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FOUR VARIETIES OF LIBERTARIANISM CONCERNING 
. RIGHTS, FREEDOM AND BASIC NEEDS' 

1. THE PLURALITY OF SCIENCE 

. I want to defend a certain libertarian approacb to welfare theory, ' 
but in order to put this defense in proper perspective I first want to 
make a claim about the plurality of welfare theories. Let me begin in 
a somewhat roundabout way by arguing for the plurality of science. 
A classic claim about the unity of science is expressed in the follow­
ing well-known quotation from Carnap [1938]: 

The result of our analysis is rhat the class of observable rhing-predi­
cates is a sufficient reduction basis for the whole of the laws of sci­
ence, including the cognitive pirt of the everyday language. [ ... J 
There is a common language to which both the biological and the 
physical laws belong so rhat rhey can be logically compared and con­
nected. We can ask whether or not a certain biological law is comp~t­
ible wirh rhe system of physical laws, and whether or not it is deriv­
able from rhem. But rhe answer to these questions cannot be inferred 
from rhe reducibility of the terms. At rhe present state of rhe devel­
opment of science, it.js certainly not possible to derive the biological 
laws from the physical ones. Some philosophers believe that such a 

* This previously unpublished lecture was originally given at a seminar on concep­
tual and'methodological issues in me social sciences at Stanford in 1982. I have added 
some updating remarks. " 

Epistemologia XXIX (2006), pp. 193-212. 
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derivation is forever impossible because of the very nature of the twO 

fields. But the proofS attempted so far for this thesis are certainly in­
sufficient. (p. 60) 

Reduction of Language 
Carnap's views about the reduction of the language of science to 

common-sense language about physical objects remain appealing. 
He states his general thesis in such a way that no strong claims about 
the reduction of psychology to physics, for example, are implied, 
and I am sure much is correct about what he has had to say. On the 
other hand, it seems appropriate to emphasize the very clear senses 
in which there is no reduction of language. The reduction certainly 
does not take a place in practice, and it may be rightly claimed that 
the reduction in theory remains in a hopelessly vague state. 

There are many ways to illustrate the basis for my skepticism 
about any serious reduction oflanguage. Parr of my thesis about the 
plurality of science is that the languages of the different branches of 
science are diverging rather than converging as they become increas­
ingly technical. 

There is another point I want to raise in opposition to a claim 
made by some philosophers and philosophically minded physicists. 
Some persons have held that in the physical sciences at least, sub­
stantial theoretical unification can be expected in the future and, 
with this unification, a unification of the theoretical language of the 
physical sciences, thereby simplifYing the cognitive problem of un­
derstanding various domains. I have skepticism about this thesis but 
in the present context'! restrict myself to one important point em­
phasizing that theoretical matters constitute only a small part of the 
difficulties. It is the experimental language of the physical sciences as 
well as of the other sciences that is difficult to understand, much 
more so for the outsider than the theoretical language. There is, I 
believe, no comparison in the cognitive difficulty for a philosopher 
of reading theoretical articles in quantum mechanics and reading 
current experimental articles in any developed branch of physics. 
The experimental literature is simply impossible to penetrate with­
out a major learning effort. There are reasons for this impenetrabil-
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ity that I shall not attempt to go into on this occasion but stipulate 
to let stand as a fact. 

Personally I applaud the divergence of language in science and 
find in it no grounds for skepticism or pessimism about the contin­
ued growth of science. The irreducible pluralism of languages of 
science is as desirable a feature as is the irreducible plurality of politi­
cal views in a democracy. 

Reduction o/Subject Matter 
At least since the time of Democritus in the fifth century B.C., 

attractive theses about the reduction of all phenomena to atoms in 
motion have been set forth. Because of the striking scientific suc­
cesses of the atomic theory of matter since the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, this theory has dominated the views of plain 
men and philosophers alike. In one sense, it is difficult to deny that 
everything in the universe is nothing but some particular swarm of 
particles. Of course, as we move into the latter part of the twentieth 
century, we recognize this fantasy for what it is. We are no longer 
clear about what we mean by particles or even if the concept as 
originally stated is anywhere near the mark. The universe is indeed 
made of something but we are vastly ignorant of what that some­
thing is. The more we probe, the more it seems that the kind of 
simple and orderly view advanced as part of the ancient atomism 
and that seemed so near realization toward the end of the nineteenth 
century is ever further ftom being a true description. To reverse the 
phrase used earlier, it is not swarms of particles that things are made 
o£ but particles that are made of swarms. There are still physicists 
about who hold that we will one day find the ultimate simples out 
of which all other things are made, but as such claims have been 
continually revised and as the complexity of high-energy physics and 
elementary particle theory has increased, there seems little reason 
that we shall ever again be able to seriously believe in the strong 
sense of reduction that Democrirus so attractively formulated. 

To put the matter in a skeptical fashion, we cannot have a reduc­
tion of subject matter to the ultimate physical entities because we do 
not know what those entities are. 
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In fact, there are arguments against reductionism of subject mat­
ter even in physics. A familiar example is the currently accepted view 
that it is hopeless to try to solve the problem of quantum chemistry 
by applying the fundamental laws of quantum mechanics. It is 
hopeless in the same way that it is hopeless to program a computer 
to play the perfect chess game by always looking ahead to all possi­
ble future moves. The combinatorial explosion is so drastic and so 
overwhelming that the;'retical arguments can be given that not only 
now, but it will be impossible by direct computation to reduce the 
problems of quantum chemistry to problems of ordinary quantum 
mechanics. Quantum chemistry, in spite of its proximiry to quan­
tum mechanics, is and will remain an essentially autonomous disci­
pline. At the level of computabiliry, reduction is not only practically 
impossible but theoretically so as well. 

Reduction of Method 
Many philosophers and scientists would claim that there is an 

important sense in which the methods of science are the same in 
every domain of investigation. Some aspects of this sense of uniry 
are well recognized and indisputable. The common use of elemen­
tary mathematics and the common teaching of elementary math­
ematical methods for application in all domains of science can 
scarcely be denied. But it seems to me it is now important to em­
phasize the pluraliry of methods and the vast difference in meth­
odology of different parts of science. The use of elementary math­
ematics as well as the use of certain elementary statistical methods 
does not go very far toward characterizing the methodology of any 
particular branch of science. As I have emphasized earlier, it is espe­
cially the experimental methods of different branches of science that 
have radically different form. It is no exaggeration to say that the 
handbooks of experimental method for one discipline are generally 
unteadable by experts in another discipline (the definition of "disci­
pline" can be quite narrow). Physicists working in solid-state physics . 
cannot intelligibly read the detailed accounts of method in other 
parts of physics. This is true even of less developed sciences like psy­
chology. Physiological psychologists use a set of experimental meth-
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ods that are foreign to psychologists specializing, for example, in 
educational test theory, and the intricate details of the methodology 
of test construction will be unknown to almost any physiological 
psychologist. 

The unity of science arose to a fair degree as a rallying cry of 
philosophers trying to overcome the heavy weight of nineteenth­
century German idealism. A half century later the picture looks very 
different. The period since the Encyclopedia of Unified Science (1938) 
first appeared has been the era of greatest development and expan­
sion of science in the history of thought. The massive enterprise of 
science no longer needs any philosophical shoring up to protect it 
from errant philosophical views. The rallying cry of uniry followed 
by three cheers for reductionism should now be replaced by a pa­
tient examination of the many ways in which different sciences dif­
fer in language, subject matter, and method, as well as by synoptic 
views of the ways in which they are alike. 

2. UNITY OF WELFARE THEORIES 

That welfare theories should rest on a single principle has been 
widely accepted. An early and important claim is that of Bentham. 
Let me quote his formulation of the principle of utiliry from his 
book The Principles of Morals and Legislation [1789]. 

The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will 
be proper therefore at the outset to give an explicit and determinate 
account of what is meant by it. By the principle of utility is meant 
that principle which approves -or disapproves of every action whatso­
ever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment 
or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question: 
or. what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose 
that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever; and therefore not 
only of every action ofa private individual, but of every measure of 
government. (p. 2) 

That Kant rejected the principle of utiliry and gave pride of place 
to the imperative of dury is well known. I cannot resist one famous 
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passage from Kant [1793) because the views expressed are so anti­
thetical to those of Bentham. 

I had provisionally designated the study of morals as the introduction 
to a discipline which would teach us not how to be happy, but how 
we should become worth of happiness. Nor had I omitted to point 
out at the same time that man is not thereby expected to renounce 
his natural aim of attaining happiness as soon as the question of fol­
lowing his duty arises; for like any finite rational being, he simply 
cannot do so. Instead, he must completely abstract from such consid­
erations as soon as the imperative of duty supervenes, and must on 
no account make them a condition of his obeying the law prescribed 
to him by reason. He must indeed make evety possible conscious ef­
fort to ensure that no motive derived from the desire for happiness 
imperceptibly infiltrates his conceptions of duty. To do this, he 
should think rather of the sacrifices which obedience to duty (i.e. 
virtue) enrails than of the benefits he might reap from it, so that he 
will comprehend the imperative of duty in its full authority as a self­
sufficient law, independent of all other influences, which requires 
unconditional obedience. (p. 64) 

The important point is that for both Bentham and Kant the 
natural tendency is to formulate a single supreme principle govern­
ing our choices or actions. Unfortunately, as the quotations show 
clearly enough, there is no tendency for there to be an agreement on 
what the supreme principle should be. 

Ir is not to the point here to. tty to track the varying proposals for 
a single principle to guide human actions. Ir is fair to say that most 
views have concentrated on a single supreme principle. The jargon 
of modern welfare economics sometimes obscures this fact, but 
modern economics is to a large extent dominated in every area by 
the conception of defining a function that should be optimized. To 
put it too simply and too crudely, the appropriate function for the 
firm is one that we optimize by maximizing profits. The welfare 
function for society is one that, in some sense, optimizes the welfare 
of the members of society. In much of the post-World War II litera­
ture the substantive construction of a function that is meant to have 
psychological reality has been replaced by another problem: The 
new problem is that of finding a procedure that can be regarded as 
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satisfactoty for selecting a social policy, with the understanding that 
evaluation of individual tastes and values is not the subject of inves­
tigation. Indeed, the modern attitude is that the tastes and the values 
are to be taken as given, no matter what our private intellectual 
judgments may be about them. This attitude, of course, is vety far 
removed from Kant's when it comes at least to any actions involving 
a component of duty, as would many actions that we ordinarily 
think of as occurring in the domain of economic decisions. 

In general terms, therefore, my claim would be that the unity of 
modern welfare theories, from Arrow onwards, is reflected in the 
concentration on constructing a social welfare function. The central 
problem is to overcome the severe difficulties of doing this in such a . 
way as to satisfY various plausible intuitions about properties this 
function should possess. A typical constraint on the social welfare 
function might be the standard assumption that it is individualistic 
in the sense of malting the social welfare function depend only on 
the utilities of individuals, and nothing else. From this assumption it 
is easy to require Pareto optimality as a further constraint. But, Ar­
row [1951] has shown, a few more intuitive restrictions eliminate 
the possibility of any such social welfare function existing. 

3. THE ACTUAL PLURALITY OF WELFARE 

I have already signaled clearly enough what my own thesis is. 
Welfare is a many-splendored affair, and no single principle can 
encompass all its aspects. I have already indicated the kinds of argu­
ments I give formaking a similar thesis about the plurality of sci­
ence. Let me tty to be specific about the case of welfare. 

One way to argue for the plurality of welfare, and necessarily 
therefore of welfare theories, is simply to examine the extensive data 
presented each year in the Statistical Abstracts of the United States. In 
listing a variety of data I will make various value judgments about 
what our intentions are in terms of welfare. But some of my choices 
are controversial, as in the case of abortion, and you need not agree 
with particular decisions I have made to accept my general argument 
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about plurality. Here is my partial list: 

Vital statistics: 

Provide legal abortions; 

Reduce the death rate; more particularly, reduce the death rate 
from heart disease and cancer; 

Increase life expectancy. 

Health and nutrition: 

Increase health services; 

Provide adequate numbers of physicians, dentists, and nurses 
(note that this does not necessarily increase as in the present 
times); 

Reduce the number of mental patients; 

Reduce birth disabilities; 

Reduce alcoholism; 

Reduce drug use; 

Reduce smoking; 

Improve food programs; 

1m prove nutrition 

Education: 

Increase school years completed; 

Decrease illiteracy; 

Decrease high school dropouts; 

Decrease pupil absenteeism; 

Increase graduate school retention rates;. 

Increase enrollment in higher education; 

Provide adequate libraty :facilities. 
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Law enforcement, federal courts, and prisons: 

Decrease the crime rate; 

Decrease recidivism; 

Decrease victimization rates; 

Decrease homicides and suicides; 

Decrease assassinations; 

Provide adequate legal services; 

Provide adequate correctional institutions for prisoners. 

Geography and environment: 

Require fluoridation; 

Control pollution; 

Control pesticides, storms, and floods. 

Public lands, parks, recreation, and travel: 

Provide adequate outdoor recreation; 

Provide adequate national parks and forests; 

Provide state and municipal parks; 

201 

Provide adequate museums and publicly supported organiza­
tions for the performing arts. 

Social insurance and welfare services: 

Provide adequate public assistance to the poor; 

Provide various forms of social insurance; 

Provide, as necessary, emergency employment programs; 

Provide food stamps or surplus food for the needy; 

Provide public funds for child nutrition; 

Provide public funds for child welfare; 

Provide public funds for vocational rehabilitation; 
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Provide welfare services for veterans; 

Publicly support health care for all in a possible pluralitY of 
forms, market oriented or government provided; , 

Enact adequate legislation for unemployment insurance; 

Enact adequate legislation for workmen's compensation; 

Provide special benefits for handicapped children. 

This list is bur the tip of the iceberg. It represents major welfare 
concerns as expressed in legislation and expenditure of funds by fed­
eral, state, and local governments in the United States. On the other 
hand, it is only a fragment of what economists think of including in 
the social welfare function. For example, I have not mentioned all 
the implicit welfare that is distributed in the form of special benefits 
to special groups: tax exemptions, government subsidies, govern­
ment price supports, import restrictions, export subsidies, etc. These 
latter activities are certainly welfare, in the sense of Bentham and the 
utilitarians: the distribution of pleasure to some at the expense of 
others. 

My point is that this range of governmental activities, even if 
reduced by an order or two of magnitude, cannot be brought in a 
coherent way into a single welfare function. The controversial char­
acter of the list makes clear at once what the real process of their 
determination is: the vastly complicated and subtle matter of politi­
cal negotiation and bargaining at all levels in Out society and in all 
forms of government. There is, it seems to me, no meaningful way 
to organize these many concerns and their associated conflicts into a 
tightly orchestrated whole. 

4. VARIETIES OF LIBERTARIANISM 

I define four varieties of libertarianism, but with no claim that 
they are exhaustive or even the most important. They are the ones 
that have arisen out of my own af,'alysis and are meant to be respon-
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sive to my general view about plutality. 
Let me give a quick preview of the four. The first pute form of 

libertarianism is one that simply is concerned with rights. The sec­
ond adds a concern for freedom. Put quantitatively the problem is 
to maximize individual freedom. The third variety adds to rights a 
set of basic needs, but as in the case of the first variety there is no 
function to maximize. The fourth variety maximizes a function 
made up of rights, needs, and freedoms, subject to the side con­
straints on rights and needs imposed in the third variety. 

First Variety: Pure Libertarianism 
I label this variety a pure form of libertarianism because the only 

constraints are constraints concerning rights, and there is no func-· 
tion to optimize. Once the rights constraints are satisfied in this 
conception of libertarianism, private forces, and in the economic 
sphere especially market forces, presumably should control alloca­
tions and innovations. Notice that this form oflibertarianism in 
itself actually says nothing about market mechanisms. The existence 
of markets would only be implicit in the general conception of the 
rights each individual is entitled to. 

Put in this bald and simple way, the formulation of pure liber­
tarianism I have given is a purely formal one, vety Kantian in spirit. 
In this Kantian spirit it is also natural to ask about duties, but I have 
avoided this question here for reasons already hinted at. Legal, as 
opposed to moral, duty is ordinarily correlated with another person's 
rights. There is a much broader and deeper conception of moral 
duty that is not part of the libertarian conception of state responsi­
bility. For example, it is important subject matter for novels, dra­
mas, and gossip to comment from a variety of angles on the subtle 
but damaging way that one person is treated by another. It is gener­
ally recognized, not only by libertarians but by almost evetyone, that 
the arena of personal relationships is not, and should not be, subject 
to much external regulation. As John Stuart Mill [1859] put it, 
"The acts of an individual may be hurtful to others, or wanting in 
due consideration for their welfare, without going to the length of 
violating any of their constituted rights" (p. 73). 
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The more important question concerns the enunciation and 
elaboration of the rights of each individual. It would be mistaken to 

think that we can derive these fundamental rights in some a priori 
fashion, but it would also be mistaken to think that thinking about 
rights is inchoate and unorganized. There is a vast body ofliterature 
in the law, in philosophy and in economics that permits us to or­
ganize in a systematic and substantive way the most important 
rights, their nature, and their limitations. I cannot do that here but 
I find it disappointing that much of the libertarian literature is 
rather thin on making the detailed case that should be central to a 
libertarian view. What is essential is the argument that rights can be 
agreed upon, that they are universal, meaning that they apply to all 
individuals uniformly, and that they can be adjudicated in reason­
able and objective ways. Ofren a right is described under the banner 
of freedom. Thus we have: freedom of religion, freedom of thought, 
freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom of trade, freedom 
of contract, and freedom from coercion. We would also want to add 
such important rights as right to life and freedom from bodily in­
jury, as well as right to ptoperty and freedom from damage to it. 
Each of these freedoms defines an important domain of rights. 

It is clear how vety different the conception of the role of the 
:state is under this form of libertarianism. The primary role is the 
enforcement of rights. In a modern society this enforcement can be 
complicated, but all the same that should be the aim of the state, 
D.ot the welfare, in the general sense, of its citizens. It is important to 
recognize, of course, that there is a large overlap between rights and 
welfare. Such overlap should be expected. What is important is the 
different conception of the state and of its role in the management 
of its citizens' affairs. . 

Second Variety: Freedom-maximizing Libertarianism 
The second variery of libertarianism, which I call the freedom­

maximizing one, strays further from the classical path but represents 
a useful conceptual variant from the first position. In this view, 
modeled afrer the view of welfare theories with the aim of maximiz­
ing a welfare function, the function to maximize is that of freedoms. 
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Just as in the case of standard welfare theories, it is easy to have con­
ceptions of freedom that go beyond the rights that are ordinarily 
construed as enforceable by the state. It can then become a function 
of the state to maximize the availability of these other freedoms. In 
the economic sphere it is easy to think of various ways in which the 
state could beneficially interfere with markets to improve the free­
dom of choice available to buyers. But I shall not tty to elaborate 
what these freedoms are that go beyond those that should be strictly 

. enforceable. The intellectual tradition is much less clear, still I think 
a systematic discussion would not be difficult. Much of the modern 
legal effort aimed at freedom of opportunity would come under this 
heading, and certainly the enforcement of freedom of opportunity 
would often fly in the face of entitlement principles of the sort sup­
ported by Nozick and many other libertarians. In any case, it should 
be apparent that a clear and definite distinction between maximizing 
freedom and maximizing welfare can be maintained, even though as 
in the case of rights there will be an overlap. 

Maximization of freedom would in general be subject to the 
paradoxes that have beset modern welfare economics - Arrow's axi­
oms, for example, on choosing an appropriate freedom decision 
function in terms of individual preferences for freedom. It might be 
that we would be content to simply have what we can in terms of a 
Pareto point of freedom and ask for no stronger principle of 
maximization. In any case, I emphasize that this conception ofliber­
tarianism always assumes that the constraints on rights that should 
be enforced by the state are a constraint on the maximization. 

Third Variety: Introduction of Needs 
The third variety of libertarianism goes back to the conservative 

position of ignoring maximization of freedom, bur adds .to the con­
ditions on enforceable rights further constraints on basic needs. As I 
conceive it, these basic needs are rather different from Rawls' pri­
maty goods. They are the ones that naturally flow from the list of 
welfare activities of the government I mentioned earlier. We might 
want to maintain, in the pluralistic spirit I am advocating, that eve­
tyone is entitled to a minimum income, or if we prefer not to speak 
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in terms of income, ro a minimum amount of food, medical care, 
and shelter. We could add to this list with less probability of argu­
ment such needs as a minimum amount of education. From the 
standpoint of bureaucratic efficiency there is much to be said for 
guaranteeing a minimum income as a way of satisfYing all require­
ments concerning basic needs. But I also, as a libertarian, migbt not 
want ro pay taxes to give others part of my income, unless I knew it 
were being used just to satisfY certain basic needs. I might be willing 
to accept the expenses of a more complicated bureaucracy to enforce 
that any subsidy is indeed a subsidy to meet a basic need. 

It is also important, in my view of things, to again say that there 
is no basic a priori derivation of propositions abour basic heeds. In 
fact, it is very easy to observe that our vatying conceptions of basic 
needs depend very much on the wealth and resources of our society. 
The conception of minimum nutrition for a child in the United 
States is very different from that of rural India. This is even more 
true of medical care. The change in conception of shelter is probably 
just as radical, over the past 200 years, as the conception of medical 
care. What we would expect to provide today under a definition of 
minimum basic need in terms of plumbing, lighting and heating 
facilities would have seemed ourrageously luxurious in the eight­
eenth century and, in fact, during the nineteenth century for most 
people. 

I have not tried to give a really clear argument as to whether or 
not basic needs should be met by an income guarantee or by some 
kind of allocation in kind. Discussion of basic needs would be re­
quired in either case in order to determine appropriate levels of sup­
port. What I think is critical is recognition of the relative state of the 
conception of basic needs. Two hundred years from now society 
may be so wealthy that a standard of minimum basic need would 
correspond to a standard currently available in fact to less than a 
tenth of one percent of persons now living. Adding the weight of 
this obligation of providing for basic needs at some minimum level 
is an important and controversial extension - an obvious apostasy 
for many true libertarian believers. 

One important way that the minimum level of basic needs will 
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be determined at any given time, indeed ultimately by Etr the most 
important way, is by political debate and deliberation. This does not 
mean that all kinds of factual considerations will not enter into the 
determination of the minimum level, but rather that the final deter­
mination will be a political decision, itself dependent upon the 
wealth and traditions of the society. It is again part of the pluralism 
of my own view of welfare theories that no single method will be 
found for determining by systematic argument the minimum level 
of basic need, but many different kinds of considerations will enter 
and many different theoretical considerations will playa part, and 
must ultimately be thoroughly mixed in with political methods for 
obtaining a substantive solution at any given moment. 

Fourth Variety: Maximization of Freedom with Rights and Needs Con­
straints 

The fourth variety simply adds to the third, the maximization of 
freedom subject to the constraints on rights and basic needs. Put 
another way, the only difference from the second variety is in add­
ing the constraint on basic needs. 

Rather than expand on this fourth variety I want to retum to the 
issue of maximization in more general terms. 

5. ISSUE OF MAXIMIZATION 

There are three points I want to make that could be a source of 
misunderstanding if not made explicit. The first is that it seems to 
me perfectly consistent and indeed a happy marriage of libertarian 
rights and individual welfare to encourage individuals to maximize 
their expected utilities, subject to the kinds of libertarian constraints 
discussed. I would argue that libertarian rights are not derivable 
from the principle of maximizing utility, but use of the principle of 
expected utility can be recommended as a rational maxim, subject to 

the side constraints imposed by rights. Moreover, there is an inter­
esting empirical case for the view that, to a reasonable degree of ap­
proximation, individuals do take actions so as to maximize expected 
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utility. I am not asserting that they satisfY the principle exactly. 
There is an interesting and substantial recent literature on systematic 
deviations and also alternatives to a more restricted view. I explore 
such a view in terms of habits and free associations in Suppes 
[2003]. The main point I want to make here is that there is no con­
flict between individuals maximizing expected utility and the varie­
ties oflibertarianism I have defined, provided that the maximization 
is subject to the constraints on rights and possibly the constraints on 
basic needs, depending on the variety of libertarianism favored. 

The second point is to emphasize that the role of the state is not 
to try itself to maximize the utility of its citizens but rather to permit 
the widest framework for individuals to do their own maximizing. I 
am not fully persuaded that varieties two and four, which require 
maximization of freedom, are the best varieties of libertarianism. I 
do want to emphasize the distinction between maximizing freedom 
and maximizing welfare, in case one of these two varieties is favored. 
(For an axiomatic analysis of maximizing freedom see Suppes 
[1987]). 

The third point concerns arguments against maximizing utility 
by some sort of social welfare function. I consider three arguments, 
all related to each other. The first is that we never really have the 
information required from all the individuals of a large society that 
would permit us to actually deal with their preferences and to select 
an appropriate welfare-maximizing policy. This is the argument 
from information deficiency. The second argument is about effi­
ciency. The claim is that market mechanisms will maximize welfare 
much better than government action and no attempt should be 
made to aggregate in a welfare function individual preferences. 
Choices should be exercised through efficient market mechanisms. 
The third argument is a political argument of skepticism about gov­
ernment guidance of welfare decisions. There is, for good reason, 
both historically over many centuries and currently throughout 
much of the world, a deep suspicion that governments cannot be 
trusted with the task of looking after the welfare of their citizens. 
This is an argument quite separate from those about information or 
efficiency. 
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The most powerful argument to be made against having a social 
welfare function that chooses social actions to maximize individual 
utilities is this. It is a mistaken conception of the role of the state, 
just as badly off the mark as is the confusion between legal actions 
and moral actions. How consenting adults abuse each other, verbally 
or othetwise in private, is not a matter of concern for the state, no 
matter how much most of us may consider the stronger forms of 
psychological persecution of one person by another as outrageously 
immoral. The domain oflega! action, and therefore of regulation by 
the state of private acts of consenting adults should be, and generally 
is, strongly circumscribed. It is superficially appealing and seductive 
to think that society in its wisdom can embark on a social policy of 
improving the psychological states of all of us. Yet a policy that con­
verts a standard of moral action inro a standard of legal action is 
very widely agreed upon as badly mistaken. It is, I claim, an error of 
the same magnitude to replace the maximization of freedom by the 
maximization of welfare. 

At a still deeper level, I am skeptical of maximizing even freedom 
in some overall global sense. The diversity of human actions and 
individual psyches, and the difficulties that have been thrown up by 
Arrow and others in constructing a social welfare function make one 
skeptical that in a reasonable way one can construct a freedom-maxi­
mizing function. In spite of the enormous intellectual appeal to for­
mulate our global conceptions 'of social and economic policy in 
terms of maximizing something, the first or third varieties of liber­
tarianism I have defined may be the better choice. I expand on this 
last remark. The pluralistic approach to welfare advocated here can 
be strengthened along the following lines. Economists, and, on some 
occasion, political theorists have been misled by mistaken concep­
tions of the way mathematical methods are used in physics. It is 
sometimes taken as gospel that physics operates from a small 
number of fixed principles and has as its claim to fame the deriva­
tion from these principles of predictions about the behavior of many 
different kinds of physical phenomena. The truth is more wayward 
and devious. The arguments given to analyze data from a theoretical 
standpoint or to propose new theoretical results that need experi-
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mental testing are dense and numerous. The glory of physics is the 
chaos of its organization of principles. The rhetoric of physicists 
often belies this fact, but critical examination of what physicists ac­
tually do, both in their scientific talk and in their scientific writings, 
easily supports what I have to say. A favorite example of mine is the 
notorious quote of Dirac to the effect that now that quantum me­
chanics has been developed, chemistry is just an applied branch of 
physics. It turns out that nothing could be further from the truth. 
The physical behavior of almost no interesting chemical structures 
can be computed from scratch from fundamental principles of 
quantum mechanics. Just as in the past, but even more so, chemists 
need insight and intuitive feeling for the particular areas in which 
they work to derive and use the particular results needed. 

Why should we ever expect in economics, philosophy or political 
theory something overridingly simple about the organization of so­
ciety in terms of choice, welfare, or freedom, given the complexity of 
the behavior of even the simplest physical objects. Just the same plu­
ralism to be found in the hard natural sciences should be present in 
economics. In particular, utilitarianism, which does not dominate 
philosophical thinking about moral philosophy, should not play the . 
dominant role it does in the thinking of economists about choice 
and welfare. Much utilitarian thinking is to be commended. But not 
if it is moved ftom a pluralistic context to a role of intellectual impe­
rialism. The same I say with no more reluctance of libertarianism 
and too great an accent on freedom. Freedom is important but not 
overwhelmingly so, when quantitatively considered. As analyzed in 
Suppes (1996), maximizing fteedom entails maximizing uncertainty, 
and this would be too simple a goal for a person or sociery if it 
dominated all other considerations. 

Stanford University 
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Patrick Suppes 

QUATTRO VARlET1\. DI LIBERTARlSMO RIGUARDANTI 
I DIRITTI, LA LIBERT1\. E I BISOGNI FONDAMENTALI 

Riassunto 

L' articolo difende uno specifico approccio libetrario alIa teo ria del benes­
sere, dopo avere discusso e riconosciuto Ia pluralita delle teor:.ie del benessere. 
Per chiarire la prospettiva propria di questa difesa, la prima parte argo menta 
in favore della pluralita. della scienza, sottolineando non solo che non si da 
riduzione dellinguaggio, rna anche che l'irriducibile pluralisrno dei linguaggi 
della scienza e una proprie", desiderabile. Anche la riduzione dell' oggetro a 
entit:l fisiche ultime e la riduzione del metodo, oltre qualche comune aspetto 
di base, non avvengono in pratica e sono molto controverse in teo ria. Se ci 
sono srate ragioni storiche per l'irnpresa della Enciciopedia della Scienza Uni­
ficata (1938), la diversa situazione attuale richiede un paziente esame di 
come Ie varie scienze differiscono in linguaggio, oggetto e metodo, pur senza 
trascurare Ie caratteristiche comuni. 

Per quanto riguarda l'unita della teoria del benessere, la ricerca di un 
principio unitario che guida Ie azioni umane ha portato a risultati molto 
diversi e anche antitetici, dal "principio di utilita" di Bentham all'''impera­
tivo del dovere" di Kant, rivelando. il suo fallimenro. II problema della mo-
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deena economia e invece queUo di definire una funzione che dovrebbe essere 
otdmizzata: la "funzione di benessere" per la societa. e quella che ottimizza il 
benessere dei membri della societ?L L' atteggiamento presente, molto lontano 
da quello di Kant, e quello di considerare Ie preferenze e i valori individuali 
come dati e di trovace una procedura considerata soddisfacente per selezio­
nare una politica sociale. Le gravi difficolra nel costruire una tale funzione di 
benessere e nel soddisfare plausibili intuizioni sulle sue proprieta desiderabili 
indeboliscono la possibilita della sua esistenza. La pluralit" del benessere e di 
conseguenza delle teorie dd benessere e quindi discussa come tesi principale 
dellavoro, contro l' alternativa di una singola e coerente funzione di benes­
sere. 

Vengono quindi definite quattro varied! di libertarismo, in accordo con 
la prospettiva generale sulla pluralita. La prima ("libertarismo puro") consi­
dera semplicemente i diritti; la seconda aggiunge l'interesse per la liberta ("Ii­
bertatismo che massimizza la liberta"); la terza aggiunge ai diritti un insieme 
di bisogni fondamentali ("introduzione dei bisogni") e come ne! caso della 
prima varieta non c'e una funzione da massimizzare; la quarta massimizza 
una fimzione composta di diritti, bisogni e-libena ("massimizzazione della li­
herdl vincolata da diritti e hisogni"). Infine, viene indagato it tema della 

. massimizzazione, sostenendo 1) che gli individui dovrebbero essere incorag­
giati a massimizzare Ie loro utilita attese e che questa non e in conflitto con 
Ie varied di libertarismo appena definite; 2) cbe il ruolo della stato non e di 
cercare esso Stesso di massimizzare l'utilita. dei suoi cittadini, rna piuttosto di 
permettere la struttura pib. ampia perche gli individui passano operate la 
lora propria massimizzazione; 3) che avere una fu.flzione di benessere sociale 
che sceglie azioni per massimizzare Ie utilita individuali corrisponde ad una 
conceiione errata del ruoio dello stato. Tenendo conto di queste e altre os­
servazioni, la prima 0 la terza varieta di libertarismo prima definite possono 
essere la miglior scelta.- L'approccio pluralistico riconoscibile in economia e 
richiamante il pluralismo delle scienze naturali rivela la complessita dell'or­
ganizzazione della societ?! e la diversita. delle azioni umane e delle psicologie 
individuali. 


