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*This chapter was inspired by reading a draft by my colleague David Levy, dating from many years ago, called "Is An Observed Monopoly Inefficient?"  Comments from Bryan Caplan, Daniel Klein, David Schmidtz, and Alex Tabarrok have been extremely helpful.

Let us start with the standard categories of political philosophy, such as modern liberalism, classical liberalism, social democracy, and socialism.  Taking the entire range of possibilities, how do we pick one to represent our favored and inspirational political vision?  

To adjudicate among competing political philosophies, we must decide how utopian we are willing to be.  For instance, pure communism sounds quite good if we are willing to be sufficiently utopian, yet few people in today's Western world are communists.  That is, we reject the communist vision for being excessively utopian, no matter how good it sounds to have a world without scarcity.

More generally, most of the major political philosophies have been criticized, rightly or wrongly, for being too utopian.  Conservatives charge that human self-interest will turn benevolent-sounding social programs into corrupt destroyers of social values.  Liberals claim that the realities of politics and the instability of markets will prevent conservatives from disassembling big government without chaos.  Critics from both left and right charge that libertarianism would create an unstable power vacuum and could not persist.  In this view the libertarian program of wishing the state would go away is no more meaningful than wishing there were no hurricanes.    

I am concerned with the following queries.  When do these charges stick?  Or when should they be dismissed?

Degrees of utopianism

To proceed, let us consider the relation “is more utopian than.”  This relation holds, or does not hold, when we compare two contrasting policy proposals.  For instance, many social democrats have suggested that the United States institute a single payer system of national health insurance.  The nineteenth century French socialist Fourier went much further.  He argued that under full-blown socialism the oceans would be full of lemonade and dolphins would pull ships through the water.  Regardless of our opinions about the merits of these proposals, Fourier’s idea is more utopian than national health insurance.

We can multiply examples.  A world with a more efficient welfare state would appear to be less utopian than a world where everyone shares his property benevolently with others, according to the principle of need.  Similarly, the reform proposal "All men should behave like angels" requires a significant revision in the nature of man.  The alternative reform proposal "all people should support free trade" does not violate the nature of man in equally strong fashion, though it might require additional altruism or far-sightedness from various special interest groups.  One proposal is again more utopian than another. 
The meaning of the relation -- "is more utopian than" -- follows from the notion of utopia.  A survey article by Lyman Tower Sargent (2000, p.15) defines the concept of "Utopia" as the following: "A nonexistent society described in considerable detail and normally located in time and space."   He describes a positive utopia as being "considerably better" than the society we live in.  Some (but not all) writers add that a utopia should be "impossible," but since I treat possibility as a matter of degree, I will not carry over this part of their definitions.

We then can complete the definition as follows.  A less utopian vision, compared to a more utopian vision, should be “more like” the world we know in terms of fact, more like the world we know in terms of adherence to laws of science, or more likely to come about.
   

A skeptic might deny that we can rank outcomes, even very roughly, in terms of their degree of utopianness.  In this view we have no good metric, whether empirically or conceptually, for such a ranking.  But as we will see below, such nay-saying would not solve the problems we will face.  If such rankings are meaningless, we can never criticize some options for being "too utopian," unless we criticize all options for the same reason.  We are therefore left with either extreme utopianism or the Panglossian view that nothing can be improved upon.  Since I will consider these views later in any case, let us put the skeptical attitude to the side, if only on the grounds that it provides no additional alternatives.   

Now given the "is more utopian than" ranking, we face an obvious question.  Does the ranking ever provide sufficient reason to dismiss a proposed alternative?

For instance, assume that one individual favors social democracy.  Another favors Fourier’s socialism and heralds its superiority to social democracy.  After all, the obviously inferior social democracy has only water in its oceans, not lemonade.  Can the defender of social democracy invoke excessive utopianism to dismiss Fourier’s proposal?  Most of us, I believe, are inclined to answer yes, we can invoke excessive utopianism to dismiss Fourier’s proposal as a serious competitor to social democracy or other systems.  I am not concerned with defending this dismissal, but let us take it as a given, temporarily, and see where it leads.

Now consider another comparison.  Milton Friedman has argued that we should eliminate milk price supports and create a free market in milk.  We can imagine some other voice, call it the dairy lobby, defending the status quo.  What if the dairy lobby were to invoke excess utopianism against Milton Friedman?  After all, eliminating milk price supports does appear to be more utopian than doing nothing.  The status quo, by definition, is not very utopian, and arguably it possesses no utopian component at all.
  So if getting rid of milk price supports is more utopian than doing nothing, does that constitute an argument against getting rid of milk price supports?  Can we dismiss laissez-faire in milk, as we dismissed Fourier, on the grounds that it is excessively utopian? 

To be sure, we believe that getting rid of milk price supports is less utopian, far less utopian, than oceans filled with lemonade.  The milk idea seems “possible,” while the Fourier idea simply seems crazy.  So it might appear that we can dismiss Fourier for being too utopian without dismissing Milton Friedman’s idea for the milk market.  More generally, some crazy ideas appear to be “too utopian,” while other reform ideas, while they may or may not happen, appear sensible enough to be worth talking about.

I will refer to The Stopping Argument as a placeholder for the relevant intuition here.  The Stopping Argument suggests that we have some reason for treating Fourier different from Milton Friedman.  We are willing to be utopian to some degree, recalling Oscar Wilde's remark that: "A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not even worth glancing at, for it leave out the one country at which Humanity is always landing…Progress is the realisation of Utopias."  But at some point we stop being more utopian.  At some point we say that a policy is too far removed from reality, and we stop endorsing it, or holding it as a political vision, thus the name The Stopping Argument.  Most people use some form of The Stopping Argument, though it is is rarely articulated or defended in its own terms.

In many cases, such as when we dismiss the vision of Fourier, we can appeal to common sense.  The idea of oceans filled with lemonade is simply absurd.  But while this common sense solution may work for some simple cases, it does not work for resolving political disputes.  In those disputes we start with two (or more) groups of intelligent people with different "common sense" notions of how utopian we should be, and what is excessively utopian.  The relevant cases are not as clearcut as the difference between “national health insurance” and “oceans of lemonade.”  Furthermore, common sense suggests that utopianness is a matter of degree (what if the socialist dreamer promises only a swimming pool filled with lemonade?  A small lake?  A mid-sized sea?  And so on).  So we would have a continuum of possibility rather than a sharp dividing line, and we would still need some version of The Stopping Argument to know where to draw the line.  For these reasons, common sense notions of modality offer only limited assistance when real political disputes are at stake.

Note also that the standard "conservative" critiques of utopianism, such as Popper, Hayek, and evolutionary biology, do not help us here.  These arguments do not tell us how utopian we should be.  They may well imply that certain utopian proposals, especially of a totalitarian nature, would be disasters rather than utopias.  H.G. Wells (1962 [1905], p.227), for instance, remarked that "I doubt if anyone could stand a month of the relentless publicity of virtue planned by [Thomas] More."  But in that case the correct utopian vision may be some form of an extremely free society, rather than an Orwellian nightmare.  "Conservative" or "right-wing" thought is anti-utopian along some dimensions, such as in its opposition to totalitarianism.  But it may remain utopian in other dimensions, such as how much individual freedom is possible for human society.  Once the space of alternatives is defined appropriately by our moral theory (which will rule out totalitarianism), we return to the question of how utopian a vision we should hold.  Questions about utopianism are not uniquely left- or right-wing, nor do they require a belief in extreme human malleability.

The Utopian Dilemma and the War on Two Fronts

The utopian dilemma arises under a state of affairs that I call demonstrability.  That is, I now assume that we favor one political philosophy rather than another because of its demonstrable properties.  That is, we would abandon our favored view if some alternative could be shown to have better positive properties, as it would operate in the real world.  Some individuals, of course, may argue that no version of an alternative political philosophy, no matter how rosily we paint its operation, could be better than their proposed alternative.  In this case demonstrability does not hold and the utopian dilemma does not arise.  Some rights theories, for instance, may suggest that alternative utopian visions must fail a priori.  For instance, if social democracy necessarily violates libertarian rights, and such rights are of supreme importance, even a very well-functioning instance of social democracy will be worse than a poorly-functioning version of libertarianism.  I am assuming, however, that no such a priori trump cards are operating and that the demonstrability assumption holds.

Given this framework, let us see how political debates often (implicitly) involve The Stopping Argument.  I will consider classical liberalism vs. social democracy, two convenient and commonly understood categories, but it will be easy to see that the arguments are more general than this particular comparison.

Let us think of how some typical rankings might look.  A classical liberal might argue that markets generally outperform governments, and that therefore governments should be limited to very small size.  Even if we take this premise as given, the question of utopianness will complicate the analysis.  The social democrat can agree that contemporary governments are ineffective, but introduce a rejoinder.  She can note that if government were sufficiently improved, in terms of wisdom and incentives, it could outperform the market.  Classical liberals typically do not challenge this as a conditional claim, instead they note that it represents an excessively utopian vision of what is possible.  At the same time, those same classical liberals advocate a polity that is quite different from the status quo, and in that sense they do not regard the "is more utopian than" relation as a decisive critique of their own preferred polity.  In another words, they hold an implicit version of The Stopping Argument.  They are willing to be somewhat utopian, but within limits.

To see this more clearly, consider how a classical liberal typically would rank options in terms of their degree of utopianness:

Classical liberal most utopian rankings:

1. Oceans with lemonade

2. Social democracy with wise rulers

3. Classical liberal polity as it operates when found

4. Status quo (least utopian)

In the classical liberal worldview, when endorsing a policy vision it is correct to move from four to three, but not correct to move from three to two.  The latter move is simply too utopian.  So for the classical liberals, The Stopping Argument tells us that as we move up the chain of increasingly utopian ideas, we should not go any further than number three, the classical liberal polity.

The social democrat has an equally ready answer.  He might disagree with these rankings (more on this possibility below), but there is no necessary reason why he cannot accept them and remain a social democrat.  When the social democrat is told that number two is very utopian, he has a ready rejoinder.  He can say: "I never claimed that my proposed alternative will happen.  I am engaged in normative analysis, not predictive science.  I am simply saying that it should happen.  It would be good if it did happen."  The classical liberal, of course, must deploy a statement very much like this when debating with the advocate of the status quo, so the classical liberal cannot reject this answer out of hand.  

The point of the example is not to pick on classical liberalism, as the social democrat faces the same dilemma.  The social democrat might argue that governments outperform markets in a wide variety of activities.  The classical liberal, even if she accepted this factual account, still could argue that a suitably improved version of markets would be better than a good social democratic government in these areas.  If markets face few or no transactions costs, for instance, many well-known kinds of market failure would disappear, such as the well-known problems with health care markets.  The ranking of alternatives, in terms of their utopianness, then would look like this:

Social democrat most utopian rankings:

1. Oceans with lemonade

2. Better markets with lower transactions costs

3. Social democracy as it operates when found

4. The status quo (least utopian)

The social democrat has an implicit Stopping Argument that says it is acceptable, when endorsing a political vision, to move from four to three, but excessively utopian to move from three to two.  A classical liberal could accept these rankings but still wish to hold a more utopian vision and thus endorse number two.

Reform proposals of all kinds wish to have it both ways.  They require that some degree of utopianism is acceptable.  It is good to advocate something that may not happen, if the advocated outcome is desirable in its own terms.  Such an argument is needed to elevate the reform proposal above the status quo.  Nonetheless there will always exist other, better, yet more utopian proposals than what is being advocated.  Those alternative proposals must be rejected if we are to stick with our initial advocacy.  And when we reject those "better proposals," we must argue that they are excessively utopian.

In short, any reform proposal faces what Derek Parfit (1987) has called a “war on two fronts.”  The reform proposal, by definition, must offer something more utopian than the status quo, but must also place some limit on how utopian we are willing to be.  

When people make political arguments, they typically fight on only one front at a time.  They criticize more ambitious reform proposals for being too utopian.  At the same time they criticize defenders of the status quo for not being utopian enough.  For a reform proposal to succeed, however, it must win on both fronts at the same time.  In other words, for a reform proposal to be persuasive, it has to present a successful version of The Stopping Argument.  Yet no one has outlined how such an argument successively might be made.

Note that the absence of The Stopping Argument does not mean complete political nihilism.  We can still reject all those views that, when expressed in their fullest and most effective form, still bring bad consequences.  So we can reject Naziism and fascism, to name two examples, if only because the stated and likely ends of those systems do not fit plausibly into a good utopian vision.  It is not a question of how effectively they will or will not operate (in fact we might prefer inefficient versions of them), but rather we can reject them out of hand without looking closely at demonstrability.  But it is much harder to elevate one liberal political vision, aiming at the good of mankind, over another such political vision, precisely because demonstrability then obtains and we must decide how much utopianism is appropriate.

Generality

We now can see the generality of the argument more clearly.  Differing applications of The Stopping Argument suffice to account for disagreements between differing points of view, provided that the demonstrability assumption holds for at least one person.  So for the competing visions under consideration, at least one of the advocates is willing to admit that a sufficiently utopian version of the other vision would be better than her favored alternative.  In other words, the general ranking should look like the following:

Best to worst:

1. Oceans of lemonade (or some other extreme utopian vision)

2. Some more utopian vision of the alternative held by Advocate B

3. A vision held by Advocate A, more utopian than the status quo

4. The status quo

Rankings of this kind will hold in the absence of an a priori "trump card," as discussed above.  That is, Advocate A must be willing to admit that some version of Advocate B's vision, albeit a vision with some degree of utopianness, would be better than what she favors.  But then we are back to requiring a satisfactory version of The Stopping Argument, since we do not know whether our degree of utopianness should stop at vision number two or vision number three.

The Stopping Argument hardly constitutes the entirety of all political differences.  Nonetheless different views on The Stopping Argument would suffice to account for fundamental political disagreements, even if people agree on all other matters, at least provided that we accept the demonstrability assumption.

The argument does not require the disagreeing parties to share common rankings about the degrees of utopianism for various alternatives.  In reality, each side is likely to believe that its favored vision is not very utopian, and that the favored vision of the other side is impractical and infeasible.  But the argument still goes through as stated, namely that differences about The Stopping Argument suffice to explain political disagreements.

Consider an example of differing views of the utopian.  Classical liberals focus most of their energies and rhetoric on narrowing the size and scope of government.  They believe something like the following: “It is hard to make government much better, beyond a certain point.  Men are not angels.  They are commonly selfish, ignorant, and irrational, especially when they hold political power.  Therefore we should focus on constraining government.”

Social democrats, in contrast, may believe that making government better is a more feasible enterprise.  Social democrats therefore might engage classical liberals with the following critique: “Constraining government is very hard to do, as you classical liberals admit and indeed often emphasize.  Of course government should not be infinitely large, but trying to constrain government is often a waste of time.  We often end up cutting out the most essential public goods.  The best feasible outcome is where we deemphasize the fight to shrink government, and concentrate our energies on improving the quality of government programs, which of course will sometimes mean bigger government.”

In this case each side believes that it is more practical, and that the other side has the more utopian vision.  Nonetheless, resolving this disagreement, and finding the correct feasibility ranking, will not make the disagreement go away.  Assume, for instance, that we could decide objectively that the classical liberal vision was the less utopian of the two.  For reasons discussed above, the classical liberal still could not use the claim "your vision is more utopian than mine" as a decisive argument against social democracy.  In opposing the status quo, the classical liberal has already accepted the principle that a more utopian alternative may provide a better political vision than a less utopian alternative.  So we remain with multiple competing political visions, whether or not advocates agree about feasibility rankings.

The Stopping Argument in Economics, or Where is the Free Lunch?

Just as we must produce The Stopping Argument to adjudicate among political philosophies, so must we solve a comparable problem to adjudicate competing claims about economic efficiency.  Economics, by offering a formal language about goodness, allows us to see clearly some of the relevant issues behind The Stopping Problem.

For many years economists have told us there is no such thing as a free lunch.  The science fiction writer Robert Heinlein coined the acronym TANSTAAFL (the first A stands for "ain't), in his novel The Moon is a Harsh Mistress.  “What if” we all had more information?  What if we all had a free lunch?  What if, to paraphrase Madison, men were angels?  Would not the world be better off?  In each case the answer is yes, or could be yes if we worded the query sufficiently carefully to cover possible counterexamples.  

But economists have staked out a strong position against the normative relevance of “what if” statements.  Economists refuse to claim that the absence of a free lunch represents inefficiency (see, for instance, Demsetz 1969).  Similarly, the absence of perfect competition is not, taken alone, an example of market failure.  Nor do non-benevolent politicians, taken alone, imply governmental failure.  They are simply facts of life.

In denying the normative relevance of the free lunch, economists are staking out (part of) a position on The Stopping Argument.  We might, for instance, have the following alternatives, ranking in terms of their degree of utopianness:

Most to least utopian:

1. Oceans of lemonade

2. Social state X plus a free lunch

3. Social state of affairs X

4. Status quo

Economic science, in denying the relevance of the free lunch, provides an implicit take on The Stopping Argument.  It says we should not criticize vision three for falling short of vision two, as vision two is excessively utopian.

Economists flesh out their (implicit) approach to The Stopping Argument in more detail.  In lieu of comparing the world to hypothetical “what if” queries, or making pleas for free lunches, many contemporary economists advocate what they call "comparative institutional analysis."  The economist compares one set of feasible institutions to another set of feasible institutions and asks which does a better job.  We have a relevant imperfection only when a feasible improvement would bring benefits in excess of its costs.     

In other words, economists consider it normatively interesting to ask: 

(1) “What if we had institution X instead of institution Y?”

Those same economists do not consider it normatively interesting to ask:

(2) “What if we had a free lunch?”

The distinction between resources and institutions, however, is not so easy to defend on the grounds of pure logic.  It is difficult to dismiss the free lunch question as utopian while maintaining the normative relevance of the comparative institutional question.  If institution X is better than institution Y, arguably having X is no different than a free lunch.  But economists apply The Stopping Argument to free lunches but not to "free institutions", even though the latter are arguably at least as utopian a wish.

Milton Friedman (2002), in an essay for the Cato Institute, laid out the general dilemma starkly, albeit unintentionally.  His essay title referred to “Markets – the Ultimate Free Lunch.”  He argued that market economies capture gains from trade and can make everyone better off, if only we would rely on them more.  Again, we see The Stopping Argument applied to free lunches but not to beneficial changes in institutions.  Of course we might ask where this delineation comes from.  If markets are such a free lunch, why do we not already rely on them more?  What hidden cost of instituting markets has been ignored?  Has Friedman not already told us elsewhere that “There is No Such Thing as a Free Lunch”?  Is not asking for more markets simply another kind of utopianism?  It appears that at some point all normative economic analysis is required to invoke the idea of the free lunch.  The very language of “what if” – modal language – postulates a “free” change in institutions or a free change in the behavior of some individual.

Just as different approaches to The Stopping Argument suffice to account for disagreements in politics, so do they suffice to explain disagreements among economists.  Imagine two economists that agree on each and every particular predictive claim.  If we ask "will repealing this tax increase wealth?", and numerous other questions of this kind, we might get the same answer from each economist.  The two economists nonetheless may hold very different political views, disagreeing on the overall scope of policy and political philosophy.  Implicitly they may have different mental models of what is feasible, and thus they might identify very different outcomes as the "best feasible world-state."  

Pangloss as a stopping point
Some economists make (or verge on making) the extreme Panglossian claim that everything we observe is efficient.  Nobel Laureate George Stigler in particular was associated with this view, though he never made it in print as far as I can tell.  Sometimes this claim is presented in modified form, such as “everything we observe in markets is efficient,” “democracies are efficient,” or “everything is locally efficient, albeit not always globally efficient.”  Let us proceed by considering the simplest, and most extreme, claim that everything is efficient, all the time.

Virtually everyone rejects the Panglossian view and many people scorn it.  Nonetheless the Panglossian view has a logical consistency that many other views do not.  It says that we should apply The Stopping Argument immediately.  Any beneficial improvement (that we do not already have) is utopian and thus should be dismissed as a free lunch.

When any claim of inefficiency comes up, the Panglossian economist has a simple rejoinder: “The current state of affairs would be inefficient, if the relevant parties could bargain or trade to bring about a better outcome.  But apparently they cannot.  Correcting the so-called problem is too costly.  The existence of the problem is efficient, once we take all constraints and all costs, including the costs of bargaining, into account.  To claim otherwise is simply to wish that things would be better, a kind of utopian dreaming.  We are economists.  We do comparative institutional analysis.  We do not ask for free lunches.”

This same logic can be applied to desires to improve the quality of government policy.  In effect the Panglossian endogenizes government policy and applies the efficiency argument across all institutions.  The Panglossian view need not be thought of as especially optimistic in the common sense meaning of that word.  We are in the “worst of all possible worlds” as well as in the “best of all possible worlds.”

At this point most individuals are likely to scoff and accuse the Panglossian economist of dealing in tautologies and moral absurdities.  Babies starve.  Surely our intuitions recoil at the conclusion that the world is efficient.  This dismissal, however, is too quick.  I raise the Panglossian dilemma, not to defend Panglossian conclusions, but rather to see whether we have any superior or less arbitrary approach to The Stopping Problem. 

Economists therefore face their own version of a "war on two fronts."  It is not easy to reconcile two very strong intuitions.  The first is that inefficiencies exist.  The second is that there is no free lunch, and it is normatively meaningless to wish for one.  In practice the economist typically makes a methodological decision to treat some variables as "given" and others as "free," depending on what feature of the real world he is trying to shed light on.  However useful this approach may be for positive science, taken alone it gives us only a relativistic standard for normative questions.  Different outcomes will be the "best feasible alternative," depending on methodological decisions to take differing variables as free or given.  A general normative standard for deciding which variables should be free would in fact be The Stopping Argument.  

The Panglossian alternative, of course, is only one of the available extremes.  John Stuart Mill moved in the other direction and defended the perfectibility of mankind as a central political vision.  He believed that the quality of human understanding could rise to extremely high levels, across a broad cross-section of humanity.  Turgot, Marquis de Condorcet, and Herbert Spencer all believed in the possibility of extreme progress and human perfectibility as well (see Manuel and Manuel 1979).  These approaches are now unpopular, given the skeptical nature of modern times and lessons from evolutionary biology that human nature is not infinitely malleable.  Nonetheless these attitudes, like the Panglossian view, offer a logical consistency.  They tell us never to apply the Stopping Argument, and to hold out for the most utopian political vision possible.  Both Pangloss and pure utopianism serve as two polar options to the problem at hand.  

The most utopian vision, of course, need not be based on the idea of human perfectibility.  The modern extropian movement, for instance, argues that technology will allow individuals to evolve into very different creatures, possibly ceasing to be humans.  Whether the mechanism be uploads, artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, or genetic engineering, science has stimulated a new list of utopian visions.  In this view Mill, by focusing on human perfectibility, did not go far enough and in fact set his sights quite low.  So if we decide to hold the most utopian vision possible, we must be prepared for some truly unusual territory, lying outside most of the standard categories of political philosophy.

What The Stopping Argument might look like

The most obvious approach invokes some consequentialist standard to determine the correct policy advice.  Let us think of ourselves as having the option of advocating a more utopian policy option, or a policy option closer to the status quo.  A consequentialist standard suggests that we should choose the advocacy that will do the most for our notion of good consequences.  Of course in making such a calculation we must consider the respective benefits from each potential change, our chance of making a difference, the chance that our advice turns out to be wrong, and so on.  In general terms, we can refer to these answers as providing "practical advocacy."

Note, however, that practical advocacy does not provide The Stopping Argument.  The Stopping Argument, if it exists, offers some kind of objective perspective on our political vision, and how utopian it should be.  It would tell us that one vision is too utopian and another vision is not, in some sense that can be traced to a factual claim about the world.  It would allow us to reject some political philosophies on the grounds of excess utopianism.

Practical advocacy does something else.  It simply tells us what would be most practical for us to say.  We can derive the claim "John should advocate X," but this offers no demonstration that X is good, that X is better than Y, that X is feasible, that X is the correct or best political vision, and so on.

Practical advocacy does not restrict us to making true claims and indeed is likely to suggest a large number of patently false claims.  Arguably all societies are based on myths and legends in religious, political, and ethnic realms.  It may, for instance, be desirable to go around claiming that wrongdoers will be sent to the fires of hell.  It does not follow that we should create such tortures for wrongdoers, were we able to.  Yet talking about such tortures, and endorsing them, may help inculcate morality.  Similarly, political order may require that many people have false beliefs about the sanctity of their nation-state.  Nations would find it much harder to defend themselves in wartime under fully accurate and realistic beliefs about the morality of war.  The point is not to debate the empirical relevance of these examples, but rather to show that advocacy and goodness are conceptually distinct.

Looking toward social choice theory, the Gibbard-Sattherwhaite theorem portrays a wide variety of cases when individuals advocate outcomes for strategic purposes.  Most plausible decision-making procedures will prove "manipulable," that is yielding a superior outcome (from any arbitrarily chosen point of view) when some individuals lie about their true preferences.  Anyone who has pondered the intricacies of Borda point count voting, or voting for the Academy Awards or an All-Star team, will be familiar with the incentives for strategic behavior and misrepresentation of preference.  Voters will cast their votes to make a marginal difference, rather than for their favored candidates or options.  Again, there is in principle a conceptual gap between an argument for advocating a policy and an argument for the policy itself.  We can find many cases where false advocacy will lead to good results, yet we do not, in our final account of things, wish to endorse what is being advocated.

Practical advocacy also leaves us in a kind of relativism.  Different individuals often should advocate different policies and philosophies, depending on where they can maximize their influence.  Note that influence often dictates the bundling of messages in partisan and ideological form.  So perhaps one person may do best for society by advocating a strengthening of the welfare state and thus a left-wing ideology.  Another person may do best for society by advocating deregulation of radio and thus a right-wing ideology.  And so on.  Practical advocacy does not suggest a single true vision for purposes of advocacy, but rather will likely recommend a multiplicity of such visions, each one appropriate for a different individual, depending on various details of circumstance. 

Some individuals may at this point deny that The Stopping Argument exists or could exist.  Perhaps practical advocacy is all we have or ever could have.  I will consider this option as a serious contender, but for the time being let us move on and examine some of the alternatives.

Does free will provide a way out?

We might invoke the concept of "free will" to decide what is excessively utopian.  Some policy prescriptions might require that individuals behave differently, but in a manner that is logically possible, given the existence of free will.  A person who believes in free will presumably thinks that a populace could be led to support free trade, however difficult this may sound.  In this view people are in fact free to believe that free trade is a good thing.  On the other hand, it may simply be physically impossible to fill the oceans with lemonade.  For that reason, perhaps we can reject the latter idea as excessively utopian while continuing to advocate the former.

Of course philosophers have argued long and hard about free will versus determinism.  I will not address this debate, much less settle it, but for purposes of argument let us concede that free will exists.

Granting the case for free will nonetheless does not tie up the relevant loose ends.  First, if free will exists, many decisions, and many different ways that humans could behave, can follow from free will.  When it comes to this very broad class of events, we still do not have The Stopping Argument.  We can rule out the utopian visions of a world with no hurricanes, a world with no erupting volcanoes, and lemonade oceans, but this is a narrow subset of all possible utopian visions.  We do not, for instance, rule out the following decision rule: "Every person does his or her best to insure the continued vitality of Western civilization, including enthusiastic self-sacrifice, when necessary."  Or people might “act like angels.”  However difficult or unlikely such choices might be, it does seem that, if we believe in free will, people have the capacity to behave in this manner.

The notion of free will therefore does not appear to provide a useful discrimination between the utopian and the feasible.  The prescriptions, while logically possible exercises of free will, still sound incredibly and unrealistically utopian under any normal sense of that term.  And advocating those prescriptions is arguably a waste of time.

Simply postulating “free will” does not do justice to our intuition that some choices, whether “free” or not, are harder for people than others.  In other words, some options possess more “possibleness” and thus more feasibility than do other options.  I may be "free" to sacrifice a child to the voice of God, as did Abraham, but this decision is not like choosing one apple rather than the other.  Most people would find it incredibly hard to express their freedom in this manner.  For similar reasons, it appears too utopian to expect massive self-sacrifice in the interests of broader civilization, even if people are free to make that choice in some technical sense specified by the philosopher.

So the free will concept makes it easier to escape the Panglossian trap, but it does not discriminate between the utopian and the feasible.  The relevant distinction is between what can happen "easily," and what can happen "with great difficulty."  Freedom of the will does not cut across this distinction in any simple way.  Alternatively, if we try to distinguish directly between “hard” free will choices, and “easy” free will choices, we are back to looking for some other source of The Stopping Argument.

Public opinion

The economist Clarence Philbrook (1999 [1954]) offered a standard for deciding which alternative to endorse.  In his view policy espousal is distinct from the probability that a given policy will be enacted.
  So we should promote what is best without worrying about whether people can be induced to support it.  In essence, we should be utopian with respect to public opinion and special interest groups.  

Consider again a list of alternatives:

Philbrook perspective: most to least utopian:

1. Oceans of lemonade

2. A very unpopular but very beneficial policy

3. A more efficient Securities and Exchange Commission

4. The status quo

Philbrook’s approach suggests that it is acceptable to move from four (or three) up to number two.  The potential constraint of public opinion should not prevent us from being more utopian.  We do not move from two to one, however, because the relevant constraint on lemonade oceans is not one of public opinion (of course today’s environmentally conscious public may not favor lemonade oceans, but that is not the main reason why it does not happen.)

Philbrook never gave a clear reason why public opinion should provide the relevant free variable.  Sometimes he suggested that we have pragmatic reasons for being utopian, invoking a version of what I labeled practical advocacy.
  If no one pushes for the best alternative, that alternative has little chance of ever coming about.  Therefore we should stake out extreme positions, on practical grounds, even if those positions appear utopian.  Under this account, of course, Philbrook does not provide an independent alternative to practical advocacy.  Furthermore sometimes it will suggest strategic moderation in our pronouncements (see the above discussion of Gibbard-Sattherwhaite manipulability), which runs counter to the general utopian strand in Philbrook’s thought.
  

A different and perhaps deeper reading of Philbrook appeals to the notion of audience.  Arguably economists and policy analysts hold public opinion as their relevant audience.  Perhaps then we should be utopian with respect to the behavior of our chosen audiences, but not with respect to other variables.  The audience, after all, is the individual or group we are trying to persuade.  The very act of speaking to them may represent a decision to treat them as a free variable of sorts, a metaphysical commitment to the possibility to persuasion.

The audience-focused reading, however, involves the same problems as the free will standard.  It either collapses into extreme utopianism, or cannot distinguish between reasonable and extreme demands on the audience. What if, for instance, we asked the relevant audience to behave in a perfect manner, as might be outlined by John Stuart Mill?  Our view would either become extreme utopianism, or we would need some other independent standard, some other version of The Stopping Argument, to decide which were reasonable requests to make of the audience and which were not so reasonable.

Despite these problems, the Philbrook approach opens the door for a new way of thinking about The Stopping Argument.  The degree of utopianness is not the only feature of an option relevant to whether we should consider it as a political vision.  We might generate The Stopping Argument by ruling out some utopian visions on grounds other than their excess utopianness.  With that in mind, let us look at the next alternative of this kind, drawn from some philosophically-oriented economists.

The appeal to general rules

As noted above, many economists are willing to consider a more utopian alternative, if it consists of some improvement in the basic rules of the game or in basic institutional arrangements.  They react with greater hostility when the more utopian improvement consists of a "free lunch."  In other words, these economists do not use a Stopping Argument driven by the degree of utopianness per se; in some cases changes in institutions may be a more utopian possibility than a simple free lunch of additional resources.  Yet these economists will consider improvements of sufficient generality, or defined at the level of institutions, rules, or regimes.

The strongest and most extreme form of this view is found in the "constitutional economics" movement, as developed by James M. Buchanan.  Buchanan focuses on constitutional-level improvements.  He has pointed out that it is begging the question to ask for a single change in policy.  In his view these individualized policy changes are analogous to asking for a free lunch.  From where should we simply summon up the political wherewithal to make this stand-alone improvement in policy?  The economist’s role instead is to analyze alternative constitutions and recommend one set of general rules and procedures over another.  Again, we have an implicit Stopping Argument driven by some consideration other than the degree of utopianness per se. 

To see how the constitutional perspective would operate, consider the following options:

Constitutional economics perspective: most to least utopian:

1. Oceans with lemonade

2. A Constitution with better electoral procedures

3. A more efficient Securities and Exchange Commission

4. The status quo

The Constitutional Economics approach suggests that we can move from four to two, but not from four to three.  A change in vision is valid only if it can be expressed in terms of general changes in political procedures.

The skeptic is likely to ask why constitutional changes should possess some special status.  In response, the constitutional economist may argue that we should embrace the rule of law and regulate society with general and universal principles, rather than with special privileges targeted to specific individuals.  If we wish for our utopian visions to satisfy this same constraint, we might restrict ourselves to utopian visions that involve changes in the general rules.
  

This argument, however, proves too much.  This argument might well establish the legitimacy of utopian visions based on changes in general rules and procedures, but it does not rule out the legitimacy of many other utopian visions.  The principle might tell us “A good utopian vision should not grossly violate generality,” but the resulting set of possible utopian visions will remain enormous.  We still will not know how utopian we should be.
  Consider, for instance, a utopian vision based on the superior moral behavior of human beings, or a utopian vision based on more efficient production technologies.  Or consider the question of just how much rule of law and generality our utopian vision should embody.  We do not yet have a version of The Stopping Argument that will address these questions much less answer them.

Furthermore, it begs the question to admit only rules-based changes into our discourse.  For instance, classical liberals often resort to the constitutional approach to elevate their perspective over that of social democrats, but this move is ideologically laden.

The classical liberal move runs something like the following.  We are told to choose our favored “rules of the game,” after which alternatives will play out their properties, according to the essentials of human nature.  The choice “let there be a constitutionally constrained state” then (supposedly) appears superior to the choice “let there be a discretionary, more democratic state.”  Presumably the more discretionary state will run rampant and destroy value, in the classical liberal view.  We therefore might have reason to prefer the constitutionally constrained state.

Such a comparison is politically biased at its source.  By posing the initial question as a choice of regime, we are preferring one free variable (“constitutional constraints, or not?”) to other possible free variables, such as improving the quality of government, or improving the public-spiritedness of public officials.  By construction of the example, once a constitution has been chosen, no further improvements are possible.  The system runs itself out like a clock, producing some mix of good and bad policies.  The social democrat, however, opts for a different utopian vision.  Rather than focusing on a new constitution, she asks how to improve the workings of a preexisting system as much as possible.

Consider an extreme example of this view.  The high school civics approach to public policy says that good people are the secret to good government.  Many economists deride this view, but it stands on an analytical par with the constitutional approach.  It simply represents another choice of free variable for a differing utopian vision.  We take the regime as fixed and vary the quality of people.  In reality both the constitutional public choice approach and the high school civics approach embrace the same kind of utopianism, albeit pointing to differing changes.  Each side is correct in seeing the approach of the other as politically charged, but without The Stopping Argument we cannot adjudicate between the two perspectives.

Looking to modal logic for The Stopping Argument

The claim to have identified the "best feasible alternative" refers to ideas from modal logic, since we must postulate that such an alternative is indeed possible.  We therefore might look explicitly to the philosophy of modal logic to provide The Stopping Argument.  Perhaps some claims of possibility or feasibility are better grounded than others.  

Philosophers, however, have yet to agree on how modal claims should be interpreted.  Modal logicians have realized the following problem: modal claims seem to refer to worlds that do not actually exist.  To say "I could have visited Philadelphia" also means that I did not, and that "Tyler in Philadelphia" does not exist.  Since it is hard to logically quantify existence over something that does not exist, modal logic is difficult to interpret in formalistic terms.  What objective fact could determine whether or not "I could have visited Philadelphia"?  In our terminology, is the idea of my Philadelphia visit excessively utopian or not?
   

In response to the dilemmas of modal logic David Lewis has outlined a stance known as modal realism.  Lewis produced the daring claim that all possible worlds exist.  So if we say “I could have gone to Philadelphia,” there exists a world (or worlds) where I did in fact go to Philadelphia.  Lewis defended this view for its philosophic coherence, and for its ability to render modal logic meaningful and rooted in fact.  He believed it was the least absurd of all extant interpretations of modal logic.

Many philosophers have objected to the “ontological extravagance” of Lewis’s modal realism.  It seems absurd to believe that all these possible worlds exist, and many readers have wondered what Lewis could have meant by the verb “exists” in this context.
  But Lewis's view, if it were correct, would provide The Stopping Argument.  When we ask whether a given vision is too utopian, the question in principle has an answer.  The vision is not too utopian if it exists in the set of all possible worlds.  What is a "possible world" is now a matter of fact, at least in principle.

That being said, Lewis's modal realism does not end the debate or even provide much useful assistance.  First, as already noted, modal realism involves a massive violation of common sense.  The doctrine might simply be outright false, as many philosophers suspect.

Second, modal realism offers no hope on epistemics.  Lewis insisted that these possible worlds do not in any way interact or intersect.  So while a "best possible world" would exist in principle, in principle we also would have no access to discovering what it might be.  And unlike with the epistemic problems discussed in chapter four, where we know something, here we have absolutely no information about other possible worlds, and never could have any information.

Third, some critics have charged that modal realism does not, in spite of its name, offer any sense of the modal.  Under modal realism, instead of a single universe, we would have what is sometimes called a multiverse or pluriverse.  But if we are talking about our small part of the multiverse, the other parts of the multiverse still are not feasible for us, even if they exist elsewhere.  To provide a simple "single-universe" parallel, China exists, but the United States could not be just like China.  Alternatively, if we are talking about modality for the multiverse as a whole, we are back to the Pangloss story.  Lewis provides, and cannot provide, any account of how the multiverse "could be different" than it is, since he defines possibility as being part of the multiverse.  Lewis's approach never tells us what modality might be, but rather tries to make modality go away by replacing a single universe with a multiverse.  We remain stuck with the multiverse we have.

A second set of approaches to modal logic asserts that modal claims concern our own languages.  For instance, a modal claim might tell us what is "compossible" in a given language.   A possible world is then a maximal set of compossible propositions.  Modal claims, instead of referring to "real worlds," refer to what is in our heads, or refer to mathematical languages, or refer to sets of propositions, or refer what is in our linguistic social practices.  Modal claims refer to some schema of external thoughts, rather than to real things.  Lewis speaks of these approaches as referring to "ersatz worlds," a term which has stuck in the literature.

Like Lewis's modal realism, these ersatz approaches help us make sense of what modal claims might mean.  When we speak modally, we are talking about our own languages and conceptual schema (interpreting the notion of language or schema broadly, so as to include mathematics, pictures, etc.).  But the approach gives us only a relativistic version of The Stopping Argument.  The "best possible alternative" will vary with our choice of language.

We lack a unique or privileged language for determining modal claims.  A modal claim will be true in one language but false or undefined in another.  Furthermore, what should we do when we encounter a term foreign to a particular language?  A given language may not have a particular word, but surely that potential referent may be possible.  So we must be referring to a broader hypothetical language of some kind, but then we can no longer settle language claims by appeals to facts about existing languages.  So the ersatzist views, whatever their viability in the field of modal logic, are not a promising source for finding The Stopping Argument.

Where are we?

If we had The Stopping Argument, we would learn much.  Presumably such an approach would clarify the meaning of modal logic and give us a conceptual distinction between utopian and feasible alternatives.  It also would suggest how, when constructing a political vision, we should rank goodness against possibleness.  If we are hopeful, it might give us practically useful procedures rather than answers "in principle."  That is, we would be able to find out in practice whether a given proposal was feasible or utopian, and how to determine the best feasible outcome.  The Stopping Argument also would make it possible, at least in principle, to elevate one political vision above all others.    

At this moment, the leading alternatives for The Stopping Argument appear to be the following:

1. Pangloss, we live in the best of all possible worlds

2. Extreme utopianism, a’la John Stuart Mill

3. Practical advocacy is all we have

4. Constitutional economics or the generality argument

5. The use of some idea from modal logic, such as Lewis’s modal realism 

Let us break down this list in more detail.  Options one, two, and three may not appeal to everyone, but in this context they did not face any contradictions.  They may not “be enough” or “do enough” to satisfy us in a variety of regards, but they brought no contradictions.  

One and two can be lumped together as both suggesting we must pick one extreme point or the other.  Yet these views do not have consistency on their side as much as it might appear.  Neither the Panglossian nor the extreme utopian approaches give us reason for picking one polar point rather than the other.  That is, one and two still require some version of The Stopping Argument, albeit a version that might discriminate among only the two extreme points.  Panglossianism and extreme utopianism therefore do not eliminate the need to find The Stopping Argument.  Even if we believe that those conclusions stand a chance of being correct, they are conclusions that would follow from The Stopping Argument, not independent contenders for being that argument.

Numbers three (Practical Advocacy) suggests that we have no adequate version of The Stopping Argument.  Options four and five look to economics and philosophy respectively to find The Stopping Argument.  The economics solutions, however, led to relativism or did not have enough discriminatory power.  It was not possible, within the economic framework, to pin down some free variables as “relevant” without already having The Stopping Argument in hand.  The constitutional approach ruled out some utopian visions but brought us no further on a general form of The Stopping Argument.  The philosophy solutions either led to relativism as well (“ersatzism”) or appeared extremely shaky and unworkable (modal realism).  

It therefore appears that we do not yet have The Stopping Argument.  Either The Stopping Argument does not exist at all, or we have not yet discovered it, or we have not yet correctly perceived that one of the available options in fact works in this capacity.

Political philosophy without The Stopping Argument

Our political commitments and visions now have the feel of a loose end.  We do not know how utopian or conservative (in the literal sense, not the political sense) we should be.  And since different approaches to The Stopping Argument are sufficient to account for the differences between modern and classical liberals, we are unable to make those differences go away.  The absence of The Stopping Argument will make it difficult to resolve other disputes of visions as well, for similar reasons.  We thus cannot (yet?) take sides when we consider competing versions of liberalism.  

It is startling that the debate over liberalisms may rest on something as arcane as the meaning of modal logic.  Rather than politicizing modal logic, and working backwards to achieve the conclusions we may want, let us in the meantime be appropriately modest in our claims.  

We therefore must redefine our personal political commitments.  To the extent that we promote political philosophical positions, we should think of those positions as practical advocacy.  We do not have a knockdown argument that our political vision is the best feasible alternative.  We can, if we got the facts and analysis right, have an argument “it is good for me to advocate X.”  We do not (yet?) have an argument for “X is the best feasible outcome for society and thus the correct political vision.”  

To some extent we may reject practical advocacy, perhaps because we value honesty for its own sake.  In that case we should focus our political commitments to combating visions that we know are wrong, such as totalitarianism and fascism.  It has already been argued that systems of this kind are undesirable, given their stated or implied ends, no matter how "effectively" they may operate.  No extent of utopianism can make them sound good, and thus we do not need the Stopping Argument to reject them.

Alternatively, we might simply decide to live without the Stopping Argument and accept a kind of relativism.  In this case the room for utopianism would be very real.  It has turned out that virtually everybody, except the Panglossian, is a utopian to some degree or another.  For this reason, we have no solid grounds for rejecting the utopian per se.  We can even flirt with the view that the extreme utopianism of John Stuart Mill is the correct version of The Stopping Argument and thus the correct political vision.

It remains to be seen whether the (current?) absence of The Stopping Argument is a good or bad thing.  On the negative side, it prevents our political views from having greater specificity.  On the positive side, recognition of this fact may cement political agreement, and render contractarian theories more plausible.  The absence of The Stopping Argument, most of all, implies a mutual toleration of differing liberal utopian political visions.
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� See Beecher (1986) on the thought of Fourier.  In fairness to Fourier, he was also an early prophet of the steam locomotive, a view for which he was ridiculed; see Beecher (1986, p.59).  On the lemonade idea, see Beecher (1986, p.125).


� Levitas (1990, p.3) surveys some of these definitions.  See also Mannheim (1936, chapter IV) and Davis (1984).  Goodwin and Taylor (1982) consider the role that concepts of utopia have played in political debate.


� David Lewis has suggested some standards for ranking worlds in terms of their similarity to each other.  We might think of the more "similar" worlds to our own as somehow "more possible" or "less utopian."  Lewis's (1979, p.472) measure of similarity involves a lexical ranking of the following four qualities: "(1) It is of the first importance to avoid big, widespread diverse violations of [physical] law.  (2) It is of the second importance to maximize the spatio-temporal region throughout which perfect match of particular fact prevails.  (3) It is of the third importance to avoid even small, localized, simple violations of law.  (4) It is of little or no importance to secure approximate similarity of particular fact, even in matters that concern us greatly.”  Note, however, that any such ranking algorithm will be vulnerable to philosophic conundrums and counterexamples.  Consider a world that looks just like the status quo, except that one atom completely and consistently violates all known laws of physics.  Consider a second world that follows all known laws of physics, but is populated by different people than our world, has different countries, different institutions, and so on.  Which of these two worlds is “more similar" or "more possible”?  Or what if one scenario changed our current world in one small way, but with a large final effect (e.g., someone shoots Hitler in 1934).  Is this world "close" to our own or not?  What could it mean, in principle, to answer these kinds of questions?  For a more general treatment of degrees of possibility, see Forbes (1985, chapter seven).





� We must be careful to specify the time frame here correctly.  At any point in time the status quo, by definition, is the least utopian alternative.  But hoping to preserve the status quo over time is one of the most utopian visions we can hold, given the difficulties of halting change.  In addition, see Mannheim (1936, p.196), who wrote: "The representatives of a given order will label as utopian all conceptions of existence which from their point of view can in principle never be realized."





� Note that any explanation of why one's favored alternative has failed can be turned into an argument that the alternative is too utopian.  For instance, it has long been an embarrassment for classical liberals that their ideas are not more popular.  What, after all, could most people really have against the idea of "freedom," especially if it brought so many other good values?  But often we hear that perhaps most people were somehow "not good enough" to value libertarian freedom.  People wanted too much security (Milton Friedman's view), had atavistic tribal longings (Hayek's own view), or were simply too irrational (Caplan 2002 offers a recent version of this claim) to support a truly free society.  This explanation of the unpopularity of classical liberalism, while intended as a purely positive point, also points to a potential normative critique of libertarianism as excessively utopian.





� The literature on utopias considers raises some comparable questions.  Kolnai (1995, p.17) writes: "'How exactly can we distinguish between the proper pursuit of the good and its perfectionist aberraton?'"  Manuel and Manuel (1979, p.8) note: "…one man's trivial revision is another man's upheaval."  Mannheim (1936, p.203) refers to the "difficulty in defining precisely what, at a given period, is to be regarded as ideology, and what as utopia…"  Since at least Friedrich Engels, this topic has been a staple of socialist debate as well.  In the philosophical literature, Norcross (1997) argues that we need to consider the best available action relative to alternatives, and discusses the ambiguities in defining exactly what those alternatives are.  Further below I discuss philosophical views, taken from modal logic, on what it would mean for the world to be different (and perhaps better).  On the relevance of related ideas for the free will controversies, see Dennett (1984).  Austin (1961) and Pears (1973) consider the meanings of "if" and "can" in ordinary language philosophy.  Blackburn (1984) considers some general issues involving morals and modal logic.  I offer some economics citations further below.


� The quotation is from Wilde (1954 [1891], p.34].  


� Consequentialism necessarily satisfies this property, as another alternative may possibly yield better consequences.  Demonstrability does not, however, require consequentialism.  We could, for instance, compare alternatives by looking at their deontological properties.


� Bertell Ollman, in a public debate, once remarked: "Libertarians are a little bit like people who go into a Chinese restaurant and order pizza."  Along similar lines, Sciabarra (2000, p.8) writes: "Ultimately, most critics wonder if libertarianism is possible given existing social conditions.  Is it merely one example of the utopianism against which Hayek himself has warned?"  Ollman is cited in Sciabarra (2000, p.8).


� I am not suggesting that Paretian welfare economics, or wealth maximization, provide the final standards of goodness.  The deficiencies of these views are well known (see Cowen 1993 for one discussion), but Paretianism nonetheless provides a useful language for examining a variety of claims.


� The economics literature has not done much to address the issue of utopianism explicitly, but see Philbrook (1954), Dahlmann (1979), Brown (1988) and Klein (1999).  


� Choosing one of the weaker claims would not illustrate the properties of the polar position as clearly.  Looking to this history of ideas, the Greek philosopher Parmenides stated the view that the world could not be any different than it is, an early version of the Pangloss idea.  In contemporary times Leslie (1997) and Rescher (1999) argue that there is only one possible world, namely the world we have.  The literature on theodicy discusses related question.  These writings consider whether God made the "best possible world" and what it means to say that other worlds are possible.  See Adams (1987, 1994) and Plantinga (XXXX).   Note that it is misleading to identify the Pangloss claim as a mere tautology.  The claim will be true all the time, and rests on no particular empirical support, but nonetheless represents a decision to think about the world in a certain way.  If nothing else, the statement “everything is always as good as it can be” can be interpreted as an empirical claim about the organizing framework of the thinker.  





� On the practical uses of utopia, see, for instance, de Jouvenal (1965).    





� For purposes of simplicity, let us think of free will as arising whenever an individual makes a decision, and that decision is uncaused by outside forces.  I simply sit up and decide to eat an apple rather than an orange.  A more sophisticated definition of free will might be possible, but for our purposes free will has at least one central feature of a factual nature.  Choices made by free will differ in some factual way than externally determined choices.  And if this is the case, we now have an empirically-rooted reason for treating some proposals as too utopian but not others.  That being said, I find the determinist position to be more convincing.  I believe that human beings evolved from other material objects and are constrained by the laws of physics, as are other material entities.  Quantum mechanics may create room for indeterminism at some level but would not support free will as traditionally understood.  Our common sense feeling of "being in control" is in fact an illusion (Wegner 2002).  For some views of how the issue of free will relates to moral responsibility, see Frankfurt (1988) and Van Inwagen (1983).


� This difficulty gets at the reason why so many people find determinism convincing.  Given the relevant costs, the individual is not very free in Abraham-like situations.  Am I free to do something I very much don't want to do?  If not, can I then be free at all?


� Daniel Klein (1999), in a recent book, has drawn attention to Philbrook’s writings.  Both Philbrook (1999 [1953]) and Klein (1999, p.21), wishing to leave room for utopian advocacy, reject the notion that probabilities can be invoked to make one set of recommendations meaningful and the other not.





� See also Daniel Klein (1999, p.21).


� For instance, the abolitionist movement in nineteenth century America once might have appeared utopian, but slavery was in fact abolished.  I have heard this example from Murray Rothbard.


� I am assuming away the entire problem of "what it means to follow a rule," a critical issue for constitutional economics.  For one treatment of this question, see Kripke (1982).


� In fairness to constitutional economics, it is not designed to solve this problem.


� One approach treats modality as a primitive, which cannot be explicated more deeply by reference to other constituent concepts.  We might then apply common sense to answer the question about Philadelphia.  An observer could point out that I live only three hours from Philadelphia, I am in good health, I have a working car, and I have driven to Philadelphia numerous times.  So we can say "I could have gone to Philadelphia."  But we could not so easily say "A poor eighty-year old peasant in China, with fifty dollars to his name, could have gone to Philadelphia."  Most individuals will recognize the common sense distinction between these two cases.  It has already been noted, however, that the common sense approach will not help adjudicate cases when intelligent people might reasonably disagree about the correct extent of utopianness, as we find in politics.





� Lewis did not rely on the “possible worlds” interpretation of quantum mechanics for his view, which requires no particular scientific commitment.  Furthermore the differing worlds of quantum mechanics must interact, and Lewis's do not; see the footnote immediately below.  





� On these debates, see Forbes (1985) and Lycan (1994), in addition to the sources cited.  To clarify his views, Lewis (1986, p.2) wrote: "There are countless other worlds, other very inclusive things our world consists of us and all our surroundings, however remote in time and space; just as it is one big thing having lesser things as parts, so likewise do other worlds have lesser otherworldly things as parts.  The worlds are something like remote planets; except that most of them are much bigger than mere planets, and they are not remote.  Neither are they nearby.  They are not at any spatial distance whatever from here.  They are not far in the past or future, nor for that matter near; they are not at any temporal distance whatever from now.  They are isolated: there are no spatiotemporal relations at all between things that belong to different worlds.  Nor does anything that happens at one world cause anything to happen at another.  Nor do they overlap; they have no parts in common, with the exception, perhaps, of immanent universals exercising their characteristic privilege of repeated occurrence…The other worlds are of a kind with this world of ours…The difference between this and other worlds is not a categorial difference."





� Lewis (1986) writes as if these possible worlds contain a true extravaganza of possibilities.  He is quite willing to cite the existence of "talking donkeys," to name one example.  It is unclear how we can know anything about the contents of these possible worlds.  But if possible worlds contain talking donkeys, the concept may not be useful for the idea of political feasibility.  It may not rule out very much as being politically infeasible.   


� Lewis (1986, pp.97-9) cites some instances of this criticism and offers a response.  He claims that the possible worlds exist but are not "actual."  Only our world is actual.  A claim of modality suggests that a possible world could have been actual, but wasn't.  Whether this separate category of actuality, as distinct from existence, makes sense, or begs the relevant questions, is a central issue here.  Critics believe that Lewis is trying to have his cake and eat it too, by first putting different worlds on a par, but then invoking actuality to elevate our world, rather than considering the multiverse all together.  Lewis (1986, p.100) notes that he rejects the common sense opinion that "everything is actual."





� For one recent version of the linguistic view, see Sider (2002), who also surveys the literature more broadly.  Lewis's (1986 chapter 3) survey of ersatzism continues to be influential.  See p.165 for a brief summary of some of his damaging criticisms of ersatzism.





� The ersatz approach, of course, is vulnerable on its own terms.  We appear to be asking what the language can accommodate, rather than getting at the common sense notion of how the world might have been different.  Do we really think that languages are the truthmakers of modal claims?  


� For these criticisms of the linguistic view, I draw upon Lewis (1986, chapter three) and Pruss (2001).  I have not considered all resolutions of modal logic, but modal realism and ersatz approaches are the two most popular alternatives.  To provide one other option, Armstrong (1989) offers a "combinatorial" theory of possibility, which suggests that a world is possible if it is a recombination of actual elements in the world we know.  Why should recombination be less of a real constraint than simply creating new elements?  Armstrong (1989, pp.100-102) also admits that large numbers of options are possible under his theory, including such extreme cases as "talking donkeys," so the notion may not be useful for political decision-making.  For a critique of combinatorialism, see Pruss (2001).  On other views, see Forbes (1985, chapter nine).  We also can see how a belief in God might matter for political philosophy.  If God existed, we would have at least one possible candidate for The Stopping Argument.  An alternative scenario would count as feasible if God, acting as first mover, could have caused, or could still cause, that world to come about (Pruss 2001).  More generally, we could define what is feasible, or what is not, with reference to the mind of God.  At least in principle we would have a best feasible outcome, though admittedly the epistemics might be murky (how do we know what is possible in the mind of God?).  Note that this use of God is purely positive, and does not require that a deity somehow define what is good, which encounters the well-known problem from Plato's Euthphyro ("is it good because God says so, or does God say so because it is good?").
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