reason why we mobilise all our psychological defences to avoid 
addressing it. 

S It feels so much better just to continue pretending that we are in 
the hands of  an external ultimate authority.



Why is change so difficult?

S If  we now know this, why is it so difficult to change the 

system?

S Vested interests!

S Thousands of  academic carriers invested!

S The market system has become our new meta-narrative! 

S “It feels so much better just to continue pretending that we are 

in the hands of  an external ultimate authority: the Market.“



All meta-narratives are 

man-made

S So, if  we humans are to take responsibility for the outcome 
of  the market, we need some kind of  bigger reference frame 
to judge the market from. We need a reference frame greater 
than the market - a meta-narrative greater than the market. 

S The problem is that we now have the correct post-modern 
insight that all meta-narratives are man-made; just like God, 
Science or the Market. We can look for no other place to 
find a meta-narrative than amongst ourselves. This forces us 
to focus on the collective political process of  co-creating a 
new self-conscious meta-narrative.



A new Meta-narrative

S The world is too complex for utopias

S Focus on processes rather than end states

S The Market as a man-made process

S Democracy as a man-made process

S Get the right feed-back loops in place

S We need to make room for multiple narratives and perspectives

S Creating a holding environment for the multiple narratives of  a 

multicultural society. A new meta-culture. 



Summary

S We need to educate ourselves, politicians and the general public 

about what the market really is. 

S We have - as a collective – a systemic freedom (even within a 

“free”, unregulated market) to change the constitutive rules of  the 

market in order to better align the market’s internal forces with the 

common good of  society.

S In order to do that we need to agree on a bigger frame of  

reference. We need to have some common idea about why we as 

humanity are here in the first place and what we aim for and how 

we can co-create this story out of  a million voices. 



Thank you

Tomas Björkman:   tomas_b@me.com





Developmental psychology

S In the language of  the psychologist and mental 

developmental theorist Robert Kegan, it is not so much that 

we have this meta-narrative – in the sense of  freely and 

flexibly choosing it – it is more like this meta-narrative ‘has us’ 

in the sense that it shapes the structure of  our attention, our 

perception of  value and our sense of  the possible. 

Kegan, R. (1982) The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development: Harward

University Press.



Increased awareness

S I believe that humanity has moved from not being at all 

aware of  economics and the market, to understanding the 

market as a system of  its own in the classical model. And 

that we are only now discovering how the economic reality 

we have taken for granted was really a mirror image all 

along, a reflection of  our own inner lives, our hopes, fears, 

ideas and desires. When we begin to understand social 

reality better, strangely, we find that it cannot be understood 

without understanding ourselves as its historical co-creators. 


