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ARTICLE

FEASIBILITY AS PROBABILITY:
REJECTING HARD CONSTRAINTS AND
THE (IM)POSSIBILITY DISTINCTION

Kasim Khorasanee

A proper understanding of feasibility is important for a number of ongoing methodolog-
ical debates within political theory. This paper challenges the frequent reliance in feasibility
discussions on distinguishing between “hard” and “soft” constraints whereby the former
identifies what is impossible and therefore beyond “ought implies can” and the latter poses
only probabilistic or otherwise surmountable issues. This paper argues that this distinction is
misleading when applied to empirical claims. This is because the knowledge which grounds
empirical “hard” constraints is itself only probabilistic and thereby subject to future revision.
Therefore we cannot use the hard/soft constraint distinction to distinguish between impossible
and very unlikely possibilities, as many theorists seek to do. This paper outlines a number of
potential consequences of this finding, including a move towards a shifting presuppositions
approach to theorizing pioneered by Carens.

I. Introduction

It is often stated that the past decades have seen a flourishing of meth-
odological debates within political theory.! Well-trodden turf includes
the ideal and non-ideal distinction,® the development of political

1. David Leopold and Marc Stears, eds., Political Theory: Methods and Approaches (Oxford
University Press, 2008), https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199230082.001.0001; Lorna Finlayson,
The Political is Political: Conformity and the Illusion of Dissent in Contemporary Political Philos-
ophy (Rowman & Littlefield International, 2015), https://doi.org/10.5040/9798881817510; Adrian
Blau, ed., Methods in Analytical Political Theory (Cambridge University Press, 2017), https://doi.
0rg/10.1017/9781316162576.

2. Alan Hamlin and Zofia Stemplowska, “Theory, Ideal Theory and the Theory of Ideals,”
Political Studies Review 10, no. 1 (2012): 48-62, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-9302.2011.00244.X;
Zofia Stemplowska and Adam Swift, “Ideal and Nonideal Theory,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Political Philosophy, ed. David Estlund (Oxford University Press, 2012), 373-90, https://doi.
org/10.1093/ oxfordhb/9780195376692.013.0020; Laura Valentini, “Ideal vs. Non-ideal Theory: A
Conceptual Map,” Philosophy Compass 7, no. 9 (2012): 654-64, https://doi.org/10.1111/].1747-
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realism,?® and questions regarding political theory’s relationship to the real
world.* The meaning and role of feasibility for theorizing finds its way into all
of these discussions either as a way to delimit the proper boundaries of the-
orizing, or potentially to help adjudicate between competing theories.® This
paper addresses one element of feasibility analysis: its reliance on a distinc-
tion between “hard” and “soft” constraints. Hard constraints include such
things as logical and nomological impossibilities and are used to provide a
clear boundary on the scope of theorizing.® Soft constraints include a vari-
ety of variables, such as motivational and psychological limitations, which
render possible world states more or less achievable. Some theorists argue
that only hard constraints should restrict the scope of political theory while
others argue for greater sensitivity to soft constraints. However, both types of
approaches remain in the conceptual shadow cast by this distinction.

This paper argues that when the hard-soft distinction is applied to em-
pirical claims” it is a misleading heuristic. In particular, it cannot helpfully
be used to distinguish between empirical impossibility and very unlikely
possibilities—which is exactly what a number of authors seek to use it for.
This is because the distinction rests on a misunderstanding of the probabi-
listic nature of our empirical knowledge. Fundamentally, all of our empirical
knowledge is provisional in that it is subject to revision in light of future evi-

9991.2012.00500.%; Eva Erman and Niklas Moller, “Is Ideal Theory Useless for Nonideal Theory?,”
The Journal of Politics 84, no. 1 (2022): 525-40, https://doi.org/10.1086/714764.

3. Raymond Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics (Princeton University Press, 2008), https://
doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt24hrgj; William Galston, “Realism in Political Theory,” European Jour-
nal of Political Theory 9, no. 4 (2010): 385-411, https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885110374001;
Mark Philp, “Realism without Illusions,” Political Theory 40, no. 5 (2012): 62949, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0090591712451723; Enzo Rossi, “Justice, Legitimacy and (Normative) Authority
for Political Realists,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 15, no. 2
(2012): 149-64, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2012.651016; Enzo Rossi and Matt Sleat, “Real-
ism in Normative Political Theory,” Philosophy Compass 9, no. 10 (2014): 689—701, https://doi.
org/10.1111/phc3.12148.

4. Eva Erman and Niklas Moller, “Practices and Principles: On the Methodological Turn in
Political Theory,” Philosophy Compass10, no. 8 (2015): 533-46, https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12245;
Andrea Sangiovanni, “How Practices Matter,” The Journal of Political Philosophy 24, no. 1 (2016):
3-23. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12056; Jonathan Floyd, What's the Point of Political Philoso-
phy? (Polity Press, 2019).

5. Indeed, some theorists argue that considerations of feasibility are of equal importance
to broader normative concerns. See for example, Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit, and Thomas
Pogge, “Introduction,” in A Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy, ed. Robert E.
Goodin et al. (Blackwell Publishing, 2007), xvi, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405177245.fmatter.

6. Pablo Gilabert and Holly Lawford-Smith, “Political Feasibility: A Conceptual Exploration,”
Political Studies 60, no. 4 (2012): 813, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2011.00936.X.

7. As opposed to logical impossibilities, which are not the target of this paper. Going for-
ward mention of hard constraints will solely refer to empirical constraints and not logical
impossibilities.
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dence. Some may see these very slim possibilities of overturning longstand-
ing well-justified empirical facts as of little consequence. But acknowledg-
ing this possibility—however small—transforms a strict impossible versus
possible distinction into a spectrum of more and less likely features of the
world. Redrawing this impossibility-possibility distinction will have differ-
ent implications depending on the types of theory different theorists wish
to produce. I am a pluralist in this sense—there are a great many ways of
doing political theory which will serve different functions for the discipline
as a whole—but whichever type of theory is practiced, it should not rely on
problematically inaccessible distinctions. Following List and Valentini’s cri-
teria for the appropriate usage of concepts in political theory, the applica-
tion of hard constraints in a way purporting to be distinguishable from very
unlikely outcomes is problematic because it is epistemically inaccessible.?
Wherever theorists set the limits of feasibility in developing their theories
is a matter of judgement which cannot be avoided by purporting to rely on
a categorical hard constraint distinction. A theory sensitive to facts should
account for the fact that claims which appear to be nomologically true have
a probability of being false or failing to accurately predict the scope of future
possibility/impossibility.

This paper will proceed as follows. In Section II I sketch out briefly why
feasibility and possibility matter in the context of the dictum “ought implies
can.” In Section III T outline how the distinction has been used by a selection
of contemporary theorists who have sought to rely on the impossibility-pos-
sibility distinction. I also explain how this reliance leads their theorizing
astray. In Section IV I suggest various alternative potential implications for
political theorizing which could flow from moving past this distinction. I
then conclude with a few remarks on the resulting probabilistic feasibility
space shared by different theories and the continuing scope for a diversity of
theoretical approaches.

Il. Feasibility, Ought, and Can

There is an extensive debate within political theory regarding the proper re-
lationship between empirical facts and normative claims.® In one sense it is

8. Christian List and Laura Valentini, “The Methodology of Political Theory,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Philosophical Methodology, ed. Herman Cappelen et al. (Oxford University Press,
2016), 534, https://doi.org/10.1093/ oxfordhb/9780199668779.013.10.

9. Recent contributions to this debate include Gerald A. Cohen, “Facts and Principles,” Phi-
losophy & Public Affairs 31, no. 3 (2003): 211—45, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2003.00211.X;
Laura Valentini, “On the Messy ‘Utopophobia vs. Factophobia’ Controversy: A Systemati-
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trivially true that a responsiveness to empirical evidence is a requirement for
any normative theorizing which follows the dictum of “ought implies can.’
By this I mean that if something is literally impossible it is generally acknowl-
edged that it cannot be normatively required.'® This empirical impossibility
constraint is often described, along with logical and metaphysical impossi-
bilities, as a form of hard constraint on theorizing.!! Even as strict a deontol-
ogy as Immanuel Kant’s did not allow for binding moral duties which were

demonstrably impossible.'? This is often taken not to pose a serious limit to

theorizing because theorists do not tend to argue for physical impossibili-
ties; in the words of one author: “...political philosophers do not tend to offer
theories violating findings of physics, biology or chemistry.”"?

Following from this, the question then arises as to how evidence which
falls short of hard constraints relates to normative political theory. Some
theorists see probabilistic evidence, for example evidence produced by so-
cial sciences, as important for political theorizing.'* Others adopt a position

»

zation and Assessment,” in Political Utopias: Contemporary Debates, ed. Michael Weber
and Kevin Vallier (Oxford University Press, 2017), 11-34, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:o
50/9780190280598.003.0002; David Enoch, “Against Utopianism: Noncompliance and Mul-
tiple Agents,” Philosophers’ Imprint 18, no. 16 (2018): 1-20, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/
5p0.3521354.0018.016; Pablo Gilabert, “Facts, Norms, and Dignity,” Critical Review of Interna-
tional Social and Political Philosophy 22, no. 1 (2019): 34-53, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.20
17.1403122; Theresa Scavenius, “Fact-sensitive Political Theory,” Critical Review of International
Social and Political Philosophy 22, no. 1 (2019): 5-17, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2017.140311
9; and David M. Estlund, Utopophobia: On the Limits (If Any) of Political Philosophy (Princeton
University Press, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691197500.

10. See Juha Riikkd, “The Feasibility Condition in Political Theory,” The Journal of Political
Philosophy 6, no. 1 (1998): 27, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9760.00044; David M. Estlund, Demo-
cratic Authority: A Philosophical Framework (Princeton University Press, 2007), 258-71, https://
doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt7t8jx; David M. Estlund, “Human Nature and the Limits (If Any) of Political
Philosophy,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 39, no. 3 (2011): 207-37, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-
4963.2011.01207.%; and Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia,” 25. Although for arguments
that certain types of normative theorizing can posit moral obligations in the face of impossibil-
ity see Martin Wayne, “Ought But Cannot,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 109, no. 1, pt.
2 (2009): 103—28, https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1467-9264.2009.00260.x; Anca Gheaus, “The Feasibility
Constraint on the Concept of Justice,” The Philosophical Quarterly 63, no. 252 (2013): 458-60,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9213.12058; and Nicholas Southwood and David Wiens, “Devoting
Ourselves to the Manifestly Unattainable,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 104, no.
3 (2022): 696-716, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12807.

11. Gilabert and Lawford-Smith, “Political Feasibility,” 809—25.

12. Immanuel Kant, “On the Common Saying: ‘“This May Be True in Theory, but it Does not
Apply in Practice’,” in Kant: Political Writings, ed. H. S. Reiss (Cambridge University Press, [1793]
1991), 89; Riikk, “The Feasibility Condition,” 27.

13. Emily McTernan, “Justice, Feasibility, and Social Science as it is,” Ethical Theory and Moral
Practice 22, no. 1 (2019): 29, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-018-9970-y.

14. See for example John Rawls, A Theory of Justice: Revised Edition (Harvard University Press,
1999), 119, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvkjb2sm; Ian Shapiro, “Problems, Methods, and Theo-
ries in the Study of Politics, or What's Wrong with Political Science and What to Do About it,”
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of relative fact-insensitivity, especially to findings from social sciences. For
example, McTernan has argued that because the practice of social science—
such as social psychology—does not produce the law-like regularity of nat-
ural sciences, its conclusions cannot count against, let alone rule out, nor-
mative theories.!® Similarly, Valentini argues that normative prescriptions
should not be ruled out until they have been “proven impossible” in order
to ensure that normative claims are suitably ambitious.'® Both McTernan
and Valentini, as well as Estlund,'” are concerned for normative theory to be
unconstrained by everything short of hard constraints, to avoid status quo
bias.’® A key point of agreement between these theorists is that evidence
drawn from the social sciences should not therefore constrain normative
theorizing about topics such as the nature of justice. As a shorthand I will
in this paper refer to these theorists as adopting a “fact-insensitive” position
although strictly speaking it is a position which downplays the relevance
of evidence short of impossibility for certain types of normative theorizing
usually pertaining to higher level principles of justice.'®

One way to understand this distinction in approaches is as a pluralistic di-
vision of labor.?® Academic disciplines contain multitudes, including diver-
sity in assumptions and methodological approaches. There is not necessarily
anything problematic about this, and I do not wish to argue that there is “one
method to rule them all.”?* That said, I do believe that the working assump-
tion that hard empirical constraints can, or should, occupy a special place in
determining the scope of political theory should be challenged. This hard-
soft constraint distinction is common to much methodological discussion of
feasibility but is particularly relied on by fact-insensitive theorists to distin-

Political Theory 30, no. 4 (2002): 596-619, https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591702030004008; David
Miller, “Political Philosophy for Earthlings,” in Political Theory: Methods and Approaches, ed.
David Leopold and Marc Stears (Oxford University Press, 2008), 29-48, https://doi.org/10.1093/
080/9780199230082.003.0003; Jonathan Floyd, Is Political Philosophy Impossible? Thoughts
and Behaviour in Normative Political Theory (Cambridge University Press, 2017), https://doi.
org/10.1017/9781316091081; Matthew Longo and Bernardo Zacka, “Political Theory in an Ethno-
graphic Key,” American Political Science Review113, no. 4 (2019): 106670, https://doi.org/10.1017/
50003055419000431; and Alice Baderin and David Miller, eds., Why Political Theory Needs Social
Science (Oxford University Press, 2026), https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198914976.001.0001.

15. McTernan, “Justice, Feasibility, and Social Science,” 33.

16. Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia,” 25.

17. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy.

18. Gilabert and Lawford-Smith, “Political Feasibility.”

19. For a pointed critique of positions deemed more fact-insensitive see Colin Farrelly,
“Justice in Ideal Theory: A Refutation,” Political Studies 55, no. 4 (2007): 844-64, https://doi.
0rg/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2007.00656.X.

20. For an overview of this spectrum see Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia.”

21. Cf. Floyd, What's the Point of Political Philosophy?
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guish the firm boundary to their theorizing. Moreover, their attempts to draw
a firm categorical boundary to distinguish hard constraints from probabi-
listic possibilities best illustrate the problems with the hard-soft constraint
distinction. These fact-insensitive theorists will therefore be the focus of my
analysis in the next section, although the points raised apply to the distinc-
tion as used more generally when applying feasibility analysis to theorizing.

IIl. The Problem with Impossible

To be clear on the scope of my argument: it is an epistemic one concerned
with the limits of human knowledge as applied to the development of political
theory. It is therefore only indirectly concerned with what Estltund—a prom-
inent fact-insensitive theorist—considers to be the core claim of his book:?

It is no defect in a theory or conception of social justice if it sets such
a high standard that there is little or no chance of its being met, by any
society, ever. Such a theory could nevertheless be true.*®

I do not have anything to say regarding what standards are or are not rele-
vant for the truth of any specific political theory. It may well be the case that
Estlund and fellow fact-insensitive theorists are correct that hard constraints
are the only relevant feasibility limitation on true normative theories. My
argument is that we cannot know what these hard constraints are when it
comes to empirical claims except in a way which is itself probabilistic. There-
fore for the purposes of theory development from our epistemically limited
human perspective we can only discuss empirical constraints in a way which
is probabilistic—just like soft constraints.

Hard constraints find their way into Estlund’s work in a somewhat oblique
manner. Rather than defending a single substantive account of justice, he is
primarily concerned with defending his methodological and meta-norma-
tive position of “non-concessive” theorizing from what he terms anti-ide-
alism and anti-moralism, as well as a range of other critiques.?* In doing so,
he repeatedly acknowledges the force of the “ought implies can” principle,
albeit “for the sake of argument”?® rather than in a substantively defended
manner. Nevertheless, the importance of hard constraints and the impossi-

22. Although, as I go on to discuss below, I disagree with Estlund in his attempt to distinguish
“no chance” of something occurring from impossibility.

23. David M. Estlund, “Precis of Utopophobia: on the limits (if any) of political philosophy,”
Philosophical Studies 178 (2021): 2359, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-020-01529-5.

24. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 9.

25. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 12, 20, 27, 82, 127, 331.
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bility/possibility distinction figures prominently in his argument as he con-
sistently argues for theorizing to remain as ambitious as possible without
crossing into impossibility, demonstrating his commitment to ought imply-
ing can.?® His framing is one of ability versus impossibility, because he is
concerned to argue against theorists who use soft constraints such as mo-
tivational disposition to conclude that individuals are unlikely to behave in
accordance with evaluative requirements:*’

The ability/probability distinction matters a lot for political philosophy.
We might not believe in moral standards or requirements that are be-
yond agents’ abilities, but this is not yet any reason for rejecting stan-
dards that will certainly (or almost certainly) not be met.?®

It is important, especially in moral and political philosophy, to distin-
guish clearly between a scenario being one that will not happen, and
its being one that is impossible or beyond the relevant agents’ ability.?°

...things that are outside of collective human abilities are not, I have
granted for the sake of argument, among the requirements of justice, so
we are talking only about things that are, in that way, genuinely possible.*®

Simply put, for Estlund if something is possible then it is within the realm
of normative theorizing, while if it is impossible then it cannot be a feature
or requirement of a true normative theory, even an evaluative rather than a
prescriptive one. This means that—short of literal impossibility—the likeli-
hood of some or all agents behaving one way or another is irrelevant from

26. Estlund, Democratic Authority, 265.

27. This question of theory’s responsiveness to the fact of human motivations occupies a
central place in the recent debates over feasibility. See for example Estlund, “Human Nature”;
Gilabert and Lawford-Smith, “Political Feasibility,” 813-18; Holly Lawford-Smith, “Understand-
ing Political Feasibility,” Journal of Political Philosophy 21, no. 3 (2013): 25658, https://doi.
0rg/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2012.00422.x; David Miller, Justice for Earthlings: Essays in Political Phi-
losophy (Cambridge University Press, 2013), https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09781139236898; David
Wiens, “Political Ideals and the Feasibility Frontier,” Economics and Philosophy 31, no. 3 (2015):
447-77, http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0266267115000164; Nicholas Southwood, “Does ‘Ought’ Imply
‘Feasible'?,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 44, no.1 (2016): 7-45, https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12067;
Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia,” 26-27; and Zofia Stemplowska, “The Incentives
Account of Feasibility,” Philosophical Studies 178 (2021): 2385-2401, https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11098-020-01530-Y.

28. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 86.

29. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 278.

30. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 331.
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the perspective of normative theory carried out at this level.?* What matters
for Estlund is that a theory of justice can specify the normative requirements
of a just basic structure and thereby its attendant requirements on individ-
uals and/or groups of individuals. To illustrate a strong separation between
questions of possibility and probability Estlund repeatedly uses the example
of him dancing like a chicken at a future lecture which he describes as very
unlikely but not nearly impossible.3? This leads him to argue that, “It follows
that an action’s having even zero probability does not entail that it is beyond
the agent’s ability (or even that it is difficult).”3?

There are two issues with Estlund’s claims here: the first is more trivial
but indicative of the type of error common in this type of analysis when
trying to distinguish hard constraints from unlikely events, the second is
more substantive and calls into question the entire distinction. The first is
that Estlund misunderstands what zero probability means. It is incompat-
ible for there to be a fruly zero probability of an event occurring while the
ability remains for someone to execute it.>* Assessments of probabilities
are always evidence-relative,*® and nobody can predict the future with iron-

31. There are potentially important distinctions to be drawn between theories operating at
different levels of analysis, for example distinguishing principles of justice from matters of pub-
lic policy. See Gerald A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality (Harvard University Press, 2008),
https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674029651; and Andrea Sangiovanni, “Normative Political Theory:
A Flight from Reality?,” in Political Thought and International Relations: Variations on a Re-
alist Theme, ed. Duncan Bell (Oxford University Press, 2009), 219-39, https://doi.org/10.1093/
050/9780199556274.003.0013. For my purposes I am not directly concerned with this distinction
as the hard-soft constraint distinction occurs at theories operating across these levels. I recog-
nize that Cohen’s fact-independent principles may constitute normative claims without feasi-
bility constraints in which case the question of hard or soft constraints simply does not arise
because it is not relied upon. In contrast, Estlund acknowledges, or at least supposes, that a
theory which held individuals to standards that were impossible to meet would be false, see
David M. Estlund, “Utopophobia,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 42, no. 2 (2014): 116-17, https://
doi.org/10.1111/papa.12031; and Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 84.
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to trying to discuss the possibility of X conditional on not-X. I am grateful to Chris Woodard for
raising this issue.

35. Of course, from a God’s eye perspective in a deterministic universe the probability of
any possible outcome is either o or 1 whether it is, for example, the outcome of a coinflip or an
election, because the outcome is predetermined. Given we are here concerned with the hu-
man-level perspective we are concerned with the range of probabilities between o and 1 contin-
gent upon the available evidence and our knowledge.
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clad certainty—even more so when it comes to human behavior which we
acknowledge remains within a given person’s ability. Estlund’s example of
himself dancing like a chicken is designed to elicit the intuition that because
he controls his own actions, he can ensure it is a zero-probability event. He
even jokes that he would be unlikely to accept a bribe and therefore tries to
rule out exogenous factors causing said dancing.®® But this lacks imagina-
tion; threats to loved ones or other forms of coercion could readily procure
said dancing (especially given how widely Estlund has publicized this chal-
lenge!). The possibility space of the future is wide, and Estlund does not fully
appreciate what zero probability really entails. An extreme example of this is
the infinitesimally small but non-zero probabilities which result from quan-
tum physics: “Say you want to walk through a wall; quantum theory says it’s
possible.”?” We cannot readily draw a strong clear boundary between “very,
very unlikely” and “impossible” for any kind of practical purpose, including
theorizing. Estlund’s example of a case apparently under his own will should
not confuse the matter.

The second issue is that Estlund misses the wider problem that our knowl-
edge of what is possible or not in the world is itself only ever provisional and
therefore probabilistic. This is related to the point made regarding quantum
uncertainty above. The issue is that things we have good evidence to believe,
and reasons to rely upon, could still be incorrect. Empirical knowledge at
the level of our own beliefs is probabilistic, even if sometimes the likelihood
of it being incorrect is so low as to approach zero. The reason for this is the
methodology of empirical science—including the natural sciences—pro-
ceeding by experimental observations which are used to test and develop
hypotheses about how the world works.?® Tt is exactly these types of hard
constraint claims that Estlund and others want to rely on to segregate im-
possible requirements away from other types of evidence which suggest
things as more or less likely.** However, the way we gather knowledge about
our reality—through continuous observations and hypothesis development

36. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political Philosophy, 85.

37. Michael Brooks, “Chance: Is Anything in the Universe Truly Random?,” New Scientist,
March 11, 2015, https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22530120-500-chance-is-anything-in-
the-universe-truly-random/.

38. I refer to empirical science here because, again, I do not intend to make claims regarding
other forms of possibility or impossibility, such as logical or metaphysical impossibilities—for
example a married bachelor or a four-sided triangle.

39. I accept that one can make assumptions about impossibility and possibility for the pur-
pose of building purely hypothetical toy models. However, Estlund and other fact-insensitive
theorists intend to theorize about justice as it applies to our reality, even if only as a normative
evaluative standard rather than necessarily a prescriptive one. Estlund, Utopophobia: Political
Philosophy, 197.
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and testing—means that it is always subject to future revision. The muta-
bility and revisability of scientific hypotheses is a bedrock of the scientific
method. This point has been made a number of times by various authors and
is generally accepted by professional scientists.*® One of its most famous
expressions comes from Einstein himself:

The scientific theorist is not to be envied. For Nature, or more precisely
experiment, is an inexorable and not very friendly judge of his work. It
never says “Yes” to a theory. In the most favourable cases it says “Maybe,”
and in the great majority of cases simply “No.” If an experiment agrees
with a theory it means for the latter “Maybe,” and if it does not agree it
means “No.” Probably every theory will some day experience its “No”—
most theories [do], soon after conception.*!

Einstein is in fact probably too optimistic in what he claims experimental
science can achieve in terms of disproving theories—nature does not in fact
say “no.” This is because the theoretical underpinnings of any experiment
designed to challenge a theory can themselves be questioned. A more apt
description is as follows:

the clash is not “between theories and facts” but between two high-level
theories: between an interpretative theory to provide the facts and an
explanatory theory to explain them; ... The problem should not be put
in terms of whether a “refutation” is real or not. The problem is how
to repair an inconsistency between the “explanatory theory” under test
and the—explicit or hidden—“interpretative” theories; ... experiments
do not simply overthrow theories, that no theory forbids a state of affairs
specifiable in advance. It is not that we propose a theory and Nature
may shout NO; rather, we propose a maze of theories, and Nature may
shout INCONSISTENT.**

The simplest way to put this point is that scientific knowledge is only ever
provisional—it is subject to future revision and refutation. Now, this is not
to descend into some kind of relativistic free-for-all whereby all scientific
claims are equally valid. We can have more confidence in theoretical par-

40. James C. Zimring, What Science Is and How It Really Works (Cambridge University Press,
2019), 71-72, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108569149.

41. Helen Dukas and Banesh Hoffmann, Albert Einstein, The Human Side: Glimpses from His
Archives (Princeton University Press, 1979), 18-19, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt3fgzok.

42. Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes,”
in Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge, ed. Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave (Cambridge
University Press, 1970), 129-30, https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09781139171434.009.
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adigms and associated empirical claims that appear to survive replication,
withstand empirical testing, and accurately predict outcomes. Nevertheless,
it is important to note that this is a relative form of confidence. Even if we
are happy to take such theories as a given and rely on the factual claims they
produce for practical purposes, we nevertheless have to acknowledge that
there is a possibility that they are incorrect. This uncertainty stresses the type
of categorical divisions which fact-insensitive theorists such as Estlund seek
to draw, between very very unlikely and impossible. While it may be very
very unlikely that our more robust scientific theories are incorrect, it is cer-
tainly not impossible. This key point was in fact identified by Gheaus over a
decade ago but has not been sufficiently recognized in subsequent research
when considering feasibility and impossibility:

Recent contributions to the topic of feasibility claim that physical and bi-
ological realities represent hard constraints, impossible to overcome. But,
in fact, we cannot know which of these constraints are and which are not
possible to overcome. (Since fundamental scientific theories themselves
are subject to change, we cannot even rely on their basic presuppositions
in order to determine with certainty the scope of what is possible.)*?

Issues arise in other fact-insensitive arguments which similarly try to rely
on impossibility as a category distinct from improbability. For example,
Valentini argues that “If prescriptions have not been proven impossible, and
they strike us as highly morally desirable, then we have good reasons to con-
tinue to defend them.”** Valentini wants our range of theorizing to be as ex-
pansive as possible to avoid potential status quo bias. However, the language
of “proving” an impossibility simply does not accord with how we develop
our empirical scientific understanding. This is further illustrated by the ex-
ample Valentini herself uses of potential future possibilities. She states that
it is impossible for a state to eliminate crime and that therefore this cannot
be a normative requirement: “This prescription is not valid, since, given the
limits in power and capabilities any imaginable state has, guaranteeing an
altogether crime-free society is arguably impossible—even for the best of
states.”*® There are two issues here. The first concerns what it would mean to
prove some future eventuality as impossible. As discussed above with refer-
ence to Einstein and particularly Lakatos, this type of language and thinking
does not fit with the actual conduct of science where possibilities are not in

43. Gheaus, “Feasibility Constraint,” 451.
44. Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia,” 25.
45. Valentini, “Utopophobia vs. Factophobia,” 23.
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the final instance determinable by current knowledge. Proving impossibility
may be possible as a matter of mathematics or logic but it is not a relevant
category for assessing empirical claims.

Second, Valentini’s example illustrates the confusion between very very
unlikely and impossible. Valentini denies that any imaginable state has the
power to eliminate crime and so appeals to our intuitions about what power
any future state might have rather than any empirical study which would
show this conclusively. As stated above, it is not clear how one would even
go about proving an empirical impossibility in this way. However, in terms
of thinking about possibility, imagine existing authoritarian population con-
trol technologies were magnified such that the daily lives of all individuals,
both offline and online, were subject to state surveillance.*® Combine this
with criminal law reform which perhaps reduced the scope of criminal law
and again magnified burgeoning technologies such as invasive biotech mi-
crochips which can be used to both monitor and control human behavior.*”
With sufficient authoritarian surveillance and human bio-alteration I see no
reason in principle why a state could not in fact eliminate crime*® or disobe-
dience to the state. Of course, Valentini might suggest that my imagination
has run away from me at this point; but mere appeals to intuition are in-
sufficient to rule future possibilities in or out absolutely. I can acknowledge
that my vision of a dystopia is unlikely to come to pass, but this intuition is
not sufficient to rule possibilities in or out categorically. Consider whether
anyone two hundred years ago would believe it possible that billions of peo-
ple around the world would have handheld devices which could instantly
access more information than all of the world’s physical libraries combined
and communicate in real time with people on the other side of the world.
Any reasonably informed person would have likely thought it clear that this
was impossible, and yet they would have been proven wrong by the advent
of smartphones and the internet.*® The point is simply that Valentini’s analy-
sis conflates very very unlikely with impossible, reinforcing the implausibil-

46. Louise Lucas and Emily Feng, “Inside China’s Surveillance State,” Financial Times, July 20,
2018, https://www.ft.com/content/2182eebe-8a17-11e8-bfge-8771d5404543.

47. Loren Savini, “Human Microchipping Is Here, and It's About to Rock Your Skin’s World,”
Allure, March 26, 2018, https://www.allure.com/story/rfdi-microchip-implant-in-skin.

48. Unless of course, as one colleague pointed out to me, the state has now become the criminal.

49. Gheaus introduces similar examples of atomic bombs, flight, and organ transplants
contradicting what people reasonably believed were the constraints of physics and biology.
Gheaus, “Feasibility Constraint,” 455. Funnily enough, Estlund too gives an example of pos-
sibilities outstripping current beliefs when arguing for unbelievable moral progress, using the
example of Wittgenstein in 1950 categorically ruling out humans ever reaching the Moon less
than 20 years before humans managed to walk on the Moon in 1969. Estlund, Utopophobia:
Political Philosophy, 259.
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ity of assigning this distinction a fundamental role in our normative analysis.
Despite the fact that both Estlund and Valentini seek to rely on a strong sepa-
ration between impossible and possible-but-very-unlikely, their own flawed
applications of the distinction highlight just how problematic it is to make
in practice.

The upshot of all this is that because scientific theories can only be pro-
visional, our belief or confidence in them must be probabilistic in nature;
there is a possibility that they are correct and a possibility that they are not.
To treat them otherwise would be to place more certainty on scientific theo-
ries than scientists themselves do.?° This is distinct in magnitude but not in
kind from social science claims that under certain conditions a human phe-
nomenon is likely, but not guaranteed, to occur. McTernan tries to distin-
guish the two on the grounds that, in contrast to the natural sciences, social
scientific investigation does not produce exceptionless regularities and tend
to concern particular contexts.?' This may provide additional reason to chal-
lenge the findings of social sciences but does not explain why normative the-
orists could not challenge natural scientific claims too on the grounds that
they are uncertain and revisable, subject to future enquiry. It may be that we
simply have not discovered the relevant contexts or exceptions which cause
the purported natural scientific laws to vary. The question then for norma-
tive theorizing is not whether everything beyond a hard constraint of impos-
sibility should be fair game for philosophers, but rather where we ought to
draw the line between likely and unlikely and for what purposes. It is entirely
fair to suggest that evidence from social sciences—due to their methods and
subjects of analysis—may in some sense be less robust than that from the
empirical natural sciences. Yet this is a matter of degree, and not the hard
impossibility versus everything else that theorists such as Estlund, Valentini,
and McTernan suggest constitutes the relevant dividing lines between what
suitably aspirational political theory should countenance and what it should
not. Probabilities and social science work in a scalar feasibility space, not a
binary one.>? This means that it becomes an open question—and a matter
of judgement on the part of the theorist—regarding how to incorporate em-
pirical evidence about the probabilities of various courses of action into our
normative theory. We cannot simply rely on categorical distinctions such as
impossible versus possible to settle this matter for us.

50. For more on the provisional nature of scientific theorizing and the historical and modern
approaches to the underdetermination thesis (that evidence does not prove theories defini-
tively) see Kent W. Staley, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science (Cambridge University
Press, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1017/ CBO9781139047760.

51. McTernan, “Justice, Feasibility, and Social Science,” 31-32.
52. Lawford-Smith, “Understanding Political Feasibility,” 251-58.
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IV. The Consequences for Theorizing

This paper’s argument so far has advanced one—arguably narrow—episte-
mological point, regarding the application of the hard and soft constraint
distinction in political theory. It is therefore understandable for the reader
to now ask “so what?”** As alluded to in Section I, there has been a signifi-
cant focus devoted to political theory methodology in recent years, and this
includes attention to the multiple ways in which feasibility itself ought to be
defined and deployed in theorizing.>* If we think of this paper’s argument
as advocating for changing one element of theorizing, it will necessarily
have different implications and consequences depending on how theorists
are conceptualizing feasibility and also how these different conceptions are
being used in different modes of doing political theory.>® The effects down-
stream of this paper’s argument are therefore not deterministic and will vary
according to many other variables. With this pluralist disclaimer in mind, I
will now sketch out what I consider to be plausible implications or effects on
theorizing of accepting this paper’s argument.

It is worth acknowledging at the outset that there is at least one approach
to political theory which remains entirely untouched by the above insight
into feasibility. That is political theory in a purely evaluative key. Perhaps
most closely associated with Cohen,>® this approach posits that theorizing,

53.1am grateful to two anonymous reviewers for—in different forms—inviting me to address
this question more explicitly.

54. For a sampling of some of this work see Miller, “Political Philosophy for Earthlings”; Law-
ford-Smith, “Understanding Political Feasibility”; Gheaus, “Feasibility Constraint”; Wiens, “Fea-
sibility Frontier”; David Wiens, “Beyond Ideal Theory: A Framework for Methodological Debates,”
Philosophy Compass 20, no. 6 (2025): €70046, https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.70046; Pablo Gilabert,
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Michael Weber and Kevin Vallier (Oxford University Press, 2017), 95-126, https://doi.org/10.1093/
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Policy 34, no. 1 (2017): 209-31, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0265052517000103; Nicholas Southwood,
“The Feasibility Issue,” Philosophy Compass 13, no. 8 (2018): e12509, https://doi.org/10.1111/
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“A World of Possibilities: The Place of Feasibility in Political Theory,” Res Publica 26 (2020): 1-23,
https://doi.org/10.1007/511158-018-09415-y; Daniel Guillery, “The Concept of Feasibility: A Mul-
tivocal Account,” Res Publica 27 (2021): 491-507, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-020-09497-7; and
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especially about justice, can be a purely evaluative exercise without norma-
tive action-guiding content.5” As an exercise in theoretical and not practical
reason it is possible to theorize in this manner entirely unbothered by feasi-
bility concerns, and so my argument will have no necessary implications for
theory conducted in this manner.

For theorists who aspire to action-guiding implications, but also as much
latitude as possible for theorizing, there is a way to read my findings as a
form of liberation. For them the upshot from the foregoing could be that if
impossibility is not readily determinable then it should not pose a constraint
on normative theorizing. In other words, if we cannot identify categorically
what is empirically impossible then the scope for theorizing is practically
unlimited. Without the restraints posed by “ought implies can” theorizing
can shift in a utopian direction entirely untethered from anything but log-
ical or conceptual impossibility. For example, say a key block to achieving
justice is communicative misunderstanding. A fully untethered theory
might therefore require individuals to utilize telepathy when communicat-
ing to eliminate mental opacity and to ensure perfect understanding with-
out miscommunication. The fact that such capabilities do not exist, and may
never exist, is no impediment to such theorizing. Another untethered theory
might premise institutions satisfying distributive justice on humans not re-
quiring food or water to survive. There is, I do not doubt, a place for highly
utopian political theorizing. Estlund’s book, after all entitled Utopophobia,
is a salutary reminder that we should not necessarily be afraid to think and
theorize boldly in the face of highly non-ideal or adverse circumstances.®® It
may be that useful, interesting, or even true prescriptive theory can be de-
veloped which does not hold constant everything currently believed to be a
hard constraint.

Inote, however, that theorists defending fact-insensitive positions seem to
want to hold fast to this flank of their argument, not entering into what I term
truly untethered theorizing. McTernan asserts that normative theorists do not
propose theories which conflict with the natural sciences, as she, “Perhaps
charitably... assume[s] that political philosophers do not make such obvi-

(Oxford University Press, 2018), 664—76, https://doi.org/10.1093/ oxfordhb/9780198746928.013.50;
and Nicholas Southwood, “Feasibility as a Constraint on ‘Ought All-Things Considered,” but
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https://doi.org/10.1093/pq/pqzo12.
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ory. Itis also worth noting, as indicated above in footnotes 31 and 39, that even when developing
evaluative and not prescriptive theory, theorists such as Estlund still see impossibility as posing
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ous mistakes: none, for instance, propose societies where human beings can
live on air.”®® Similarly, Estlund notes that “disputes about whether political
philosophy properly respects human nature are not normally about issues
like our need for oxygen or our tendency to age. What political philosopher
puts these aside?”®® Both McTernan and Estlund frame these reflections as if
one would be engaging in a mistake to ignore these scientific findings when
theorizing. However, the sociological observation that normative theorists
do not tend to challenge natural scientific conclusions does not entail any
reason in principle, given my argument, that they could not. As discussed
above, the theories and findings of both natural and social sciences are revis-
able subject to future inquiry. What distinguishes them is the higher degree
of confidence we—or at least many of us—place in the conclusions arrived
at through natural scientific inquiry. If likelihood is irrelevant to questions
of feasibility and only impossibility is accepted as a limit, then both natural
and social scientific claims are equally irrelevant as hard limitations on the-
orizing. This ability to simply gesture at limits to theorizing—implying that it
would be a mistake to breach certain empirical feasibility constraints—while
holding open other possibilities no matter how implausible or unlikely, is
undermined by my findings. Given these qualifiers by fact-insensitive the-
orists, the route I imagine many political theorists will, therefore, want to
tread is somewhat different from truly untethered theorizing.

One effect of my argument is to draw attention to the necessity of spec-
ifying and justifying assumptions when theorizing. Political theorists al-
ready working within the hard constraint feasibility paradigm will have to
recognize that what they are doing—as with all theory-making—is making
a number of inevitable judgement calls as they develop their theories, in-
cluding when it comes to feasibility constraints.®! It is important for us all
to demarcate the scope and working assumptions underpinning our the-
orizing.®? Setting these out and scrutinizing them is itself an intellectually

59. McTernan, “Justice, Feasibility, and Social Science,” 30.

60. Estlund, “Human Nature,” 209.
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critical process. This is well illustrated by the sprawling debates spawned by
the ideal and non-ideal distinction requiring theorists to reflect seriously on
both the purposes of their theories and the appropriate assumptions to un-
derpin them. Grappling with the proper scope of theorizing, including its
limitations and assumptions, is a necessarily humbling scholarly process as
we acknowledge the limits of what we know and can therefore credibly claim.
It can also help clarify the political theorist’s position in a wider division of
intellectual labor.%® Absent the fallback of a hard constraint, theorists who
still wish to hold current empirical scientific understanding constant in their
theories will have to provide different justifications. Some may acknowledge
their general inexpertise (although no doubt some broad-minded political
theorists are dual-qualified in the relevant natural sciences) to opine on the
probability of current natural scientific laws being revised and so accept
them for the sake of argument. More prosaically, it may be the case that it is
harder for us to imagine possible worlds where our current scientific para-
digms and laws do not hold compared to possible worlds with widespread
preference or motivation changes.®* A pragmatic approach may reason that
relying on highly improbable features such as certain laws of science being
overturned may mean that the resulting theories are unlikely to be persua-
sive or useful to audiences.®®

One somewhat odd potential upshot of this attention to assumptions might
be a kind of bifurcation when it comes to using feasibility in the development
of theories as opposed to critiquing or analyzing them. An oft-cited usage of
feasibility is as a binary—to rule in or rule out theories as feasible.%® However,
in a world where theory construction explicitly includes various abstractions
or idealizations certain feasibility constraints can be assumed or imagined
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instead act like a particle. Not to mention more cutting-edge theories regarding quantum en-
tanglement and the nature of the universe.
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into or out of existence for the purposes of theory development.®” Indeed,
the very same presuppositions could be held constant at one point but var-
ied at another in order to develop an argument. An exemplar of this method
is Carens who, in the appendix to his 2013 book, explicitly discusses varying
which features of the world his argument assumes and challenges, what he
calls a “shifting presuppositions” approach.®® Carens thereby provides a clear
example of combining this level of methodological self-awareness with sub-
stantive theorizing. The binary conception of feasibility may be employed
here but its application will depend on what the theory is trying to do and
what assumptions are being made in service of this aim.®® As Carens notes:

Let me be clear. I am not arguing now that the just world presupposition
has no merit and that we should always focus instead on practical alter-
natives. If I thought that, I would not have spent so much time on the
open borders debate. The point is rather that we should be conscious of
the inevitability of adopting some background assumption with respect
to the role (if any) that feasibility is playing in our discussion. We should
also be aware that there is no single correct position on this spectrum.
Whatever position we choose will have advantages and disadvantages
for reflections about justice.”

Having adopted certain assumptions or presuppositions it may be that cer-
tain moves in the development of theory are thereby rendered feasible or
infeasible. However, it is crucial to note, as Carens does above, that these
feasibility assessments are downstream of the decision as to which assump-
tions or presuppositions one is incorporating into one’s theorizing and not
whether they are necessarily “hard” or “soft.” What may result is the type of
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Boundaries,” British Journal of Political Science 20, no. 4 (1990): 445-47, https://doi.org/10.1017/
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of Practical Reasoning (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 39-44, https://doi.org/10.1017/
CB09780511621239.

68. Joseph Carens, The Ethics of Immigration (Oxford University Press, 2013), 304-20.

69. For a taxonomy of the myriad different aims, which he describes as “tasks,” at issue in the
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iterative theory development illustrated by Carens’s work—varying assump-
tions to see the impacts on the theory, or even in response to empirical de-
velopments, and then continuing to amend the assumptions and/or other
elements of the theory.”* What this will produce is a series of binary feasibil-
ity assessments—depending on what is assumed and how the theory is con-
structed, different possibilities will be rendered feasible or infeasible. These
categorical feasibility distinctions mirror, and are enabled by, the categorical
usage of assumptions.

When critiquing theory along feasibility lines, however, it may be more
common to adopt the scalar conception of feasibility.”* Critical interlocu-
tors may challenge either the conclusions of theories or their assumptions
as more or less feasible. Just as evidence exists on a probabilistic scale, so too
does feasibility. The extent to which these challenges will concern a theorist
will depend in part on whether the challenges are suitably attuned to the the-
orist’s aims and approach to theorizing. For example, ideal and fact-insen-
sitive theorists are unlikely to be moved by arguments that existing human
motivations are unlikely to meet their prescriptions.” I therefore do not pro-
pose to argue for conditions or principles governing what presuppositions
or levels of probability have to be accepted by political theorists as feasible
or infeasible. Pluralism within the discipline entails a range of plausible ap-
proaches to normative theorizing, ranging from the most utopian or abstract
theorizing to the highly empirically informed.” However, it is crucial to note
that all empirical assumptions can be considered more or less probabilis-
tically true. As identified above, it is this failure to recognize the continuity
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of hard and soft constraints in a probabilistic manner which leads theorists
astray who try to distinguish between empirically impossible and extremely
unlikely. It requires recognizing that drawing such distinctions about which
empirical claims to accept or challenge is a matter of judgement and not
categorical impossibility distinctions. This places more fact-sensitive and in-
sensitive theorists on essentially the same probabilistic terrain. Interestingly,
this is a conclusion Estlund himself reaches:

There is a realm, then, of human possibility whose status as required or
not required by justice is disputed in debates about realistic and ideal-
istic theorizing. ... Realism and idealism both attend to that same realm
of possibility and take different views of its normative status.”

A consequence of this realm of possibility and recognizing the probabilistic
nature of feasibility assessments is that the exact boundary between feasi-
ble and infeasible is uncertain, and perhaps unknowable.’® This is a conse-
quence of the probabilistic nature of the knowledge upon which our theories
and their empirical assumptions are constructed.

V. Conclusion

This paper has advanced one main point—that our knowledge of what con-
stitutes an empirical hard constraint is, like all empirical knowledge, prob-
abilistic. From this flow one necessary consequence and a number of other
plausible consequences for theorizing. First and foremost, hard constraints
cannot be used in a categorical manner to demarcate feasibility boundaries
between empirically impossible and extremely unlikely possibilities. At the
epistemic level bounded by our limited knowledge, these two categories ef-
fectively occupy the same probabilistic space. Grasping this insight would
help theorists referencing or discussing possibility avoid the types of errors
discussed in Section III of this paper. Readers of this paper may therefore
come away with the sense that what is being called for is conservative or
more concessive theorizing. It is true that the paper’s critique has focused on
theorists who have relied on hard feasibility constraints in order to provide
a clear principled way to engage in ambitious theorizing. Reaching for hard
empirical constraints has helped buttress the approach adopted by fact-in-
sensitive theorists, and this usage will have to give way. With this option fore-
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76. See Wiens, “Feasibility Frontier,” 467—78; Hamlin, “Feasibility Four Ways”; and Cozzaglio
and Favara, “Feasibility Beyond Non-ideal Theory.”
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closed, fact-insensitive theorists will need to return to the theoretical draw-
ing boards to reconceptualize how exactly feasibility considerations feature
and may be justified in their theorizing. However, a broader consequence of
my argument may be to encourage theorists of various methodological ap-
proaches to be more explicit in setting out and justifying their assumptions.
Some could be inclined to follow the example of Carens and theorize while
holding various assumptions constant at different times or in different parts
of their theory. To return to a point made by Carens referenced above:

The general approach to moral inquiry that I espouse here is to recog-
nize that all moral arguments must begin from presuppositions but that
we adopt different presuppositions for different purposes and that it
may be appropriate to adopt something as a presupposition in one con-
text that we want to subject to critical examination in another. ... For
such a conversation [between parties who do not share democratic pre-
suppositions] to get off the ground, we would have to search for some
other shared presuppositions.”

Setting aside hard constraints means theorists will have to engage on a more
appropriate shared terrain to work out their relevant presuppositions. When
a theorist proposes or assumes that certain options or possibilities are open
or foreclosed on grounds of feasibility, it will invite further inquiry as to what
evidence they have for this assessment. Moreover, it will also encourage ex-
plicit reflection on why a theorist’s feasibility tolerance is set at any given
probabilistic level. This may not always be a comfortable reflective experi-
ence for a theorist used to assessing the weight of normative argumenta-
tion rather than probabilities. This type of exercise may be more familiar to
academic colleagues working on problems related to public policy, social
choice theory, or evidential thresholds. Unlike those areas, however, the call
here is not for a single normative procedure or standard such as expected
utility theory or beyond a reasonable doubt. How feasible or infeasible a the-
ory’s proposals are will justifiably vary for reasons which themselves are not
simply a matter of counting probabilities, because the goal of a normative
theory is not simply to redescribe reality or predict future events with the
highest degree of accuracy.” Still, to the extent that empirical feasibility is
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a live concern in our theorizing, our sensitivity to facts should incorporate
the entire range. This includes the fact that claims which appear to be nomo-
logically true have a nonzero probability that they too may be false or fail to
predict future possibility/impossibility.
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