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In this essay, I argue that within Hayek’s work we can find an important but underappreciated
idea I call “the Problem of Possibility.” Put briefly, this problem is that complex evolutionary
systems like economies face astronomically large ‘design spaces’ that they must search
for adaptive fit. This augments Hayek’s traditional arguments about the challenges of
ignorance and complexity in political economy. Rapid adaptation of a social system requires
competition for scientific, not ideological or moral reasons.
First, I describe this problem using an allegory taken from biology and complexity theory.
Second, I argue that this problem forms a key tenet of Hayekian political economy. Finally,
I briefly conclude that ‘the Problem of Possibility’ in Hayekian political economy suggests
a commitment not just to competitive markets in economic goods, but to a higher-level
competitive market in law and governance.
“… [T]he economic problem of society is mainly one of rapid adaptation to changes in the
particular circumstances of time and place.”
F.A. Hayek in The Use of Knowledge in Society”

SEARCHING THE LIBRARIES OF BABEL, MENDEL, AND SMITH
In 1944, Jorge Luis Borges wrote a short story called the Library of Babel. It’s a metaphor that
many have since used to understand evolution—especially natural selection’s remarkable
exploration of biological complexity.1
He asks us to imagine a library of all possible 500-page books—every possible 500-page book
that could be written in the English language. We could remove this limit and expand the
library arbitrarily.
The vast majority of the Library of Babel is, well, babble.2 The library contains a complete list
of all possible combinations, and as you might expect, most of those are nonsense.
But in the Library of Babel there is also an accurate collection of Shakespeare. There’s the
Bible and Don Quixote. The Library of Babel is truly massive: the number of books far exceeds
the number of atoms in the universe.
We have a big problem in the library: it’s hard to find the books that make any sense in the
mass. The readable novel gets lost in the sea of babble.
The technical name for the Library is a ‘design space’. Obviously, it’s purely theoretical—
we can’t visit. But the ‘designs’ contained in these books are all the logical possibilities of
combinations contained within the constraints of the given system—in this case: 500-page
books in English.
How could we possibly find the needle in the haystack? Where do we find the books that
exhibit sense or ‘order’ in the library?
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Daniel Dennett uses this allegory for biology.3 This design
space of biological life is searched by Darwinian selection
over long periods of time.4 DNA, rather than English letters
and words, are the contents of the books.
Natural selection sifts through these combinations. Only
some forms of life have fitness for their environment. These
are adaptive and persist in the long run. All ‘nonsense’ life
forms die. Darwinian competition is our search strategy.
Over time, we find our way through the library by sorting
out the babble.

THE PROBLEM OF POSSIBILITY
Economist Eric Beinhocker uses this allegory to understand
markets. He calls the design space of an economy the
Library of Smith. This library contains every possible
business plan, made of technologies both physical (e.g.
assembly lines) and social (e.g. limited liability corporation),
rather than DNA or 500-page books.5
All of these libraries are part of a broader issue we’ll call
‘the Problem of Possibility’ (henceforth ‘The Problem’).6
Within a sufficiently complex system, agents are faced with
the task of coping with an astronomical number of possible
combinations of adaptive fit in their environment. They have
no way of knowing ex ante which combinations are adaptive
and which are not.7
Unfortunately for those browsing the library, any ‘book’
chosen at random will almost certainly be noise rather than
signal. It will be non-adaptive and fail. The challenge for
agents, and for the system as a whole, becomes: how can
we search these libraries of possibility for the signal in the
noise, as quickly as possible?

that many attribute to Hayek.11 But ‘the Problem’—
searching spaces where most designs are non-adaptive
noise—is a powerful complement to these ideas.
Hayek clearly understood this problem, though he did not
describe it in this way. In the Constitution of Liberty he writes,
Every organization is based on a given knowledge;
organization means commitment to a particular aim and
to particular methods, but even organization designed
to increase knowledge will be effective only insofar as
the knowledge and beliefs on which its design rests are
true … and if any facts contradict the beliefs on which
the structure of the organization is based, this will
become evident only in its failure and supersession by a
different type of organization.
In short, if we can only learn if a book is babble by taking
it from the shelf and reading it, then the faster we can sort
through the failures, the faster we can arrive at adaptive fit. 13
‘The Problem’ cannot be solved with technology, by central
planning, or by anything other than finding an effective search
strategy to work through the library as quickly as possible.14
Here we find a foundation for Hayek’s classical liberalism:
monopolistic systems are ruled out as ineffective search
algorithms15 This decision is not political preference or ethics—
it’s a scientific response to the problems of large design spaces.
We need organisations to fail so that we can learn.16 The
only way to cope with ‘the Problem’ is through trial and
error in vigorous competition.

CLASSICAL LIBERALISM, COMPETITION,
AND THE LIBRARY OF HAYEK

One argument is that we need markets not for ‘efficiency’
but to cope with the Library. We need the trial and error of
competitive businesses to search the huge Library and find
the plans that have adaptive fit.9 When others discover this
fit, the whole system will benefit.10

“Competition”, wrote Hayek, “is important primarily as
a discovery procedure whereby entrepreneurs constantly
search...” 17 Competition is for “discovering facts” that
“would remain unknown” without it.18 Without competition
we face ignorance—untamable, and ever-growing.19

Although this argument fits nicely with his other remarks
about ignorance, it is not the typical ‘knowledge problem’

But Hayek says, “organisations are based on a particular
knowledge” not just “businesses”. ‘The Problem’ is not
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just an economic problem. It’s a problem—perhaps the
problem—of Hayekian political economy. 20
Hayek was not a dogmatic classical liberal, but an
evolutionary theorist who recognized ‘the Problem’:
The argument for liberty is … an argument against
all exclusive, privileged, monopolistic organization,
against the use of coercion to prevent others from
trying to do better.21
For Hayek, there are two ways to structure a social system:
one where “alternative ways based on different views or
practices may be tried” and another, “in which one agency
has the exclusive right and the power to prevent others
from trying.”
Hayek’s argument against monopoly is an argument for
coping with ‘the Problem’: 22
It is only when such exclusive rights are conferred on
the presumption of superior knowledge of particular
individuals or groups that the process [of evolution]
ceases to be experimental and beliefs that happen to be
prevalent at a given time may become an obstacle to the
advancement of knowledge. 23
If any organization is based on a particular knowledge,
and that particular knowledge is likely to be ‘falsified’
by the overall environment—because conditions change
and because it’s chosen from the unfathomably huge and
noise-dominated design space—then legal systems and
governments also face ‘the Problem’. Any given institutional
arrangement is likely to be noise, not signal.
This may sound jarring to classical liberals who have
convinced themselves of the merits of a particular
institutional order.
Hayek believed the details of a liberal order were still
open to change. He refers to “our great ignorance of
the optimum forms of delimitation of various rights”
despite our “confidence in the indispensability” of private
property. Today’s rules are refined “from continued trial
and error of constant ‘experimentation’ in areas wherein
different orders contended.”24
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“Traditional concepts of property rights”, says Hayek, “have
in recent times been recognized as a modifiable and very
complex bundle whose most effective combinations have
not yet been discovered in all areas.” 25
This gives us a final allegory, which we might call the Library
of Hayek.
This Library contains every combination of technologies,
physical (e.g. voting machines, surveillance) and social
(e.g. simple majoritarianism, common or civil law), that
could constitute a social order. We’ll call its contents
‘constitutions’ rather than books. In essence, this is a huge
design space of social orders.26
If we take ‘the Problem’ seriously, and we see how it leads
to Hayek’s strictures against monopolistic organization,
then why shouldn’t we also extend this argument to
constitutions and social orders themselves?
In short, Hayek’s classical liberalism is not just a commitment
to private property liberalism per se. It’s a commitment to a
higher-level rule about building systems that allow humanity
to cope with uncertainty, ignorance, and ‘the Problem’.
Private property is the backbone of a particularly powerful
system, markets, that allows us to cope with this problem in
the economy.
But if we take this commitment seriously, Hayek leaves the
door open to all forms of organizational experimentation
—including the legal and public policy organisations that
structure markets themselves.
If we must have vigorous competition, failure, and trial and
error to learn; if we cannot tolerate monopoly because it
traps us in a corner of the Library; then the question that
Hayek poses for the 21st century is: What does a world
of competitive law and governance look like? This is the
logical extension of his ideas, and there is no more relevant
economist than Hayek on this frontier.
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