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The Kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and men do not see it.
– Gospel of Thomas §113
1.
Frege, Mises, and the Three Realms
The crucial link between Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises and Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein lies in their shared commitment to the anti-psychologistic project inaugurated by the (German) logician Gottlob Frege (1848-1925), by whom both men were influenced – Wittgenstein directly, and Mises indirectly via Husserl.
  

In his 1918 article “Thought” (the first of his three Logical Investigations), Frege distinguishes among three kinds of items.  First, there are the items of the outer realm, which are both public (they “have no owner,” and so are equally accessible to different observers) and sensible (capable of being perceived via the senses); Frege instances physical, empirically knowable objects such as trees.  Second, there are the items of the inner realm, which are private (both in the sense of having an owner, i.e. belonging to a particular subject, and in the sense of not being directly knowable except by that subject) and not sensible; these are psychological items which Frege calls “ideas” or “presentations.”  Finally, there are those items that are easily but wrongly confused with presentations, namely the items of the third realm, which are public but not sensible; Frege calls these “thoughts,” and has in mind not psychological states but the logical content of those states.  Thus if you and I are both thinking that the bat is on the mat, then we have different presentations (your mental state and my mental state are numerically distinct), but those presentations express the same thought; since thoughts are grasped by the mind and not by the senses, thoughts are like presentations in not being sensible; but since two minds can think the same thought, thoughts are like physical objects in being public.  (A fourth category of items sensible but private is presumably impossible, since being sensible is a way of being public.)
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This tripartite division may remind some readers of Popper’s three worlds; but while Frege’s outer and inner realms correspond roughly to Popper’s worlds 1 and 2 respectively, Frege’s third realm and Popper’s world 3 are quite dissimilar, inasmuch as the third realm is timeless and includes thoughts that no subject has ever entertained, while world 3, the realm of objective knowledge, is subject to change and is the product of conscious activity.
  Note also that while Frege’s conception of the third realm may look Platonic, Frege does not commit himself to any particular account of the third realm’s ontological status, and would at any rate resist the notion that facts about logic and truth are grounded in facts about metaphysical entities.

We can already see a correlation between Frege’s three realms and the three modes of investigating human action distinguished by Mises:

Many authors believe that psychology is basic to the social sciences, even that it comprehends them all. ... Insofar as psychology proceeds with the experimental methods of physiology, these claims are manifestly unwarranted. ... But the term “psychology” is applied in another sense too. It signifies the cognition of human emotions, motivations, ideas, judgments of value and volitions, a faculty indispensable to everybody in the conduct of daily affairs .... This popular use of the term “psychology” must not be confused with the psychology of any of the naturalistic schools. ... To prevent mistakes resulting from the confusion of these two entirely different branches of knowledge it is expedient to reserve the term “psychology” for naturalistic psychology and to call the knowledge of human valuations and volitions “thymology.” ... 
It is obvious that this knowledge [= thymology] which provides a man with the ability to anticipate to some degree other people’s future attitudes is not a priori knowledge. The a priori discipline of human action, praxeology, does not deal with the actual content of value judgments; it deals only with the fact that men value and then act according to their valuations. What we know about the actual content of judgments of value can be derived only from experience.

In short, naturalistic psychology, which investigates those aspects of human action (reflexes, neuron firings, and such) that can be grasped by the empirical methods of the natural sciences, corresponds to Frege’s outer realm; thymology, the method of history, which investigates those aspects of human action (subjective meanings and motivations) that can be grasped by the hermeneutical method of verstehen, corresponds to Frege’s inner realm; and praxeology, the method of economic theory, which investigates those aspects of human action (those inherent in the logic of the means-end structure as such) that can be grasped by a priori reasoning, corresponds to Frege’s third realm.  And Frege’s campaign against psychologism – the error of reducing logical relations to psychological ones, the third realm to the inner realm – is matched my Mises’ insistence on the distinction between thymology and praxeology, and his condemnation of “psychologistic epistemology, which ascribed an empirical character even to the laws of thought.”

2.
The Helpful Frege


Frege’s account of the three realms lends valuable assistance to the Misesian project in a number of ways.  For example, Frege’s distinction between the privateness of the inner realm and the publicness of the third realm shows how a defender of Misesian apriorism can reply to a well-known criticism from Milton Friedman:
That methodological approach, I think, has very negative influences. ... [It] tends to make people intolerant. If you and I are both praxeologists, and we disagree about whether some proposition or statement is correct, how do we resolve that disagreement? We can yell, we can argue, we can try to find a logical flaw in one another’s thing, but in the end we have no way to resolve it except by fighting, by saying you’re wrong and I’m right.

Friedman is clearly thinking of the difference between empirical and a priori investigations as turning on the presence or absence of publicly accessible modes of resolving disputes; he evidently thinks of a priori knowledge as a matter of turning to some private, incommunicable source of intuition uncheckable by anyone else – in short, as an inner-realm item, a “presentation” in Frege’s sense.  But praxeology, like logic or mathematics, deals not with Fregean presentations but with Fregean thoughts, which are at least as publicly accessible as empirical, outer-realm items; after all, mathematicians have no problem checking one another’s work.  By Frege’s standards, Friedman is confusing the third realm with the inner realm, thoughts with presentations, the logical with the psychological:
[N]o-one has someone else’s presentation but only his own, and no-one knows how far his presentation – e.g. that of red – agrees with that of someone else ....  With thoughts, it is quite different: one and the same thought can be grasped by many people.

Or, as Collingwood puts the point:
We understand what Newton thought by thinking – not copies of his thoughts – a silly and meaningless phrase – but his thoughts themselves over again. ... A person who failed to understand that thoughts are not private property might say that it is not Newton’s thought that I understand, but only my own.  That would be silly because, whatever subjective idealism may pretend, thought is always and everywhere de jure common property, and is de facto common property wherever people at large have the intelligence to think in common.

Frege’s distinction among the three realms also offers the Austrian a way of replying to another of Friedman’s criticisms; in response to Austrian objections to the use of unrealistic assumptions in economics, Friedman replies that such assumptions are unavoidable:
A theory or its “assumptions” cannot possibly be thoroughly “realistic” in the immediate descriptive sense so often assigned to this term. A completely “realistic” theory of the wheat market would have to include not only the conditions directly underlying the supply and demand for wheat but also the kind of coins or credit instruments used to make exchanges; the personal characteristics of wheat-traders such as the color of each trader’s hair and eyes, his antecedents and education, the number of members of his family, their characteristics, antecedents, education, etc.; the kind of soil on which the wheat was grown, its physical and chemical characteristics, the weather prevailing during the growing season; the personal characteristics of the farmers growing the wheat and of the consumers who will ultimately use it; and so on indefinitely.

But Friedman’s rebuttal seems to involve blurring the distinction between accounts that merely fail to specify the presence of some feature (as when I think about a wheat-trader without thinking about the wheat-trader’s eye colour or ancestry) and accounts that specify the absence of that feature (as when I think about a wheat-trader as actually lacking eye colour or ancestry); the latter is the kind of unrealism that the Austrians object to, but Friedman’s argument offers a defense of only the former.  
In his 1894 review of Edmund Husserl’s Philosophy of Arithmetic, Frege makes fun of those who treat abstractive cognition as having indefinite items as its objects, and accuses them of muddling the distinctions among the three realms.   
Since everything is now presentation, we can easily change the objects by now paying attention, now not. ... We pay less attention to a property and it disappears. By thus letting one characteristic after another disappear, we obtain concepts that are increasingly more abstract. ... For example, let us suppose that in front of us there are sitting side by side a black and a white cat. We disregard their colour: they become colourless but are still sitting side by side. We disregard their posture: they are no longer sitting, without, however, having assumed a different posture; but each one is still at its place. We disregard their location: they are without location, but still remain quite distinct. Thus from each one we have perhaps derived a general concept of a cat. Continued application of this process turns each object into a less and less substantial wraith. ...  Hereby the difference between presentation and concept, between presenting and thinking, is blurred. Everything is shunted off into the subjective. ... The components of a thought, and even more so the things themselves, must be distinguished from the presentations which in the soul accompany the grasping of a thought and which someone has about these things.

If one fails to distinguish between mental acts (“presentations,” inner-realm items) on the one hand from their contents (“components of a thought,” third-realm items) and on the other from their objects (“the things themselves,” outer-realm items), one may fall into the error of supposing that any presentation of a cat that fails to include its colour or posture must thereby have as its object or content a colourless, postureless cat.  That is the mistake that Frege is diagnosing in the above passage, and Friedman’s is like unto it:  he seems to assume that if an economic account fails to include a presentation of the wheat-trader’s eye-colour or ancestry, it must have as its object or content an eye-colour-less, ancestry-less wheat-trader – and so must be “unrealistic.”  But once we follow Frege in distinguishing among the three realms, Friedman’s psychologistic assumption dissolves.

3.
The Unhelpful Frege

But there are other areas where it is less clear that Frege’s distinctions lend Mises’ project much support.  For example, just how helpful is Frege’s critique of psychologism to Mises’ critique of polylogism?  It depends whether one has in mind normative polylogism (the view that there are multiple, mutually incompatible, but equally valid logics) or descriptive polylogism (the view that different individuals or groups think in accordance with the rules of different logics, whether or not these logics are to be regarded as equally valid).  When it comes to normative polylogism, Frege’s critique of psychologism is definitely relevant, since for Frege the principal error of psychologism is that in treating logical laws as merely laws of psychology, laws descriptive of how minds like ours actually reason, psychologism misses logic’s normative force; as he explains in “Thought”:

Error and superstition have causes just as much as correct cognition.  Whether what you take for true is false or true, your so taking it comes about in accordance with psychological laws. A derivation from these laws, an explanation of a mental process that ends in taking something to be true, can never take the place of proving what is taken to be true.

And again in his Fundamental Laws of Arithmetic:

Anyone who understands logical laws as prescribing how one should think, as laws of being true, not as natural laws of human beings’ holding as true, will ask: who is right? Whose laws of holding as true are in accord with the laws of being true? The psychological logician cannot ask this, since he would thereby be recognizing laws of being true, which would not be psychological.

The normativity of logic is inextricably linked with the truth-preserving character of inferences made in accordance with it; but descriptive laws of human thought can hardly be truth-preserving (since people, unlike logic, can make mistakes), and mutually incompatible sets of rules likewise cannot all be equally truth-preserving.  Hence normative polylogism makes no sense.

But Frege’s critique of normative polylogism does not rule out descriptive polylogism.  Admittedly, Frege sometimes writes as though logic sets out the standards for mindedness as such – for what is so much as to count as a mind – as when, for example, he writes:

Neither logic nor mathematics has the task of investigating minds and contents of consciousness owned by individual men. Their task could perhaps be represented rather as the investigation of the mind; of the mind, not of minds.

But at other times Frege seems to regard logic as only normative for, not descriptive of, human minds, as when he raises the question:  “what if beings were even found whose laws of thought directly contradicted our own ...?”  Here he replies that while the “psychological logician could only simply acknowledge this and say: those laws are valid for them, these for us” (thereby embracing normative polylogism), Frege’s own response would be that “here we have a hitherto unknown kind of madness.”
 Calling deviant logics “madness” is clearly a rejection only of normative and not of descriptive polylogism: Frege does not deny that alternative ways of thinking can exist, he only denies that they would be valid forms of logic if they did.

Perhaps Frege’s project does not require the rejection of descriptive polylogism, but Mises’ project does, since praxeology – the body of conceptual truths about action – is supposed to be descriptive of all human action.  Mises writes:
No facts provided by ethnology or history contradict the assertion that the logical structure of mind is uniform with all men of all races, ages, and countries. ... He who addresses fellow men, who wants to inform and convince them ... can proceed in this way only because he can appeal to something common to all men – namely, the logical structure of human reason. The idea that A could at the same time be non-A or that to prefer A to B could at the same time be to prefer B to A is simply inconceivable and absurd to a human mind.

It is crucial to Mises’ project that the laws of praxeology be not just normative but descriptive of human behaviour – since otherwise they would merely tell us what it would be reasonable for people to do, but would offer no insight into what people actually do, and so would be of little use in grounding economic science.  But for Frege, neither the discovery of tribes who contra-logically regard A as non-A nor the discovery of tribes who contra-praxeologically prefer both A to B and B to A is ruled out a priori.


Another, related problem for which Frege’s distinctions might seem to offer no help concerns the epistemic status of thymology, the “knowledge of human valuations and volitions.”  Thymological insight is crucial in order to be able to apply praxeology to actual cases; for purposes of understanding the economic activity of a given society, it is useless to know the laws of, e.g., monetary theory if one cannot determine whether the society has money or, if it does, which items serve as money; but an item’s status as money depends on the beliefs and desires of that society’s inhabitants (their willingness to accept it as a medium of exchange, for example).  As F. A. Hayek notes:

That the objects of economic activity cannot be defined in objective terms but only with reference to a human purpose goes without saying. Neither a “commodity” or an “economic good,” nor “food” or “money,” can be defined in physical terms. ... Economic theory has nothing to say about the little round disks of metal as which an objective or materialist view might try to define money. ... Nor could we distinguish in physical terms whether two men barter or exchange or whether they are playing some game or performing some ritual. Unless we can understand what the acting people mean by their actions any attempt to explain them, that is, to subsume them under rules ... is bound to fail.

But that means that while the laws of praxeology belong to the third realm rather than to the inner realm, we cannot apply those laws without knowledge of the inner realm, and in particular of the inner realms of other people. Yet if Frege is right, those inner realms are inaccessibly private; as we’ve seen, Frege holds that “no-one has someone else’s presentation but only his own,” and therefore “no-one knows how far his presentation – e.g. that of red – agrees with that of someone else.”
  Mises of course holds that we know other people’s beliefs and desires via the verstehen method of Dilthey and Collingwood – entering imaginatively into others’ behaviour so as to understand it from the inside; but how is this possible if the inner realm is private?  After all, it might seem, all that we know of others’ actions is their overt, external, publicly accessible outer-realm side.  If the connections between inward subjectivity and outward behaviour are merely causal, not conceptual, what guarantees so much as the approximate reliability of the verstehen mode?  Why aren’t other people simply thymologically opaque?
4.
Wittgenstein, Praxeology, and the Three Realms
Wittgenstein was both deeply indebted to Frege’s work and concerned to transcend its limitations.  In my own previous work I’ve discussed some of the ways in which Wittgenstein’s reconfiguration of Frege is useful to the defense and elaboration of Misesian praxeology, with particular application to the problems of normative polylogism and (what I’m here calling) thymological opacity.
  My present concern is not to go over old ground but instead to indicate, first, some of the ways in which Wittgenstein’s aforementioned contributions to praxeology specifically reconfigure and complicate the relations among Frege’s three realms, and second, the implications for praxeology of the ways in which more recent philosophers working in the Wittgensteinian tradition –  such as Elizabeth Anscombe, Michael Thompson, and John McDowell – have further extended Wittgenstein’s reconfiguration of the Fregean realms.
Wittgenstein’s solution to the problem of normative polylogism is to argue that nothing counts as genuine thought unless it follows the laws of logic.  (Here Wittgenstein follows the strand in Frege that treats logic as the constitutive standard for thinking as such, not the strand that treats it only as a normative standard for correct thinking.)  I’ve discussed Wittgenstein’s arguments in detail elsewhere and so will not go into them again here, except to note that one of the chief examples he uses to illustrate his argument is an economic example, whose point – though Wittgenstein does not word it this way – is to show that nothing counts as an economic transaction unless it follows the laws of economics.  
Wittgenstein was interested in the economic example not for its own sake but simply as a useful analogy to the case of logic; but in showing the impossibility of contra-logical thought, Wittgenstein has incidentally shown the impossibility of contra-praxeological action as well, and so has disposed of the spectre of normative polylogism, thereby vindicating Mises’ claim that the human mind can neither conceive A to be non-A (logical deviance) nor prefer both A to B and B to A (praxeological deviance).  

In showing that logic constrains not just what can be correctly thought but what can be thought at all, however, Wittgenstein extends the realm of logical necessity from the third realm to the inner realm, and thus blurs the boundary between those two realms.  In this respect he might seem to be undoing what Frege had accomplished; still, what Wittgenstein is doing is Fregean in spirit – for Wittgenstein’s blurring seeks not to reduce the third realm to the inner realm, but on the contrary to exalt the inner realm by taking it up, at least in part, into the third realm, and so this blurring is still in its way an anti-psychologistic project.  Stanley Cavell perhaps puts the point most illuminatingly, albeit somewhat paradoxically, when he writes:
We know of the efforts of such philosophers as Frege and Husserl to undo the “psychologizing” of logic (like Kant’s undoing Hume’s psychologizing of knowledge): now, the shortest way I might describe such a book as [Wittgenstein’s] Philosophical Investigations is to say that it attempts to undo the psychologizing of psychology, to show the necessity controlling our application of psychological and behavioural categories; even, one could say, show the necessities in human action and passion themselves.

But the last line suggests a question: does Wittgenstein’s de-psychologising of psychology, by blurring the boundary between the inner and third realms, also blurs the boundary between thymology and praxeology, inasmuch as logical constraints are extended so as to constrain not merely the possible forms of action but also their possible contents?  

Mises might perhaps say no, since he had all along taken praxeology to function as a logical constraint on permissible thymological attributions, and had not inferred from this any blurring of the boundary.  But Wittgenstein makes a still stronger assault on the boundary.  Mises tends to trear praxeological truths as universal and necessary, and thymological facts as variable and contingent; Wittgenstein, however, considers a third category: those features of human action that are not universal, but are logically guaranteed to hold for the most part.   Nothing guarantees, for example, that any given attempt at a chess move will be in accordance with the rules; there’s always a chance that the player will (accidentally or deliberately) start moving the rook diagonally, or fail to notice that she has moved her king into check.  But inasmuch as the game of chess is defined by the system of practices constituting it, there is no danger that, throughout the history of chess, most of the chess moves (or attempted chess moves) that have been made were in violation of the rules; mistaken chess moves can only be the exception rather than the norm.  And what guarantees this is nothing mysterious – not a magical force, say, that prevents players from deviating too often from the rules just as God prevents the Pope from pronouncing false doctrines ex cathedra – but rather because an upper limit on mistakes is necessary for the players to so much as count as playing chess.  Hence a question like “how often do chess players make mistakes?” – which Mises would presumably have considered purely thymological and a posteriori – turns out to have an a priori dimension.  Whether we should respond to these logical preponderances, as we may call them, by saying that not only praxeology but parts of thymology are a priori, or instead that some things we thought were parts of thymology must be reassigned to praxeology, or else that praxeology and thymology turn out to overlap, is perhaps a matter of philosophical taste.  (I lean toward the third option:  “Different concepts touch here and coincide over a stretch.  But you need not think all lines are circles.”
)
In addition to logical preponderances, there is also a source of boundary-blurring – among all three realms this time – in Wittgenstein’s solution to the problem of thymological opacity.  Wittgenstein argues, on the one hand, that a person does not count as having a mental state unless she has a tendency to express it in her actions, and on the other hand, that a person does not possess the concept of such a mental state unless she is reasonably reliable at identifying its expressions in the actions of others.  This means that any subject capable of forming judgments about others’ mental states is going to be right most of the time – in which case thymology is logically guaranteed to be mostly reliable.  (Indeed, the reliability of thymology turns out to be itself an instance of logical preponderance.)  

This might be taken to imply that Wittgenstein thinks we recognise other people’s mental states by making deductive inferences of the form “S is exhibiting overt behaviour X; therefore S is more likely than not to be in mental state Y.”  In fact Wittgenstein thinks no inference is ordinarily involved, and that in standard cases we simply see the mental state in the behavior; that is, we ordinarily perceive actions – indissoluble unities of inner and outer – and not mere physical movements.
Again, I’ve discussed Wittgenstein’s case for all these claims in detail elsewhere and so won’t review it now.  But the crucial point to notice is that Wittgenstein’s account seems to deprive the inner realm of the privacy that for Frege was so essential to distinguishing it from the other two realms.  The privacy is not really abolished, however; it is merely transfigured.  Recall that for Frege the privacy of the inner realm consists both in the fact that nobody has anyone’s presentation but her own, and that nobody truly knows anybody’s presentation but her own.  Wittgenstein rejects the second claim, but not the first; if anything, he holds to the first in an even stronger form, maintaining, for example, that the affirmations “I am in pain” and “She is in pain” differ from one another not only in epistemic status but even in logical form.  Hence the boundary between the inner and outer realms is not entirely erased; but it is blurred, in that the public character of the outer and third realms is extended into the inner realm as well; as Wittgenstein frequently insists:  nothing is hidden.  (Of course, each of these three realms is public in a somewhat different way, which prevents the boundaries from simply being effaced.)  
An action is neither a purely inner-realm item (an “act of volition,” say) nor a purely outer-realm like a bare physical movement; nor is it is simply a conjunction of the two, linked by causation alone.  Instead, since the identity of the inner-realm item conceptually depends on its issuing in the outer-realm item, while the outer-realm item in turn is something that is conceptually guaranteed to be evidence (albeit defeasibly so) for the inner-realm item, the inner and outer sides of the action are “internally related” in a single organic unity that straddles the inner-outer boundary.  Moreover, insofar as it is logical relations – third-realm items – that connect the inner and outer, all three realms enter into the constitution of action.
Austrians often distinguish between preferences in the praxeological sense and preferences in the psychological sense, where the former are essentially embodied in action while the latter exist whether or not they are acted on.  (The Rothbardian rejection of indifference curves, for example, is based on the claim that we are never indifferent between A and B at the moment of choosing A, not that we may not be indifferent between A and B prior to the choice; indifference can exist in the psychological sphere but it can never be expressed in action.)  But given Wittgenstein’s solution to the problem of thymological opacity, it’s doubtful that a preference that never receives expression in action can count as a preference at all.  Hence so-called “psychological” preferences may require expression as conditions of their identity no less than praxeological ones, the difference being simply that praxeological preferences require expression whenever they exist while “psychological” preferences require only regular expression in the style of logical preponderances.  (Once again, one may either reassign these “psychological” preferences to the realm of praxeology, or else say that some aspects of thymology are a priori too.)
5.
Anscombe and Entrepreneurship
The late Elizabeth Anscombe (1919-2001), who studied personally with Wittgenstein, extended further his reconfiguration of the three realms in ways that continue to bear importantly on the Misesian praxeological project. In the work of Anscombe’s most relevant to Austrians, her 1957 book Intention, she argues, like Mises, that the means-end structure of action is not an empirical discovery but an a priori constraint on the applicability of action-concepts:

[I]f I say: ‘No, I quite agree, there is no way for a person at the top of the house to get the camera; but still I am going upstairs to get it’ I begin to be unintelligible.  In order to make sense of ‘I do P with a view to Q’, we must see how the future state of affairs Q is supposed to be a possible later stage in proceedings of which the action P is an earlier stage.
  

Anscombe also develops Wittgenstein’s conceptual linking of the inner and outer realms: the “identification served by colour-names,” for example, “is in fact not primarily that of colours, but of objects by means of colours,” and the “prime mark of colour-discrimination is doing things with objects – fetching them, carrying them, placing them – according to their colours.”  Hence “the possession of sensible discrimination and that of volition are inseparable,” which means, not that “every perception must be accompanied by some action,” but only that “one cannot describe a creature as having the power of sensation without also describing it as doing things in accordance with perceived sensible differences.”
  

But the aspect of Intention on which I plan to focus is its relevance to a long-standing debate within Austrian economics, running back to Hayek’s 1937 article “Economics and Knowledge,”
 as to whether the economy has a tendency to equilibrium, and whether an affirmative answer would require supplementing the a priori logic of choice with empirical information about the capacities of rational agents to notice profit opportunities and learn from mistakes.  Israel Kirzner has answered yes to the first, on the grounds that there is indeed a human tendency to pick up on information that serves our ends, but no to the second, on the grounds that this tendency is not an auxiliary empirical assumption but is built into the praxeological nature of human action as such:
  

The idea I reject is this: there is successful entrepreneurship, there is unsuccessful entrepreneurship, and it’s a toss-up which is going to outweigh which in the end. ... The fundamental Misesian insight into human action is that it involves a tendency to be right rather than to be wrong. People have an interest in being right. They do not have an interest in being wrong. This definitely, distinctively weights the tendency of human action in the direction of being right.

Guido Hülsmann, on the other hand, has argued that a Kirznerian tendency toward equilibrium must be ruled out on praxeological grounds:

There could be no such thing as an economic law that presupposed the existence of equilibrium, or even its mere tendency to exist, for such a law would contradict the nature of human choice. Since man is free, he can err at any time. Nothing in the nature of human action warrants the claim that man never errs (state of permanent equilibrium) or even that he has the tendency to avoid error.

A point Anscombe makes that is relevant to this dispute is that action-descriptions have a role in our language only if they are ordinarily intentional under the description given, and that this requires us to regard success as the norm and failure as the exception in human action:

[T]here are many descriptions of happenings which are directly dependent on our possessing the form of description of intentional actions. … For example ‘offending someone’; one can do this unintentionally, but there would be no such thing if it were never the description of an intentional action. … We can now see that a great many of our descriptions of events effected by human beings are formally descriptions of executed intentions. … Surprising as it may seem, the failure to execute intentions is necessarily the rare exception. This seems surprising because the failure to achieve what one would finally like to achieve is common …. What is necessarily the rare exception is for a man’s performance in its more immediate descriptions not to be what he supposes. 

While no particular action is guaranteed to be successful in its immediate aim, we cannot make sense of the possibility that most actions should fail of their immediate aims.  I might try to scratch my nose, and fail: my arm might undergo sudden paralysis, or be seized by another person, or I might drunkenly miss my target; but if most attempts at nose-scratching were unsuccessful, the concept of trying to scratch one’s nose would lose its purchase.  For how could we even pick out the class of attempted nose-scratchings unless we possessed the concept of successful nose-scratchings?  And how could we possess the latter concept apart from its ready applicability in ordinary experience?
  Our tendency to succeed is another case of logical preponderance.

But if that is so, then even if, as Hülsmann insists, any particular case of noticing profit opportunities is entirely contingent, the tendency to notice such opportunities reasonably often might be, as Kirzner maintains, a priori essential to human action.  We can grant Hülsmann’s claim that a free agent can err at any time, without thereby granting that a free agent can err all or most of the time; and what blocks the possibility of a free agent’s erring all or most of the time is not any form of magically truth-tracking, free-will-overriding force of the sort Hülsmann rightly rejects, but simply the fact that a certain level of reliability is necessary for someone to count as an agent at all.
Although successful entrepreneurship often involves thymological insight into ways that prices are likely to change, it also frequently involves assuming an absence of change, as past prices are regularly taken as a (defeasible) guide to future prices.  Thus if preferences were radically and thoroughly inconsistent over time, there could hardly be a Kirznerian tendency toward entrepreneurial success.  Yet praxeology guarantees only synchronic preference consistency, not diachronic preference consistency – so how can the Kirznerian tendency be guaranteed a priori?  A possible answer is that if an agent’s preferences were too radically volatile too much of the time, rarely completing a project before dropping it in favour of another, our concept of agency would lose its grip; hence while synchronic consistency is a universal requirement of action, diachronic consistency is a logical preponderance – which is what guarantees that entrepreneurs will regularly (though of course not invariably) be able to predict future prices from past ones.  Thus Anscombe’s third-realm linkage of inner-realm aims with outer-realm success yields a vindication of Kirzner.

Also relevant to Austrian concerns over free choice is Anscombe’s famous debate with C. S. Lewis.
  Lewis had argued that explaining an action in terms of reasons and explaining it in terms of physical causes are competitors, so that to describe an action as physically caused is to deny its rationality.  Lewis’s further inference was that to maintain that all actions are physically caused is necessarily self-refuting – since maintaining a thesis is itself an action, and one cannot rationally maintain the thesis that it is never rational to maintain a thesis.  Anscombe’s reply was that one and the same action may have a reasons explanation under one description and a physical-cause explanation under another, so that reasons explanations and physical-cause explanations need not be competitors; in short, rather than regarding the three realms as mutually exclusive, Anscombe trats action as having a place in all three – as belonging, to employ more recent philosophical terminology, both to the space of reasons and to the space of causes.  (On Lewis’s behalf, however, it should be noted that there may be conceptual restrictions on what sorts of physical-cause explanations can apply to actions if reasons explanations are also to apply to them; in particular, reductionistic and deterministic varieties of physical-cause explanations might well have to be ruled out.)

6.
Thompson and the Logic of Life


Another philosopher in the Wittgensteinian tradition whose work is relevant to Austrian concerns is Michael Thompson.  Praxeology purports to give us the essence of teleology, the logic of the means-end structure.  But teleology and means-end structures are found outside the realm of human action; they are a feature of living organisms in general.  What, then, is the relation between the kind of teleology we find in biology and the kind with which praxeology deals?

In his recent book Life and Action, Thompson argues that biological teleology is real, not just a metaphorical extension for purposive action; that it does not depend on any particular story (whether evolutionist or creationist) of how teleological traits first arose; and that its nature is a priori, not empirical – thus in effect forging yet another link between the outer realm and the third.  Moreover, just as Mises and Hayek show that no list of purely physical characteristics can settle whether a given interaction is a monetary exchange, so Thompson argues that no list of purely physical characteristics can settle whether a given entity is alive.  The usual candidates – growth, reproduction, homeostasis, orderliness, self-motion, energy exchange, responsiveness to stimuli, etc., etc., – always turn out, as Thompson shows in detail, to be relevant only when they are the right sorts of growth, reproduction, homeostasis, and so on; and there seems to be no noncircular way of specifying the right sort, i.e., no way that doesn’t appeal to the very biological categories one was trying to define.  Just as praxeological concepts are definable only in terms of other praxeological concepts, so biological concepts are definable only in terms of other biological concepts.  

What is the difference between living and non-living things, then?  Thompson suggests that it consists in the applicability or otherwise of a certain form of description he calls “natural-historical judgments” – namely, statements of the following familiar sort:
“The S is (or has, or does) F” – “The domestic cat has four legs, two eyes, two ears, and guts in its belly”; “The Texas bluebonnet harbors nitrogen-fixing microbes in certain nodes on its roots”; “The tallow finch breeds in spring, attracting its mate with such and such song” ....

Such descriptions are more slippery than they might seem.  They cannot mean that, say, all domestic cats have four legs (some will suffer accidents or birth defects) or that all tallow finches breed in spring (many will meet their deaths in youthful virginity).  One might suppose that natural-historical judgments are yet another instance of logical preponderance, and really mean only that most S’s are or have or do F; but as Thompson points out, that won’t work either.  If some worldwide calamity deprived the majority of cats of their legs, we would still say that the domestic cat has four legs.  And there are plenty of species (particularly among fish and insects) in which the majority of offspring do not survive to breeding age; yet we still say of them such things as the such-and-such breeds in spring, meaning that it does so in the normal case – in some non-statistical sense of “normal.” (Thompson is here developing an idea of Anscombe’s:  “When we call something an acorn, we look to a wider context than can be seen in the acorn itself.  Oaks come from acorns, acorns come from oaks; an acorn is thus as such generative (of an oak) whether or not it does generate an oak.”
)
One might suppose that the required non-statistical sense of normality is a normative one, and that in saying that the domestic cat (normally) has four legs we mean something like “domestic cats ought to have four legs.”  Thompson thinks this is in a sense on the right track, but it fails to distinguish what we mean when we say that domestic cats ought to have four legs from what we mean when we say, for example, that mosquitoes ought to be exterminated; why does the first judgment allow us to treat having four legs as part of feline normality, while the second obviously does not allow us to treat being exterminated as part of mosquito normality?  The sense in which a domestic cat “ought” to have four legs is that it needs four legs if it is to be a normal instance of its species; but this simply brings us back to the very notion of species normality we were trying to define.  Nor is it of any help to gloss cats’ normally having four legs in terms of, say, their developing four legs if nothing interferes or if nothing goes wrong, because what counts as “interfering” or “going wrong” cannot be specified independently of species normality; after all, a cat will die in infancy unless its mother in some sense “interferes” by nursing it, but we would not therefore add dying in infancy to the list of natural-historical features of the domestic cat.  

Yet despite our inability to give any reductive analysis of natural-historical judgments in terms of other kinds of judgments, we all know perfectly well how to use them.  Thompson suggests that this is because the form of a natural-historical judgment like “The domestic cat has four legs” is simply one of the basic logical forms of judgment, as basic as the singular judgment “This domestic cat has four legs” and the universal judgment “All domestic cats have four legs.”  The reason that contemporary philosophers generally find it “scandalous” that Hegel’s system of logical categories “finds a place for the concept life in it,” Thompson notes, is that logic is supposed to deal with the form of thought, while life seems to belong only to its content: “how can anyone pretend that thought about living things differs in any such [formal] respect from, say, thought about planets?”
  (Similar incredulity that there should be anything formally distinctive about action may drive some of the opposition to praxeological apriorism.)  But if Thompson is right, the logical form of natural-historical judgments (or, for praxeologists, of means-end explanations) is as irreducible as any other.  Just as the criterion for something’s being an action is no list of physical features, but rather the applicability of praxeological categories and forms of description, so the criterion for something’s being alive is likewise no list of physical features, but rather the applicability of vital categories and forms of description, and in particular the applicability of natural-historical judgments; and our ability to apply such judgments reliably is rather like a biological equivalent of verstehen.  (It’s also worth noting, though, that just as for Mises the applicability of praxeological categories to reality is guaranteed by the pragmatic incoherence of denying that one is acting, such denial itself being an action, so the applicability of biological categories to reality would seem to be guaranteed by the similar incoherence of denying that one is alive, such a denial being an action and therefore a vital operation.)
In biology as in economics, then, teleological categories are a priori; in addition to the logic of action we have a logic of life.  (This is of course not to say that, e.g., it is true a priori that the heart is for the sake of pumping blood, any more than that it is true a priori that my trip to the store was for the sake of purchasing butter; what is a priori is not the content of such explanations but their form.)  To say what a bodily part is for is to locate it in the context of what is normal for the species (in this irreducible, non-statistical sense of normality).  Likewise, what counts as a good instance of some biological category (healthy leg, healthy digestion, healthy dog) is also determined by species normality.  Just as, for Wittgenstein, nothing counts as speech absent the relevant context of social practices – and just as, for Mises and Hayek, nothing counts as monetary exchange absent the social network of beliefs, desires, and actions that establish some item as a medium of exchange – so for Thompson no biological category has any application outside the wider context of the species. 
Here I am with my two legs; do I therein count as healthy or unhealthy?  The answer depends on whether I am a normal instance of a human or a deformed instance of, say, a centaur – and so depends on what is true of my species, not just of me:
What should we say about a creature who comes to be from sand or swamp muck by the agency of lightning or quantum-mechanical accident – a creature part for part the same as I am ...? ... In supposing my imagined double to be a product of sheer accident, we have severed all links with any specific ... wider context; we can associate it with no determinate life-form at all; and so the ground of all vital description is removed.  We can say, in the light of my form, which is the specifically human form, that these are arms – a bit weak maybe, but fairly together.  Are those, which ‘he’ has, maybe legs, after all – only horribly deformed and not much good for crawling with?  Or are they mutilated wings? ... We cannot link my supposed double with anything that would decide these questions .... It may be thought that these specific matters might be settled by a look to ‘his genes’.  But suppose we grant that he has genes; are they defective?

Just as no noncircular enumeration of physical features distinguishes life from nonlife, so no noncircular enumeration of physical features distinguishes flourishing life from nonflourishing life.  Yet the applicability of natural-historical judgments provides the standard for determining not only what is living but what is living well.

Since actions are a form of vital operation, the teleology of actions is going to be a specific case of the teleology of life; thus what an action is for and what counts as a good action are both determined within a biological context.  Thus both the economic explanation of actions and their ethical evaluation will depend on such a context:
[I]ntentional, thought-applying, concept-exercising action is on any view the principal theme of ethical theory.  But action in this sense is a specific form of life process ... and a proper comprehension of it will surely rest on seeing it as coming under the wider category, and thus on an elucidation of the wider category itself .... Will we may call the capacity to be the subject of life-processes of that more determinate type; practical reason is the inevitably concomitant capacity for one’s thought to bear suitably on such life processes. ... Thus it seems that an elaboration of the nature of action and agency will at the same time be the elaboration of a certain turn that determinate life-forms can take – namely, where they are determinate forms of rational life ....

Hence those who urge that economics be treated as applied biology turn out to be right, but not in the way they intended, since it is the conceptual rather than the empirical aspects of biology that turns out to be relevant.  It is not that the logic of means and end is being reduced to biology, but rather that biology is being taken up, at least in part, into the realm of logic – not the abasement of the third realm into the outer, but the exaltation of the outer into the third.  (That Thompson’s work is relevant to the Rothbardian project
 of grounding ethics in a union of Austrian praxeological form and Aristotelean natural-teleological content should be evident.)
7.
McDowell and Third-Realm Imperialism

Just as Thompson extends the logical constraints of teleology from the sphere of action to the biological sphere, so our final representative of the Wittgensteinian tradition, John McDowell, extends the involvement of the third realm from part to the whole of the inner realm, and further to the whole of the outer realm as well.  
One might initially suppose that it is only certain parts of the inner realm – beliefs for Frege, actions (or their inner-realm aspects) for Mises – that are subject to logical constraints, but that sensory perceptions, for example, are not.  (Of course sensory perceptions are obviously subject to logical constraints in the ordinary sense that, e.g., a sensory perception cannot be and not be at the same time and in the same respect; but beliefs and actions seem subject to logical constraints in the stronger sense of having conceptually structured content, and this is what sensory perceptions might seem to lack.) 

But how can this be so, McDowell asks in his 1994 book Mind and World, if perceptual experience is to be the basis of our judgments?  I have a perceptual experience of, or as of, a tree in front of me, and so I form the judgment “There is a tree in front of me.”  The judgment has conceptual articulation, logical form – but what about the perceptual experience?  If it lacks conceptual articulation, then how can it be the basis for my conceptually articulated judgment?  Perhaps it could be the cause of my judgment, but we ordinarily think of perceptual experiences as actually justifying our judgments, and merely causing a judgment does not justify it – except perhaps in the weak sense of exculpating it, of making us blameless for so judging, but not in the stronger sense of providing reasons for it:
[W]e must not picture an outer boundary around the sphere of the conceptual, with a reality outside the boundary impinging inward on the system.  Any impingements across such an outer boundary could only be causal, and not rational ....

If perceptual experiences are supposed to rationalise the judgments we base on them, then they can be no less conceptually articulated than the judgments themselves; otherwise we should be in the position of, in effect, deriving propositional conclusions from non-propositional premises.  Hence logical form cannot be a special privilege of an elite subset of inner-realm items, the conceptual ones; it must apply to them all.

But it is not just inner-realm items like perceptual experiences that must be conceptually articulated in order for our judgments to be rationalised; outer-realm items must be so as well.  For our judgments and experiences alike have objective purport; that is, they refer to a reality external to the mind.  But it would be mysterious how our inner-realm presentations could so much as be about the outer realm, much less get it right or give us knowledge of it, unless the outer realm were likewise conceptually articulated:

We seem to need rational constraints on thinking and judging, from a reality external to them, if we are to make sense of them as bearing on a reality outside thought at all. ... When we try to acknowledge the need for external rational constraint, we can find ourselves supposing there must be relations of ultimate grounding that reach outside the conceptual realm altogether.  That ... is precisely one of the two opposing pitfalls from which the conception is intended to liberate us.
In the conception I am recommending, the need for external constraint is met by the facts that .... experiences themselves are already equipped with conceptual content. ... How things are is independent of one’s thinking .... By being taken in in experience, how things anyway are becomes available to exert the required rational control, originating outside one’s thinking, on one’s exercise of spontaneity. ... In a particular experience in which one is not misled, what one takes in is that things are thus and so.  That things are thus and so is the content of the experience, and it can also be the content of a judgement .... So it is conceptual content.  But that things are thus and so is also, if one is not misled, an aspect of the layout of the world: it is how things are.  Thus the idea of conceptually structured operations of receptivity puts us in a position to speak of experience as openness to the layout of reality. ... [T]here is no ontological gap between the sort of thing one can mean, or generally the sort of thing one can think, and the sort of thing that can be the case.  When one thinks truly, what one thinks is what is the case.  So since the world is everything that is the case ... there is no gap between thought, as such, and the world.

“The world is everything that is the case” is of course the first sentence of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus; so on this Wittgensteinian conception, if what is the case is a subset of what can be the case, then facts or truths are a subset of possible propositions or judgeable contents, and so both the outer realm and my inner-realm awareness of it are part of the third realm.  And so indeed McDowell proceeds to argue:
Given the identity between what one thinks (when one’s thought is true) and what is the case, to conceive the world as everything that is the case ... is to incorporate the world into what figures in Frege as the realm of sense.
  
If it is a fact that Paris is in France, and if I also believe that Paris is in France, then what I believe is not some ethereal copy of the fact (otherwise my belief would be about an ethereal copy of Paris, not about Paris) but just the fact itself.  Where is this fact? Out there in the physical world, surely – that’s where Paris does its being-in-France.  But also in the mind, since the content of my belief just is that fact and not some copy of it; and again, also in the third realm, because the third realm is precisely the realm of judgeable contents, and that Paris is in France is nothing if not a judgeable content.  Hence we need not have, concerning praxeology, a worry analogous to Aristotle’s worry about Plato’s Forms – namely that praxeology applies only to idealised, abstract actions in the third realm, not to the gritty actions of the real world.  This gritty earth is the third realm:  we live and move and breathe in the third realm, we tread upon its soil, its dust coats our shoes. The third realm forms the warp and woof not just of our thoughts but of physical reality; hence logic’s applicability to reality is nothing mysterious, no ethereal constraint from without – logic’s applicability to reality is just reality being itself.  McDowell has brought the third realm down to earth, naturalised it – or, equally, he has caught the earth up into the third realm, logicised it:  a combined Incarnation and Assumption.

But if the facts “out there” are the very same things as the contents of our judgments and experiences “in here,” doesn’t this commit us to idealism?  McDowell replies:
Now it can seem that this refusal to locate perceptible reality outside the conceptual sphere must be a sort of idealism, in the sense ... that it does not genuinely acknowledge how reality is independent of our thinking. ... [This objection] reflects the conviction that we have to choose between a coherentist denial that thinking and judging are subject to rational constraint from outside, on the one hand, and an appeal to the Given [i.e., a purported nonconceptual foundation for conceptual knowledge] as what imposes the constraint, on the other . ... But the point of the third option, the option I am urging, is precisely that it enables us to acknowledge that independent reality exerts a rational control over our thinking, but without falling into the confusion between justification and exculpation that characterizes the appeal to the Given.
 
McDowell’s point is that external reality does not depend on our acts of thinking; and if it depends on the content of those acts, it does so not because those contents are being thought, but simply because they are the contents they are, regardless of whether anyone actually thinks them.

This response may lay the spectre of subjective idealism – the kind of idealism that reduces the outer realm to the inner.  But it might at the same time seem to raise the spectre of a more Hegelian form of idealism, the kind that reduces the outer realm to the third in the manner described by Collingwood:
[T]he word ‘thought’, in the sense in which Hegel called logic the science of thought, meant not that which thinks but that which it thinks: so that logic for Hegel is not a science of ‘how we think’, it is a science of Platonic forms, abstract entities, ‘ideas’ – if you remember to take seriously Hegel’s own warning that you must not suppose ‘ideas’ to exist only in people’s heads.  That would be ‘subjective idealism’, a thing Hegel abominated.  They only got into people’s heads, according to him, because people were able to think; and if the ‘ideas’ had not been independent of people’s thinking them, there would not have been any people, or for that matter anything else.  For these ideas were the logical framework within which alone a world of nature and man ... was possible.

The short answer is that, in a sense, McDowell has no quarrel with the Hegelian form of idealism; after all, in the preface to Mind and World McDowell describes his project as a prolegomenon to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.
  But it is crucial to see that this form of idealism is perfectly compatible with realism; a pair of muddy boots does not become ethereal or insubstantial by appearing as a constitutive part of the judgeable content that there’s a pair of muddy boots on the porch.


Mises writes:

Following in the wake of Kant’s analyses, philosophers raised the question: How can the human mind, by aprioristic thinking, deal with the reality of the external world? As far as praxeology is concerned, the answer is obvious. Both, a priori thinking and reasoning on the one hand and human action on the other, are manifestations of the human mind. The logical structure of the human mind creates the reality of action. Reason and action are congeneric and homogeneous, two aspects of the same phenomenon.

The fact that reason and action are “congeneric and homogeneous” explains why reason can deal with action; but it leaves unexplained why reason can deal with other aspects of the external world.  What McDowell shows us is that reason and fact are congeneric and homogeneous as well.
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