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1. Introduction

For a social scientist of a particular kind, the first thought that springs to mind in as-
sociation with ‘inconsistency’ is Arrow’s famous impossibility theorem. The associa-
tion is a natural one because, in the original formulation, inconsistency plays a double
role in Arrow’s theorem. At the first level, the requirement that any aggregate ‘commu-
nity” ranking of social states be transitive is akin to a kind of consistency requirement.
At a second level, the impossibility result itself is a demonstration of logical inconsis-
tency between various desiderata that are proposed for the aggregate social ordering —
of which desiderata, transitivity (or consistency) at the substantive level is one.

Accordingly, this paper will be focused on Arrow’s impossibility result in a variety
of contexts in which it can arise. The issues that we shall raise here are of some interest
in their own right, However, they also serve, we think, to throw some light on inconsis-
tency as a phenomenon. Or at least, they isolate various different settings in which in-
consistency might arise and suggest how, if at all, the inconsistency in question is to be
resolved.

In fact, the Arrow impossibility theorem has long been a source of concern and puz-
zlement in the economics profession — and for that matter more broadly. The concern is
reflected in the large literature that the theorem has generated, under the rubric of “so-
cial choice theory”, This literature now amounts to a recognised field of specialisation
within cconomics and related disciplines,

The puzzlement is reflected in the rather wide range of interpretations of the basic re-
sult. So, for example, the theorem has been interpreted as showing both:

o that the concept of the public interest is meaningless. As one influential commenta-
tor puts it: “it is not stating the case too strongly to say that Arrow’s theorem and the
research that it inspired wholly undermine the general applicability or meaning of
concepts such as the ‘public interest’ and ‘community goals’ [Ordeshook (1986)
p 65]; and

e that majoritarian democracy is a totally unsatisfactory mechanism for collective de-
cision-making. For example, according to Mackie (2003), “the main intellectual
trend in American political science is the view that democracy is chaotic, arbitrary,
meaningless and impossible. This trend originated with cconomist Kenneth Arrow’s
impossibility theorem™. [p 2]

By contrast, some of the early assessments tended towards the dismissive. Buchanan,
for example, argued that the basic result is rather obvious: on Buchanan’s view, no-one
should ever have expected that aggregative decision-making would exhibit the rational-
ity of individual decision-making, so the whole exercise is really a response to a
pseudo-problem [Buchanan (1954/1999)]. In a somewhat similar spirit, Tullock (1967)
has argued that the theorem is largely irrelevant because the cases in which the impossi-
bility result arises are statistically extremely unlikely.

95







































