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is what we may expect to observe. The ugly aspects of capitalism may
lead workers in capitalism to prefer socialism, and vice versa. The goal
of social planning, to match desires with opportunities, may prove to be
a will-o’-the-wisp. The lack of an equilibrium may also be due to prob-
lems inherent in the mechanism for aggregating preferences. Even as-
suming that individual preferences remain the same, cyclical majorities
may undermine the existence of equilibrium.

Thirdly, it may be the case that the process has an equilibrium that
would be reached within a reasonably short time in a constant environ-
ment, which changes so rapidly and unpredictably that the process of ap-
proaching the equilibrium is constantly thrown off course and has to
start all over again. Social planning is somewhat like trying to hit an un-
predictably moving target. When the solution is finally produced, the
problem may no longer exist.

Lastly, there is a specifically political difficulty involved in predicting the
outcome of a political reform movement. Because the success of a re-
form and the belief that it will last depend on each other, the ultimate
result can be very sensitive to small and unpredictable differences in
popular confidence during the early stages. To the extent that instrumen-
tal success depends on confidence and legitimacy, which must in turn be
generated by instrumental success, reformist politics becomes an art
rather than a science. To the extent that the legitimacy derives from other
sources, this particular problem becomes less acute.

One upshot of this discussion is that major social reform is clouded in
uncertainty, in the sense that we cannot attach any probabilities to the
various possible outcomes of the reform. Although there is no unique
rule of rational decision making for such contexts, many (perhaps most)
people would choose the maximin principle of acting as if the worst were
the case. They would choose the constitution the worst possible conse-
quence of which would be better than the worst consequence of any al-
ternative, thus justifying Hume’s “maxim, that in contriving any system
of government, and fixing the several checks and controls of the consti-
tution, every man ought to be supposed to be a knave, and to have no
other end, in all his actions, than private interest.”'* Hence “a constitu-
tion is only so far good, as it provides a remedy against maladministra-
tion.”!* The last statement, surely, is too strong, but for our purposes
a weaker version suffices: a constitution can be rationally expected to be
good only insofar as it provides a remedy against maladministration.
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This is a distressing conclusion, but there is worse to come. The obvious
retort to the Humean skeptic is that we can, after all, learn about the ef-
fects of constitutions, by trial and error or piecemeal social engineering.
Edmund Burke was no great believer in the power of reason to legislate
a priori, but he was not without faith in stepwise reform: “By a slow but
well-sustained progress, the effect of each step is watched; the good or
ill success of the first, gives light to us in the second, and so, from light
to light, we are conducted with safety through the whole series. We see
that the parts of the system do not clash. The evils latent in the promis-
ing contrivances are provided for as they arise. One advantage is as little
as possible sacrificed to another. We compensate, we reconcile, we bal-

ance.”!

We have seen, however, that this proposal will not do. On the one hand,
it is clear that by requiring local and initial viability of institutional re-
form, the set of possible changes is severely restricted. By piecemeal so-
cial change we can at most achieve local maxima, because many institu-
tions that are viable in the large and in the long term may not be so in
the small or in the short term. True, we may stumble upon the global
maximum by trial and error, but we cannot rationally count on finding
it. On the other hand, it is no less obvious that one cannot conduct ex-
periments that involve the whole society and whose results will not
emerge for decades, even centuries. Uncertainty and transition costs will
block the adoption of any such proposal. People will have no motivation
to participate in massive and protracted experiments of uncertain effica-
cy, unless the reform is perceived to be inherently fair and just. I now
turn to this consideration, which will provide the positive side of my ar-
gument.

In modern democratic societies, the perceived justice of social institu-
tions and policies is a condition for their long-term viability. This propo-
sition, while intuitively plausible, is not easy to document empirically.
The importance of the “the justice motive in social behavior” equals its
elusiveness. Like all norms, those of justice and fairness are extremely
context-dependent in the way they are interpreted and applied.!® They
are, in particular, highly sensitive to such phenomena as anchoring and
framing. The important norm of equality, for instance, can be im-
plemented in very different ways, depending on the reference group —
equality with whom? — and the dimension along which people are re-
quired to be equal — equality of what? Almost any policy can be both
criticized and justified on grounds of equality, by suitable choice of
reference group and dimension. These ambiguities easily lead to self-



