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1. Introduction

Interest in the idea of feasibility, its meaning an@ mithin political theory has
developed recently in part in the context of the discassidhe relationship between
ideal theory, non-ideal theory and political realfsm.this context there have been
several recent attempts to provide an analysis sftféigy typically aimed at producing

a single defining statement that captures the essétise idea of feasibility, but this

brief paper takes the rather different line of being pripnaoncerned with noting the
complexity of the structure of the idea of feasibiligrguing that there are several inter-
related but importantly distinct aspects of feasibaitystake in the realm of political
theory and, in particular, presenting an account of$oich aspects of feasibility and
their inter-relations. The four aspects of feasibtititlined here are labelled: resource

feasibility, value feasibility, institutional feasiby and epistemic feasibility respectively.

! Paper prepared for a conference on Feasibility anualabdity, Manchester, April 2014.
2 For recent discussions see, for example, Miller 200&t@aR010, Hamlin and Stemplowska 2012, Philp
2010, Robeyns 2008, Stemplowska 2008, Simmons 2010, Stemplowska &ri2D$vi
3 See, for example Brennan and Pettit 2005, Brennan 2013, CowerGlabert 2011, Gilabert and
Lawford Smith 2012, Lawford-Smith 2013, Wiens Forthcoming.
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Each of these may be understood in terms of the analypiaratus deriving from
standard economic approaches which also serves to ydsotife of the inter-relations
among the three ideas. There are also clear links these identified aspects of
feasibility to some of the particular analyses @f thntent of the idea of feasibility in the
recent literature, and | will point out some of thesanections as we proceed. While the
major part of this paper will be taken up with outlining thésur aspects of feasibility, |
will end with a brief discussion of a fifth usage loé tterm feasibility in a political

context — one which derives more from everyday speethvdhbe approached largely
through the idea of the politically infeasible.

Before sketching the four aspects of feasibility, | neechake a few general preparatory
remarks. First, | want to be very clear that | doproipose these four aspects of
feasibility as identifying different, still less compeg, concepts of feasibility. By using
the terminology of ‘aspects’ | signal the intenttondentify these four aspects as
constitutive parts of the larger concept of feasibilitiie idea of feasibility encompasses
all of the identified aspects and so we might say #&durce, value, institutional and
epistemic considerations all play a part in our ovexatiception of feasibility. Some
authors write that feasibility recognizes all relevdatts’ about the world, and in doing
so must acknowledge all facts. Relative to this holagieroach, | also want to say that
identifying the four aspects or elements of the largex afdeasibility is valuable both
because it guards us against uses of the idea of feadihdlitjocus on just one or two of
these aspects at the expense of the others, and beaahsef the aspects raises rather

different questions.

Second, since | have already mentioned the conndatioveen issues of feasibility and
the ideal/non-ideal distinction, | should be cleanirthe outset that the characterisations
of resource, value and institutional feasibility to bdinetl here are intended to be
essentially orthogonal to the ideal/non-ideal distorc(or the extent of departure from
the ideal, if we conceive of the ideal and non-ideattifigng a continuum, rather than a
categorical distinction). So, for example, the idéeaesource feasibility may be
employed in either ideal or non-ideal settings (or angtpmn the continuum between
these extremes). As we will see, the link betweerethstemic aspect of feasibility and

the ideal / non-ideal debate is more direct.



Third, | should also be clear about the domain to wthieke forms of feasibility apply.
Ideas of feasibility may be taken to apply to (at least) one of. actions, particular
events, time-slice statements of the state of thddwor complete intertemporal states of
the world. That is we might ask whether a particuléioads or is not feasible once we
specify in at least some detail the context in whiehgbestion, and the action, is to be
set; or whether a particular event or outcome isitiEeegardless of the specific actions
which may bring it about, or what other events or outcomeg also arise; or whether a
full description of the world at a given moment in tilmdeasible regardless of the past
or future history of that world; or whether a complateount of the history of the world
is feasible. Doubtless, there are other possibiliti€d.course, the feasibility of a
particular action may well depend upon the particulaesibithe world in which that
action is set, or on which other actions are to kertavithin that state. It may be feasible
for me to take action A in the particular state @& world in which | find myself at the
moment, but infeasible for me to take action A in otates or at other times. Equally,
while it may be feasible for me to take action A and egdalisible for me to take action
B, it may be infeasible for me to take both action A aaotion B, so that the composite
action (A and B) is infeasible. In everyday usage, amiesacademic debate, we tend to
slip between these possible domains of the idea obiégsand this may not be
problematic in at least many cases. It certainly madesesto ask whether a particular
state of the world is feasible or not and also to asitlr a particular action is feasible
or not, and it is not always obvious how these two ingsiimight be related. But again, |
will suggest that the distinctions between resourdegyanstitutional and epistemic
feasibility are largely independent of the question of@arrso that, for example, the
idea of resource feasibility may be applied in any efdbmains identified. For
presentational purposes in what follows | will speak myasitkthe feasibility of ‘states’,
and occasionally make points that require further spatibic, but generally | leave it to
the reader to interpret these states as narrowly lomoaslly as might be wished.

Fourth, as already mentioned, feasibility may be aeal\either in terms of the
categorical distinction between the feasible andrtfgasible or in terms of continuous
degrees of feasibility. | interpret the latter approasl®ncompassing the former in the
sense that we may maintain the idea of degrees sibfiy without dispensing with the
limiting case of absolute infeasibility, and so in witdibws | will adopt the position of
accepting and attempting to explain the idea of degrefessibility, while also paying

attention to the polar case of absolute infeasibility.
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Finally, | want to stress that much of what followsides straightforwardly from basic
ideas well established in the social science literaturelaim no major novelty. | have
already mentioned a link with standard economic analgais this link will become
clear as we proceed, but at the most fundamentaltlesed are just four basic working
parts to the discussion - the ideas of opportunity cost,degténdence, imperfect
information and uncertainty — each of which has beeensxtely treated in the literature
and may be seen as being among the key ideas thatydéet&économic approach. The
idea of opportunity cost is simply that, in general, eaxtion or state rules out some
other actions or states, and that the opportunity casimoge action or state A is to be
seen in terms of the actions or states forgone. Bjeeifically, the economic definition
of opportunity cost of an action or state is simpby litss of the most highly valued state
or action forgoné.

The idea of path dependence is a dynamic or intertemypensibn of the same basic
point. The basic idea of path dependence may be exprestesl @oposition that the
feasibility of a particular action or state S atdibdepends on the prior history of
actions/states in such a way that S may be feasibd® giwme historic paths and
infeasible given other patRs.

The ideas of imperfect information and uncertaintycearly inter-related at a deep
level, but I want to maintain something of a distiontbetween them in that I will use
the term incomplete information to relate primarily ito&ions in which particular
information is absent, while | will use the term artainty in the context of causal
relationships between action and outcomes. This, fmmple, if | am ignorant of some
scientific truth | am operating in a situation of inquete information, while if | face a
decision where, on my current beliefs about the wohlel gutcomes are only
stochastically related to my actions, | am operatirdeumnincertainty. Of course, it may
be that the uncertainty derives from the fact thetve incomplete information, but there
might also be other ways in which uncertainty mighgegrand not all situations

involving incomplete information necessarily involve unamty.

With these preliminary points in hand, | now turn twaducing four ideas of feasibility
in turn, starting with the most basic idea relatingetsources.

4 See, for example, Buchanan 1987.
5 See, for example, Page 2006, David 2007.



2. Resource Feasibility

Perhaps the intuitively clearest notion of feasiifitlates to the idea that any state of the
world makes demands on underlying resources and that only ctétesworld where
these demands are in some sense feasible can thesriselgeclared feasible. At one
level, we might consider this apparently simple idegesburce feasibility as deriving
from the true laws of science, whatever they ma$ Ib¢éhe world is characterised by
fixed quantities of certain basic resources (such asichéalements) and fixed physical
laws concerning how these resources may be transformwedanh other or into more
complex items, then these basic facts constraisghef resource feasible states of the
world. At another level, we might consider the ideassburce feasibility relative to
some particular state of technology. | will returnhs tissue after laying out the basic
idea in the context of the true laws of science.

It might seem that we need to be clear about whatdtitotes an underlying resource, and
what the true laws of science are in order to move filee basic idea of resource
feasibility to any more detailed understanding, but fosgmepurposes | can finesse such
issues in order to focus on the logic of the idea sduece feasibility, rather than its
specific content. So, imagine, for the sake of singation only, that there are just two
fundamental resourcesandp, and that they are initially available in the quantitigs:
andPmax. Further imagine that we may transform these basigurces into a wide
variety of different things via different production tacfues. The situation may be
illustrated as in Figure AStarting at the origin, we might use a particular anmafa,
sayas, together with a particular amountffsaypi, to produce a particular quantity of
some particular thing — call the thing Xnd the particular quantity*XSimilarly, we

might use some further quantitiesoo&ndp, sayo2 andf. to produce a particular
quantity of a second particular thing — call the thirfgakd the particular quantity®xX

And we might continue in this way, producing a varietyharigs, until we have
exhausted the available supplyocndf. As a result we will have produced a set of
things (X1, X?1, .. XN1) which may be said to be resource feasible in the sbas¢hey

are jointly consistent with the underlying resource endemts1 There will, of course, be

6 So that we are embedding our discussion of feasiblessphthe world within a sub-set of all possible
worlds: the sub-set in which a particular set of physical scientific laws are true.
" The simplification to the case of just two basioteses is purely to allow of such simple illustrations.
Generalisation to arbitrary numbers of basic reseupcesents no major problems.
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many such sets, each of which may be depicted as arpathife origin to the point

(0tmax Pmay) in Figure 18

Figure 1 — Resource feasible production plans
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Again for the sake of presentational simplicity, coasithe case in which there are just
two things which we can produce %nd ¥, but that there are many different resource
feasible ways of producing them in various quantities, e&erhich may be depicted as
a path in the equivalent of Figure 1. Each such resoeasgbie production plan will
indicate a particular combination of quantities dfaxd X and these combinations can
be plotted on a figure such as Figure 2, which therefameshas a series of points all the
resource feasible combinations df &d X given the underlying stocks of resourees
andp and all available production technologies. The line cantd as the outer
envelope or convex hull of all the resource feasiblatp@nd shown in Figure 2 is then
the equivalent of the standard economist’s productionittitssfrontier representing the
outer limits of resource feasible production or, aseaasts would say, the set of
efficient production plans. Productive efficiency, in thehse, simply means that each
point on the production possibility frontier is such thatmore of % could be produced

8 Some of these production plans will exhaust one ofittterlying resources before the other, so that the
final element of the plan will simply be to retain tleenaining quantity of the relatively abundant resource
in its original form. Such plans would be shown on Fidues having horizontal or vertical segments
immediately prior to the pointifax, Pma)-
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without giving up at least some?Xand viceversa, whereas for each resource feasible
point that lies strictly within the frontier, mooé either X or X2 (or both) could be

produced without such sacrifice.

Figure 2 — Resonree feasible production possibility frontier

XI

X'L A

B . ity

er’\

| have worked through the logic of the derivatidhee production possibility frontier in
some detail, so as to show exactly how it corredpda the idea of resource feasibility.
The production possibility frontier both providé® tcategorical distinction between
combinations of things that are resource feasibtethose that are resource infeasible and
provides an indicator of the degree of resourcsiliddy by indicting the degree of spare
capacity implied by any production plan that liggctly within the production possibility
frontier.

It should be clear that this most basic formulatdmesource feasibility as a
generalization of the idea of the production pabsildrontier may be developed in

either a static or a dynamic mode: in the statidenae are concerned with the resource
feasible options at a moment in time with any tratfe along the frontier representing
the opportunity costs inherent in the limited nataf resources, in the dynamic mode we
are concerned with resource feasible paths thraoghtaking account of any

interdependencies that there may be between resasecin one time period and



resource use in other period (for example, if certaidycbve processes are irreversible,

or reversible only at significant resource cost).

We may now return to the question of viewing resourceldfgigg in terms of particular
technological states rather than in terms of the kaws of science. The basic point here
is that the idea of resource feasibility subject oalthe true laws of science may be
thought of as a form of ideal theory and we make a niieehe non-ideal realm when
we impose further restrictions on the set of techgiel Thus if we ask whether sending
a man to the moon is resource feasible subject onhettrtie laws of science we must
say yes, as we must if we consider resource feasibility sult@tiie technology actually
available from the late twentieth century onwardsveiimay also conclude that sending
a man to the moon was resource infeasible in, sayjitfeteenth century, given the then
state of technology. Clearly the issue here is Igrgelepistemic one: what technologies
are known or accessible at any given point in time,havd does technical progress itself
depend upon particular actions chosen. | shall retutimetbrtoader epistemic issues in
section 5 below.

This basic idea of resource feasibility links directiythie discussion of feasibility by
Wiens (Forthcoming) who emphasises the generalizatitmegroduction possibility
frontier. Wiens goes on to argue that this conceptioradibility supports the argument
against the idea ideal theory place a significantirogenerating action-guiding
recommendations by setting the appropriate target focypQ@Viens refers to this as the
‘target view’ of the relationship between ideal and meal theory). | will not pursue
that line of discussion here but will merely commdnatt this simple idea of resource
feasibility is, in principle, entirely separable fromrmative theorising. By this | mean
no more than the claim that questions of resourcebfitgs whether subject only to the
ideal considerations provided by the true laws of scient¢e the more restrictive
considerations of the technology available at a pdaticime and whether conceived in
static or dynamic terms, are logically separate fedmormative considerations. We do
not need to specify any particular normative principtesny particular criteria by
which those principles might be brought to bear oretrauation of actions or states of
the world, in order to address and potentially answer questioresource feasibility.

° Note that | am here concerned with the feasibilitg specific action, rather than a state of the wdrid
this is no more than an illustrative example, and nothing hamgsis usage.
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And our answers to those questions will stand whatevenatore principles and criteria
we might develop.

3. Value Feasibility

While the issue of resource feasibility is what istake in at least some contexts, at least
some questions of feasibility that are important intjpali debate relate to the feasibility
of achieving or realising particular values or combinatmingalues, rather than in
achieving particular levels or patterns of production acouese use. We might ask, for
example, is a fully egalitarian outcome feasibleif such an egalitarian outcome is
consistent with an acceptable degree of personal free8ant?questions are not directly
addressed by the idea of resource feasibility. Answering guestions will, of course,
depend on much finer specifications of what we mean byliadgalitarian outcome’ and
‘an acceptable degree of personal freedom’, but evenveaiteve done the conceptual
work required to provide such detailed specificatitrisjs clear that resource feasibility
is only a part of what is required, so that the idea hfevéeasibility must build on and
encompass the idea of resource feasibility.

Starting from the resource feasible production possililitntier of figure 2, we can
select any feasible point such as P which involves theuation of the particular
combination of Xa and X2 and consider the various ways in which this pattern of
outputs might be distributed and utilized. Notice thatawee for the moment, assuming
that there are no necessary connections between pimgudistribution and utilization.
Each pattern of distribution and utilization will providdull specification of the uses to
which all resources and produced items are put. We mayaie@iour more philosophical
work on the relevant concepts of value and apply tlsenas to yield a full evaluation of
each pattern. By ‘full evaluation’, | do not mean antlailhgs-considered valuation, but
rather an evaluation of the fully described state @ftbrld in terms of each separately
identified and conceptualised value. This we might acheeaduations in terms of each
of several notions of equality, evaluations in teringach of several notions of freedom,
evaluations in terms of several notions of well-bearg] so on. In this way the resource

feasible production plan summarised in the point P cautelrise to any of a large

10 This conceptual work is a major part of what Hamlin Stemplowska 2012 refer to as ‘the theory of
ideals’ rather than ideal theory.
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number of differently valued states of the worloine more equal than others, some more
free than others, some generating more well-bdiag bthers.

Figonre 3 Yalue feasible possibility fronfier

If, once again, we simplify the situation to comsigust two dimensions - in this case just
two values (which | will denote \and \#) - we may construct a value feasibility frontier
in a manner that is directly comparable to the méthiready used to construct figure 2.
As already indicated, each feasible point in fig2isuch as P) will generate a variety of
possible states of the world each of which canddeed in terms of both\and \2. Each
such state of the world can therefore be plotted dgure such a figure 3, which shows
the plot of all such points (deriving from all féale points in figure 2, not just P) and also
shows the outer envelope or convex hull of theogstich points. Of course, the shape of
the value possibility frontier so constructed i$ necessarily as shown, and will depend
upon the specification of the relevant values alé agethe details of resources feasible
productiont! Some values, such as many notions of equality, meagapable of being

fully achieved while others values may be open-dridehe sense that one might always
imagine a further increase in the relevant valuéd, this may affect the shape of the value
possibility frontier. The existence of any tradélmdtween values, as indicated by a
downward sloping value possibility frontier, may dggpropriate in some cases and not

others. And of course, in more general circumstameewill be interested in multi-

11 A similar value possibility frontier is presentand discussed in Hamlin and Stemplowska 2012. That
discussion does not analyse the connections wiidr @spects of feasibility.
10



dimensional versions of figure 3 which allow of a wigrrality of values; but the logic
of the value possibility frontier seems appropriate wheatéhe resultant shape and
dimensionality of the frontier.

We may now make a number of points about such a notiealue feasibility. First, and
most obviously, unlike resource feasibility, this notidreasibility is not separable from
notions of desirability. It depends, in part, on a speaiion of the relevant values and an
ability to evaluate states of the world (or actiondlerms of those values. In this way, the
value possibility frontier combines elements of the ysialof feasibility with elements of
the analysis of desirability to deliver a view of thesfbdity of achieving relevant value

combinations.

Second, as with the idea of resource feasibility, vag aonceive of value feasibility in
either static or dynamic contexts, so that the idealfe feasibility may be employed in
terms of the potential opportunity costs associated wémehlization of values at a

moment in time, or with the path dependence of stat#izirg) value over time.

Third, and again as with the idea of resource feasipilie may conceive of value
feasibility in more or less ideal terms. In the cafealue feasibility, the non-ideal
character may derive in part from the underlying notioresburce feasibility, so that
limiting the underlying analysis to a particular specifmaif technology will imply a
non-ideal notion of value feasibility; and in part froine underlying specification of
values and the technology of evaluation, so that mmedrtainty over the specification
of particular values, or their operationalizationhe evaluation of states of the world will
also imply a non-ideal notion of value feasibilifgain, | will return to the epistemic
aspects of the shift from the ideal to the non-ideahame detail in section 5 below.

4. Institutional Feasibility

In their different ways the ideas of resource falsitand value feasibility both address
the question of what is possible in the sense thatidesyify all states of the world that
are consistent with underlying resources and, in theafasdue feasibility, the
identification of relevant values. Identifying a statelef world as resource feasible or
value feasible provides no clear or direct insight inte tmat state might be realised. We

might think of the ideas of resource feasibility anduedeasibility as simply defining
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what we mean by resources, production techniques and valugthér an ideal setting or
in some specific non-ideal setting) and recognizing thagn in an ideal world, we live in
a condition of generalized scarcity.

The idea of institutional feasibility, then, is tkdke further question of which of the
resource and value feasible states of the world migredised. Brennan and Buchanan

emphasise the idea of institutional feasibility:

“But only those social outcomes are feasible that eagemerated as equilibria under
some institutional arrangement. For this reasonntisdeading to examine the set of
conceivable social outcomes and select as ideal whiatitsesome independent and
external normative criteria. Institutional arrangetseronstrain the set of feasible
outcomes no less significantly than the basic physwmastraints (‘endowments’) that
delimit the range of desired end products.” (Brennan and Bachd 985, pl16)

That is to say, in order to be institutionally feasiklstate of the world has to be capable
of being implemented by individuals acting within a seinsfitutional arrangements that
is itself feasible. Immediately we have two elementsie concerned with institutional
design and the other concerned with human motivatiomes point to stress here is that
these two elements are at least somewhat interctathboth in that the institutions
themselves must emerge from and operate with the preyailiman motivations and in
that the specific pattern of motivations that are gedan any particular state of the
world may depend upon the institutional structures presehairstate. But what exactly
might we mean by a set of feasible institutional arrexeggs, and how does this the
requirement of institutional feasibility constrain set of states of the world that can be

implemented?

One way of thinking about these issues refers badketalea of technology. Recall that
in the discussion of resource feasibility it is resagy to take a view on the production
technologies available for transforming basic resourtespotentially valuable things.
By analogy, we might think of institutional arrangetseand the human motivations that
operate within them as a form of social technologie basic point here is that in order
to establish institutional feasibility we have to takeesalvadditional steps: first we must
specify a particular institutional arrangement that ekele to be feasible in either the
ideal or relevantly non-ideal sense, then we havedtysethe operating characteristics
of that institutional arrangements under the relevantammotivations in order to come
12



to a view as to its likely implications for the statéshe world to be realized under that
institutional arrangement. In the first step we need¢od on what makes an institutional
and motivational arrangement feasible in itself {thex the ideal or the non-ideal
context), in the second step we will need to emploi bae idea of resource feasibility —
to ensure that the institutional arrangement in quesioperating within the relevant
physical and technological constraints — and the idealaé feasibility — to facilitate the
comparative evaluation of alternative institutionabagements given the appropriate

specification of values.

In this way, the idea of institutional feasibility mag thought of as requiring theorems on
the characteristics of alternative institutional aratiwational arrangements which build
on the definitions provided by the notions of resource ahgevfeasibility. An example is
provided in the standard economics literature by the fundheelfare theorems. Here
the institution under consideration is the market andrtbievational structure under
consideration is largely rational individualism of tleegtgypically referred to as Homo
Economicus, and | will focus on the ideal theory aafsg complete set of perfectly
competitive markets and perfectly rational individualse Btructure of the fundamental
welfare theorems is then to show that, given someriymag specification of resource
feasibility that identifies the availability of botesources and production technologies,
and given a set of values that are broadly individuahst utilitarian is construction, the
operation of the ideal set of competitive markets byufadion of Homo Economicus
will tend to generate a state of the world that liesatih Ibhe resource feasibility frontier
and the value feasibility frontier, and that thisagegardless of the initial allocation of
property rights-2 A second example might be provided from the political®my
literature with the ‘median voter theorem’ providingaralysis of the properties of
idealised elections based on simple majority voting.

The idea of institutional feasibility therefore focessttention to the operating
characteristics of alternative institutional and mdtos@al arrangements and the
behaviour that might be expected to be realised under thcsggements, or, to put the
same point in other words, focusses attention of the lidea of the motivations and

12 The structure of the argument is laid out in largely @iagnatic terms in Bator 1957 and in almost every
welfare economics textbook published in the last 60 ysats,for example, Graaff 1971, Boadway and
Bruce 1984, Myles 1995.

13 Originating in Downs 1957, for overviews and discussian fee example, Enelow and Hinich 1984,
Merrill and Grofman 1999, Mueller 2003.
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behaviour of individuals and how they might be shaped andittoned under different

institutions.

As with the resource and value aspects of feasibifisgjtutional feasibility may be
conceived in more or less ideal terms. The degree ofsdéah in this case relating to
the specification of the institutional structure in qieesaind the motivation and
behaviour of agents within that institutional structlinethis sense, the fundamental
welfare theorem relating to a full set of perfectlynpetitive markets populated by fully
rational individuals may be considered to lie at the idedl of the spectrum, while the
various arguments relating to the impact of recogniziagket imperfections such as
externalities or monopoly power, or the impact of ggering bounded rationality or
learning might be said to provide movements in the dmedf the non-ideal. Again,
epistemic aspects of the shift from the ideal to theideal will be discussed in the next

section.

Since institutional feasibility, as we have sketchethtplves the demonstration that a
particular state that is either resource feasibleatrevfeasible may be implemented via
some particular set of institutional and motivatiomahagements we can see that
institutional feasibility builds on the ideas of resmiand value feasibility. To the extent
that institutional feasibility is concerned with tingplementation of value feasible states,
it is also clear that the notion of institutional démlity is not entirely independent of
normative considerations, since they are a necesgaryinto the idea of value
feasibility.

To this point we have proceeded as if the flow from resoto value to institutional
feasibility is uni-directional. But it should be cle&at there are potential feedbacks both
in logic and over time. It may be, for example tiie institutional arrangements directly
influence the state of technology and so affect regoaind therefore value feasibility. In
fact we should think about these three aspects of fésds being organised as a set of

simultaneous relations — with each depending on thesother
5. Epistemic Feasibility

As we have already seen, epistemic issues arigdaition to the ideas of resource, value
and institutional feasibility. In the case of resouessibility, the specification of what is

known about the set of underlying resources and the produetbniques that are
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available is key to locating any specific formulatidnmesource feasibility on the
spectrum from the ideal (with full knowledge of resousndowments and the true laws
of science) to the non-ideal (with some specifiecestdknowledge). In the case of value
feasibility we add in the further element of potent@btemic limitations in relation to
values themselves. And in the case of institutionailféig we add epistemic limitation
on our knowledge of human motivations and behavior andutisetis and their workings.
With some oversimplification, we might regard reseuleasibility to be the realm of
science, value feasibility the realm of philosophy anttut®nal feasibility the realm of
social science. It might seem, then, that while am surely distinguish between these
three aspects of feasibility, it is the idea of egnst feasibility and specifically the idea
of incomplete information that largely determines thsitimn of any particular analysis
of feasibility on the ideal/non-ideal spectrum, so tt@aput the claim starkly, it is
incomplete information (in relation to resources, produactechniques, values and

institutions) that renders a situation non-ideal.

Modelling incomplete information and its implicationsaisnajor challenge, and | will
simply outline one possible approach that is consistéhttire partial separation of
incomplete information and uncertairtfyConsider Figure 4 which presents a simplified
three dimensional sketch of a complex value functioe. @dsic idea is that society may
be analysed into a large number of ‘features’ which conmdumaeinteract to generate
value. For the sake of the discussion here we may ditinér of a particular value, or of
all-things-considered value, without changing the basictpavish to make. Varying any
feature (or set of features) will cause value to vaythe overall relationship between
the features and value is potentially complex in theestre the value function may not
be smooth, monotonic or single peaked. As usual, f& efggresentation, Figure 4
depicts the case in which there are just two releveattifes of society, with the value
realised by any combination of those two features showimeabeight’ or third

dimension of the figure, so that we have a relatieeinplex value surface. In the surface
as drawn there are many local optima, and a clear Igigbianum.

Now, this figure might be understood in ideal terms. Thahe ‘features’ collectively
exhaust all of the possible information relating to veses, production techniques,

motivations and institutions that is consistent wité true laws of science (and social

4 This sketch owes much to conversations with Jerry Géess Gaus 2013, Gaus 2014 and references
therein.
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science), and the definition and measurement ofevisl also complete and accurate.
Information is complete and perfect and there isimcertainty. Under these
circumstances, it would be a relatively simple eratd plot a course from any point on
the surface that might represent the inheritedistatio to the global optimum. That is, it
would be conceptually straightforward to identifietsocial reforms — interpreted as
changes in the underlying ‘features’ of societyattwould, if implemented, bring us to
the idealt®

Figure 4 Complex Value Surface

However, we may now introduce the idea of incongleformation. One way of doing

this is to suggest that our knowledge of societim#ed by our current position as

15 |deas of feasibility are sometimes discussedénctintext of the economic analysis of the genbedry
of the second best (Lipsey and Lancaster 1956)leWifiis theory is important, its implications diraited.
In the context of Figure 4, for example, wherefttet best or global optimum is clearly identifiedth a
particular combination of Feature 1 (F1) and Feafu(F2), all that the second best theorem tells tist
if F1 becomes unavailable (infeasible) then in ganiewill no longer be optimal to insist on F2.
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indicated by the ‘features’ that identify the status quotHat we can only ‘know’ what
lies within a certain range of our present position. &@mple let the point S in Figure 4
represent the status quo, then if the range of our knowledmgntly circumscribed we
might merely perceive the slope of the surface atgbait and so move to ‘increase’
Feature 2 as a means of locally improving value. If ouyeat knowledge is slightly
wider we might perceive a position of greater valuelmeand move to adjust features
accordingly. But if our range of knowledge were widet sté¢ might conclude that a
higher value could be attained by significantly ‘reducifgature 1 even though, initially,
any reduction in Feature 1 would yield a decline in value.bEs#&c point is clear enough,
the extent of our information will often dictate bathat appears to be the best direction
of reform and the best target destination. And thisuis without any appeal to
uncertainty in the sense of a probabilistic relatiomfigtween actions and outcomes. In
this simple model everything within the range of knowledden@wvn with certainty, so
that all reforms that move from one point to anotkighin the known range have exactly
the anticipated effect — there is no risk associateul ngform.

Of course, if, as a matter of second order knowledgejnderstand that we have
incomplete information and that moving around the surface@aal new information, it
becomes possible to consider a strategy of exploratanis, a strategy of varying the
features of society in order to discover more inforaratibout the value surface that we
are on, rather than directly to achieve greater valhes. then introduces the idea of
uncertainty, if we adopt reforms that takes us beyondieann horizon, so as to expand
our horizon, we have no obvious basis for predictindikiedy outcome in terms of the
value that might be associated with the reformed fSfetatures, or what we might learn

about the new region of the value surfite.

When | say that we have no obvious basis for predithiedikely outcomes of reforms
that take us beyond our knowledge horizon, | do not meenply that we are incapable
of making some prediction — we might assume any numbgiffefent things to provide
us with some basis for forming expectations. The peinist that such predictions are
necessarily uncertain. Optimists will suggest thahsexgperiments in living’ (to use
Mill's phrase) are likely to be progressive in thesethat they reveal ways of improving

16 Note that | am assuming that the definition and nreasent of value itself are constant throughout. If
moving around the surface can cause us to re-define vallitherefore re-evaluate all potential points in
the feature landscape, so that morality is endogendhsegipect to features the model becomes more
complex and may become chaotic.
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social arrangements with little downside risk. Pess¢gyase more likely to invoke

arguments of unanticipated consequences and the ‘precaytiireiple’l’

Geoffrey Brennan and | have argued elsewhere that wet eniglerstand one form of
conservatism by reference to the nature and shape wélie functiont® The basic idea

is that if the relevant value function is convexstwill imply a status quo bias when
faced with uncertain choices in relation to reforfihat point carries over, with some
modification, to the more complex environment relevae. In the multi-dimensional
setting of many features, it will of course be possibielie value surface to be convex in
some dimensions and concave in others, but the poiningntiaat the shape of the value
surface — both locally, where it may be known and ngtobally where it may only be
assumed — will systematically influence the attitude wettainty in matters of reform,
and so may determine the extent of social experimentatid the prospects for global
rather than local optimisation.

6. Conclusion

| have done no more than sketch the outlines of theid@ntified aspects of feasibility, |
hope that the nature of the discussion of the irgltions among them has underlined the
point | made at the outset that these are not inteasl@iternative conceptualizations of
feasibility; each of the four identified aspects cdmites to the whole. But | also hope
that the identification of these four aspects of faiéisi provides a more rounded
understanding of the complexity of the idea of feasibihot least by pointing out that no
single aspect provides a good basis for a general ideasbility. Feasibility may be all
about the recognition of the role of ‘facts’, but faate of various kinds and play a variety
of roles.

In recognizing these four aspects of feasibility | am sugggethat statements regarding
the alleged feasibility (or infeasibility) of any partlar action, outcome or state of the
world need to be relatively complex and nuanced statemeiih potential clauses
relating to at least each identified aspect of feagibilrhus state of the world X might be

resource feasible on the basis of current knowledgde whsing a challenge to

7 For a critical discussion of the precautionary prirecigge Sunstein 2005.
* See Brennan and Hamlin 2004, 2006, 2013.
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institutional feasibility if we have no clear understang of a workable institutional
structure that will realise X with high probability. @gain, the realization of some
combination of goals may raise quite separate issueswd feasibility and institutional
feasibility. Allowing of this richer texture of the idef feasibility seems to me an
important part of the more general idea of taking fektgilsieriously.

Since most of this paper has been devoted to distinguisatmgeén aspects of feasibility,
it is incumbent upon me to end with a brief discussibanother usage of the language of
political feasibility and infeasibility — one that mag found in our everyday speech, but
one which, I will suggest, is best seen as a very spegiplication of the idea of

institutional feasibility and the underlying notion of patipeledencé?

We commonly hear that, in some particular country tyreivil war, peace is ‘politically
infeasible’, or, less dramatically, that compromiséa®en political parties on some
political issue in an advanced democracy such as therti® UK is similarly ‘politically
infeasible’. | take it that what is normally medytsuch statements is that the history of
the situation and of the players in the debate is thatlthe various parties have adopted
and committed themselves to entrenched positions whiclotdallow of a resolution of
the issue at hand, even though such a resolution seaitebée from an external

perspective. The situation here, in short, is polisahé problem, rather than the solution.

To give a slightly more detailed account, we might sugdpastthe particular path taken
by events has led, through a series of steps which wereenessarily intended to have
this effect, to an impasse where the institutionalcstires that characterise politics are
unable to perform the role that is generally expecteatesh. Of course, other accounts
are possible — including attributing malign intent to somallaof the parties, or appealing
to some basic aspect of human nature, but | want to supgéesere is something about
the nature of politics, and particularly democratic @pydist politics, that makes such

impasses a predictable consequence of a non-ideal dddiggtam.

The suggestion, in outline, is simply that politiceaafemocratic or populist type requires
a degree of commitment: that is, governments, politicéard other political agents have
to commit themselves to particular actions, policiestfpfms and ideologies and their
success depends in large part on their ability to delivéh@ncommitments. Now, in

general, such a politics of commitment may work welbthbn restraining the

" A similar point is made by Raikka 1998.
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commitments that seekers of political office mighkenaince they will understand that
failure to deliver may be very costly, and in ensuring tha political process does in
general deliver on its expectations. But commitmenbgtlg, and one of the costs of a
politics of commitment is an occasional impasse. Tisgydgor evolution) of a political
system might therefore be expected to take accouhedfade-off between the benefits
and costs of political commitment. But even the optipadance will typically imply
some cases of political impasse where a solutiongHagasible in all four of our
identified senses is nevertheless infeasible in tefriteeqgoarticular political institutions

that are actually in place.
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