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1
Introduction: A Taleof Two Ludwigs

Triesteis no Vienna.
— Gottlob Frege (CO 200)

The basic principles of economics are not empirica but a priori.

Such is the contention of a number of theorists in the Austrian School* — most notably
Ludwig von Mises® who originated the view, and his students Friedrich Hayek and
Murray Rothbard, who developed and extended it. On their view, the laws of economics
are conceptua truths, and economic truth is grounded in an a priori science they cal
praxeology,® or the “logic of action”® Essentidly, praxeology is the study of those
propositions concerning human action that can be grasped and recognized as true smply
in virtue of an inspection of their constituent concepts”®

1 This movement is sometimes referred to as the Austrian School of Economics, but | find this longer

designation misleadingly narrow. While Austrian School theorists (“Austrians,” for short) are best known
for their contributions to economics, their interests have always ranged over philosophy and social thought
generaly. Indeed, some thinkers who must reasonably be regarded as part of the Austrian School, like
phenomenologist Alfred Schiitz and philosopher of science Michael Polanyi, were not economists at all.
Hence | prefer the simple designation “ Austrian School” (by analogy with, say, the Frankfurt School).

2 Ludwig von Mises b the only major economist to lead a double life as a cartoon character; Walt
Disney Studios is rumored to have based Ludwig von Drake, eccentric Viennese professor and uncle of
Donald Duck, on Mises. In a more recent tribute, DC Comics released a comic book in which Batman
attempts to save Mises' papers from being confiscated and destroyed by the Nazis. Can a team-up with
Lara Croft be far behind?

3 The term was coined by Alfred Espinas, “Les origins de la technologie,” Revue Philosophique de la
France et de I’Etranger 15 (1890). A keyword search on the internet confirms the following: The term
“praxeology,” thus spelled, islargely confined to the Austrian School, and is used with this meaning almost
exclusively. By contrast, the variant “praxiology” is used by many different schools of thought in avariety
of different senses. To add to the confusion, the French term “praxéologie” and the German term
“Praxeologie” now mainly correspond to praxiology, not praxeology. (I think the term “practology” might
actually be etymologically more precise than either, but it looks enough like “proctology” that it hasn't
caught on.)

4 See eg., EPEI L6.

> |Ispraxeology supposed to be a field of study (the science of human action), or an (aprioristic) method

for studying that field? Mises suggests the former, Rothbard the latter. (This divergence was first pointed
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Economics is aove dl catallactics — the science of exchange. But, according to
Mises, dl action is exchange. Even when | am not exchanging goods or services with
other people, s0 long as | am acting a dl | am ill engaging in what Mises cdls autistic
exchange | am exchanging a state of afairs | vaue less for one that | vaue more®
Praxeological economics,” accordingly, traces the implications of the logica festures
inherent in exchange as such, features that must necessarily gpply to every action.

As Missswrites;

As thinking and acting men, we grasp the concept of action. In grasping
this concept we simultaneoudy grasp the closdy correlated concepts of
vaue, wedth, exchange, price, and cost. They are dl necessarily implied
in the concept of action, and together with them the concepts of vauing,
scde of value and importance, scarcity and abundance, advantage and
disadvantage, success, profit, and loss. The logicd unfolding of al these
concepts and categories in sysematic derivation from the fundamenta
category of action and the demongration of the necessary relaions among
them condtitutes the first task of our science. (EPEI. 2. 1)

The praxeological approach has dways been a hard sdl. We live in an empirica age,
in which dams to a priori knowledge are regarded with suspicion. Mises a priori
derivation of the laws of economics can easly drike us as a piece of rationdigtic
dogmatism, on a par with the clams of Descartes and Kant to have derived the laws of
physcd maotion a priori. Mak Blaug's negative judgment on Austrian methodology
illuminatingly expresses the temper of our time “Mises daements of radicd goriorism
are 0 uncompromising that they have to be read to be beieved’; they “smack of an
antiempiricd undertone ... tha is wholly dien to the very spirit of science” and are “s0

out to me by Peter Boettke.) But | think the field/method conflict is merely apparent. The definition I've
offered is the one that | think is implicit in both Mises and Rothbard: praxeology is the study of those
aspects of action that can be grasped a priori. Thus the method is constitutive of the field. Likewise
Rothbard defines praxeology as “the complete formal analysis of human action in al its aspects’ (MESIV.
8; emphasis added) and as “[t]he formal implications of the fact that men use means to attain various
chosen ends” (MESI. A; emphasis added).

®  “The proposition: Man acts, is tantamount to the proposition: Man is eager to substitute a state of
affairsthat suits him better for astate of affairsthat suitshimless.” (THIII. 12. 1)

" The official view is that economics is just one branch of praxeology; but considering how broadly the
Austrians define economics, it's not clear what other branches of praxeology there could be. (But see
Rothbard, MESI. A.)
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idiosyncraticadly and dogmaticaly dated that we can only wonder that they have been

taken serioudy by anyone”®

post-Humean mind rebels a the hubris’® of praxeology’s claims to gpodictic certainty. In

Richard Langlois, another critic of Mises, writes that “the

the light of such pronouncements it is perhgps not surprising that Misesan praxeology
has often met with a cool reception even from Mises fdlow Audrian School theorids,
David Prychitko, for example, writes that by cdaming episemic access to “timeess,
absolute truth embodied by an irrefutable system of thought,” Mises “effectively closes
himsdf off from discourse”!®  Indeed, despite Mises centrd place in the Austrian
tradition, the praxeological approach, as Mises understood it, is now largely confined to
the Rothbardian wing of the movement, while many other contemporary Audtrians
ingtead turn for methodological guidance to the ideas of Bergson or Gadamer or Popper
or Lakatos. Hayek himsdf eventually abandoned praxeology (or at least de-emphasized
ity in favour of a more Popperian stance!  Of the three principa centers of Augtrian

8 Mark Blaug, The Methodology of Economics; or How Economists Explain, 2" ed., (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 80-81.
® Richard N. Langlois, “Austrian Economics as Affirmative Science: Comment on Rizzo,” p. 82n.; in
Isradl M. Kirzner, ed., Method, Process, and Austrian Economics: Essays in Honor of Ludwig von Mises
(Lexington: D. C. Heath, 1982), pp. 75-84.

19 David L. Prychitko, “Praxeology,” p. 81; in Peter Boettke, ed., The Elgar Companion to Austrian
Economics (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1994), pp. 77-83. Prychitko's judgment arguably betrays a
misunderstanding of the epistemic status Mises claims for his a priori insights. AsHans-Hermann Hoppe
points out: “[T]he claim of having produced an a priori true proposition does not imply a claim of being
infallible. No oneis, and rationalism has never said anything to the contrary. Rationalism merely argues
that the process of validating or falsifying a statement claiming to be true a priori is categorically different
from that of validating or falsifying what is commonly referred to as an empirical proposition. ... Revisions
of mathematical arguments are themselves a priori. They only show that an argument thought to be a priori
true is not.” OER, p. 208.) “It seems to be of great importance to first rid oneself of the notion that
aprioristic knowledge has anything to do with ‘innate ideas’ or with ‘intuitive’ knowledge which would not
have to be discovered somehow or learned. Innate or not, intuitive or not; these are questions that concern
the psychology of knowledge. In comparison, epistemology is concerned exclusively with the question of
the validity of knowledge and of how to ascertain validity — and, to be sure, the problem of aprioristic
knowledgeis solely an epistemological one.” (TSC, p. 108.)

1 John Gray's claim Hayek on Liberty, 3 ed. (London: Blackwell, 1998), p. 17) that the younger
Hayek was never a praxeologist in the Misesian sense seems an exaggeration. Aswe shall see, both Mises
and Hayek recognized a role for empirical considerations in the application of praxeological principles.
Where they differed is in the relative emphasis they placed on the empirical versus the a priori aspects.
And Hayek’s later move away from praxeology consists not in any radical break but rather in a steadily
continuing shift of that emphasis, and thus a progressive dwindling of the a priori aspect in favor of the
empirical one.

Those who take Hayek’s 1936 paper “Economics and Knowledge” to be a repudiation (as opposed to
simply a call for a more cautious formulation) of praxeology need to take into account the fact that Hayek
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thought in the United States — New York Universty, George Mason Universty, and
Auburn Universty — only at the latter is praxeology (in the gpriorigic sense) il the
dominant gpproach.

It would be a mistake, however, to assmilate Mises methodological approach to that
of Descartes Principia Philosophiae or Kant's Metaphysical Foundations of Natural
Science. Mises was no fan of amchair reasonings of that sort.*> What Mises was trying
to do is | think, something quite different (and much more defensble) — though Mises
himsdf may have sometimes log dght of just how different it was. | propose to
recongtruct and defend praxeologica apriorism by examining Mises project through the
lens of the surprisngly smilar projects of a thinker not often recognized as having had
anything to say about economics  Wittgenstein.®  Such an examination will, | bdieve,
shed light on the strengths and wesknesses of both thinkers — and not just in the area of
economics. Perhaps it may dso point the way toward heding the rift between
“formdist” and “interpretive’ gpproaches to Austrian methodology.

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and Ludwig von Mises (1881-1973) gppear to have
had no direct interaction, and it is not clear whether ether thinker knew much about the
other. But they came from the same Viennee culturd milieu, and ther indirect
connections were many. Mises own brother Richard, the mathematician, was a member
of the Vienna Circle, or Wiener Kreis, where Wittgenstein's ideas were a topic of intense
interes and study. Wittgenstein met personaly with the Wiener Kreis during his return
to Audria in the late 1920s. The membership of the Wiener Kreis overlapped with that of

Mises own circle, the Privatseminar or Miseskreis: among those scholars who attended

went on, in the early 1940s, to write the robustly praxeological essays “The Facts of the Social Sciences’
and “ Scientism and the Study of Society.”

12«1t is true that some philosophers were ready to overrate the power of human reason. They believed
that man can discover by ratiocination the final causes of cosmic events, the inherent ends the prime mover
aims at in creating the universe and determining the course of its evolution. They expatiated on the
‘Absolute’ asif it weretheir pocket watch.” (Mises, HAIII. 1.)

Bt may seem odd to invoke, on behalf of a priori economic principles, a philosopher who proclaimed
that “no part of our experience is at the same time a priori. Whatever we see could be other than it is.
Whatever we can describe at all could be other than it is. There is no a priori order of things.” (TLP
5.634.) But one of the lessons that Wittgenstein himself always stressed is that you cannot tell that two
people disagree simply by observing that their utterances syntactically contradict one another.
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both groups were Herbert Feigl, Fdix Kaufmann, and Kal Menger (son of the Carl
Menger who founded the Audrian School). The Miseskreis and the Wiener Kreis each
met regulaly in Vienna from the ealy 1920s untl the mid-1930s, when both
memberships were scattered across Europe and America by the advent of Nazism. Hayek
(1889-1992), Mises mogt prominent student, was Wittgenstein's cousin, and was
influenced by the Tractatus, as wdl as by Wiener Kreis thought generdly, though he
seems to have regarded Wittgenstein personally as a bit mad.* Wittgenstein, by Hayek’s
own account, found Hayek’'s company somewhat boring, preferring the conversation of
economist Piero Sraffa’® best known to Austrians for his savage attack on Hayek.'®
Misss himsdf was gengrdly hodile to logicd postivisn and may wel have thought of
Wittgengtein, if he thought of him at dl, asjust one more logica postivig.

Wha Misss most didiked about the logicd pogtivists, however, was the
thoroughgoing empiricism of ther approach to the methodology of the socia sciences
Aswe shdl see, on this point Wittgenstein was Mises' dly, not his opponent.

14 «gsuddenly Wittgenstein leapt to his feet, poker in hand, and proceeded to demonstrate with the

implement how simple and obvious Matter realy was. Seeing this rampant man in the middle of the room
swinging a poker was certainly rather alarming, and one felt inclined to escape into a safe corner.” (F. A.
Hayek, “Remembering My Cousin Ludwig Wittgenstein,” p. 179, inFL, pp. 176-181.)

15 «| am indebted tothis stimulus[= Sraffa] for the most consequential ideas of this book.” (PI, Preface.)
16 «graffa’'s review was an onslaught conducted with unusual ferocity, somewhat out of keeping with the
tone ordinarily adopted by book reviewers in the Economic Journal.” (Ludwig M. Lachmann, “Austrian
Economics Under Fire: The Hayek-Sraffa Duel in Retrospect,” p. 226; in Wolfgang Grassl and Barry
Smith, eds., Austrian Economics: Historical and Philosophical Background (London: Croom Helm,
1986), pp. 225-242.)
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2
From Misesto Frege: The Spectre of Psychologism

For praxeology it is enough to establish the fact that there
isonly onelogic that isintelligible to the human mind, and
that there is only one mode of action which is human and
comprehensible to the human mind.

— Ludwig von Mises (HA I. 6)

The figure | want to use to link Mises project with that of Wittgengtein is Gottlob
Frege (1848-1925). Frege had nothing to say about economics, but his views can help
illuminate what Mises and Wittgensen did say about economics. Wittgenstein was
deeply influenced by Frege, Mises does not seem to have read Frege, but he was arguably
influenced by him indirectly, through Husserl.)” In any case, Mises and Frege shared a
common passon (which they pursued with a common taent for spirited and thorough
demoalition):*® to defend the universal and timeless character of logic.

At the time when Mises was developing his idess, the notion of a univerdly vaid
economic science was under attack from both the left and the right; and many such critics
bolstered ther podtion by assaling the notion of a universdly vdid logic as wel.
According to this postion, which Mises labeled polylogism, the principles of logic vary
from one nation, race, class, or hisorica era to another, and therefore the principles of
economics must do so0 as wdl. The risng totditarian movements of the time, both
communist and fascidt, found polylogism an gppeding doctring, because it adlowed them
to disgmiss criticisms from libera economiss as based on a logic redricted in its
goplicability to, for example, an English, Jewish, bourgeois, or cgpitdist socia context.
In Mises words: “one combats economics because one knows no other way to protect an

untenable political progran againg unfavorable criticism that employs the findings of

" The title of Wittgenstein's chief work, Philosophical Investigations, is arguably inspired by Logical

Investigations, atitle employed by both Frege and Husserl for their own works attacking psychologism. (If
you' re wondering why the present discussion is subtitled Praxeological | nvestigations wonder no more.)

18 sylistically, reading one of them often feels remarkably like reading the other.
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science”?®  The dash between Mises and polylogism was thus an updated and intensified
verson of the earlier clash between economic universdlism and economic historiciam that
gave hirth to the Audrian School in the fird place the Methodenstreit between the
liberd universdism of Cal Menger, the founder of the Austrian School, and Gusav
Schmaller's German Higtoricd School, the sdf-proclaimed “intellectud bodyguard of the
House of Hohenzollern.”

The evidence offered in favour of polylogism congsted manly of pointing out the
difference in the contents of the thoughts of different groups. To this Mises offers a
twofold reply. Firs, these differences in content are largely exaggerated. As Mises

writes:

It is a generd fdlacy to beieve tha the writings of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl
give support to the doctrine that the logicd structure of mind of primitive
man was and is categoridly different from that of cvilized man. ...
Explorers and missonaries report that in Africa and Polynesa primitive
man stops short a his earliest perception of things and never reasons if he
can in any way avoid it. European and American educators sometimes
report the same of ther students. With regard to the Moss on the Niger
Lévy-Bruhl quotes a missonary's observation: “Conversation with them
turns only upon women, food, and (in the rainy season) the crops” What
other subjects did many contemporaries and neighbors of Newton, Kant,
and Lévy-Bruhl prefer? (HALL. 2.)

Mises second reply is that even where there are gSgnificant differences in content
between the thoughts of different groups, this does nothing to support the clam that they
think in accordance with different principles of logic:

No facts provided by ethnology or history contradict the assertion that the
logica gructure of mind is uniform with al men of al races ages and
countries. ... The fundamental logicd relations are not subject to proof or
disproof. Every atempt to prove them must presuppose their vdidity. ...
He who addresses felow men, who wants to inform and convince them ...
can proceed in this way only because he can gpped to something common
to dl men — namdy, the logicd structure of human reason. The idea that A
could at the same time be nonA [the denia of a bgicd axiom] or tha to
prefer A to B could a the same time be to prefer Bto A [the denid of an

19 EPE, Preface.
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economic axiom] is amply inconceivable and asurd to a human mind.
(HAIL. 2)

Mises indgtence on the universa vdidity of logic was shared by Frege. The primary
target of Frege's criticiam, however, was not polylogism, but rather, psychologism — the
view that the laws of logic and mahematics are Smply empiricd generdizations about
the way the human mind works. John Stuart Mill, for example, had naintained that our
knowledge that 2 + 2 = 4 is an inductive generdization from our experience that when we
take two groupings, each with the characterigtic look of a twosome, and we put them next
to one another, we see a grouping with the characteridic look of a foursome — a view
Frege dismissed as “gingerbread and pebble arithmetic” (FA Pref. vii), remarking that it
was lucky for Mill that not everything is nalled down. (FA 6-7.) And Mises likewise
gpesks disgpprovingly of “Mill's psychologigic epistemology, which ascribed an
empiricd character even to the laws of thought” (EPE I. 1. 7), and maintains that “Under
the influence of Mill's empiricism and psychologism, logic was not prepared for the
treatment of the problems that economics presentstoit.” (EPE Pref.)

Did Freges critique of psychologism influence Mises, a least indirectly?  Quite
possbly. Frege cetanly had an enormous impact on Edmund Husserl, the founder of
phenomenology; it was Frege's work that was largely responsible for converting Husserl
away from the psychologism of his ealy Philosophy of Arithmetic to the forthright anti-
psychologism of his Logical Investigations (not to be confused with Frege's later work of
the same name). It isin Logical Investigations that Husserl takes up the Fregean cudge
agang Mill and other psychologicians, and it is the Logical Investigations that Mises
cites favorably for its critique of “psychologism,” “empiricism,” and “historiciam.”#°
Hence Mises, like Wittgenstein, may perhaps be seen as working within the tradition of
Frege. (However, the question of historica influence is not my present concern.)

For Frege, the fundamentd blunder of psychologism is tha it confuses being true
with being regarded as true. Logicd entalment is truth-presarving; if p is true, and p
logicdly entails g, then g must be true as well. But if logic is amply a description of how
our minds works, then to say that p entalls g is Smply to say that thet if you bdieve p,

20 EPE|.1.7n.27; 2.5, n.67.
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that will cause you to bdieve g. But from the fact that p is true and that beieving p tends
to cause believing g, one cannat infer anything about the truth of q.

With the psychologica conception of logic we lose the digtinction
between the grounds tha judify a conviction and the causes tha actudly
produceit. (L 159.)

Error and superdition have causes just as much as correct cognition.

Whether what you teke for true is fase or true, your so teking it comes

about in accordance with psychologicd laws. A derivation from these

laws, an explanation of a menta process that ends in taking something to

be true, can never take the place of proving what is taken to be true. (LI

58-59.)
Frege and Mises both ingst on diginguishing between the causes of a beief and the
grounds that justify it, and both accordingly express disgust?! with Karl Vogt's celebrated
remark that thought is Smply a secretion of the bran as gdl is a secretion of the gdl-
bladder.

Psychologism does not entail polylogism; one can be a psychologicia?® and think
that there is, as a matter of fact, one universa logic that applies to adl human beings, or
even to dl rationd beings. But psychologism opens the door to polylogisn. For on the
psychologigic hypothess, the univerdity of logic will smply be an inductive
generdization, and so a contrary instance cannot be ruled out a priori. If logic amply
describes the causd relations among our thoughts, then for adl we know there might be
different sorts of creatures whose thoughts are causaly reaed in entirdy different ways
— whose operating sysems are different, as it were. Frege is wel aware of the
polylogigic implications of psychologism, and explicitly condemns them, particulaly in
their higoricigt form:

If we think of the laws of logic as psychologicd, we shdl be inclined to
rase the question whether they are somehow subject to change. ... Just as
there may have been a time when it was not normd for our ancestors to

2l Frege: L 149; Mises. HAII. 4, TH 1. 6.2, UFESI. 7.

22 Since “psychologist” is taken, some new term is needed to refer to the proponent of psychologism. |
owe this one to Thomas E. Wood, Nagarjunian Disputations (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press,

1994), p. 152.
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wak upright, so many modes of thinking might have been normd in the
past which are not 0 now, and in the future something might be normd
that is not so at the present time. ... If that were so, we should not redlly
be entitled to spesk of logicd laws, but only of logicd rules that specify
what is regarded as norma at a particular time. We should not be entitled
to express such a rule in a form like ‘Every object is identicd with itsdf’
... but we should have to say something like ‘At the present time it is
normd for human bangs — with the possble exception of certain primitive
peoples for whom the matter has not yet been investigated — to judge that
every object isidenticd with itsdf’. (L 159-160.)

The destription of the origin of an idea should not be taken for a
definition, nor should an account of the mentd and physica conditions for
becoming aware of a proposition be taken for a proof .... Otherwise we
would find it necessary to take account of the phosphorous content of our
brain in proving Pythagoras theorem, and astronomers would shy away
from extending their concdusons to the distant past, for fear of the
objection:  “You reckon that 2 x 2 = 4 hdd then; but the idea of number
had a development, a history! One can doubt whether it had reached that
dage by then. How do you know that this propostion adready existed at
that point in the past? Might not the creatures living a tha time have hed
the propogtion 2 x 2 = 5, from which the propostion 2 x 2 = 4 only
evolved through naturd sdection in the druggle for exisences and might
not this in turn, perhaps, be destined to develop further into 2 x 2 = 37" ...
What is cdled the hisory of concepts is redly a history ether of our
knowledge of concepts or of the meanings of words. (FA Pref. vi-vii.)

Inasmilar spirit, Mises writes:

We can think of the evolutionary process that transformed the nonhuman
ancestors of mankind into human beings as a successon of smal, gradud
changes spread over millions of years. But we cannot think of a mind in
which the category of action would have been present only in an
incomplete form. There is nothing in between a being driven excdusvely
by ingtincts and physological impulses and a being that chooses ends and
the means for the attainment of these ends. We cannot think of an acting
being that would not in concreto digtinguish what is end and what is
means, what s success and what is failure, what he likes more and what he
likes less, what is his profit or his loss derived from the action and what
hiscostsare. (UFESPref. 7.)

But in disposng of psychologism, has Frege disposed of the kind of polylogism that
worries Mises? Not necessarily. We can digtinguish between normative and descriptive

versons of polylogism. According to normative polylogism, every group has its own
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logic, but they're dl correct; each group’s logic is vdid for that group. (In recent times
this verson of polylogisn has been resurrected, or a lesst re-animaed, by the
postmodernists)  According to descriptive polylogism, different principles of logic
describe the thinking of different groups, but it does not follow that dl these different
logics are equaly vaid; one might well be right and dl the others wrong.

Frege's diginction between being true and being regarded as true is a good argument
agang normative polylogism, but does nothing to undermine descriptive polylogiam.
The descriptive polylogist can happily say tha the laws of regarding-as-true differ from
one group to ancther, even if the laws of truth are universd. And Frege in fact
recognizes this. For Frege, the laws of logic are normative for thought because they are
descriptive of redity; but they are not descriptive of thought:

If one condders, indead of things themsdves only ther subjective
representations, the idess, then naturdly dl the finer objective digtinctions
are logt, and others gppear instead that are logicaly completely worthless.

It is the corrupting intruson of psychology into logic. ... The
ambiguity of the word ‘law’ is fad here. In one sense it Sates what is, in
another it prescribes what should be.  Only in the latter sense can the
logicd laws be cdled laws of thought, in laying down how one should
think. ... But the expresson ‘laws of thought' tempts us into viewing
these laws as governing thinking in the same way as the laws of nature
govern events in the externd world. They can then be nothing other than
psychologica laws, snce thinking is a mentd process And if logic were
concerned with these psychologica laws, then it would be a pat of
psychology. ... | understand by logicd laws not psychologicd laws of
holding astrue, but laws of being true. (FLA I. Xiv-xvi.)

Logic is concerned with the laws of truth, not with the laws of holding
something to be true, not with the question of how people think, but with
the question of how they must think if they are not to miss the truth. (
161.)

Under Frege's influence, Husserl advances the same conception in  Logical
Investigations, the work that Mises praised:

The task of psychology is to invedtigate the laws governing the red
connections of mental events with one ancther, as well as with relaed
mental digpogtions and corresponding events in the bodily organism. ...
Such connections are causd. The task of logic is quite different. It does
not inquire into the causd origins or consequences of intelectud
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activities, but into ther truthrcontent: it inquires what such activities
should be like, or how they should proceed, in order that the resultant
judgments should be true. Correct judgments and fdse ones ... have
causa antecedents and consequences like adl menta phenomena.  Such
natura connections do not, however, interes the logician .... He ams not
a aphysics, but an ethics of thinking.?®

But if logic is only an ethics not a physcs of thinking, then the posshility of thought
that contraveneslogic is thereby countenanced. Frege writes:

If being true is thus independent of being recognized as true by anyone,
then the laws of truth are not psychologica laws, but boundary stones set
in an eternd foundation, which our thought can overflow but not didodge.
(FLA. xvi.)

If thoughts can “overflow” the boundary stones of logic, then there is no necessary
isomorphism between our human paiterns of inference and the timeesdy vdid reations
of entalment. But if our thinking can occasondly depart from logic, might there not be
other people whose thinking so departs even more radicdly and sysematicdly? Frege
admits this possibility:

But wha if bengs were even found whose laws of thought directly
contradicted our own and therefore frequently led to contrary results in
practice as wdl? The psychologicd logician could only smply
acknowledge this and say: those laws are vdid for them, these for us. |
would say: here we have a hitherto unknown kind of madness. Anyone
who understands logica laws as prescribing how one should think, as laws
of being true, not as naturd 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 psychologicd logician cannot ask this since he
would thereby be recognizing laws of being true, which would not be
psychologica. (FLAI. xvi.)

From the fact that Frege describes such illogic as a hitherto unknown kind of madness
shows tha he thinks descriptive polylogism is in fact fase; humans of every group and in
every epoch do, for the mogt part, conform in their thinking to the one true logic. But he

3 Logical Investigations I. 19; in Donn Welton, ed., The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in

Transcendental Phenomenology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), p. 7. Lest the phrase
“ethics of thinking” mislead, it's worth pointing out that for Husserl, as for Frege, the laws of logic are
normative for thought only because they are in thefirst place descriptive of being.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 13



does not clam to dismiss the possibility of some Bizarro world where illogica thought is
the norm. The target he wishes to attack is not descriptive polylogism but normative
polylogism. From Frege's point of view, the truth or fadty of descriptive polylogiam is
amply apsychologica or sociologica question irrdlevant to his project.

We might wonder whether Frege is judified in taking the prospect of descriptive
polylogism with such equanimity. If what laws of logic people recognize and follow is
determined not by the nature of redity but rather by their group membership, might that
not undercut our own certainty in the laws of logic that we recognize and follow? If
every group has its own way of thinking — which of course will drike members of tha
group as the one true way — shouldn’t that lead us to view with greater suspicion our
conviction that our way if thinking redly is, providentidly, that one true way?

Frege thinks not. On his view, if we can't hdp thinking in accordance with our own

logic, then we can't serioudy entertain the possibility thet it isincorrect:

[The] impossbility of our rgecting the law [of identity] does not prevent
us from supposng that there are beings who do regect it; but it does
prevent us from supposing that these beings are right in doing so; it adso
prevents us from doubting whether we or they are right. At least this goes
for me. If others dare to recognize and doubt a law in the same bresth,
then it seems to me like trying to jump out of one€'s skin, againg which |
can only urgently warn. (FLA xvii.)
So is it redly impossible for us to doubt our own logic, or is it an al-too-possble mistake
againgt which we need to be warned? Frege seems of two minds on the question.
Perhaps Frege's project does not require the dismissa of descriptive polylogism. But
Mises does.
Mises is atempting to do for economics what Frege wants to do for logic and
mathematics — namely, to de-empiricize and de-psychologize the subject?* De
empiricizetion involves esablishing that the fundamenta laws of economics ae dready

implicit in the very concept of action itsdf:

24 “In the Western analytic tradition, psychologism has been in disrepute since at least the time of

Frege.” (Wood, op. cit., p. 153.) Seeing Mises project as one with stronger affinities to Fregean anti-
psychologism than to Cartesian rationalism might help to make his apriorism more palatable in
contemporary philosophical circles.
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The stience of human action that drives for universdly vdid knowledge
is the theoreticd sysem whose hitherto best eaborated branch is
economics. In dl of its branches this science is a priori, not empirical.
Like logic and mathematics, it is not derived from experience; it is prior to
experience. It is, as it were, the logic of action and deed. .. Only
experience makes it possble for us to know the particular conditions of
action in their concrete form. ... However, what we know about our action
under given conditions is derived not from experience, but from reason.
What we know about the fundamenta categories of human action — action,
economizing, preferring, the rdatonship of means and ends and
everything dse that, together with these, conditutes the system of human
action — is not derived from experience. We concalve dl this from within,
jus as we conceive logicd and mathematicd truths, a priori, without
reference to any experience. (EPEI. 1. 6.)

As there is only one mode of logicd thinking, there is only one praxeology
(and, for that matter, only one mathematics) valid for dl. As there is no
human thinking that would fal to didinguish between A and nonA, so
there is no human action that would not didinguish between means and
ends. This diginction implies that man vaues, i.e, that he prefers an A to
aB. (THIII. 14.2)

In the concept of money al the theorems of monetary theory are dready
implied. ... There is no mode of action thinkable in which means and ends
or codts and proceeds cannot be clearly digtinguished and precisey
Separated. There is nothing which only gpproximaidy or incompletdy fits
the economic category of an exchange. There are only exchange and
nonexchange, and with regard to any exchange dl the generd theorems
concarning exchanges are vdid in thar full rigidity and with dl ther
implications. ... No experience could ever be had which would contradict
these statements. ... (HAIII. 2))

De-psychologizing the subject involves drawing a line of demarcation between the a
priori and empiricd aspects of socid science. The a posteriori aspects are in turn
subdivided into those that gather information through scientific experiment and those that
seek indght through hermeneutic understanding (verstehen).
divided into thymology,?® the study of spirit, and naurdisic psychology, the study of

“‘Thymology’ is derived from the Greek é€8iti0, which Homer and other authors refer to as the seat of
the emotions and as the mental faculty of the living body by means of which thinking, willing , and feeling

are conducted.” (THIII. 12.1)
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reflexes.  But both are to be sharply digtinguished from praxeology, which abstracts from
psychological content:?®

The problems investigated in the laboratories of the various schools of
experimenta psychology have no more reference to the problems of the
stiences of human action than those of any other scientific discipline. ...
But the term “psychology” is goplied in another sense too. It dgnifies the
cognition of human emations, moativations, idess, judgments of vaue and
valitions .... To prevent midakes resulting from the confuson of these
two entirdly different branches of knowledge it is expedient to reserve the
term “psychology” for naturdigtic psychology and to cal the knowledge
of human vdudions and vdlitions “thymology.” ... While naurdidic
psychology does not ded a dl with the content of human thoughts,
judgments, desres, and actions, the fidd of thymology is precisdy the
Sudy of these phenomena. (TH I11. 12. 1)

Thymology has no specid rdation to praxeology and economics. The
vay act of vauing is a thymologica phenomenon. But praxeology and
economics do not ded with the thymologicd aspects of vauation. Ther
theme is acting in accordance with the choices made by the actor. The
concrete choice is an offshoot of vauing. But praxeology is not concerned
with the events which within a man's soul or mind or brain produce a
definite decison between an A and a B. It takes it for granted that the
nature of the universe enjoins upon man choosing between incompatible
ends. Its subject is not the content of these acts of choosng but what
results from them: action. It does not care about what a man chooses but
about the fact that he chooses and acts in compliance with a choice made.
It is neutral with regard to the factors that determine the choice and does
not arrogate to itsdf the competence to examine, to revise, or to correct
judgments of vdue It is wertfrel [vdue-freg]. Why one man chooses
water and another man wine is a thymologicd (or, in the traditiond
terminology, psychologicd) problem. But it is of no concen to
praxeology and economics. (TH I11. 12. 2.)

To see the difference between the praxeologicd and psychologistic approaches to

economics, congder the Audrian treatment of two standard economic principles.  the law

%6 “praxeology, the a priori science of human action, and, more specifically, its up to now best-devel oped

part, economics, provides in its field a consummate interpretation of past events recorded and a
consummate anticipation of the effects to be expected from future actions of a definite kind. Neither this
interpretation nor this anticipation tells anything about the actual content and quality of the acting
individuals' judgments of value. Both presuppose that the individuals are valuing and acting, but their
theorems are independent of and unaffected by the particular characteristics of this valuing and acting.
These characteristics are for the sciences of human action ultimate data, they are what is called historical
individuaity.” (THII. 14.3))
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of diminishing margind utility (according to which each additiond unit of a good is
assigned a lower vaue than the previoudy acquired unit), and the law of time-preference
(according to which we dways, ceteris paribus, prefer the earlier to the later satifaction
of any want). Mises student Rothbard explains:

It is important to redlize that economics does not propound any laws about
the content of man's ends. ... The concept of action involves the use of
scarce means for sisfying the most urgent wants a some point in the
future, and the truths of economics involve the formd reaion between
ends and means, and not their specific contents. ... Psychology [dedls] with
the content of human ends [and asks] why does the man choose such and
such ends ...7 ... Praxeology and economics ded with any given ends and
with the formd implications of the fact tha men have ends and employ
means to atain them. .. Thus, dl explandtions of the law of margind
utility on psychologicd or physologicd grounds are erroneous. For
exanple, many writers have based the lawv of margind utility on an
dleged “law of the satiaion of wants” according to which a man can egt
SO many scoops of ice cream at one time, etc., and then becomes satiated.
Whether or not this is true in psychology is completdly irrdevant to
economics. ... The lav of margind utility depends on no physologica or
psychologicd assumption, but is based on the praxeologica truth that the
fird unit of a good will be used to satisfy the most urgent want, the second
unit the next most urgent want, etc. (MESI. A.)

Mises offersa amilar andyss of time-preference:

Time preference is a categorid requiste of human action. No mode of
action can be thought of in which satisfaction within a nearer period of the
future is not — other things being equal — preferred to that in a later period.
The very act of gratifying a dedre implies that gratification at the present
ingant is preferred to that a a laer ingant. He who consumes a
nonperishable good ingead of postponing consumption for an indefinite
later moment thereby reveds a higher vduation of present satisfaction as
compared with later satisfaction. If he were not to prefer satifaction in a
nearer period of the future to that in a remoter period, he would never
consume and 0 sidy wants. He would dways accumulate, he would
never consume and enjoy. He would not consume today, but he would not
consume tomorrow ether, as the morrow would confront him with the
sane dtenative. ... It is possble to seach for a psychologica
understanding of the problem of time preference. Impatience and the pains
caused by waiting are certainly psychologica phenomena. ... However,
the praxeologica problem is in no way related to psychologicd issues. We
must conceive, not merdy understand. We must conceive that a man who
does not prefer satisfaction within a nearer period d the future to thet in a
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remoter period would never achieve consumption and enjoyment a dl.

(HAXVIII. 2)
Undergtanding (verstehen) is the hermeneuticd method of thymology; while it is not
narromly empirical in the manner of the experimenta sciences it ill depends on
experience.  But the a priori gragp of a conceptud truth transcends experience
dtogether.?” “We must conceive, not merely understand.”

But the clams of praxeology presuppose that human beings think and act logicaly.

If they do not, then nothing would prevent them from agpplying the firs unit of a good to
the ninth most urgent want, and so forth. Frege's refutation of normative polylogism is
not enough. The entire enterprise of praxeology assumes the fasty of descriptive
polylogism as well. Yet nothing Frege has said seems to rule out descriptive polylogism;
and Mises seems to open the door to it as well. For Mises grants that there might once
have been creatures with logics contrary to our own. Since their logics were mistaken,
they perished; and Mises appeds to the practical surviva vaue of correct logic to explain
why it was sdlected for by evolution:

We are not prevented from assuming tha in the long way that led from the
nonhuman ancestors of man to the emergence of the species Homo sapiens
some groups of advanced anthropoids experimented, as it were, with
categorid concepts different from those of Homo sgpiens and tried to use
them for the guidance of their conduct. But as such pseudo categories
were not adjusted to the conditions of redlity, behavior directed by a quas
reasoning based upon them was bound to fail and to spell disaster to those
committed to it. Only those groups could survive whose members acted in

27 Does this mean that praxeology involves a Platonic epistemology in which concepts are grasped in

isolation from sensory experience? Not necessarily. Here a distinction of Frege's is useful: “In human
beings it is natural for thinking to be intermingled with having images and feeling. Logic has the task of
isolating what is logical, not, to be sure, so that we should think without having images, which is no doubt
impossible, but so that we should consciously distinguish the logical form from what is attached to it in the
way of ideas and feelings.” (L 154.) “We are concerned in arithmetic not with objects that become known
to us through the medium of the senses ... but with objects that are immediately given to reason .... By this
| do not in the least want to deny that without sense impressions we are as thick as a plank and know
nothing of numbers nor of anything else; but this psychological proposition does not concern us here at all.
| emphasize this again because of the constant danger of confusing two fundamentally different questions.”
(FA 105.) Frege thus adheres to a view of intellectual activity closer to Aristotle or Kant than to Plato:

grasping a concept involves the possession of sensory images, but does not consist in the possession of
such images. Frege does believe that imageless thought is possible in principle, but nothing in his theory
turnson this: “Thereis no contradiction in supposing there to exist beings that can grasp the same thought
as we do without needing to clad it in aform that can be perceived by the senses. But still, for us men there
isthis necessity.” (SKM 288))

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 18



accordance with the right categories, i.e, with those that were in
conformity with redity and therefore — to use the concept of pragmatisn —
worked.

However, reference to this interpretation of the origin of the a priori
categories does not entitle us to cal them a precipitate of experience ....
Those primates who had the serviceable categories survived, not because,
having had the experience that their categories were sarviceable, they
decided to cling to them. They survived because they did not resort to
other categories that would have resulted in ther own extirpation.?®
(UFESI. 2)

But if deviant logics are a possbility after dl, it seems rash to conclude that by now they
must al have been weeded out by the survivd of the fittest. Perhagps they are not dead
only because it is not yet the long run. Not every departure from logic need bring instant
extinction.  Until the spectre of descriptive polylogism has been lad to ret — a task
neither Frege nor Mises gppears to have accomplished — their doquent critique of

normative polylogism will not suffice to guarantee the exisence of that common logica
sructure of human action to which praxeology must gpped.

2 These last remarks of Mises' tell against the view, popular among some Misesians, that Hayek’s

evolutionary, invisible-hand explanations of human beliefs and practices are inherently contrary to
praxeology as Mises understood it.
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3
From Fregeto Wittgenstein: Buy Narrow, Sl Wide

Just as the existence of a common structure of thought
is the condition of the possibility of our communicating
with one another, of your understanding what | say,

so it isalso the basis on which we all interpret such
complicated social structures as those which we find

in economic life or law, in language, and in customs.

— Friedrich A. Hayek (IEO111. 3)

This is where Wittgenstein enters the picture®®  Wittgenstein inherits Frege's critique
of psychologism; but, unlike Frege, he believes that illogicd thought is impossble This
view shows up as early asthe Tractatus:

In a certain sense, we cannot make mistakes in logic. ... [L]anguage itsdlf
prevents every logicd misake. — Wha makes logic a priori is the
impaossibility of illogicd thought. (TLP 5.473-5.4731.)

Thought can never be of anything illogicd, snce, if it were, we should
have to think illogicdly. ... It used to be sad that God could creste
anything except what would be contrary to the laws of logic. — The truth is
that we could not say what an ‘illogicd’ world would look like. ... It is as
impossible to represent in language anything that ‘contradicts logic' as it
is in geometry to represent by its coordinates a figure that contradicts the
laws of space or to give the coordinates of a point that does not exist.
(TLP 3.03-3.032.)

But Wittgengtein daborates it mog fully in his laer works, and above dl in his two
books on the foundation of mathematics.

Frege ... taks &bout the fact that logical propogtions ae not
psychologicd propostions. That is, we cannot find out the truth of the

2 My understanding of Wittgenstein's relation to Frege is heavily indebted to indebted to David R.

Cerbone, “How To Do Things With Wood: Wittgenstein, Frege, and the Problem of Illogical Thought,” in
Alice Crary and Rupert Read, eds., The New Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2000); James Conant, “The
Search for Logically Alien Thought: Descartes, Kant, Frege, and the Tractatus” Philosophical Topics 20
(1992, pp. 115-180; and Kelly D. Jolley (in conversation).
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propositions of logic by means of a psychologicad investigation — they do
not depend on what we think. He aks What should we say if we found
people who made judgments contrary to our logical propostions? ... He
says “l should say ‘Here we have a new kind of madness — whereas the
psychologicd logician could only say ‘Heré's a new kind of logic’” This
isqueer. (LFM xxi.)

The question is whether we should say we cannot think except according
to [the laws of logic], that is, whether they are psychological laws — or, as
Frege thought, laws of nature. He compared them with laws of naturd
science (physics), which we must obey in order to think correctly. | want
to say they are neither. (LFM p. 230.)

Frege says ... “here we have a hitherto unknown kind of insanity” — but he
never said what this ‘insanity’ would redly belike. (RFM 1. 152.)

Wittgendtein's pogtion is tha logic is nather an empirica regularity that thought
happens to follow nor a commandment that thought ought to follow. On both those
views, people whose thinking is governed by Bizarro logic are conceivable, and this is
just what Wittgendein denies.  Logic is constitutive of thought. Nothing counts as
thought unless it is logicd. Hence the tem “thought” is smply not gpplicable to
anything that deviates from logic. Frege never said what such insanity would be like,
because the scenario Frege is asking us to imagine cannot be described without

incoherence.

Wha is the difference between inferring wrong and not inferring?
Between adding wrong and not adding? (RFM V1. 48.)

The steps which are not brought into question are logicd inferences. But

the reeson why they ae not brought into question is not that they

‘certainly correspond to the truth’ — or something of the sort, — no, it is just

this that is cdled ‘thinking’, ‘spesking’, ‘inferring’, ‘arguing’. (RFM 1.

156.)
Here we might be puzzled. Surdy people think illogicdly dl the timel  Wael, tha
depends on exactly what sense is to be given to the phrase “think illogicdly.” Don't
people often make the logicd migteke of affirming the consequent?  Certanly the
mistake we cdl affirming the consequent often happens; but how is it to be understood?
Do | redly infer “p” from the premises “If p then g’ and “q”"? To be sure, | think or say

the premises, and | pass to the concluson. Bt is this an inference, and if o, what is the
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nature of that inference? | may very wdl imagine tha | have inferred this conclusion
from these premises, but | may be wrong. | am not necessarily a privileged expert on
what rule | am redly following.® Perhaps there was no inference a dl; the rdation
between my belief in the premises and my belief in the conclusons was merely a casud
one. Not every causd relation among beliefs is an inferences  seeing Eric chewing on his
shoe may remind me that | need to buy new shoes, but | do not infer the proposition “I
need to buy new shoes’ from the proposition “Eric is chewing on his shoe” (Not every
trangtion from one thought to ancther is itsdf an ingance of thought) And a non
inferentiad causd relation between two beiefs does not magicadly become an inference
samply because | have a subjective conviction that it was an inference.  On the other
hand, it might redlly be an inference, but not the one | take it to be. | may imagine that |
relied on just these premises done — “If pthen " and “q” — in order to infer “p,” but
perhgps | was redly reying on an additiond premise without redizing it  something
like, say, “If (if p then g) then (if g then p).” Wittgensten is not making the
psychological dam that every trandgtion from one thought to another is a legitimae
logicd inference; rather, he is making what he would cdl the grammatical dam, and
Mises might call the praxeological clam, that only those trangtions that obey the laws of
logic are to be counted as inferences:

“Then according to you everybody could continue the series as he likes,
and so0 infer anyhow!” In that case we shan't cdl it “continuing the series’
and dso presumably not “inference” And thinking and inferring (like
counting) is of course bounded for us, not by an abitrary definition, but
by naturd limits corresponding to the body of what can be caled the role
of thinking and inferring in our life.  [T]he laws of inference do not
compd him to say or write such and such like rals compdling a
locomotive.  And if you say thet, while he may indeed say it, dill he can't
think it, then | am only saying that that means, not: try as he may he can't
think it, but: it is for us an essentid pat of ‘thinking' that — in taking,
writing, etc. — he makesthis sort of trangtion. (RFM 1. 116.)

30 «Itispossiblefor oneto live, to think, in the fancy that things are thus and so, without believing it; that

isto say, when one is asked, then one knows, but if one does not have to answer the question one doesnot
know, but acts and thinks according to another opinion.” (CFM 1. ii. 12. Note how Wittgenstein is
inverting Augustine'sline at Confessions X1.14.)
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The logicd “mud” is nather a causd mugst compdling us from within nor an imperative
“mugt” thregtening us from without:

“You admit this — then you must admit this too.” — He mugt admit it — and
dl the time it is possble that he does not admit it!  You want to say: “if
he thinks, he mugt admitit.” (RFM . 51.)

Indeed, it is just when he admitsit that he counts as thinking.

But how is Wittgengein's reply to Frege rdevant to Mises project of finding an a
priori bads for economics? True, it does dlow us to rule out the posshility of
decriptive polylogism. People are not dways thinking: The Soul thinks not always, for
this wants Proofs. But whenever we are thinking, we are thinking logicdly. But Mises
concern is with action. If dl action is thoughtful, then dl action is logicd. But what if
al action is not thoughtful ?

In this connection, it is ggnificant that Wittgensein offers an economic example to
illugtrate his agreement and disagreement with Frege:

People pile up logs and sdl them, the piles are measured with a ruler, the
measurements of length, breadth, and height multiplied together, and what
comes out is the number of pence which have to be asked and given. They
do not know ‘why’ it happens like this they smply do it like this thet is
how it is done. ... Very wdl; but what if they piled the timber in hegps of
arbitrary, varying height and then sold it & a price proportionate to the
area covered by the piles? And what if they even judified this with the
words. “Of course, if you buy more timber, you must pay more’? ... How
could | shew them that — as | shoud say — you don't redly buy more wood
if you buy a pile covering a bigger area? — | should, for instance, take a
pile which was smdl by ther ideas and, by laying the logs around, change
it into a ‘big one.  This might convince them — but perhaps they would
say: “Yes now it's a lot of wood and costs more” — and that would be the
end of the matter. — We should presumably say in this cas=  they smply
do not mean the same by “alot of wood” and “a little wood” as we do; and
they have a quite different system of payment from us. (RFM 1. 143-150.)

Wittgenstein's example of the wood-sdllers®® is an example of people who appear to be
economicaly irrationa. Ther behaviour seems to violaie praxeologicd principles, ther

preferences seem incoherent, and tus seem to defy what Ludwig Lachmann cdls one of

31 By “wood-sellers’ | mean this entire community of people, including the buyers of wood.
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the chief ams of economic theory: “to make the world around us intdligible in terms of

human action and the pursLit of plans”3?

Why do the wood-sdlers seem irraiond? Condder: | could buy a tal, narrow pile
of wood from them for a low price, rearrange it, and then resdl it to them at a high price.
How can they guard againg being exploited in this manner? For that matter, if they can
get a higher price for short, wide stacks than for tal, narrow ones, why don't they
rearrange their own narrow stacks and sdll them at the higher price? An economist would
say that if they know that the less vauable stacks can be transformed into the more
vauable ones by means of dmple rearrangement, then the less valuable stacks are a
higher-order good, a means of producing the more valuable stacks, and the vdue of the

means is determined by the vaue of the end.

Economic goods which in themsdves are fitted to satify human wants
directly and whose serviceableness does not depend on the cooperation of
other economic goods, are cdled consumers goods or goods of the firgt
order. Means which can satify wants only indirectly when complemented
by cooperation of other goods are caled producers goods or factors of
production or goods of a remoter or higher order. The services rendered by
a producers good condst in bringing about, by the cooperation of
complementary producers goods, a product. This product may be a
consumers good; it may be a producers good which when combined with
other producers goods will findly bring about a consumers good. ... The
fird and ultimate vauation of externd things refers only to consumers
goods. All other things are vaued according to the part they play in the
production of consumers goods. ...

Acting man tranders the vauation of ends he ams a to the means. Other
things being equd, he assigns to the total amount of the various means the
same va ue he attaches to the end which they arefit to bring aboui. ...

The prices of the goods of higher orders are ultimately determined by the
prices of the goods of the first or lowest order, that is, the consumers
goods. ... The factors of production are appraised with regard to the prices
of the products, and from this appraisement their prices emerge. (Mises,
HAIV. 1, XI. 1, XVI. 3)

We know that there are two types of goods. consumers goods, which
directly serve human wants, and producers goods, which ad in the
process of production eventualy to produce consumers goods. It is clear

32 Ludwig M. Lachmann, “Sir John Hicks as a Neo-Austrian,” in Capital, Expectations, and the Market

Process, ed. Walter E. Grinder (Kansas City: Sheed Andrews McMeel, 1977), pp. 261-262.
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that the utility of a consumers good is the end directly served. The utility

of a producers good is its contribution in producing consumers goods.

With vaue imputed backward from ends to consumers goods through the

various orders of poducers goods, the utility of any producers good is its

contribution to its product — the lower-stage producers good or the

consumers good. ... Factors of production are vaued in accordance with

their anticipated contribution in the eventua production of consumers

goods. (Rothbard, MES1. 6-7.)
So the difference in price between the wide stacks and the narrow ones should dwindle
until the price one is willing to pay for a narrow stack equds the price one would pay for
a wide stack minus whatever utility is log in the effort of rearranging the stack. Suppose
most people are willing to pay no more than $5 to avoid the hasde of having to rearrange
the sack. Then, if they are rationd, they should not be willing to assign more than $5
worth of difference between the two stacks. Suppose two stacks, equa in (what we
would cal) quantity of wood, are being offered for sde, the narrow one a $100 and the
wide one & $200. Why should anyone buy the wide one? The cost of choosng the
narrow one and hen rearranging it into the preferred type of stack is $100 for the wood
plus the psychic equivdent of $5 for the labour — dill a savings of $95. Every raiond
person will choose the narrow stack over the firs.  Sdlers of wide stacks will have to
lower their price to $105 or less before they can compete with the sdlers of narrow
dacks. If that is not what happens, then people have not acted in accordance with their
presumed preferences. If the wood-sdlers redly prefer wide stacks to narrow ones, and
more money to less, then their pricing practices areirrationd.

But Wittgenstein does not leave the maiter there.  Our interpretation of the wood-
slers  behaviour as irrational presupposes that we have correctly identified their
preferences. But have we? We see that they hand over a greaster quantity of coins in
exchange for large stacks and a smdler quantity in exchange for smadl ones they may
cdl these coins “money” and these exchanges “buying’ and “sdling’; and if they mean
what we mean by those terms than we shal assume that, ceteris paribus, they prefer more
money to less. But fird of dl, ceteris are not dways paribus; human beings do not

aways act to maximize their financid returns:

We might cdl this a kind of logicd madness. Bit there is nothing wrong
with giving wood away. So what iswrong with this? (LFM xxi.)
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Whether the wood-sdlers are acting irraiondly — whether they are ingtances of Fregean
insanity — depends on whether their preferences are incoherent, and that depends on what
their preferences are.  The very fact that they are acting as they are suggedts that, in this
cae a leadt, they are not trying to maximize ther stock of coins. Given the right
preferences, it can be rationd to give away what | could sdll br money, or to give away
money itsdf. So why not to buy or sdl a aloss?

| may pay more money for a med in a restaurant than it would cost me to make the
sane med for mysdf a home, even when the psychic cost of the labour involved in
meking the meal does not outweigh the amount of money | would save. Why do | do it?
There could be dl sorts of reasons. | may like the atmosphere of the restaurant. It may
be more convenient than going home. | may want to tak to the people who are there.
Maybe | know that 10% of the restaurant’s profits go to some cause | want to support.
I’'m not just paying for the food, I'm paying for a totd package involving the food and
other goods. As Miseswrites.

If I amply want to buy soap, | will inquire about the price in many stores
and then buy in the chegpest one. If | consder the trouble and loss of time
which such shopping requires so bothersome that | would rather pay a few
cents more, then | will go into the nearest store without making any further
inquries. If | dso want to combine the support of a poor disabled veteran
with the purchase of sogp, then | will buy from the invaid peddler, though
this may be more expensve. In these cases, if | wanted to enter my
expenditures accurately in my household account book, | should have to
st down the cogt of the sogp a its common sdling price and make a
sepade entry of the overpayment, in the one indance as “for my
convenience,” and in the other as“for charity.” (EPE II. 3.)

Who knows why the wood-sdllers act as they do? Perhaps it is a ritua that gives them
pleesure. Perhgps it is a habit that had its origin in mistaken beliefs about measurement
but has outlasted those beiefs because they are traditionalists and experience psychic
discomfort in departing from habit. Perhgps they are getting pleasure from confusing the
anthropologists who are observing them. As long the benefit they are getting from the
practice exceeds the cost, where is the irrationdity?
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Suppose | gave you a higtorica explanation of their behaviour: (8) These
people don't live by sdling wood, and s0 it does not matter much what
they get for it. (b) A great king long ago told them to reckon the price of
wood by measuring just two dimensions, keeping the height the same. (c)
They have done s0 ever since, except that they later came not to worry
about the height of the hegps. Then what is wrong? They do this. And
they get dong dl right. What more do you want? (LFM xxi.)

Hence the wood-sdlers are not a counterexample to praxeologica principles, even if we

assume that their coins redly are money. And of course the latter assumption too may be
questioned:

Imagine people who used money in transactions, that is to say coins,
looking like our coins, which are made of gold and slver and stamped and
are adso handed over for goods — but each person gives just what he
pleases for the goods, and the merchant does not give the customer more
or less according to what he pays. In short this money, or what looks like
money, has among them a quite different role from among us. We should
fed much less ain to these people than to people who are not yet
acquainted with money a dl and practise a primitive kind of barter. —
“But these peoples coins will surdly have a purpose!” — Then has
everything that one does a purpose? Say rdigious actions —. (RFM 1.
153.)

What makes something money is not that it is round and metdlic. Rather, what makes it
money is the fact that people regard and use it as money. Now one need not always
prefer more money to less, as we have seen, there is nothing wrong with giving things
away. But money is a medium of indirect exchange; when it ceases to be that, it ceases to
be money. Now | need not be using it as a medium of exchange a dl times, | canuse a
dollar hill as a bookmark, | can use coins to do magic tricks with, and so forth. But it has
to play its economic role enough of the time if it is dill to count as money. If everyone,
dl the time, darted usng dollar bills as bookmarks rather than as currency, then those

green paper rectangles would no longer be money.®  Likewise, exchanges of coins count

33 “Money ... isasocial institution. It is not the case that whatever any individual in an economy plans

to use as money is properly considered part of the economy’s stock of money. A Rip van Winkle
awakening today with a pocketful of gold coins (from a slumber that began in 1920) would not, despite his
natural beliefs and plans for disposal, have a pocketful of money. Moneyness depends not merely on one
person’s plans, but on an interwoven net of many individuals' plans.” (Lawrence H. White, “A Subjectivist
Perspective on the Definition an Identification of Money,” p. 303, in Israel M. Kirzner, ed., Subjectivism,
Intelligibility and conomic Understanding: Essays in Honor of Ludwig M. Lachmann on His Eightieth
Birthday (London: Macmillan, 1986), pp. 301-314.) Compare Wittgenstein: “Could there be only one
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as “buying” and “sdling,” and the amount exchanged counts as a “price)” only if the
coins are valued as a means of indirect exchange, and thus if a grester quantity of them is
ceteris paribus preferred to a lesser.  (After dl, not al exchanges count as buying and
sling; if 1 hand you an insulting note, and you respond by dapping my face, the note
was not money that | was usng to purchase the service of a dap — though a Martian
anthropologist might not be certain.)

[Hjow do we know that a phenomenon which we observe when we are
observing human beings is what we ought to cal a language? Or wha we
should cdl cdculating? [A] criterion of people taking is that they make
aticulated noises. ... Similarly if 1 see a person with a piece of paper
making marks in a certan sort of way, | may say, “He is caculaing.”
Now in the case of the people with the sticks, we say we can't understand
these people — because we expect something which we don't find. (If
someone came into the room with a bucket on his shoulders, I'd say, “That
bucket must hide his head.”)

We can now see why we should cadl those who have a different logic
contradicting ours mad. The madness would be like this (a) The people
would do something which we'd cdl taking or writing. (b) There would
be a close analogy between our talking and theirs, etc. (c) Then we would
suddenly see an entire discrepancy between what we do and what they do
— in such a way that the whole point of what they are doing seems to be
logt, s0 that we would say, “Whet the hell’ s the point of doing this?’

But is there a point in everything we do? What is the point of our
brushing our har in the way we do? Or when watching the coronation of
aking, one might ask, “what isthe point of dl this?” (LFM xxi.)

What the wood-sdlers are doing seems crazy only because we assume their preferences
are like ours, and that their beliefs about how to satisfy those preferences are dso like
ours. But the very fact that they are behaving so oddly should give us reason to doubt
those assumptions. Of course they might assure us verbdly, “Yes, yes, our beliefs and
preferences are just like yours” But tak is chegp. They might be lying, or confused.
For that matter, they might not even be spesking our language. After dl, the best
evidence we have that their word “money” means the same thing as our word “money” is

wha they do with what they cdl money. Meaning cannot be separated from use

human being that calculated? Could there be only one that followed arule? Are these questions like, say,
thisone: ‘Can one man alone engage in commerce?” (RFM VI.45)

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 28



Something is money only if it plays the role in peopl€s actions that conditutes its staus

as money.

Why can't my right hand give my left hand money? — My right hand can

put it into my left hand. My right hand can write a deed of gift and my left

hand a receipt. — But the further practical consequences would not be

those of a gift. When the left hand has taken money from the right, etc.,

we shdl ask: “Wdl, and what of it?” (Pl |. 268.)
Incidentdly, though Wittgenstein surdly had no such thought in mind, the entire Audrian
agument agang the maket-socidist idea of “smulding” a cepitdist price sysem for
the purposes of economic caculation is neatly summed up in that remark.

Wittgenstein uses the example of economic action to illudrate his views on thinking.
And the pardld is precise. Just as nothing counts as an inference unless it is in accord
with the laws of logic, so nothing counts as buying or sdling unless it is in accord with
the laws of economics. Hence we are in no danger of encountering irrationa prices, for
the same reason that we are in no danger of encountering a chess game that conssts of
tossing a bal back and forth across a net. That wouldn't be chess. Those wouldn’t be

prices.
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4

From Wittgenstein to Misesand Hayek: The Critique of Economic Reason

Nobody ever wants any material thing. ... Do you want a
car? Justlook at the thing —metal, glass, cloth. Of course
you don’t want it; what you want is transportation, speed,
quicker contacts with other persons, lifetime savings ....

All intangibles.

— Rose Wilder Lane®

In solving Frege's problem, Wittgenstein has solved Mises problem as wel. There
can be a priori economic laws, because the terms that occur in those laws will be
aoplicable only to phenomena that in fact obey those laws. As we shdl see this
Wittgengteinian solution, as well as many of the idess associated with it, were
anticipated, to some degree by Mises and to a very great extent by Hayek. This is an
impressive accomplishment; for dthough some of these ideas were contained in germ in
the Tractatus, which Hayek a least had read,®® they were fully daborated only in
Wittgengein's later work. Yet most of the passages | will be quoting from Mises and
Hayek were written during the 1940s, a a time when none of Wittgenstein's post-
Tractarian writings had been published. And there is no reason to believe that either
Mises or Hayek were among those who had access to Wittgenstein's unpublished notes.
Their independent development of these ideas supports my contention that the
philosophicd taents of these thinkers whom the world knows primarily as “economists’
have been vastly underappreciated.

Mises and Hayek agree with Wittgengtein that economic categories legitimately apply
only to those items that play the corresponding role in people's actions. They too invoke

3 Roger Lea MacBride, ed., The Lady and the Tycoon: The Best of the Letters Between Rose Wilder
Lane and Jasper Crane (Cadwell: Caxton, 1973), pp. 130-131.

3 It isunclear whether Mises had read the Tractatusas well. Mises does quote its closing line at UFES
3. 2 (though, given the line's fame, that proves little), and he had certainly read many of the Wiener Kreis
thinkers.
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the specific example of coins, which count as money only if they are actudly used to

fadilitate indirect exchange. That use is constitutive of money. Miseswrites:

If we had not in our mind the schemes provided by praxeologicd
reasoning, we should never be in a podtion to discern and to grasp any
action. We would percelve motions, but neither buying nor sdling, nor
prices, wage rates, interest rates and so on. ... If we gpproach coins without
such preexising knowledge, we would see in them only round plates of
metd, nothing more. Experience concerning money requires familiarity
with the praxeologica category medium of exchange. (HA 111. 2))

And Hayek concurs:

[A]ll propositions of economic theory refer to things which are defined in
teems of human attitudes toward them .... | am not cetan that the
behaviorigs in the socid sciences are quite aware of how much of the
traditiond gpproach they would have to abandon if they wanted to be
consgtent or that they would want to adhere to it congdently if they were
aware of this. It would, for ingance, imply that propodtions of the theory
of money would have to refer exdugvey to, say, “round disks of metd,
bearing a certan stamp,” or some sgmilaly defined physcd object or
group of objects. (IEOII.9.)

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 physcd terms .... Economic theory has nothing to say about
the little round disks of metd as which an objective or maeridist view
might try to define money. ... Nor could we diginguish in physcd terms
whether two men barter or exchange or whether they are playing some
game or peforming some ritua. Unless we can understand what the acting
people mean by ther actions any atempt to explain them, tha is to
subsume them under rules ... isbound to fail. (CRSI. 3.)

But this is precisdly the point of Wittgenstein's example of the wood-slers  the mere
fact that they are passing objects back and forth does not prove that they are engaging in
economic exchange rather than, as Hayek says “playing a game or peforming some
ritud.” (Recal Wittgengtein's mention of coronations and religious actions.)

In order to make sense of the wood-sdlers actions, we have to attribute to them
beliefs and desres different from our own with regard to coins and stacks of wood.
Whether ther actions redly do count as buying and sdling will depend on what attitude
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they redly do take toward those items. If ther atitudes diverge sufficiently from ours,
then they are not buying and sdling oddly; they are not buying and dling a dl. Hayek
draws the same conclusion: it makes sense to goply certain terms in explaining people's
conduct toward certain physical objects (like coins) only if those terms accurately reflect
the role that those objects play in their life:

As long as | move among my own kind of people it is probably the
physica properties of a bank note or a revolver from which | conclude that
they are money or a weapon to the person holding them. When | see a
savage holding cowrie shells or a long, thin tube, the physica properties of
the thing will probably tdl me nothing. But the obsarvations which
uggest to me that the cowrie shells are money to him and the blowpipe a
wegpon will throw much light on the object — much more light than these
same obsarvations could possbly give if | were not familiar with the
concept of money or a wegpon. In recognizing the things as such, | begin
to understand the people's behavior. | am able to fit [the object] into a
scheme of actions which “make sense’ just because | have come to regard
it not as a thing with certain physica properties but as the kind of thing
which fitsinto the pattern of my own purposive action. (IEOII. 2.)

[A]s we go from interpreting the actions of men very much like ourseves
to men who live in a very different environment, it is the most concrete
concepts which firs lose their usefulness for interpreting the peopl€'s
actions and the most generd or abdtract which remain hdpful longest. My
knowledge of the everyday things around me, of the particular ways in
which we express ideas or emations, will be of little use in interpreting the
behavior of the inhabitants of Tierra de Fuego. But my understanding of
what | mean by a means to an end, by food or a weapon, a word or a sign,
and probably even an exchange or a gift, will ill be ussful and even
essentid in my attempt to understand what they do. (IEOIII. 2.)

But Hayek goes on to draw a broader mord from dl this. To make sense of the
“savage's’ actions, we must apply teleologica concepts like “money” and “wegpon” to
the objects he uses. Merdy physcd terms like “shdl” and “tube’ will not play that role.
More generdly, to understand any human activity or practice, we have to gpply terms that
define those activities in terms of their gods — and that opens the door to a system of
conceptud truths about human action:  praxeology, or, as Hayek cdls it, the Pure Logic
of Choice:
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From the fact that whenever we interpret human action as in any sense
purposive or meaningful ... we have to define both the objects of human
activity and the different kinds of action themseves, not in physcd terms
but in terms of the opinions or intentions of the acting persons, there
follow some very important consequences, namey, nothing less than tha
we can, from the concepts of the objects, anaytically conclude something
about what the actions will be. If we define an object in terms of a
person’s attitude toward it, it follows, of course, that the definition of the
object implies a statement about the attitude of the person toward the
thing. When we say tha a person possesses food or money, or that he
utters a word, we imply that he knows that the first can be eaten, that the
second can be used to buy something with, and that the third can be
understood — and perhaps many other things. (IEO111. 2.)

Compare asmilar point from Barry Smith:

Necessary laws concerning economic kinds are ... no more problematic
than necessary laws concerning natural kinds in other spheres. A mere
aticulation of the words ‘I promise to pay you $1,000,000 tomorrow’
uttered, for example, whilst adeep, would not and could not be a promise.
An underlying subgratum of intentions appropriate to a promise is, as a
meaiter of necessty, indispenssble.  This is an example of an a priori law
concerning the socid act of promising.3®
Now we can begin to see why it is a mistake to assmilate what the praxeologist does
to what a Catesdan raiondist does when he spins out the laws of physcd motion a
priori. The conclusons of praxeology are not in themselves empirical Statements. They
do not predict what people will do. For example, they do not predict how people will
behave with regard to meta disks and piles of wood. What they do predict is how people
will behave so long as they are buying and selling. If that gives praxeology empirica
content, then geometry has empirica content in just the same way. Geometry cannot
predict how many edges your next dice of pizza will have but it can predict how many
edgesit will have so long asit istriangular.
In that sense, then, the propostions of praxeology are al conditiond; and they apply

in practice only when, and to the extent that, the conditions are met. This point is often

% Barry Smith, “Austrian Economics and Austrian Philosophy,” p. 4; in Wolfgang Grassl and Barry

Smith, eds., Austrian Economics: Historical and Philosophical Background (London: Croom Helm,
1986), pp. 1-36; cf. Adolf Reinach, “ A Priori Foundations of the Civil Law,” Aletheia 3 (1983), pp. 1-142.
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missed even by praxeology's most sympathetic criticss Robert Nozick®” and David
Ramsay Stede® for example, argue a length, as a criticism of praxeological apriorism,
that the application of praxeology must dways be an empiricad rather than an a priori
matter — asif any praxeologist had denied it. But, as Mises writes:

Into the chan of praxeologicd reasoning the praxeologist introduces
cetain assumptions concerning the conditions of the environmet in
which an action takes place. Then he tries to find out how these specid
conditions affect the result to which his reasoning must lead. The question
whether or not the red conditions of the externd world correspond to
these assumptions is to be answered by experience. But if the answer is in
the dfirmative, dl the condusons drawvn by logicdly correct
praxeologicd reasoning drictly describe what is going on in redity.
(UFESII. 6.)

A theory of indirect exchange and al further theories built upon it — as the
theory of circulation credit — are gpplicable only to the interpretation of
events within a world in which indirect exchange is practiced. In a world
of barter trade only it would be mere intdlectuad play. ... There [is] no
such thing ... as a historical method of economics .... There is economics
and there is economic higory. The two must never be confused. All
theorems of economics are necessarily vaid in every ingance in which dl
the assumptions presupposed are given. Of course, they have no practical
ggnificance in gdtuations where these conditions are not present. The
theorems referring to indirect exchange are not applicable to conditions
where there is no indirect exchange. But this does not impair their vaidity.
(HA1I. 10.)

[W]e are unable to grasp the concept of economic action and of economy
without implying in our thought the concept of economic quantity
relaions and the concept of an economic good. Only experience can teach
us whether or not these concepts are applicable to anything in the
conditions under which our life must actudly be lived. Only experience
tells us that not al things in the externd world are free goods. However, it
iS not experience, but reason, which is prior to experience, tha tdls us
what is a free and what is an economic good. ... A theory of money would
dill be meaningful even if throughout history there had never been any
indirect exchange. That such a theory would have no practica importance

37 «“On Austrian Methodology,” in Robert Nozick, Socratic Puzzles (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1997), pp. 110-141.

% David Ramsay Steele, From Marx to Mises. Post-Capitalist Society and the Challenge of Economic

Calculation (LaSale: Open Court, 1992).

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 34



in a world that did not use money would in no way detract from the truth
of its satements. (EPEI. 1. 6.)

Whether the exchange of economic goods ... occurs directly, as in barter,
or indirectly, through a medium of exchange, can be edablished only
empirically. However, where and in 0 far as media of exchange are
employed, dl the propodtions that are essentidly vaid with regard to
indirect exchange must hold true. Everything asserted by the quantity
theory of money, the theory of the relation between the quantity of money
and interest, the theory of fiduciary media, and the dcirculation-credit
theory of the business cycle, then becomes inseparably connected with
action. (EPEI. 2. 1)

Hence empirical questions do become relevant in economics — not a the levd of
economic theory, however, but only in the application of that theory to the red world.
Praxeology is an abdract structure, like mathematics, and we must turn to experience to
learn which things, if any, actudly indantiate that dructure in any paticular case. The
same point is made by Hayek:

[T]he assumptions from which the Pure Logic of Choice darts are facts
which we know to be common to dl human thought. They may be
regarded as axioms which define or ddimit the fidd within which we are
able to understand or mentaly to reconstruct the processes of thought of
other people. They are therefore universaly gpplicable to the fidd in
which we are interested — dthough, of course, where in concreto the limits
of thisfidd areisan empiricd quedion. (IEOII. 7.)

The misundersanding is that the socid sciences am a  explaining
individud behavior .... The socid stiences do in fact nothing of the sort.
If conscious action can be “explained,” this is a task for psychology but
not for economics .... [T]he theories of the social sciences do not consst
of “laws’ in the sense of empiricd rules about the behavior of objects
definable in physical terms.  All that the theory of the socid sciences
atempts is to provide a technique of ressoning which assds us in
connecting individud facts, but which, like logic or mathemdtics, is not
about the facts It can, therefore ... never be verified or faddfied by
reference to facts. All that we can and must verify is the presence of our
assumptions in the particular case. ... In this connection a genuine
“question of fact” arises .... But the theory itsdf, the mentd scheme for
the interpretation, can never be “veified” but only tested for its
consgtency. It may be irrdevant because the conditions to which it refers
never occur .... But it can no more be disproved by facts than can logic or
mathematics. (IEOIII. 3.)
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Hayek and Mises gpply this dichotomy between a priori theory and empiricad
gpplication to two particular propostions of classca economics Gresham's Law, and
the Law of Rent.

Gresham's Law ... is a specid gpplication of the generd theory of price
controls to monetary relations. [It dtates] the fact that payments that can
be made with the same legd effect in “good” or in “bad” money, as suits
the debtor, are made in money undervalued by the authorities. ... If the
conditions that Gresham's law assumes are not given, then action such as
the law describes does not take place. If the actor does not know the
market value differing from the legaly controlled value, or if he does not
know that he may make his payments in money that is vaued lower by the
market, or if he has another reason for giving the creditor more than is due
him — for example, because he wants to give him a present, or because he
fears violent acts on the part of the creditor — then the assumptions of the
law do not apply. Experience teaches that for the mass of debtor-creditor
relationships these assumptions do apply. But even if experience were to
show that the assumed conditions are not given in the mgority of cases,
this could in no way weeken the chain of reasoning that has led to the
congruction of the law or deprive the law of the importance that is its due.
... Gresham's law represents the gpplication to a particular case of laws of
cadlactics that ae vdid without exception dways and everywhere,
provided acts of exchange are assumed. (EPE 2.3))

[The “Law of Rent’] dated, in effect, that changes in the vaue of the
commodities in the production of which land was required would cause
much grester changes in the vaue of land than in the vaue of the other
factors whose cooperation was required. In this form it is an empiricd
geneadization which tdls us nether why nor under what conditions it will
be true. In modern economics its place is taken by two didtinct
propositions which together lead to the same concluson. One is pat of
pure economic theory and asserts that whenever in the production of one
commodity different (scarce) factors are required in proportions which can
be varied, and of which one can be used only for this purpose (or only for
comparatively few) while the others are of a more generd usefulness, a
change in the vaue of the product will affect the vaue of the former more
than that of the latter. The second propostion is the empiricd Satement
that land is as a rule in the pogdtion of the first kind of factor, thet is, that
people know of many more uses of their labor than they will know for a
paticular piece of land. The firda of these propogtions like 4l
propostions of pure economic theory, is a datement &bout the
implications of cetan human attitudes toward things and as such
necessarily true irrespective of time and place. The second is an assertion
that the conditions podiulated in the first propostion preval & a given
time and with respect to a given piece of land, because the people dedling
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with it old certain beiefs about its usefulness and the usefulness of other
things required in order to cultivate it. As an empirica generdization it
can of course be disproved and frequently will be disproved. ... What is
true of the theory of rent is true of the theory of price generdly: it has
nothing to say about the behavior of the price of iron or wool, of things of
such and such physica properties, but only about things about which
people have certan beiefs and which they want to use in a certan
manner.  And our explanation of a particular price phenomenon can
therefore dso never be affected by any additiond knowledge which we
(the observers) acquire about the good concerned, but only by additiona
knowledge about what the people deding with it think about it. CRSI.
3)

Wha Mises and Hayek are saying about economic activity closdly padles what
Wittgenstein say's about the science of kinemetics:

The machine as symbolizing its action: the action of a machine — | might
sy a firda — seems to be there in it from the gart. ... If we know the
machine, everything ese that is its movement, seems to be dready
completely determined. We tak as if these parts could only move in this
way, as if they could not do anything dse. How is this — do we forget the
possibility of their bending, bresking off, melting, and so on? ... We use a
machine, or the drawing of a machine, to symbolize a particular ation of
the machine. (P1 1. 193.)

Kinemdtics is redly a branch of geometry; in it one works out how pistons
will move if one moves the crankshaft in such-and-such a way, and so on.
One dways assumes that the parts are perfectly rigid. — Now what is
this? You might say, “What a queer assumption, since nothing is perfectly
rigid” What is the criterion for rigidity? What do we assume when we
assume the parts are rigid? ... [R]igidity does not come into the caculus at
dl. The point is that when we make a calculation with respect to a
machine, the more rigid the parts, the more accurate the caculation. It is
inthe application that rigidity enters. (LFM xx.)

Just as the kinematic diagram does not assart that the machine's parts redly are rigid, but
only says tha if, and to the extent tha, they are rigid, the machine will behave as
predicted, so likewise a economic theory does not assart that human beings have any

paticular ams, but only that if, and to the extent that, they have such-and-such aims
they will behavein certain ways>°

39 Thisis not to say that praxeology proposes idealized models, or Weberian “ideal types,” to which
empirical redlity can only imperfectly approximate. Mises explains: “Economics deals with the real
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Mises writes that the claims of praxeology can never be fasified by experience:

Some authors have raised the rather shdlow question how a praxeologist
would react to an experience contradicting theorems of his gpriorisic
doctrine. The answer is in the same way in which a mathematician will
react to the “experience’ that there is no difference between two apples
and seven goples or a logician to the “experience’ that A and non-A are
identical. Experience concerning human action presupposes the category
of human action and dl thet derivesfromit. (UFESII. 5.)
Widl, jus how would a mathematician or a logician react to a putative case of a contra
mathematical or contra-logica experience?  Wittgenstein atempts to answer just this

question:

If 2 and 2 apples add up to only 3 apples, i.e. if there are 3 gpples there

after | have put down two and again two, | don't say: “So after dl 2 + 2

are not ways 4”; but “ Somehow one must have gone” (RFM 1. 157.)
In other words. mathematical concepts are applied in such a way that nothing counts as a
fddfication of mahematicd lav. We may illustrate mathematicd cdams by meens of
empiricd experiments, but if the experiment goes wrong we revise not the mahematicd

cam, but rather the choice of illugtration.

actions of real men. Its theorems refer neither to ideal nor to perfect men, neither to the phantom of a
fabulous economic man (homo oeconomicus) nor to the statistical notion of an average man (homme
moyen).” (HAXXIII. 4)

“The basis of Weber's misconceptions can be exposed only by consideration of the question whether
the concepts of economic theory do in fact have the logical character of the ‘ideal type.” This question is
plainly to be answered in the negative. It is quite true also of the concepts of economics that they are ‘ never
empirically identifiable in reality’ in their ‘conceptual purity.” Concepts are never and nowhere to be found
in reality; they belong rather to the province of thought. They are the intellectual means by which we seek
to grasp reality in thought. ... Sociological concepts are not derived [pace Weber] ‘through one-sided
intensification of one or several aspects and through integration into an immanently consistent conceptual
representation of a multiplicity of scattered and discrete individual phenomena, present here in greater
number, there in less, and occasionally not at all, which are in congruity with these one-sidedly intensified
aspects.’” They are rather a generalization of the features to be found in the same way in every single
instance to which they refer. The causal propositions of sociology are not expressions of what happens as a
rule, but by no means must always happen. They express that which necessarily must always happen as far
asthe conditions they assume are given.” (EPE 2.3))

In other words, the abstractions employed by praxeology are non-precisive. (A precisive abstractionis
one in which certain actual characteristics are specified as absent; a non-precisive abstraction is one in
which certain actual characteristics are absent from specification. For this distinction, see my “The
Benefits and Hazards of Dialectical Libertarianism,” forthcoming in Journal of Ayn Rand Studies 2, no. 2

(Spring 2001).)

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 38



This is how our children learn sums, for one makes them put down three

beans and then another three beans and then count what is there. If the

result a one time were 5, a another 7 (say because, as we should now say,

one sometimes got added, and one sometimes vanished of itsdf), then the

first thing we sad would be that beans were no good for teaching sums.

(RFM 1. 37.)
Wittgendein is quite right; for there are items that behave like his mythicad beans —
droplets of water, for example — and we certainly don’t use those to teach children how to
add. (“Put these two droplets of water down next to those other two, and ... wait, not so
close! And don't jodtle the table — woopsl Oh well ... today we learned that 2 + 2 = 1.”)
Intead we say that it would have been a misapplication (not a fadfication) of the
principle if we had used water droplets to illusrate it.  Likewise, any gpparent
fddfication of praxeologicd dams will be trested as a misgpplication of the theory.
That is not because we are subbornly clinging to our theory come what may, but because
a thing's actud behaviour is what determines which a priori concepts apply to it, and
how they agoply. Likewise, the behaviour of the wood-sdlers is our only criterion for
determining whether they redly prefer more wood to less, whether they redly regard
coins as money, and s0 on, and thus for deciding which economic concepts apply to

them, and how.
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5
Act and Interpretation

Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without
concepts are blind.

— Immanud Kant*®

There is an interesting andogy here with theories like behaviourism and
functiondism, which define mentd dates in terms of ther causa roles. On these views,
what makes a paticular physca state of my brain count as, say, anger, is not anything
interna to that brain date itsdf, nor is it some nonphysica, spiritud state corrdated with
it. Rather, the brain state counts as anger so long as the right things tend to cause it and it
tends to have the right effects. (For behaviourism, mentd dates are defined soldy in
terms of environmentd-gimulus inputs and behavioura outputs.  For functiondism, they
are defined in terms of these plus ther reations to other mentd dtates smilarly defined.
Functiondism is behaviorism gone to college)

Anger, on ether view, is like software which can be run only on agppropriate
hardware. Just as you can't run DOS on a Macintosh, so you can't run the “anger”
progran on any physcd system that lacks items that stand in the appropriate causa
rdaions. By the same token, you can't run the “money” program on a socid system
whose members don't interact with each other in the right way. Socid interactions have
to meet certain conditions in order to count as a redizaion of the relevant economic
category.

Because this driking dmilarity is potentidly mideading, it's important to see why
neither Wittgenstein nor the praxeologists are committed to any verson of behaviourism
and functiondism. This is paticularly important in the case of Wittgengtein, since he has
often been mignterpreted as a behaviourig or functiondist, whereas Mises and Hayek
have so far avoided that honour.

40 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, p. 93***
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Wha makes Wittgensein seem a behaviourig or functiondig is his doctrine of
criteria, which he didinguishes sharply from mere symptoms Both symptoms and
criteria are forms of evidence. But if X is a symptom of Y, that means that X’s gatus as a
reliadble Sgn of Y has been established empirically. If X is a criterion of Y, however, that
means tha the connection between X and Y is a conceptud one. For example, on
Wittgendein's view the connection between pan and wincing isn't jus something we
discover though experience; rather, it's part of the concept of pain that wincing (and other
pan behaviour) is evidence for it. And in gened, every psychologicad dae is
conceptudlly correlated with observable criteria

For purposes of the present discusson, never mind why Wittgengein thinks this or
whether hes right. The quedtion is whether this makes him a behaviourist or
functiondigt. It might seem to, snce a mentd Sate (pain) is being defined by its causd
role (the production of pain behaviour, including wincing). But here swhy it doesn't.

Wittgengtein believes that mentad dates are defined in terms of their causal roles. But
in order to be a behaviourist or functiondist, he would have to believe two further things
fird, that psychologicd dates are defined exclusively in terms of their causd roles, and
second, that those causadl roles can in turn be specified in purdy non-psychological
terminology. Wittgenstein believes neither of these things:**

Wittgengtein thinks it's a conceptua (or, as he would say, grammaticd) truth about
pain that certain sorts of behaviour are evidence for its presence, and ther lack is
evidence for its absence — some evidence, not decisive evidence. | can be in pain without
exhibiting pan-behaviour (perhgps | am being doical), and | can exhibit pain-behaviour
without being in pain (I might be play-acting, or trying to deceive you). But being in
pan involves, by its very nature, some tendency to express that pain in characterisc
outward ways. In that sense, the link between pain and its causd role is logicd, not
empirical. But Wittgengtein is not saying that the causd role exhausts the concept of
pain, that pain is nothing but a complex disposition for pain-behaviour:

41 My understanding of Wittgenstein on criteria is indebted to John Cook, “Human Beings,” in Peter

Winch, ed., Studies in the Philosophy of Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 1969), and Ronald Suter,
Interpreting Wittgenstein: A Cloud of Philosophy, A Drop of Grammar (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1989).
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“But you will surdy admit that there is a difference between pain-
behaviour accompanied by pain and pain-behaviour without any pan? —
Admit it? What greater difference could there be? (PI 1. 304.)

An hypothesis stands to redlity, as it were, in a looser connection than that
of verificaion. (N 21.1.30.)

A description of the verification of a propogtion is a contribution to its
grammar. (N 30.6.31; emphasis added.)

Now it cannot be doubted that we regard certain facid expressions,
gestures, etc. as characterigtic for the expresson of beief. We spegk of a
‘tone of conviction'. And yet it is clear that this tone of conviction isn't
adways present whenever we rightly speak of conviction. ... [I]t is easy to
see that the same eyes of which we say they make a face look friendly do
not look friendly, or even look unfriendly, with certain other wrinkles of
the forehead, lines round the mouth, etc. ... One might be tempted to say
“This trait can't be said to make the face look friendly, as it may be belied
by another trait”. And this is like saying “Saying something with the tone
of conviction can't be the characteristic of conviction, as it may be bedied
by experiences going dong with it’. But neither of these sentences is
correct. It is true that other traits in this face coud take away the friendly
character of this eye, and yet in this face it is the eyes which is the
outstanding friendly feeture. (BB pp. 144-146.)

| cannot know wha he's planning in his heat. But suppose he dways
wrote out his plans, of what importance would they be? If, for example,
he never acted on them. ... Perhgps someone will say: Wel, then they
redly aen't plans. But then nether would they be plans if they were
inside him, and looking into him would do us no good. (WPP I. 234-
235))

| can perhgps even imagine (though it is not easy) that each of the people

whom | see in the dreet is in frightful pain, but is artfully conceding it.

And it is important that | have to imagine an artful conceament here.

That | do not smply sy to mysdf: “Wel, his soul is in pan:  but what

has that to do with his body?” or “After al it need not shew in his body!”

(P11.391.)
Wittgengtein is thus steking out an intermediate postion between, on the one hand, the
view that the presence or absence of pan-behaviour is dl there is to the presence or
absence of pain, and, on the other hand, the view that pain could be what it is without any

tendency at al to expressitsdf in pain-behaviour.
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We corrdate rain with fdling barometers by observing each, independently of the
other, and noticing that they tend to go together. But it's not as though we experience
ran, and also experience sensations of wet and cold, and then notice that they go
together. Rather, we experience rain by and in experiencing sich sensations. That's how
we form the concept in the fird place. And it is pat of our concept of rain that such
sensations are evidence for its presence.

Decisive evidence? By no means. Halucinations and virtud-redlity scenarios are not
being dismissed a priori. We can observe ran criteria in the absence of rain. But we

never observe rain except by and in its criteriar

The fluctuation in grammar between criteria and symptoms makes it look

as if there were nothing a al but symptoms. We say, for example

“Experience teaches tha there is rain when the barometer fals, but it aso

teaches that there is rain when we have certain sensations of wet and cold,

or suchrand-such visuad impressons” In defence of this one says tha

these sense-impressons can deceive us [and therefore must be mere

symptoms of rain, not criterigl. But here one fals to reflect that the fact

that the fase gppearance is precisely one of rain is founded on a definition.

... The point here is not that our sense-impressons can lie, but that we

understand their language. (P 1. 354-355.)
Wittgengtein likewise thinks that, just as we can't observe rain and its criteria separately
and notice an empiricd correlaion, so we can't observe pan and pan-behaviour
separately and notice a corrdation; rather, pain too is observed only by and in pan-
behaviour.

(At this point you may ask: Can't | observe my own pain in mysdf, gpart from pan-
behaviour, and then notice an empiricd corrdation between my pan and my pan-
behaviour, which | then generdize to others? To this | answer: Many papers have been
written on the question of whether Wittgenstein's theory of criteria is correct or incorrect.
This is not one of them. Note, however, that Wittgensen might be right in affirming a
conceptud link between pain and pan-behaviour even if hes wrong in his episemic
argument for that claim.)

Just as Wittgengtein does not clam that there is nothing to menta States beyond their
causa role, he dso does not clam, as a behaviourigt or functiondist would have to, that

the causd role can be described in purdy “observationd” terms, as a postivis would
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define “observationa” — namey, purged of dl psychologica associations. As Cerbone
writes, “Behavior, for Wittgengtein, is not the austere production of noises and bodily
movements ....” (p. 312n.) Condder two examples that Wittgenstein offers as “criteria’
of mental Sates

[H]Jow are we to judge whether someone meant suchrand-such? — The fact
that he has, for example, mestered a particular technique in arithmetic and
dgebra, and that he taught someone else the expanson of a series in the
usud way, issuch acriterion. (PI 1. 692.)

“You must sense the sadness of this face” ... Whoever senses it often

imitates the face with his own. ... [T]his sensation ... has a characteridic

expresson within the repertory of facid expressons and gedtures. ...

What is the expresson, the criterion, for this sensation? Surdy the way,

for example, or the kind of expresson with which someone will Sng a

melody he's just heard. Also, perhaps the kind of face he has then. Or:

what he will say about it. ... But the truth of the metter is  ‘Walling' is not

apurely acoustical concept. (LWPP 746-748.)
In the firs case, the criterion is having mastered and taught a technique. In the second,
the criterion is snging sadly, or making a sad face, or the like. But these are not criteria
that could be gspecified in a neutra, pogtividic observationlanguage. Walling is a
criterion of sadness or dismay, but waling, as Witigendein says is not a purdy
acoudtica concept.  Neither is wincing a purely physicad category. Just as it is part of the
concept of pan that it tends to express itsdf in wincing, so it is part of the concept of
wincing that it tends to be an expresson of pan. A wince can be fake but — to
paraphrase Wittgenstein's remarks about rain — the fact that the false appearance is
precisely one of pain is founded on a definition; the point here is not that winces can lie,
but that we under stand their language.

Suter characterizes Wittgenstein's notion of a criterion asfollows:

A test for whether X is a criterion for Y is dways could you completely
understand the meaning “Y” without having grasped the connection
between X and Y? If the answer is yes, X is not a criterion for Y, though it
may be evidence for Y. If the answer is no, X is a criterion for Y. (Suter,
p. 145.)
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In no way does this definition suggest ether that the connection between X and Y must
be one of exceptionless correation, or that the conceptua link must be unidirectiond.

Could a move in chess (to invoke one of Wittgengein's favourite examples) be
defined in terms of physca movements aone, without any use of chess terminology?
What physca description would be adequate? Think of a chess game played with
wooden pieces agangt an opponent; a chess game played with metd pieces aganst
onedf; a chess game without physica pieces in which the moves are smply cdled out; a
chess game played dlently in on€'s own head; a chess game between a computer running
a brute force chess program and a computer running a connectionist chess program. The
physcd movements involved in these various cases have nothing interesting in common,
gpart from being redizations of chess-playing.

One might suppose that the rules of chess could be specified by a Ramsey sentence
replacing terms like “knight” and “pawn” with varigbles and dipulating the appropriate
relationships among the variables. This can actualy be done quite easly so long as those
relationships themsaves are described in chess terminology (“moves,” “captures” and so
on). But if one tries to éiminate chess terminology there too, one will quickly run
aground; for then too many things will count as moves in chess. A summer randorm, a
Chopin nocturne, a cow giving birth will al have the same logicd dructure as a chess
game, provided that sufficiently gerrymandered conjunctions and digunctions of physicd
properties (andlogous to Quine's “gavaga” or Goodman's “grue’) are dlowed to stand in

for such basic chess concepts as “piece,” “move” and “square” And how could a rule
for excluding such properties be condructed without employing any chess terminology?
Perhgps such a rule exigs, but if so it is not an object of human knowledge, and
understanding chess is not a matter of understanding that rule. By the same token, we
ghdl look in vain for an adequate decription in exclusively nortmenta vocabulary of the
causd powers criterid of mentd datess  These condderdions decisvely rule out
analytical versons of behaviourism and functiondism — versions that make a statement
like “To be chess move A is to be an indantiation of Ramsey sentence B” part of the
sense of the expresson “chess move A.” (I think they are equdly tdling agang a

posteriori versons but | shal not argue for that cdlam here, snce it is the andytica
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versons that might be thought to draw aid and comfort from what Wittgengein says
about criteria.)

In praxeology aso, the causd reationships that must hold in order for an individua
or a ciety to indantiate the relevant praxeological categories cannot be specified in
non-physca terms. Hence, dthough it is true that empirica congderations come into
play in determining whether a praxeologicd concept is gpplicable in a paticular case,
such empiricd condderations cannot confine themsdves to the sorts of purdy
quantitative magnitudes and repeatable experiments with which the physcd sciences
(supposedly) ded, but mugt insead involve the intuitive, interpretive method that Mises,
borrowing from the hermeneutica tradition, cals verstehen.

Contrast this approach to economic understanding with that proposed by Fdix
Kaufmann:

After having andyzed the propostions of Economics which we take for
granted, we declare that the economic behaviour of men has the properties
Py Py - B These properties are held to be necessary properties, in the
sense that when one of them is absent we say that we are not deding with
economic behaviour. This statement looks like a judgment about redity
and gives the gppearance of contaning an imputation of certan given
properties to the red fact of economic behaviour. But that is a mistake; all
that is done is to edablish the definition of the concept “economic
behaviour’. The propostion says in fact: we cdl human behaviour
economic behaviour, only when it has the properties R Py - B ... BUE

to speak in this case of the necessary properties of economic behaviour

would give rise to the fase impresson that relations between red factors

were in question, wheress, in fact, it is medy a mater of defining

concepts.*?
Kaufmann's account bears a superficid resemblance to those of Wittgenstein and Mises.
For him, as for them, the posshility that some hitherto unknown variety of economic
behaviour might turn out to fasfy economic law is ruled out in advance, because any
behaviour that deviates from what economic law will not count as an example of

economic behaviour. But Kaufmann clearly assumes that his properties R Py ... P Can

42 Felix Kaufmann, “Do Synthetic Propositions A Priori Exist in Economics. A Reply to Dr.

Bernardelli,” p. 340; inEconomica 4 (August 1937), pp. 337-342.
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be identified empiricaly without the aid of economic categories — as though they were
observable physical phenomena that could be characterized in neutral scientific terms®®

By contragt, Mises and Hayek are a pains to point out that the features of redity to
which praxeological categories apply may have no identifiable purely physical festuresin
common. As Miseswrites:

Only by deceving itsdf could behaviorism reach the point where it would
be in a podtion to say anything about action. If, true to its resolve,
behaviorism were completdy to renounce the attempt to grasp meaning, it
could not even succeed in singling out what it declares to be the subject
matter of ts research from dl tha the senses observe of human and anima
behavior. (EPE 2.3.)

Likewise, Hayek explains.

To describe a man's anger in terms of showing certain physca symptoms
helps us very little unless we can exhaudively enumerate dl the symptoms
by which we ever recognize, and which adways when they are present
mean, that the man who shows them is angry. Only if we could do this
would it be legitimate to say thet in usng this term we mean no more than
certain physca phenomena. (CRSI. 5.)

Take such things as tools, medicine, weapons, words, sentences,
communications, and acts of production — or any one particular instance of
these. | beieve these to be far samples of the kind of objects of human
activity which congantly occur in the socid sciences. It is easly seen that
al these concepts (and the same is true of more concrete instances) refer
not to some objective properties possessed by the things, or which the
observer can find out about them, but to views which some other person
holds about the things. These objects cannot even be defined in physicd
terms, because there is no single physicad property which any one member
of a class must possess. These concepts are not merely abstractions of the
kind we use in dl physcad scences, they abdtract from all the physicad
properties of the things themselves. ... [W]e do not even conscioudy or
explicitly know which ae the vaious physcd propeties of which an
object would have to possess at least one to be a member of a class. The
dtuation may be described schemaicdly by saying that we know the
objects a, b, c,..., which may be physcdly completdy dissmilar and
which we can never exhaustively enumerate, are objects of the same kind
because the attitude of X toward them dl is amilar. But the fact that X's

43 Kaufmann was a member of both the Miseskreis and the Wiener Kreis, so it is perhaps no surprise that

what he offersusis, in effect, apositivistic version of praxeology.
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atitude toward them is smilar can again be defined only by saying that he
will react toward them by any one of the actions a,bg..., which again
may be physcdly dissmilar and which we will not be able to enumerate
exhaudively, but which we just know to “mean” the same thing. ... [Thig]
is the only way in which we can ever “understand” what other people do
.... We dl know wha we mean when we say that we see a person
“playing” or “working,” a man doing this or that “ddiberately,” or when
we say that a face looks “friendly” or a man “frightened.” But though we
might be able to explan how we recognize any one of these things in a
particular case, | am certain none of us can enumerate, and nNo science can
— a least as yet — tdl us dl the different physcd symptoms by which we
recognize the presence of these things. (IEO111. 2.)

On waching a few movements or hearing a few words of a man, we
decide that he is sane and not a lunatic and thereby exclude the possibility
of his behaving in an infinite number of “odd” ways which none of us
could ever enumerate and which just do not fit into what we know to be
reasonable behavior .... Smilaly, | shdl, from a few observetions, be
able rgpidly to conclude that a man is sgnding or hunting, making love to
or punishing another person, though | may never have seen these things
done in this paticula way; and yet my concluson will be sufficently
certan for al practicd purposes. ... [W]e cannot date any physicd
conditions from which we can derive with certainty that the postulated
conditions are redly present in any paticular case .... Although we dl
agree that in the great mgority of cases our diagnosis will be correct. ...
Wha | shdl in particular circumstances recognize as a “friendly face” the
denotation of the concept, is largdy a matter of experience. But what |
mean when | say this is a “friendly face” no experience in the ordinary
sense of the term can tell me. What | mean by a “friendly face’” does not
depend on the physica properties of different concrete instances, which
may conceivably have nothing in common. Yet | learn to recognize them
a members of the same class — and what makes them members of the
same class is not any of their physica properties but an imputed meaning.
(IEQIII. 2)

For Hayek, we understand others behaviour by entering imaginatively into it, by
trying to make sense of it from theinsde.

[I]n discussng what we regard as other people’'s conscious actions, we
invaridbly interpret their action on the andogy of our own mind. ... If, for
example, we watch a person cross a square full of traffic, dodging some
cars and pausing to let others pass, we know (or believe we know) much
more than we actudly perceive with our eyes. ... | know the meaning of
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this action because | know wha | would have done in dmilar

circumstances® (IEOI1I. 2.)
For example, if we see people exchanging coins and hauling off piles of wood, we try to
enter into their behaviour and see what beliefs and preferences we would have to have in
order to find it naturd to peform these actions That is how we determine which
praxeological categories should be applied to the stuation. Of course we might fail, and
be baffled. We might not know what to make of them; in the extreme, we might decide
their behaviour was not action at dl, but some sort of reflex or automatism. Praxeology
defines the criteria of money, cos, preference, and the like; but we have to use our
intuitive underdanding to recognize these criteria when they actudly show up, since the
criteria fdl under tdleologicd or thymologica kinds, not physcd ones. Of course we
can make a mistake, identifying an exchange as a sde when it is actudly a rdigious ritud
or whatnot. But the fact that the false appearance is precisely one of selling is founded
on a definition; the point here is not that exchanges can lie, but that we understand their
language.

Economic theory thus has both an aprioritic moment and a hermeneutical  moment.

Apriorism comes in a the levd of formd theory; hermeneutics comes in a the leve of
goplication. Hence the contemporary dispute within the Audrian School  between

4 Similar ideas are found in G. K. Chesterton, “The Secret of Father Brown,” ***; Richard Taylor,

Action and Purpose (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hdl, 1966), pp. 242-243; and R. G. Collingwood, The
Idea of History (London: Oxford University Press, 1946), p. 283. But Hayek should not be interpreted as
claiming that we must ascribe to his pedestrian any particular mental images or feelings — what Frege
would call “ideas.” Borrowing the pedestrian example, Karl Popper writes: “A psychologist may even
question whether Richard really ‘had in mind’ anything like an ‘aim’ of crossing the road or whether,
rather, his only ‘aim’ in a psychological sense, was to avoid missing his train, and whether he was not
entirely absorbed by this one idea. Subsidiary aims, such as crossing the road, or putting one foot before
the other, or keeping his balance while walking, or holding on to his attaché case, may all be non-existent,
psychologically speaking, even though we may by logical analysis recognize them as intermediate aims
which, under the given conditions, are pre-requisites for achieving the ultimate aim of catching the train.”
(Karl Popper, The Myth of the Framework: In Defence of Science and Rationality, ed. M. A. Notturno
(London: Routledge, 1994), p. 167.) Popper adds that in his view “we clarify the nature of socia theory if
... we de-psychologize the aims, information, and knowledge of the actorsin typical social situations.” (p.
182n.) It's worth adding, however, that for Popper, de-psychologizing involves de-subjectivizing (cf. “ The
Autonomy of Sociology,” in David Miller, ed., Popper Selections (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1985), pp. 345-356) whereas for Mises it emphatically does not. We can till interpret the pedestrian’s
behaviour in subjectivist terms, as stemming from his beliefs and desires, without ascribing any particular
experiential character to those beliefs and desires.
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goriorisic and hermeneutical  factions misses the point*®  Hermeneuticd verstehen
decides how to apply the formaism to particular cases, a subject on which the formalism
itsedf cannot rule; but the formaism condrains the possble interpretations that verstehen

can legitimately come up with. To pargphrase Kant' s famous maxim:

PRAXEOLOGY WITHOUT THYMOLOGY ISEMPTY;
THYMOLOGY WITHOUT PRAXEOLOGY ISBLIND

Hayek’s notion of inferring other peoples mentd sates from our own is one that
Wittgenstein would want to esist, for reasons that need not detain us here. Nevertheless,
this conception of hermeneutica understanding, of entering into the atitudes of another,
playsarolein Wittgenstein' s theory as well:

And there is even something in saying: he can't think it. One is trying
eg. to say: he can't fill it with persond content; he can't redly go along
with it — persondly, with his intdligence. It is like when one says  this
sequence of notes makes no sense, | can't sing it with expresson. | cannot
respond toit. (RFM 1. 116.)

Look a a stone and imagine it having sensations. — One says to onesdf:
How could one so much as get the idea of ascribing a sensation to a thing?
... And now look a a wriggling fly and a once these difficulties vanish
and pain seems able to get a foothold here, where before everything was,
S0 to speak, too smooth for it. ... Our attitude to what is dive and to what
is dead is not the same. All our reactions are different. — If anyone says.
“That cannot smply come from the fact that a living thing moves about in
suchrand-such a way and a dead one not” then | want to intimate to him
that thisisacase of the trandtion ‘from quantity to qudity’. (PI 1. 284.)

The way that a living thing moves about is here a criterion for its being capable of
pan — and thus a criterion for our being able to verstehen its pan. And wha

Wittgenstein means by the Marxian phrase transition from quantity to quality is that we

cannot read off its pan from some smple quantitative or mechanistic enumerdtion of its

%> My suggested solution counts as a dialectical one, in Sciabarra's sense: “A thinker who employs a

dialectical method embraces neither a pole nor the middle of a duality of extremes. ... He or she presents
an integrated alternative that examines the premises at the base of an opposition as a means to its
transcendence. [The dialectical thinker] does not literally construct a synthesis out of the debris of false
alternatives [but rather] aims to transcend the limitations that ... traditional dichotomies embody.” (Chris
Matthew Sciabarra, Ayn Rand: The Russian Radical (University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 1995), pp. 16-17.
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bodily movements, our recognition of the fly’s pain is an irreducibly (or a& any rate
unreduced) qualitative experience, like Hayek’ s recognition of afriendly face.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 51



6
From Wood-sellersto Bed-sdllers

Though this be madness, yet there is method in't.

— William Shakespeare*®

Hayek employs the notion of verstehen to dismiss the posshbility of descriptive
polylogism; and in doing so, he arives & a characterization of “illogica thought”
remarkably like Wittgengtein's:

[1]t is not only impossble to recognize, but meaningless to spesk of, a

mind different from our own. What we mean when we spesk of another

mind is that we can connect what we observe because the things we

observe fit into the way of our own thinking. But where this possbility of

interpreting in terms of andogies from our own mind ceases, where we

can no longer “understand” — there is no sense in spesking of mind at dl;

there are then only physicd facts which we can group and dassfy soldy

according to the physical propertieswe observe” (IEO L. 2.)
The praxeologicd doctrine that there is no such thing as irrationd action proves in turn to
be amply an gpplication of the Wittgendenian indght that there is no such thing as
illogical thought. Just as we count no trangtion between thoughts as an inference unless
it accords with the laws of logic, so we count no behaviour as an action unless it accords
with the laws of economics. But as long as someone can be interpreted as exchanging
what she vadues less for wha she vaues more, and choosng the means she thinks
effective to the ends she currently desres then she fulfills the reguirements for the
gpplication of economic categories — regardiess of how odd we may find her sdection of

ends or her bdiefs about means. Mises writes.

4 Hamlet I1.2.

47 Similarly, Rothbard writes: “The distinctive and crucial feature in the study of man is the concept of
action. Human action is defined simply as purposeful behavior. ... We could not conceive of human beings
who do not act purposefully, who have no ends in view that they desire and attempt to attain. Things that

did not act, that did not behave purposefully, would no longer be classified ashuman.” (MESI. 1.)
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There may be men who am a different ends from those of the men we
know, but as long as they are men — that is, as long as they do not merely
graze like animas or vegetate like plats, but act because they seek to
atain gods — they will necessarily aways be subject to the logic of action,
the investigation of which isthe task of our science. (EPE IV. 3.)

It was once usua to consder the behavior of lunatics and neurctics as
quite nonsenscd and “irrationd.” It is the great merit of Breuer and Freud
that they have digoroved this opinion. Neurctics and lunatics differ from
those whom we cal sane and normd with regard to the means which they
choose for the atanment of satisfaction and with regard to the means
which they gpply for the atanment of these means Ther “technology” is
different from that of sane people, but they do not act in a categoricdly
different way. They am a ends and they gpply means in order to attain
their ends. A mentdly troubled person with whom there is Hill Ieft a trace
of reason and who has not been literdly reduced to the mentd leved of an
animd, is 4ill an acting beng. Whoever has the remnants of a human
mind cannot escape the necessity of acting. (MMM 11. 2.)

When Mises hals Breuer and Freud for discovering that the mentaly ill do not act
irrationdly, is he daming that a praxeologicd truth has been edtablished empiricdly?
Indeed not. What Mises takes Breuer and Freud to have discovered is not that the actions

of madmen are rationd, but that the behaviours of madmen are actions — a hermeneuticd,

thymological discovery, not a praxeologica one.

The oppodite of action is not irrational behavior, but a reactive response
to gimuli on the part of the bodily organs and ingtincts which cannot be
controlled by the valition of the person concerned. (HA 1. 4.)

Compare Wittgengein:

We might say: “They appear to be following a rule which escapes us,” but

adso “Here we have a phenomenon of behaviour on the pat of human

beings, which we don’t understand”. (RFM V1. 45.)
In praxeological terms.  we might say of people like the wood-sdlers ether @) that they
are acting, but their beliefs and desires escape us, or ese b) that ther behaviour is no
action but mere bodily movement.

| have mentioned ealier tha Hayek eventudly moved away from praxeology.

Although | have been defending praxeology, and thus teking the sde of Mises and
Rothbard against (the later) Hayek on that score, | do not wish to subscribe to Rothbard's

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 53



charge that Hayek's later work (which | greatly admire)®® represents a betrayd of
praxeology in favor of “irrationdism” or “tropism.” Rothbard contrasts Hayek
unfavorably with Mises on this point:

Mises concludes hat the adoption and the development of the divison of
labor rests on man's reason and will, on his recognition of the mutud
benefits of exchange. This emphasis on reason and will, in the noblest
traditions of rationdism, contrast [9c] sharply to the Hayekian or Scottish
Enlightenment emphasis on society or the market as the product of some
sort of tropism or indinct, eg. Hayek's emphasis on the tropigtic, unwilled
emergence of “spontaneous order,” or Adam Smith's conjuring up of a
Spurious indinct, or “propendty to truck and barter,” as an explanation of
exchange. ... In neglecting the fundamenta point that dl human actins are
determined by the individuds vaues and idess, a “praxeologicd” insight
a the heat of Misedan thought, Hayek can only beieve, without
explicitly declaring it, that human beings are not conscious actors and
choosers but only tropigtic stimulus-and-response mechanisms. (SCH V.)

But this characterization is quite unfair to Hayek,*® who is after dl not saying that the
individual actions that contribute to social order are not amed at any ends, his point is
only that the socid order that results from agents interaction is not generally among the
ends amed a. Indeed, the entire dispute Strikes me as in some ways more verbd than
subgtantive. A case in point:  after citing Mises description of “socid cooperation as an
emanation of rationdly recognized utility,” and Hayek's response that “it certanly was
not rationd indght into its genera bendfits that led to the spreading of the market
economy,” Rothbard retorts:

48 Aswe've seen, Mises doesn't claim that all economic facts can be known a priori. Which economic

properties can be truly predicated of real situations depends on what the actual conditions are, and that’s an
a posteriori matter. But Mises does sometimes suggest that there's nothing systematic to say about
economics except what's a priori. | think that is a mistake, one usefully corrected by Hayek’s later work
(which — contraHayek himself — | see as supplementing praxeology, not replacing it).

49 And no less unfair to Adam Smith. Contrary to Rothbard’s suggestion, what Smith actually saysis:
“This division of labour, from which so many advantages are derived, is not originaly the effect of any
human wisdom, which foresees and intends that general opulence to which it gives occasion. It is the
necessary, though very slow and gradual consequence of a certain propensity in human nature which hasin
view no such extensive utility; the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another. Whether
this propensity be one of those original principles in human nature of which no further account can be
given; or whether, as seems more probable, it be the necessary consequence of the faculties of reason and
speech, it belongs not to our present subject toinquire.” (Wealth of Nationsl. 2; emphasis added.)
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If not that, one wonders then how the market economy got established in
the firgt place. For each individud exchange, no person would engage in
it unless he knew conscioudy and ‘rationdly’ that he would benefit.
(SCHV.))

But this is to miss the point of the word general in Hayek’s reference to “rationd insght
into its generd benefits” Hayek is not claming that people expect no benefit from the
exchanges they enter, but only tha the benefit they expect is simply to get what they want
more in exchange for what they want less on each particular occason — rather than, in
addition, the wider and more recondite benefit of the market system in which ther
exchanges take place®  Rothbard does cite “two centuries of a dassca liberd
movement in Western Europe and the United States dedicated to freedom and free
markets’ (SCH V) as evidence that concern for “genera benefits’ has played a more
ggnificant role in “the spreading of the market economy” than Hayek seems to recognize
here. But if Hayek and Rothbard do disagree about the extent to which the market order
as a whole was intended, that's not a disagreement about economic principles but about
ther gpplication — a thymologicd dissgreement, not a praxeologicd one. Hayek's
theories of spontaneous order are entirdy compatible with Mises doctrine that dl action
isrationd.

But — it may be protested — what can it mean to say that people never act irrationally?
Don't they act irrationdly dl the time? Wadl, just as Wittgenstein does not mean to deny
the exigence of the phenomenon we cdl illogica thought, but smply wants to reinterpret
it, 0 Mises grants that people can do bizarre, ill-consdered, and sdlf-destructive things,
but he resgs cdling them irrationd.

Let's congder what seems like a clear case of irrationa action: Rousseau’'s example,
in the Second Discourse, of the man who sdls his bed in the morning, because he's not
deepy and 0 doesn't need it, only to seek franticadly to buy it back in the evening.:

0 “That the resulting social order is unintended does not imply that the individual decisions comprising it
need not be deliberative.” (Lawrence H. White, “Methodology in Human Action,” p. 213; in Cato Journal
19, No. 2 (1999), pp. 211-214.)

51 “[The primitive man’s] soul, agitated by nothing, is given over to the single feeling of his own present
existence, without any idea of the future, however near it may be, and his projects, as limited as his views,
hardly extended to the end of the day. Such is, even today, the exent of the Carib’s foresight. In the
morning he sells his bed of cotton and in the evening he returns in tears to buy it back, for want of having
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Elaborating on the example a hit, suppose Rousseau’'s bed-sdler sdls me his bed each
morning for $10, and then buys it back from me that evening for $20, only to repeat the
whole performance on the following day. As the days pass, | grow steadily richer, and he
grows steedily poorer. His stock of money congtantly dwindles, his stock of beds does
not grow, but fluctuates daily between zero and one. This series of voluntary transactions
leads him to end up far worse off than he darted. (This bed-sdler is reminiscent of
Wittgenstein's wood-sdllers, who can be smilarly exploited by anyone who buys narrow
and siswide)

The bed-sdler seems to have inconsistent preferences. He prefers $10 to his bed, but
then he turns around and prefers his bed to $20. If he may be assumed to prefer $20 to
$10, then his preferences form a vicious circle.  Surdly action on such preferences is
irrational. How can Mises handle such a case?

Mises handles it by agreeing: action on inconsstent preferences would be irrational.
But where in this case is there any action on inconsstent preferences? Here we have an
action of exchanging a bed for $10. That action reveds a preference for $10 over a bed.
Nothing inconsistent about that. Then we have a second action: exchanging $20 for a
bed. That action reveds a preference for a bed over $20. No inconsistency there either.
And so on. What we have is a series of actions, each one perfectly rationd. Of course
the whole sequence of actions isn't rationd; but the whole sequence of actions isT't an
action either. A whole sequence of actions could be an action, if they were dl part of a
unified plan; but dearly therés no unified plan here.  The man rdinquishes his bed in
order to get $10; and then he parts with $20 in order to get his bed back; but there isn't
any god for the sake of which he performs the entire sequence. No goa, no action; no
problem.

But what if there were a common goad? What if the bed-sdler deliberately embraced
this series of actions in order to prove some philosophica point, like Dostojevski’'s
Underground Man going mad to refute determinism?  Why, then we should have a
pefectly rationd action: he dedres to prove a point, he bdieves that this sequence of

foreseen that he would need it that night. (Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, pp. 863-
864***) Aswe shall see, this case as Rousseau described it is not ruled out by praxeology. Nevertheless,
we might fairly wonder whether Rousseau has described it correctly or has instead made a thymological
mistake, e.g., whether the Carib understood the transaction asa sale.
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actions will prove it, s0 he paforms them. Of course the preference tha guides this
sequence of actions is not a preference for bed over money or money over bed; it is a
preference for proving a philosophical bet — an entirdy different preference, and of

course not an inconsgstent one. Mises writes:

The atempt has been made to atain the notion of a nonrationd action by
this ressoning: If a is preferred to b and b to c, logicdly a should be
preferred to ¢. But if actudly c is preferred to a, we are faced with a mode
of acting to which we cannot ascribe condstency and rationdity.  This
reasoning disregards the fact that two acts of an individud can never be
synchronous. If in one action a is preferred to b and in another action b to
C, it is, however short the interval between the two actions may be, not
permissble to condruct a uniform scde of vaue in which a precedes b
and b precedes c. ... All that the example proves is that vaue judgments
ae not immuteble ....Congtancy and raiondity ae entirdy different
notions. ... Let us suppose that somebody has chosen to act inconstantly
for no other purpose than for the sake of refuting the praxeologicd
assartion that there is no irrationd action. What happens here is that a
man ams a a peculiar god, viz, the refutation of a praxeologica
theorem, and that he accordingly acts differently from what he would have
done otherwise. He has chosen an unsuitable means for the refutation of
praxeology, that isdl. (HA V. 4.)

The same point is made by Isradl Kirzner:

The man who has cast asde a budget plan of long sanding in order to
indulge in the flegting pleasure of wine 4ill acts under a condrant to
adapt the means to the new program. Should a fit of anger impe him to
forgo this program as well and to hurl the glass of wine a the bartender’s
heed, there will nonetheless be operative some condraint — let us say the
control required to ensure an accurate am — which prevents his action
from being atogether rudderless. ... Precisely because man's actions are
not haphazard, but are expressons of a necessty for bringing means into
harmony with ends there is room for explanation of the content of
partticular actions in terms of the rdevant aray of ends. ... Action is
necessarily rational because ... the notion of purpose caries with it
invariably the implication of requiring the sdection of the most reasonable
means for its successful fulfillment.>?

2 |srael M. Kirzner, The Economic Point of View: An Essay on the History of Economic Thought

(Princeton: Van Nostrand, 1960), pp. 171-172.
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In Mises and Kirzner's view, then, there is no logica incoherence in the bed-dler’s
preferences either, because his actions are chosen a different times. In the morning, he
genuinely prefers $10 to his bed. In the evening, he genuindy prefers his bed to $20. Of
course his later preference is inconsstent with his earlier one, but naturdly preferences
often do change over time. Then what is wrong? He does this. And he gets dong dl
right. What more do you want?

David Ramsay Stedle, for one, wants something more. Steele writes:

[I]t is a stubborn empirica fact that individuads do not aways conform

even to the lean requirements of Misesan ‘action’. ...Observations show

that individuds preferences are not aways condgent. ... A determined

praxeologist can account for every vagary ... by posting a different end-

means scheme in each case, and in this way rescue the gpodictic certainty

of praxeology, but this would be a the cogt of rendering it ingpplicable

because dl too promiscuoudy applicable. ... [T]he praxeology that is

goodictically true tels us nothing about empiricd redity, whilst the

praxeology that tells us something about redity is not gpodicticaly true.

... [T]he Misesian conception of an individua with a consdent, stable

ordering of preferences is ... literdly fase if taken as a clam about every

individudl at dl times™®
But what exactly is Stede asking of praxeology when he ingds that it tel him something
“gdbout empiricd redity”? It is of course true enough that praxeology will aval us little
unless we know how to apply it, and that there is no gpodictically certain method of
goplying it. That is not an objection to Mises doctring it is Mises doctrine. Stede
seems to think there is something ad hoc about “pogting a different end-means scheme’
for every eccentric action. But if Stede is willing to count these eccentric actions
precisaly as actions, rather than as epileptic seizures or something of the sort, then clearly
he regards them as motivated, and it is hard to see what their being motivated comes to if
not ther embodying an end-means scheme. As for Sted€e's rgection of “the Misesian
conception of an individua with a consstent, stable ordering of preferences” if Stede is

taking about dability and conggency at a time then it is not clear what he can be

%3 Steele, From Marx to Mises, op. cit., pp. 98-99.
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imagining as a counterexample®® and if he is talking about stability and consistency over
time, then it is not Mises conception that he is criticizing, Snce Mises explicitly denies
diachronic dability: adl Misss means is tha every individud action reveds a
synchronically consistent order of preferences

There is, however, a sense in which we can counterexample Mises dam that
contrary acts can never be synchronous>® Recdll the story of Abraham and Issac. God's
command to Abraham leads to conflicting desires on the one hand, Abraham desires to
kill 1saac, because he wants to obey God; on the other hand, he desires not to kill Isaac,
because he loves his son. Can Abraham act on both desires a once? Sure. As Abraham
sharpens his knife and heads up the mountain, he's carrying out a plan amed at Issac’s
degth; he is acting on his desre to kill Issac. On the other hand, even as his steps carry
him toward the summit, Abraham is praying to God, “Let this cup pass from me’ (or
something to that effect). If Abraham believes that his prayers have some chance of
influencing God to relent, then his prayer too is the carrying out of a plan, one amed a
preventing the successful completion of his other plan.

Is this a case of synchronic inconsstency? Well, yes and no. The two plans are
being enacted smultaneoudy, but there is no irrational action here. Ingtead there are two
rational actions, one aming a killing Issec and the other aming a not killing Issec.
Neither action is driven by inconsgtent preferences. Of course the preferences that guide
the first action are inconsstent with the preferences that guide the second, but the whole
complex conggting of both actions is not itsdf an action — its components are not unified
into a common plan driven by a common am — and so Abraham does not act irraiondly.
Indeed, by definition two actions cannot count as parts or phases of a larger, unified,
integrated action unless the preferences they involve can indeed be unified and
integrated. It is jud this that is cdled “acting.” (Though we needn’t get hung up on
terminology here. A word can have more than one use. If someone wants to call the

entire process of dimbing-the-mountain-while-praying an action, that's fine but such a

5 Steele gives the example of a person who initially prefers A to B, but when offered a third option, C,
now prefers B to A. This is obviously a diachronic case, not a synchronic one, and so does not count
against Mises.

%5 Indeed, he even claims, somewhat mysteriously, that actsper se can never be synchronous: HAV. 4.
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process won't be an action in the praxeological sense. The praxeologig will explain this
nonpraxeological action by bresking it down into two aspects, esch of which is a
praxeologica action.)

In short, an individud can have, contra Mises, synchronicaly inconsstent preference
orderings. But each preference ordering is internal to its own action, even when the
actions are dmultaneous, and the preference ordering interna to a given action cannot be
gynchronicaly inconsgent (or diachronicaly inconsgent ether, when we ae deding
with a series of actions condituting a sngle action of longer duration, as many individud
acts of depping conditute a sngle act of waking across the room). So dthough
technicaly a counterexample to Mises officid doctrine, the Abraham phenomenon is
better understood as a strengthening of Mises' insights than as an objection to them.>®

One can dmultaneoudy bdieve “p” and believe “~p,” but one cannot beieve the
conjunction “p & ~p.” Anadogoudy, one can smultaneoudy will “p” and will “~p,” even
though one cannot will “p & ~p.” We may condemn the person with incompatible
volitions for not achieving a synchronic integration of his preferences, jus as we may
condemn the bed-sdler for not achieving a diachronic integration of his preferences. But
the mere falure to integrate one's actions is not itsdf an action, and o is not an irrationd
action. Of course, there is undoubtedly such a thing as a willful falure to integrate on€'s
actions. That would be an action — but it would aso then be rationa, since one would be
choosing it as a satisfier of whatever one's motive happened to be. The result — my being
suck with conflicting preferences — wouldn't be rationd; but then, the result is not my
action, it'smerely the object of my action. Or s0 the praxeologist may maintain.

But is that right? If my falure to integrate my preferences is the ddiberately intended
result of my action, doesn't that make it an action too? And if it is an action, is it raiond
or irrationa? One can see the force of cdling it raiond: | choose it because | dedre
some end (relief from the burden of sdf-examination, say), and | believe that refusng to
integrate my preferences is a means to that end; so my choice makes perfect sense. On
the other hand, one can ds0 see the force of cdling it irrationd: how can it not be

irrationd to voluntarily embrace a policy of aming at incompatible goas?

% |’'ve never been fond of the phrase “an exception that proves the rule,” but if there were ever a

legitimate application of that notion, thisissurely it.
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Mises seems to think that only arrogant presumption could ever underlie the judgment

that an action isirrationd:

The assation that there is irrationd action is dways rooted in an
evaudtion of a scae of vaues different from our own. Whoever says that
irrationdity plays a role in human action is medy saying, that his felow
men behave in a way that he does not consder correct. If we do not wish
to pass judgment on the ends and the scales of vaue of other people and to
cdam omniscience for oursdves, the datement, “He acts irraiondly,” is
meaningless, because it is not compatible with the concept of action. The
“seeking to atan an end” and the “driving after a god” cannot be
eiminated from the concept of action. Whatever does not drive after gods
or seek the atainment of ends reacts with absolute passvity to an externd
dimulus and is without a will of its own, like an automaton or a stone. ...
Action is, by definition, dways raiond. One is unwaranted in cdling
gods of action irrationd smply because they are not worth griving for
from the point of view of on€s own vauations. ... Instead of saying that
irrationdity plays a role in action, one should accusom onesdf to saying
merely: There are people who am at different ends from those that | am
a, and people who employ different means from those | would employ in
their stuation. (EPE 1. 2. 4.)

Human action is necessarily dways rationd. The term “rationd action” is
therefore pleonastic and must be reected as such. When applied to the
ultimate ends of action, the terms rationd and irrationd are ingppropriate
and memningless. The ultimate end of action is aways the stisfaction of
some desres of the acting man. Since nobody is in a postion to substitute
his own vaue judgments for those of the acting individud, it is van to
pass judgment on other peoples ams and volitions No man is qudified
to declare what would make another man happier or less discontented.
The critic ether tdls us what he believes he would am a if he were in the
place of his fdlow; or, in dictatorid arogance blithdy disposng of his
fdlow's will and aspirations, declares what condition of this other man
would better suit himsdlf, the critic. (HA . 4.)

However one twids things, one will never succeed in formulaing the
notion of “irrationd” action whose “irraiondity” is not founded upon an
arbitrary judgment of vdue. (HAV. 4.)
But Mises seems mistaken here.  If | condemn the bed-sdler, or Abraham, as irrationd, |
am not subgtituting my preferences for his | am pointing out that his actions must
necessarily frugtrate one another. His policy is thus defective by his own gandards. He
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may have reasons for wanting his policy to be defective by his own standards, but that
makes it no less defective.

| think that trying to adjudicate this dispute would be missing the point. To logikon
legetai dikhds. We have two senses of the word “rationd” here, each legitimate. (In
generd Mises has an unfortunate tendency to treat any use of a term that deviates from
his own use of tha term as evidence of a conceptud midake, as though a dngle term
could never have more than one legitimate use) If | will to have contradictory beliefs or
contradictory volitions, that will be rationd in the Misesan sense but irrationd in, say,
the Kantian sense.  The Misesan sense is pefectly good for its purpose, which is
economic anadlyss. Praxeology has no need of the Kantian sense.  The Kantian sense
may nonetheless be useful for other purposes.®’

Karl Popper, a fellow-traveler of the Austrian School,*® ussfully disinguishes among
three interpretations of what he cdls the Rationdity Principle.  The principle itsdf he
formulates as follows. “Agents dways act in a manner appropriate to the Stuation in
which they find themsdves”®® But Popper notes that the meaning of this principle
depends on the extent to which “Stuation” is understood objectively or subjectively:

It seems to me now that there are at least three senses of ‘rationdity’ (and,
accordingly, of the ‘raiondity principle’), al objective, yet differing with
regard to the objectivity of the Stuation in which the agent is acting: (1)
The dSituation as it actually was — the objective Stuation which the
higorian tries to recondruct. Part of this objective Stuation is (2) The
situation as the agent actually saw it. But | suggest that there is a third
sense intermediate between (1) and (2): (3) The situation as the agent
could (within the objective Stuation) have seen it, and perhaps ought to

" For the legitimacy of recognizing both praxeological and non-praxeological senses of rationality, see

Kirzner, Economic Point of View, op. cit., pp. 167-177.
%8 My criteria for fellow-travelerhood are mutuality of influence and commonality of concern. Popper
meets the first criterion through influencing, and being influenced by, Hayek. With regard to the second,
Popper tends to be looked on with favour by Hayekians and with disfavour by Misesians. | think they are
both right. Hayekians rightly hail Popper's methodological individualism, critical rationalism, and
opposition to historicism and social holism; Misesians rightly distrust Popper's falsificationist
epistemology, his dirigisme-Lite politics, and his opposition to apriorism. Popper has enough commonality
of concern to count as a fellow-traveler of the Austrian School, though not enough to count as an Austrian
himself.

9 Karl Popper, Myth of the Framework, op. cit., p. 172.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 62



have seen it. It is clear that there will be three senses of the ‘rationdity

principle’ corresponding to these three senses of *the situation’.*°

Thisyidds three senses of rationdity:

(1) To act rationdly is to act in a manner appropriate to one's Stuation as

it actudly is

(2) To act rationdly is to act in a manner appropriate to one's Stuation as

one actually seesit.

(3) To act rationdly is to act in a manner gppropriate to one's Stuation as

one could and should have seenit.
Popper makes a compdling case for the clam that dl three senses of rationdity are
useful.  As Popper points out, if we fall to distinguish between (1) and (2), “a systematic
rational criticism of competing solutions to historical problems becomes impossible”;®*
while “if there is a clash between (2) and (3), then we may well say tha the agent did not
act rationdly.”® Praxeologists need not be word-fetishists, it seems reasonable to grant
that terms like “rational” can be used in severd ways.

Once we recognize these three senses of rationdity, we have aso recognized three

senses of the dlaim that people dways act rationdly:

(1) Agents adways act in a manner agppropriste to their dStuation as it
actudly is.

(2) Agents dways act in a manner gppropriate to therr Stuation as they
actudly seeit.

(3) Agents dways act in a manner gppropriate to ther dtuatiion as they
could and should have seenit.

Which of these formulations of the Reationdity Principle, if any, is Misedan praxeology
committed to? Certainly not to (1), Snce Mises and other Audtrians lay particular stress
on imperfect character of the information under which agents act. What about (2)? That

formulation seems ambiguous as between

0 Myth of the Framework, p. 183n.
61 Myth of the Framework, p. 147; italics his.

62 Myth of the Framework, p. 183n.
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(28) Whenever agents act, they do so in a manner appropriate to their
gtuation asthey actudly seeit.

and

(2b) Whenever agents are in a stuation where action might be taken, they
act in amanner gppropriate to their Stuation asthey actudly seeit.

Mises would accept (28) and reect (2b), since (28) dlows for the posshility that the
agent might not act at al, whereas (2b) does not.

As for (3), | think Mises would probably deny any distinction between (3) and (2),
because Mises (unlike Popper) accepts causd determinism, so any Stuation in which an
agent percelves her dtudion in a cetan way is a dtuaion in which that agent was
causaly necesstated to percelve it that way, and so could not have done otherwise.

Mises argues that we must presuppose the law of causdlity in order to act at dl:

All the dements of the theoreticd sciences of human action are dready
implied in the category of action and have to be made explicit by
expounding its contents. [A]Jmong these dements of teleology is adso the
category of causdity .... The very caegory or concept of action
comprehends the concepts of means and ends, of preferring and putting
adde, viz.,, of vauing, of success and failure, of profit and loss, of codts.
As no action could be devised and ventured upon without definite idess
about the reation of cause and effect, tdeology presupposes causdity.
(UFESPref. 7))

Man is in a podtion to act because he has the ability to discover causa
relations which determine change and becoming in the universe. Acting
requires and presupposes the category of causdity. Only a man who sees
the world in the light of causdity is fitted to act. In this sense we may say
that causdity is a category of action. The category means and ends
presupposes the category cause and effect. In a world without causdity
and regularity of phenomena there would be no fied for human reasoning
and human action. ... Where man does not see any causal relaion, he
cannot act. (HAI.5.)

From this, Mises concludes that causd determinism is a necessary presuppostion of
human action:

The logicd dructure of his mind enjoins upon man determinism and the
category of causdity. As man sees it, whatever happens in the universe is
the necessxry evolution of forces, powers, and quaities which were
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dready present in the initid stage of the X out of which dl things gem. ...
No change occurs that would not be the necessary consequence of the
preceding sate. All facts are dependent upon and conditioned by ther
causss. ... Man canot even conceive the image of an undetermined
universe. ... Nothing could be expected and predicted. In the midst of such
an environment man would be as hepless as if gpoken to in an unknown
language. No action could be designed, ill less put into execution. Man is
wha he is because he lives in a world of regularity and has the mentd
power to concelve the relation of cause and effect. ... The determinists are
right in asserting that everything that happens is the necessary seque of
the preceding date of things. Wha a man does a any indant of his life is
entirdly dependent on his pad, that is, on his physologica inheritance as
well as of dl he went through in his previousdays. (TH I1. 5. 1-3.)

This further inference is, | think, a mistake. There is a good case for saying that in order
to act we must assume a world in which the connection between cause and effect is fairly
regular. But nothing about exceptionless connection follows from Mises argument.®®
Accordingly, Mises should reject (3) along with (1) and (2b), but accept (23).%*

The assertion that dl action is rationd may sound like the doctrines of psychologica
egoisn or psychological hedonism:  the dam seems implausble when interpreted
narrowly, and vacuous when interpreted broadly. Mises certainly intends for it to be
interpreted broadly; athough he uses hedonistic and egoistic language in expounding his
view, he ingsts tha his teminology is purdy formd and content-neutrd. It is
praxeologicd rather than thymologicd. In discussng the smilar views of his mentor, the

economist Eugen von Bohm-Bawerk, Mises writes:

Even Bohm-Bawerk thought that he had to defend himsdf agang the
reproach of hedonism. The heart of this defense conggts in his statement
that he had expresdy cdled atention dready in the firg expodtion of his
theory of value to his use of the word “well-being” in its broadest sense, in
which it “embraces not only the sdf-centered interests of a Subject, but
everything that seems to him worth aming a.” Bohm-Bawerk did not see
that in saying this he was adopting the same purdy forma view of the
character of the basc eudaemonigtic concepts of pleasure and pan —

% For a more moderate views of the connection between praxeology and determinism, see Hans-

Hermann Hoppe, TSC, pp. 114-115; Hoppe, DER, p. 211n.; G. A. Selgin, “Praxeology and Understanding:
An Analysis of the Controversy in Austrian Economics,” Review of Austrian Economics 2 (1988), pp. 19-
58.

64 Weshall return to Popper on the Rationality Principlein what follows.
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treting them as indifferent to content — that al advanced utilitarians have

held. ... [T]he concepts of pleasure and pain contain no reference to the

content of what isamed e .... (EPE 1V. 3)
Does this make the doctrine vacuous? Mises does not think so. Like the statements of
mathematics, praxeologica datements are conceptud truths, but to cdl them vacuous is
to suggest that nothing surprisng can be derived from them. Mises, of course, bdieves
that the basc principles of praxeology entall a grest many surprisng conclusons — most
notably the impracticability of socidism. As Kirzner likewise notes, the principle that al
action is irraiona, despite the “impossbility of its empiricd contradiction,” nevertheless
“conveys highly useful information because the indght it provides makes possble the
derivation, in regard to whatever program is relevantin given circumstances, of highly

n65

developed chains of theorems. In this respect praxeologicd principles are like
mathematicdl and geometrical principles, which turn out to generate such surprisng
results as the four-colour theorem. Who could have expected that such prodigious forces

dumbered in the lgp of afew modest axioms?

8 Kirzner. Economic Point of View, op. cit., p. 172.
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7
TheWord Made Flesh

| don’t try to make you believe something you don’t
believe, but to make you do something you won’t do.

— Ludwig Wittgenstein®®

Are the conceptua truths of praxeology supposed to be analytic or synthetic
propositions? Hayek describes them as andytic; Rothbard and Hoppe, as synthetic a
priori. Mises rgects the entire question as unimportant:

The questions whether the judgments of praxeology are to be cdled
andytic or synthetic and whether or not its procedure is to be qualified as
“merely” tautologica are of verbd interest only. (UFESII. 6.)

Neverthdess, Mises did take a shifting verbd interest in the matter. In Human Action he
takes praxeology to be anaytic, but denies that anaytic propositions need be vacuous:

Apriorigic reasoning is purdy conceptual and deductive. It cannot
produce anything dse but tautologies and andytic judgments. All its
implications are logicdly derived from the premises and were dready
contained in them. ... All geomelricd theorems are dready implied in the
axioms. The concept of a rectangular triangle dready implies the theorem
of Pythagoras. This theorem is a tautology, its deduction results in an
andytic judgment. Nonetheless nobody would contend that geometry in
generd and the theorem of Pythagoras in particular do not enlarge our
knowledge. Cognition from purely deductive reasoning is aso credive
and opens for our mind access to previoudy bared spheres. The
ggnificant task of gorioridic reasoning is on the one hand to bring into
relief dl that is implied in the categories, concepts, and premises and, on
the other hand, to show what they do not imply. It isits vocation to render
manifest and obvious what was hidden and unknown before. (HA 11. 3.)

In his denial that andytic truths must thereéby be vacuous, Mises is (perhaps
unknowingly) following in the footsteps of Frege, who writes:

6 Quoted in Rush Rhees, Discussions of Wittgenstein (New York: Schocken Books, 1970), p. 43.
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Kant obvioudy underestimated the vadue of andytic judgements — no
doubt as a result of defining the subject too narrowly ... The more fruitful
definitions of concepts draw boundary lines that were not there at dl.
What can be inferred from them cannot be seen from the start; what was
put into the box is not smply being taken out again. These inferences
extend our knowledge, and should therefore be taken as synthetic,
according to Kant; yet they can be proved purdy logicdly and are thus
andytic. They are in fact, contaned in the definitions, but like a plant in
aseed, not likeabeam inahouse. (FA 88.)

In The Ultimate Foundation of Economic Science, however, Mises apparently changes
his mind and declares praxeological truths to be synthetic:®’

The essence of logicd pogtiviam is to deny the cognitive value of a priori
knowledge by pointing out that &l a priori propostions ae merdy
andytic. They do not provide new information, but ae merdy verba or
tautologicd, assating what has dready been implied in the definitions and
premises. Only experience can lead to synthetic propogtions. There is an
obvious objection againg this doctrine, viz., that this propostion that there
are no synthetic a priori propogtions is in itsdf a — as the present writer
thinks, fase — gynthetic a priori propostion, for it can manifestly not be
established by experience. (UFESPref. 4.)

The motivation for Mises hift seems to be, in pat, the following. If the truths of
praxeology are anaytic, then it seems that they are true smply as a matter of dipulative
definition.  But such truths will then — or o it might seem — be abitrary. And that is a
conclusion that Mises is concerned to avoid:

The a priori knowledge of praxeology is entirdy different — categoridly
different — from the a priori knowledge of mathematics or, more precisdy,
from mathematicd a priori knowledge as interpreted by logica postivism.
The dating point of dl praxeologica thinking is not arbitrarily chosen
axioms, but a oHf-evident propogtion, fully, dealy and necessaily
present in every human mind. ... The darting point of praxeology is a sdif-
evident truth, the cognition of action, that is, the cognition of the fact that
there is such a thing as conscioudy aming & ends. .. The truth of this

57" Hoppe likewise argues that “[the] definition of action is of a categorically different nature than [sic] a

definition such as ‘bachelor [sic] meaning ‘unmarried man.” Whereas the latter is indeed a completely
arbitrary verbal stipulation, the propositions defining action are most definitely not. In fact, while one can
define anything as one pleases, one cannot help but make the conceptual distinctions between goals and
means and so on as ‘defining something by something’ would itself be an action. ... [T]he event ‘increase
in demand,” and the event ‘ahigher priceis paid for it’" are two conceptually distinct events, and to logically
relate such events then is a categorically different thing than [sic] to stipulate that bachelor means
‘unmarried man’.”” (DER, pp. 212-213nn.)
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cognition is as sdf-evident and as indigpensable for the human mind as is
the distinction between A and non-A. (UFES Pref. 4.)

In short, then, Mises came to conceve praxeology as more than merely formd.
Praxeology does not smply trace out the implications of the concept of action while
leaving it up to thymology to decide where, if anywhere, they apply. Instead, praxeology
now has exigentid import; it does not merdy say what will happen if action exigts, but
proceeds boldly to assert that the antecedent holds. So on the view of the later Mises, the
basc principles of praxeology include one synthetic a priori Satement:  action exigts.
(The other principles, so far as | can tel, are gill analytic; but the body of a priori truths
derived from the entire st of principles will now of course be synthetic.)

The knowledge that human action exists seems a plausble candidate for a synthetic
proposition — but why is it a priori? Why couldn’t we come to know through experience
that action occurs? Mises reply, in effect, is that the exigence of action is a

presupposition of our inquiry:

One does not annul the cognitive Sgnificance of the a priori by qudifying
it as tautologica. A tautology mugt ex definitione be the tautology —
restatement — of something sad dready previoudy. If we qudify
Eudlidian geometry as a hierarchicd system of tautologies, we may say:
The theorem of Pythagoras is tautologicd as it expresses merdy
something tha is dready implied in the definition of a right-angled
triangle.

But the quegtion is. How did we get the fird — the basic — propostion of
which the second — the derived — propostion is merdly a tautology? In the
case of the various geometries the answers given today are ether (a) by an
arbitrary choice or (b) on account of its convenience or suitability. Such an
answer cannot be given with regard to the category of action.

Neither can we interpret our concept of action as a precipitate of
experience. It makes sense to speak of experience in cases in which dso
something different from what was experienced in concreto could have
possibly been expected before the experience. ... If we qudify a concept
or a propodtion as a priori, we want to say: fird, that the negation of what
it assarts is unthinkable for the human mind and appears to it as nonsense;
secondly, that this a priori concept or propostion is necessarily implied in
our mental approach to dl the problems concerned, i.e, in our thinking
and acting concerning these problems. (UFESI. 3.)

Rothbard € aborates:
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The action axiom, in paticular, should be, according to Arigotdian

philosophy, unchalengesble and sdf-evident since the critic who attempts

to refute it finds that he must use it in the process of aleged refutation.

Thus, the axiom of the exigence of human consciousness is demonstrated

as beng sdf-evident by the fact that the very act of denying the exisence

of consciousness mugt itsdf be performed by a conscious being. ... A

gmilar sdf-contradiction faces the man who attempts to refute the axiom

of human action. For in doing s0, he is ipso facto a person making a

conscious choice of means in atempting to arive a an adopted end: in

this case the god, or end, of trying to refute the axiom of action. He

employs action in trying to refute the notion of action. Of course, a person

may say that he denies the exisence of sdf-evident principles ... but this

mere saying has no episemologicd vdidity. (PMAE.)
Neverthdess, the action axiom, insofar as it rests smply on this sdf-refutation argument,
does not prove very much. It establishes that action exidts; but it doesn't €l us which
events are actions or even whether any agents exist other than onesdf. That task is till
left to thymology. So if this is the argument for the synthetic a priori datus of
praxeologica clams, it turns out to be surprisngly wesk.

Where does Wittgenstein stand on this issue? As | read him, he rgects the digtinction
between andytic and synthetic propostions.  As traditiondly understood, andytic truths
are linguidic stipulations, and therefore have no factua commitments, whereas synthetic
truths do have factua commitments, and so are not merely dipulative. Neither of these
descriptions characterizes conceptua truths as Wittgenstein  understands them.  For
Wittgengtein, a conceptud (or, as he would say, “grammaticd”) proposition is indeed
dipulative, and s0 in a certain sense lacks factua content; so it would be mideading to

cal it “synthetic.”

Is 252 = 625 a fact of experience? You'd like to say: “No.” — Why ign't

it? — “Because, by the rules, it can't be otherwise” — And why s0? —

Because that is the meaning of the rules. Because that is the procedure on

which we build dl judging. ... Following a rule is a human activity.

(RFM V1. 28-29.)
But it would dso be mideading to cdl a conceptud truth “andytic’; for while such a
truth lacks factual content, it does not lack factud commitments because for Wittgenstein
the ability to gpply a concept correctly is part of what it means to possess that concept in

thefirg place.
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A gmilar idea is expressed by Ayn Rand, another fdlow-traveer of the Audtrian
School:%8

In order to think a al, man must be adle to perform this cycde he must
know how to see an abdraction in the concrete and the concrete in an
abdtraction, and aways relate one to the other. He must be able to derive
an abgraction from the concrete [and] then be able to apply the abstraction
. Example a man who has understood and accepted the abstract
principle of undienable individud rights cannot then go about advoceting
compulsory labor conscription .... Those who do have not performed
dther pat of the cyde ndther the abdraction nor the trandating of the
abdraction into the concrete.  The cycle is unbreakable; no part of it can
be of any use, until and unless the cycle is completed .... A broken eectric
circuit does not function in the separate parts; it must be unbroken or there
isno current ....%°
In other words. we don't have the abgtraction and then see if we can agoply it to the
concrete; rather, the ability to apply it to the concrete is part of having the abgraction.
Likewise, for Wittgengtein, one cannot employ a concept, or any proposition containing
that concept, without being committed to the truth of various factud propostions that
aoply that concept to redity. For example, dthough “bachelors are unmarried men” is a
grammatica propogtion that holds in virtue of a linguidic dipulation, one cannot assert
that propostion without employing the concept “bachelor,” and one cannot count as
employing that concept unless one has a reasonably reliable cgpacity to didtinguish
bachelors from nontbachdors in the red world. Otherwise “bachdors are unmarried
men” is just meaningless sounds, or dead marks on a page, not something that can serve

as the content of ajudgment:

%  Rand meets the mutuality-of-influence criterion, having been influenced by Mises and having

influenced Rothbard and Reisman. With regard to commonality of concern, while Rand disagreed with
Mises apriorism and subjectivism (Robert Mayhew, ed., Ayn Rand’'s Marginalia ***), she strongly
endorsed most of his socia philosophy. (Rand’'s newsletter published rave reviews of Human Action,
Planned Chaos Planning for Freedom, Omnipotent Government, and The Anti-Capitalistic Mentality.)
She was more critical of Hayek; nevertheless, her account of the role of moral principles in reducing
cognitive complexity has much in common with Hayek’s. (See my Reason and Value: Aristotle versus
Rand (Poughkeepsie: Objectivist Center, 2000), p. 20n., and “The Benefits and Hazards of Dialectical
Libertarianism,” op. cit.)

% Ayn Rand, Journals of Ayn Rand, ed. David Harriman (New York: Dutton, 1997), p. 481.
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Surely, one wshes to say, mathematics does not treat of dashes on a bit of
paper. Frege's idea could be expressed thus.  the propostions of
mathematics, if they were just complexes of dashes, would be dead and
utterly uninteresting, whereas they obvioudy have a kind of life. And the
same, of course, could be sad of any propostion: Without a sense, or
without the thought, a proposition would be an utterly dead and trivid
thing. And further it seems clear that no adding of inorganic signs can
make the propostion live. And the concluson which one draws from this
is that what must be added to the dead signs in order to make a live
propostion is something immaterid, with properties different from dl
mere Sgns.

But if we had to name anything which is the life of the sgn, we should
have to say thet it wasitsuse. (BB, p. 4.)

But why, we might ask, is it the use, rather than the corresponding mentd idea, that gives
the sgn its life? Wdl, in a sense it cartanly is the mentd idea But having a mentd idea
it just a matter of having some image in on€'s head. For an image in one's head
requires interpretation just as much as an external written or spoken sgn does. What we
think, in having that image, depends on what we are disposed to do with that image;
otherwise it is indeterminate jus what our menta idea is Recdl once again the

following passage:

| cannot know wha he's planning in his heart. But suppose he dways

wrote out his plans, of wha importance would they be? If, for example,

he never acted on them. ... Perhgps someone will say: Wel, then they

redly aen't plans. But then nether would they be plans if they were

insde him, and looking into him would do us no good. (WPP |. 234-

235))
Whether my mentd goings-on count as plans or not depends in part on whether | have a
tendency to act on them. This tendency can be defeasible, of course; but it must be there.
Wittgengtein's account of conceptud truthsis the mord of this passage writ large.

Whdt, for example, is involved in thinking “there are no tigers in the room”? It can't
amply be a mater of imagining the room without tigers in it, for that image could serve
just as well as a 9gn of the thought “there are no buffdo in the room.” (Unless | imagine
the room with buffdo but no tigers, but then it would serve equaly well as a sgn for
“there are buffao in the room,” which is not what | am thinking when | think there are no

tigers in the room.) Or do | perhaps imagine the room with tigers in it, but with a big X
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through t? Wadll, in that case, what do | mean by the X? After dl, such an image could
save just as wel to represent the thought “tigers should not be in the room,” or the
thought “there are no rooms, and no tigers,” or the thought “the room contains tigers ad
alarge X-shaped thing.”

What is the difference between the two processes  wishing that something
should happen — and wishing that it should not happen?

If we want to represent it pictoridly, we shdl treet the picture of the event
in various ways. cross it out, put a line round it, and so on. But this
strikes us as a crude method of expression. ...

Negetion, one might say, is a gesture of excluson, of rgection. But such a
gestureisused in agreet variety of casesl (Pl I. 548-550.)

How do | gt the X to mean negation? Adding more images to the X-image is not going
to help.

If the meaning of the sgn (roughly, that which is of importance about the
sgn) is an image built up in our minds when we see or hear the Sgn, then
first let us adopt the method ... of replacing this mentd image by some
outward object seen, eg. a painted or modeled image. Then why should
the written dgn plus this painted image be a live if the written sgn done
was dead? ... The mistake we are liable to make could be expressed thus.
We are looking for the use of a sgn, but we look for it as though it were
an object co-existing with the sgn. ... [O]ne is tempted to imagine that
which gives the sentence life as something in an occult sphere,
accompanying the sentence. But whatever accompanied it would for us
just be another sgn. (BB, p. 5.)

What gives a physcd dgn its ggnificance is not a mentd sgn accompanying it; rather, it
is the use to which such signs are put.”

What use of a word characterizes that word as keing a negation? ... It is
not a question of our firg having negation, and then asking what logica
laws mugt hold of it in order for us to be adle to use it in a certan way.
The point is that usng it in a cetan way is what we mean by negating
withit. (LFM 191)

0 Cf. Hoppe: “Language, then, is not some ethereal medium disconnected from reality, but is itself a

form of action. It is an offshoot of practical cooperation and as such, via action, is inseparably connected
with an objective world. Talk ... is inevitably a form of cooperation and thus presupposes a common
ground of objectively defined and applied terms.” (DER, p. 183.) “We must recognize that such necessary
truths are not simply categories of our mind, but that our mind is one of acting persons. Our mental
categories have to be understood as ultimately grounded in categories of action.” (ESAM, p. 20.)
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There cannot be a question of whether these or other rules are the correct
ones for the use of “not” (that is, whether they accord with its meaning).
For without these rules, the word has as yet no meaning; and if we change
therules, it now has another meaning .... (PG I. 133))

The same point is well expressed by P. F. Strawson:

There is an ... important link between the concept of belief and that of
action. Action ... flows from a combination of belief and desire;, and can
be, and has been, said to be caused by such combinations. But what we
have here is not a smple causd redion between things which are
otherwise unrelated to each other. What is it, after dl, to hold a belief? ...
Is it to entertain a thought or an image with a peculiar vividness, as Hume
seems sometimes to suggest? Certainly not.  One might thus conceive or
imagine something which one strongly desired or greaily feared — without,
however, bdieving in its redity. Or one might smply entertain onesdf
with vivid imeginings.

Nether will it do to say that we believe those propostions which we are
prepared to affirm or assent to; for then we must add: provided that we
ek in dl gncerity, i.e bdieving wha we say. And this addition
cancds the promised illumination. ... [T]o believe something, i.e redly to
believe it, is, a least in part, to be prepared, if opportunity offers, to act in
an appropriate way.

The basic idea here can best be grasped by considering Carroll’s Paradox.”?  Suppose
| grant the two premises “p” and “if p then g,” but | refuse to grant the concluson “q.”
You point out to me that if “p” and “if p then g are true, then “q” must be true. | fredy
accept this, and in fact add it as a third premise. So now | grant the three premises “p,”
“if pthen g,” and “if ‘p’ and ‘if p then g are true, then ‘g’ istrug’ — but | Hill don't grant
the conclusion “q.” You point out, with some impatience, that if “p,” “if p then g,” and
“if ‘p’ and “if p then g are true, then ‘q’ is trug’ are true, then “q” must be true. | fredy
accept this, adding it as a fourth premise — and so on ad defatigationem. A
Wittgensteinian mord to draw here would be that my “acceptance’ of these additiond
“premises’ is a mere sham because | don't do what someone who redly accepted them

would do — | don’t draw the conclusion.

L P, F. Strawson, Analysis and Metaphysics: An Introduction to Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1992), pp. 79-80.

2 Lewis Carroll, “What Achilles Said to the Tortoise,” Mind 4 (1895), pp. 278-280.
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This is why Wittgengein indss on treding actions as criteria (rather than mere
symptoms) of mental states’®

What ae the criteia for a person being convinced of a cetan
proposition? ... He says it in a tone of conviction. — But this ign't dl. ...
I"d find out how he behaves before and after saying [it]. If he says, “I am
convinced that this drink is poisonous,” and if he does not behave as if he
wished to commit suicide, and if he then drinks it ... we should not
understand his satement. (LFM xxi.)

And this, too, is why we cannot interpret anybody as thinking illogicaly. For what
would count as evidence that somebody, say, bdieves a contradiction? It can't be the
mere form of words that the person utters — amerdy syntactic contradiction — that shows
her to be thinking illogicdly. We must show that she is committed to a semantic
contradiction, and that involves showing that she is using her syntactic contradiction in a
semanticaly contradictory way — that she is expressng a contradiction in her actions.
But what, exactly, could that mean?

But you can't dlow a [syntactic] contradiction to stand! — Why not? ...
[O]ne could imagine a technique of language in which it was a regular
ingrument.

It might for example be said of an object in motion that it exiged and did
not exig in this place change might be expresssd by means of
contradiction. (RFEM VII. 11.)

Again, you must not forget that ‘A contradiction doesnt make sense does
not mean that the sense of a contradiction is nonsense. — We exclude
contradictions from language; we have no clear-cut use for them, and we
don't want to usethem. (RP 11. 290.)

3 Galen Strawson o relation to P.F.) offers a thought-experiment about hypothetical beings called

“Weather Watchers,” who have perceptions and preferences concerning the world around them but no
ability to affect that world. (Mental Reality (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996).) The purpose of the thought-
experiment is to show that consciousness can exist without any capacity for outward action. Strawson’s
primary targets are functionalism and behaviourism, but the example might seem to be equally directed
against criteriological views like those of Wittgenstein and the other Strawson. Are Weather Watchers
possible? I’'m not sure. But even if they are, a) they certainly do engage ininner action (thinking is agoal-
directed process), and b) although they are incapable of outward action, | think it’s still true that when they
wish that shady tree were nearer, then they would make the tree come nearer if they could, and
understanding that counterfactual is arguably crucial for understanding their desire. So even in the Weather
Watchers there is a conceptual connection between mentality and behaviour (albeit of a weaker sort than
behaviourists or functionalists could countenance), and that, | think, isall | need.
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[1]t's nonsendcad to say that the colors green and red could be in a single
place da the same time. But if what gives a sentence sense is its agreement
with grammatica rules then let's make just this rule, to permit the sentence
‘red and green are both a this point a the same time'. Very wdl; but that
doext fix the grammar of the expresson. Further stipulations have yet to
be made about how such asentenceistobeusad .... (PG p. 127)

Suppose | am a generd and | receive reports from reconnaissance parties.
One officer comes and says, “There are 30,000 enemy,” and then another
comes and says, “There are 40,000 enemy.” Now what happens, or what
might happen? ... | should of course say, “Well, one of you must have
been wrong,” and | might tell them to go back and look again. [But
ingead] | might say, “There are 30,000 soldiers and there are 40,000
soldie's’ — and | might go on to behave quite rationdly. | might, for
instance, act as though there were 30,000, because | knew that one of the
soldiers reporting was a liar or dways exaggerated. ... The point is that if
| get contradictory reports, then whether you think me rationd or irrationa
depends upon what | do with the reports. ... “Recognizing the law of
contradiction” would come to: acting in a cetan way which we cal
“rational.” ... The generd who recelved the two contradictory reports,
acted on them, and then won the battle —would till have acted in a queer
way in our view. One would perhaps say, “What does he do with these
reports? Perhaps he does not regard them as reports a dl.” We might cdl
his use of the contradiction pointless or say that we don't understand it —
though again it might be explained to us. (LFM xxi.)

[W]hat would this mean: “Even though everybody beieved that twice
two was five it would ill be four”? — For what would it be like for
everybody to believe that? — Wadl, | could imagine, for indance, that
people had a different cadculus, or a technique which we should not cal
“cdculating”. (PI11.xi.)
The reason we can't think contradictions is not that there is no such thing as a use for a
contradictory form of words, but rather that there is no such thing as a contradictory use
for aform of words.

We mugt, however, be on our guard not to interpret “action” or “use’ as mere bodily
movement that could be fully characterized in a neutrd physcdist observation language,
after the manner of behaviourism or functiondism. (For dmilar reasons, Wittgengtein
should not be seen as endorsng a verificationiss account of meaning) Congder the
following passage from W. V. Quine
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Suppose someone were to propound a heterodox logic in which dl the
laws which have up to now been taken to govern dternaion were made to
govern conjunction ingead, and vice versa Clearly we would regard his
deviation merely as notational or phonetic. For obscure easons, if any, he
has taken to writing ‘and’ in place of ‘or’ and vice versa. We impute our
orthodox logic to him, or impose it on him, by trandating his deviant
didect. Could we be wrong in so doing? Could he redly be meaning and
thinking genuine conjunction in his use of ‘and’ dfter dl, just as we do,
and genuine dternation in his use of ‘or’, and merdy disagresing with us
on points of logicd doctrine respecting the laws of conjunction and
dternation? Clearly this is nonsense.  There is no resdud essence to
conjunction and dternation in addition to the sounds and notations and the
laws in conformity with which a man uses those sounds and notations.”
Clearly Quine is making the same generd point as Wittgendein here.  But there is a
behaviourist flavour in Quine's suggedion that the rules that govern our imputations of
meaning are rules about “sounds’ and “notations’ — items that can be picked out in
purely physical terms.”®

Whether | mean negation by “X” depends on how | use “X”; there is indeed “no
resdua essence” to negation beyond the use | make of my sgns. But no sequence of
noises or gestures or scribbles on my part will suffice to ensure that | am negating with
“X. We will necessarily make use of irreducibly psychologica language in describing
the behaviour that counts as negating with “X,” and Wittgengein has no wish to deny
this Trying to specify “use” in an auderdy externd, physcdigic way would be just as
much amistake as trying to specify it in an augterdy internal, mentdigic way.

Nor will it do smply to combine the two approaches. An anadogy from Rand may be
ussful here.  Rand criticizes mind-body dudism for its conception of a non-physica soul
animating a purdy physicad body: “A body without a soul is a corpse, a soul without a
body is a ghodt,” yet dudism tries to characterize a living being as the product of an
interaction between these two “symbols of desth.”’® As a neo-Aristotelean, Rand insists

that a living being cannot be undersood as a gluing-together of these two nonliving

" W. V. O. Quine, Philosophy of Logic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), p. 81; cf. Quine,
“Carnap and Logical Truth,” p. 109, in The Ways of Paradox and Other Esays (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1980), pp. 107-132.

> |f this passage were all we had to go on in identifying Quine's philosophical leanings, it might be
uncharitabl e to read quasi-behaviouristic tendencies into what he says here. But alas.

8 Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged (New York: Penguin, 1992), p. 952.
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items, rather, a living being is an integrated unity (or, as Arigotle might put it, a
hylomorphic unity) of which soul and body are disinguisheble but inseparable aspects
(not ingredients). By anaogy, we do not form the concept of action by gluing together
one ghodlike item — a menta image with no behavioura import — and one corpsdike
item — mere bodily movement with no psychologica import. Thought and behaviour are
not related to one ancother in so externd and accidentad a way; both are merely aspects of
amore primordia unity encompassing both. As Richard Taylor observes:

| take it that what it means to say that men have minds is that they are
capable .... of deiberating about what they are going to do ... of
choosing, skillfully or ineptly, means to ends ... of acting in certan ways
in order that certain results may obtain ... of setting up goas or ends and
griving toward them .... Wha | am suggesting ... is tha such facts are not
merdy evidence that men have minds. They only express what it means to
say that men have minds. They are just the sort of fact to which one cdls
atention by saying that men have minds. ... [I]t is no explangion of how
they can do such things, and hence no dispdling of any mydery, to say
that they “have minds” but only a restatement in other words that they are
unlike machines. ... If having a mind jus means among other things,
being able to do such things as lay plans, deliberate, sdect appropriate
means to ends, pursue gods ... and so on, then it isno red explanation of
how men are able to do such things, to say that they have minds.”’

“Usg’ and “action,” then, are nether purdy physcdigic nor purdy mentdigic notions.
In Wittgenstein’ swords:

[A] move in chess doesn't condst simply in moving a piece in suchrand-
such a way on the board — nor yet in one's thoughts and fedings as one
makes the move:  but in the circumstances that we cal “playing a game of
chess’, “solving achess problem”, and so on. (PI 1. 33.)

Or, as Strawson writes,

[I]n any rationd being, the three dements of bdief, vauation (or desre),
and intentiond action can be differentiated from each other; yet no one of
these three dements can be properly understood, or even identified, except
in relation to the others.”®

" Taylor, Action and Purpose, op. cit., pp. 247-248.

8 Strawson, op. cit., p. 80.
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Using a concept involves applying it to the red world. Since possessng a concept
involves being able to use it, it follows that the possesson of a concept commits us to
aoplying that concept in various ways, and that these gpplications must be generally
reliable and accurate in order for us to possess the concept &t all.

But how is it possble to have a concept and not be clear about its
goplication? (RFM V. 7.)

| want to say: it is essentid to mahematics that its dgns are dso
employed in mufti.

It is the use outsde mathematics, and so the meaning of the sgns, tha
makes the Sgn-game into mathematics. (RFM V. 2.)

We sy if a child has magtered language — and hence its gpplication — it
must know the meaning of words. It mugt, for example, be able to attach
the name of its colour to a white, black, red or blue object without the
occurrence of any doubt. (OC 522.)

And from this it follows that one mugt assent to certain factual propogtions employing
the concept in order to count as possessing it in the firg place, so that no “andytic” use of

a concept is inteligible unless it is embedded in a network of “synthetic’ uses of that
same concept:

Concepts which occur in ‘necessary’ propositions must aso occur and
have ameaning in non-necessary ones. (RFM V. 42.)

If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement
not only in definitions but aso (quear as this may sound) in judgments.
(PI'1.242)

Not only rules, but aso examples are needed for establishing a practice.
Our rules leave loop-holes open, and the practice has to spesk for itsdf. ...
We do not learn the practice of making empirical judgments by learning
rules. we are taught judgments and their connexion with other judgments.
(OC 139-140.)

If 1 wanted to doubt whether this was my hand, how could | avoid
doubting whether the word *hand” has any meaning? (OC 369.)
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But in this case it no longer makes sense to ask whether conceptud truths are “andytic”
or “synthetic” The andytic/synthetic distinction itsdf presupposes a separability of
concept from gpplication that cannot be sustained.

Our conceptual truths are usable only on the assumption thet various empirica
datements hold. These empirical dtatements are not themselves conceptual truths, but if
they were not to hold, we would not be able to employ our concepts. It is not as though
the fddty of the empiricd datements would falsify our conceptua truths, that would
make the conceptud truths themsdves into empiricd datements, which they precisely are
not. The denial of a conceptua truth employs the congtituent concepts of that truth just
as much as its assertion does, a Stuaion in which our concepts are disabled is one in

which the associated conceptud truths can be neither asserted nor denied.”

This is how our children learn sums, for one makes them put down three
beans and then another three beans and then count what is there. If the
result a one time were 5, a another 7 ... then the firg thing we said would
be that beans were no good for teaching sums. But if the same thing
happened with dicks, fingers, lines and most other things, that would be
theend of dl sums.

“But shouldn’'t we then 4ill have 2 + 2 = 47" — This sentence would have
become unusable. (RFM 1. 37.)

It is one thing to describe methods of measurement, and another to obtain
and dae results of measurement.  But what we cal “measuring” is partly
determined by a certain congtancy in results of measurement. (Pl 1. 242.)

‘There are 60 seconds to a minute’ This propogtion is very like a
mathematica one. Does its truth depend on experience? — Well, could we
tak about minutes and hours, if we had no sense of time; if there were no
clocks, or could be none for physica reasons, if there did rot exig dl the
connexions that give our measures of time meaning and importance?  In
that case — we should say — the measure of time would have log its
meaning (like the action of ddivering check-mate if the game of chess
were to disappear) .... But suppose our experience were like that — then
would experience make the propodtion fase ...? No; that would not
decribeitsfunction. (RFM VII. 18.)

®  “When a sentence is called senseless, it is not as it were its sense that is senseless. But a combination

of words is being excluded from the language, withdrawn from circulation.” (Pl 500.)
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If you look at ideas about probability and its application, it's dways as
though a priori and a posteriori were jumbled together, as if the same
date of affairs could be discovered or corroborated by experience, whose
exigence was evident a priori. This of course shows that something's
amiss .... If the experience agrees with the computation, that means my
computation is judtified by the experience, and of course it isn't its apriori
element which is judtified, but its bases, which are a posteriori. But those
must be certain naturd laws which | take as the bads for my cdculation,
and it is these that are confirmed, not the cdculation of the probability.
(PR232)

We indine to the belief that logical proof has a peculiar, absolute cogency,
deriving from the unconditiond certainty in logic of the fundamentd laws
and the laws of inference. Whereas propostions proved in this way can
after dl not be more certain than is the correctness of the way those laws
of inference are applied. (RFM111. 43))

Hans-Hermann Hoppe offers a amilar treatment of Mises dam that the lawv of causdity

isapriori:

There is only one way in which it might be sad that “experience’ could
“fdgfy” the condancy principle if the physcd world were indeed S0
chaotic that one could no longer act a dl, then of course it would not
make much sense to spesk of a world with constantly operating causes.
But then human bengs whose essntid chaacteigic is to  act
intentionaly, would dso no longer be the ones who experience this
incongancy. As long as one survives as a human being — and this is what
the argument in effect says — the constancy principle must be assumed to
be vdid a priori, as any action must presuppose it and no experience that
anyone could actudly have could possibly disprovethis. (TSC, p. 115.)

(Hoppe may be indebted to Wittgenstein here; at any rate, he cites Wittgengein favorably
for recognizing “the inseparable connection between language and action.”)®® And Stede
offers a praxeologicd example (though he takes it, wrongly, as an objection to

praxeology):

Kirzne's ... example [in which] a man gives in to the sudden impulse to
throw his glass of wine at the bartender .... can be characterized as the
switch from one raiond means-end framework (to St quietly drinking at
the bar) to another rationd means-end framework. ... Yet, if an individual

8 DER, p. 206n.
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were in the habit of switching to radically new ends, say, every half-
second, it would be difficult to explain his actions by the application of
praxeol ogy.®*

If the conceptud truths of mathematics depend on our ability to apply them to red-
world cases, does his mean that after dl Frege was wrong, and Mill’s “gingerbread and
pebble arithmetic’ was right? Wittgenstein admits that his approach seems to suggest
that “what Frege cdled the ‘ginger-sngp standpoint’ in arithmetic could yet have some
judification.” (PR 104) But Wittgengtein is not siding with Mill agangt Frege, but
rather is trying to transcend the opposition between them, by showing that each was right
but in different respects Mill and Frege both assume that only statements with empiricd
content can have empirica presuppodtions. Hence Mill, rightly seeing that the truths of
aithmetic have empiricd presuppostions, wrongly infers that they have empiricd
content; and Frege, rightly seeing that the truths of arithmetic have no empirica content,
wringly infers that they have no empiricd presuppodtions. Our employment of
conceptud truths presupposes our ability to apply those concepts. But that does not mean
that those conceptud truths are about our ability to apply those concepts.

[Millian objection:] “Yes but surdy our caculating must be founded on
empirica facts”

[Reply:] Certainly. ... but that is certainly not to say that the propositions
of mathematics have the functions of empirica propostions. (Tha would
dmost be as if someone were to beieve that because only the actors
gopear in the play, no other people could usefully be employed upon the
stage of the theatre)) (RFM VII. 18.)

[Fregean objection] What you say seems to amount to this, tha logic
belongs to the natura higtory of man. And that is not combinable with the
hardness of the logical “must”.

[Reply:] But the logica “mugt” is a component part of the propositions of
logic, and these are not propostions of human naturd history. If what a
propostion of logic sad was. Human beings agree with one ancther in
such and such ways (and that would be the form of the naturd-higtorica
proposition), then its contradictory would say that there is here a lack of
agreement. Not, that thereis an agreement of another kind.

The agreement of humans that is a presuppostion of logic is not an
agreementin opinions .... (RFMVI. 49.)

8 FromMarx to Mises, op. cit., p. 98; emphasis added.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 82



In other words. the agreement of humans that is a presuppodtion of logic is not an
agreement to the proposition that we act a certain way; reather, it is an agreement in acting

acertan way.

The judification of the propodtion 25 x 25 = 625 is, naturdly, that if
anyone has been traned in suchrand-such a way, then under normd
circumstances he gets 625 as the result of multiplying 25 by 25. But the
arithmetical proposition does not assert that. (RFM VI. 23.)

Are the propostions of mathematics anthropologicd propostions saying

how we men infer and cdculate? — Is a statute book a work of

anthropology telling how the people of this naion ded with a thief ec.? —

Could it be said: “The judge looks up a book about anthropology and

thereupon sentences the thief to a term of imprisonment”? Wall, the judge

does not USE the statute book as a manud of anthropology. RFM III.

65.)
Ealier | formulated a dogan: Praxeology without thymology is empty; thymology
without praxeology is blind. We can now see how to guard againgt a misinterpretation of
this dogan. It's not as though praxeology can exis without thymology, but in an
“empty” condition, or that thymology can exist without praxeology, but in a “blind’
condition. The thymologica ability to gpply praxeologicd concepts is constitutive of the
possesson of such concepts.  Praxeology and thymology ae digtinguishable, but
inseparable, aspects of an integrated unity. On Wittgenstein's view, “[t]he human body is
the best picture of the human soul” (Pl II. iv) — and of course vice versa.  Likewise
thymology is the best picture of praxeology and vice versa It is through the application,

the use, of our concepts that we are best able to understand them.

Giving grounds, however, judifying the evidence, comes to an end;, — but
the end is not certain propogtions driking us immediately as true, i.e, it is
not a kind of seeing on our pat; it is our acting, which lies at the bottom
of the language game. (OC 204.)

If it is asked: “How do sentences manage to represent?’ — the answer
might be “Don’'t you know? You certainly see it, when you use them.”
For nothing is concedled. (PI I. 435.)

Or, as Heidegger writes:
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[W]here something is put to use, our concern subordinates itsdlf to the “in-
order-to” which is conditutive for the equipment we are employing a the
time the less we just dare a the hammer-Thing, and the more we saize
hold of it and use it, the more primordid does our reaionship to it
become, and the more unveiledly is it encountered as that which it is — as
equipment.22
Likewise, it is through thymology that praxelogy is unveledly encountered as that which
it is® Hence the correct approach to praxeology is neither purdly “formaist” nor purely
“interpretive,” but isinstead hylomor phic.

Wittgengtein is trying to draw us back down to the world of ordinary experience — the
hylomorphic redity of which concepts and applications are merely different aspects — the
Lebenswelt in which we are, to borrow a Heideggerian phrase, “dways aready” engaged.
The migake lies in thinking that this unity mus somehow be grounded in one of its
aspects, instead, Wittgenstein urges, we should accept the redity in which we live and

move and have our being as basic:

The difficult thing here is not, to dig down to the ground; no, it is to
recognize the ground that lies before us as the ground.

For the ground keeps on giving us the illusory image of a greater depth,
and when we seek to reach this, we keep on finding ourselves on the old
leve.

Our disease is one of wanting to explain. (RFM V1. 31.)

The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of
their dmplicty and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something —
becauseit is dways before one’ seyes) (PI 1. 129.)

For the place | redly have to get to is a place | must aready be a now.
(cv7)

Compare the formulations of Foucault and Heidegger:

[T]he role of philosophy is not to discover what is hidden, but to make
vishle precisdly what is visble, that is to say, to make evident what is 0

8  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York:

Harper-Callins, 1962), p. 164.

8 50 doing economics with praxeological conceptsis like philosophizing with a hammer. (Sorry.)
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dose, s0 immediate, 0 intimately linked to us, that because of that we do
not percelve it. Wheress the role of science is to revea what we do not
see, the role of philosophy isto let us see what we see®*

For that is what we are now, men who have legpt, out of the familiar realm
of science .... And where have we legpt? Perhaps into an abyss? No!
Rather onto some firm soil. Some? No! But on that soil upon which we
live and die, if we are honest with oursdves. A curious, indeed unearthly
thing that we must first legp onto that soil on which we redlly stand.®°

The migaken indgence on viewing praxeology and thymology as separable
ingredients, rather than inseparable aspects, of our understanding is what motivates the
sort of objection that Claudio Gutiérrez raises againgt Austrian methodology:

The difficulty | see here has to do with the description of the (empirica)
conditions that must form pat of the theorem in order [for it] to be
goplicable.  Even if the theorem is a priori it has to mention the factua
gtuation under which one is saying that the theorem is vdid. But this
mention has to be made in a language and the language one has to use
must not be a purdy formd one. ... [A]Jn empiricd language cepable of
mentioning the conditions of application of the theorem would have to
have been learned in close intercourse with experience. ... Therefore, we
ae led to the concluson that the application of a praxeologica theorem
supposes dready the (empiricaly acquirec? economic language and, by
implication, (empirical) economic knowledge®

What Gutiérez says here is, in a certain sense, quite true.  praxeologica knowledge
canot exit without the ability to gpply praxeologica concepts to empirica redlity.
Praxeology without thymology is empty. His migtake lies in confuang this dam with the
entirdly different dam that content of praxeologicd knowledge must be drawn from
empiricd redlity, as though we acquired thymologicd experience first and then came up

8 Michel Foucault, quoted in Arnold |. Davidson, ed., Foucault and His Interlocutors (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1997), p. 2.

8 Martin Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking?, trans. J. Glen Gray (New York: Haroer & Row, 1968), p.
41. For some intriguing connections between this passage and the Frege-Wittgenstein critique of
psychologism, see Kelly Dean Jolley, “What Bart Calls Thinking,” in William Irwin, Mark T. Conard, and
Aeon J. Skoble, eds.,, The Smpsons and Philosophy: The D’oh! of Homer (LaSdle: Open Court, 2001),
pp. 269-281. (Heidegger, like Mises, wasinfluenced indirectly by Frege, via Husserl.)
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Claudio Gutiérrez, “The Extraordinary Claim of Praxeology,” Theory and Decision 1 (1971), pp. 327-
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with praxeologicd principles by generdizing from that experience.  On the contrary:
Thymology without praxeology is blind. “History spesks only to those people who know
how to interpret it on the ground of correct theories” HA XXXVII. 1) Praxeologicd
truths with dal ther logica interconnections ae implicit in thymologicd experience
from the sart. To verstehen an action just is to locate it in praxeologica space. Neither
praxeology nor thymology is prior to the other; we do not acquire one firsg and then use it
to get to the other. “Light dawns gradually over thewhole.” (OC 141.)

It is important, however, not to let the inseparability of praxeology from thymology
blind usto their distinguishability. Don Lavoie, for example, writes:

There is, indeed, a difference between the particularizing intent of history

and the generdizing and sydemdizing intent of our cognitive processes.

Mises cdled these aspects, respectively, understanding and conception.

... But the theory and history are nevertheless two inescapable aspects of

what is ultimately one integrated intellectua endeavor.®’
So far s0 good; this is just what I've been arguing. But Lavoie then goes on to draw the
concluson that we should rgect Mises doctrine that “no historicd account can ever
cause us to go back and reconsider our a priori theory”:®® Lavoie instead maintains that
unless Mises treats the clams of praxeology as fdsfiable, “the scientific community has

189

no regponghility to take him serioudy. In Wittgendein's terms, Lavoie is indging
that any empirical propostions that are working backstage must appear in the play.
“Theory no less than history involves verstehen,” Lavoie urges® Well, yes and no. Yes,
in the sense that there is no praxeology without thymology. No, in the sense that we
could not praxeologize differently by verstehen differently; dthough there are different
ways of verstehen, nothing that did not embody the unchanging principles of praxeology

would count as verstehen a dl. So dthough verstehen may be, as Lavoie says,

8 Don Lavoie, “Euclideanism versus Hermeneutics: A Reinterpretation of Misesian Apriorism,” p. 194,

in Israel M. Kirzner, ed., Subjectivism, Intelligibility and Economic Understanding: Essays in Honor of
Ludwig M. Lachmann on His Eightieth Birthday (London: Macmillan, 1986), pp. 192-210.

8  Op.cit., p. 196.
8 Op.dit, p. 202.

% Don Lavoie, “The Interpretive Turn,” p. 60; in Elgar Companion, op. cit., pp. 54-62.
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“higoricdly and culturdly Stuated,” praxeology is not — a least, not in the sense that
changes in higorical and culturd context could work changes in praxeologicad content.
The plot of Hamlet remains the same regardiess of who's doing what backstage — because
the dternative to peforming Hamlet with this plot is not to perform Hamlet differently,
but not to perform Hamlet at all. Nothing that departs from Shakespeare's story counts as
a performance of Hamlet; and nothing that departs from praxeology’s story counts as a

performance of verstehen. AsMiseswrites:

[AJl our experience in the fidd of human action is based on and

conditioned by the circumdance that we have this insght [into the

principles of human reason and conduct] in our mind. Without this a priori

knowledge and the theorems derived from it we could not a dl redize

what is going on in human activity. Our experience of human action and

socid lifeis predicated on praxeologica and economic theory.

It is important to be aware of the fact that this procedure and method are

not peculiar only to scientific investigation but are the mode of ordinary

daily apprehension of socid facts. (MMM 1.)
Hence if, to use Stede€'s example, “an individud were in the habit of switching to
radicdly new ends say, every hdf-second,” this would (contra Mises) invalidate
praxeology, but it would not (contra Steele) falsify it. Strictly spesking, the example is
misdescribed, because talk of ends can get its purchase only where ends are, in generd,
relaively stable, what Stede describes is not a world of radically unstable ends, but a
world without ends.

If, anong Audrians the inseparability of praxeology from thymology is overstated
by Lavoie, Stede, and other adherents of the “interpretive” faction, it is correspondingly
underestimated by the orthodox “formdist” faction. Hans-Hermann Hoppe, for example,
writes that “the proposdtion that humans act .... is dso not derived from observation”
because “there are only bodily movements to be observed but no such things as actions.”
(ESAM 22.) This remark suggests that our perceptual experience of other people presents
to us only bodily movements to which we mugt then apply praxeological concepts in
order to interpret those movements as actions. But in fact our conceptua understanding
plays aconstitutiverolein our perceptua experience.

Congder the following passage from Adam Smith:
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As we have no experience of what other men fed, we can form no idea of
the manner in which they ae affected, but by conceving wha we
oursdves should fed in the like Stuation. Though our brother is upon the
rack, as long as we ourselves are at our ease, our senses will never inform
us of what he suffers. They never did, and never can, carry us beyond our
own person, and it is by the imaginaion only that we can form any
conception of what are his sensations.  Nether can that faculty help us to
this in any other way, than by representing to us what would be our own,
if we werein his case®*

This passage should remind us of Hayek’'s dam that “in discussng what we regard as
other people’'s conscious actions, we invarigbly interpret their action on the andogy of
our own mind. ... | know the meaning of this action because | know what | would have
done in similar circumstances” (EO Ill. 2) But Smith is smply wrong. We do not see
bodily movements and infer motives raher, we smply see bodily movements as
motivated actions. In generd, our background conceptuad knowledge does not merdy

enable us to draw certain inferences from what we perceve, raher, it plays a role in

determining what we perceive in the first place®? As Wittgenstein points out:

For someone who has no knowledge of such things a diagram representing
the ingde of a radio recaver will be a jumble of meaningless lines  But if
he is acquainted with the gpparatus and its function, that drawing will be a
ggnificant picture for him. ... If | say tha this face has an expresson of
gentleness, or kindness, or cowardice, | don't seem just to mean that we
associate such and such fedings with the look of the face, I'm tempted to
say that the face is itsdf one aspect of the cowardice, kindness, etc. (PG .
127-128.)

Likewise, Heidegger writes:

91 Adam Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments|.i. 1.

92" This does not mean that our conceptual knowledge distorts our perceptual experience by imposing a
predetermined schema on it. This can happen, but when it does, then something has gone wrong. 1t would
be more accurate to say that our conceptual knowledge, by helping us to orient and direct our awareness
properly, enables us (non-inferentially) to perceive what is there to be perceived. Our concepts are part of
our meansof perception, not something external toit. (How isthis Kantian account of concepts asinvolved
in perception related to the Aristotelean view of concepts as derived (via abstraction) from perception? |
believe that both views, properly understood, are correct, but that’s another story. For some first movesin
the direction of a solution, see my Reason and Value, op. cit., pp. 15-16, 104-106, 115-116, 118, and
“Benefitsand Hazards,” op cit.)
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Wha we ‘fird’ hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the

creaking waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the

north wind, the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling.

It requires a very atificid and complicated frame of mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure

noisg. ... BEven in cases where the speech is indigtinct or in a foreign

language, what we proximdly hear is unintdligible words, and not a

multiplicity of tone-data.*®
Just as our perceptua experience of the physcd world is an experience of fires crackling
and woodpeckers tapping, not a mere collage of sense-data, so our perceptual experience
of the socid world is one of friendly faces and columns on the march — tha is it is
gructured in terms of thymologicd (and thus praxeologica) categories, not mere bodily

movements.

Psychological concepts are just everyday concepts. They are not concepts

newly fashioned by science for its own purpose, as are the concepts of

physics and chemigry. (RPP 1. 62)
The mentd dtates we impute to others when we verstehen them are not theoretical entities
like quarks and neutrinos — hidden occult forces postulated to explain aitward behaviour.
We see the mentd states in the behaviour, as we hear the sadness in the song. %

% Being and Time, op. cit., p. 164.

% Wittgenstein holds not only a) that our access to other people’s psychological states need not rest
solely on inference, but also b) that if it did rest solely on inference then we could not know, or even speak
meaningfully of, others people's psychological states. (Pl I. 293, 302.) | agree with Wittgenstein about (a),
but not about (b).
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8
TheTruth IsOut There

The grounds for calling “ this” world apparent are
far better grounds for itsreality — any other type of
reality is absolutely unprovable.

— Friedrich Nietzsche®

Closdy related to the question of whether a priori satements are andytic or synthetic
is the quedion of whether ther necessty depends in some way on the perceiver.
Austrians are divided into reflectionists and impositionists.  Impostioniss hold that “a
priori knowledge is possble as a result of the fact that the content of such knowledge
reflects merdly certain forms or dructures that have been imposed or inscribed on the
world by the knowing subject,” wheress reflectionits maintain that “we can have a priori
knowledge of what exids, independently of dl impostions or inscriptions of the mind, as
a reault of the fact that certain dtructures in the world enjoy some degree of intdligibility

196

in their own right. Mises (and perhaps Hayek)®” favor an impositionist view in the

tradition of Immanud Kant. Missswrites.

Kant, awekened by Hume from his “dogmatic dumbers” put the
rationdigtic doctrine upon a new basis. Experience, he taught, provides
only the rav materid out of which the mind forms what is cdled
knowledge. All knowledge is conditioned by the categories that precede
any daa of experience both in time and in logic. The categories are a
priori; they are the mentd equipment of the individud that enables him to

% Twilight of the Idols 1. 6.
% Barry Smith, “Aristotle, Menger, Mises: An Essay in the Metaphysics of Economics,” §5; in History
of Political Economy 22 Supp. (1990), pp. 263-288. (cf. Barry Smith, “In Defense of Extreme
(Fallibilistic) Apriorism,” Journal of Libertarian Studies 12 (1996), pp. 179-192.) Smith associates
impositionism with Kant and reflectionism with Husserl. @ustrian Philosophy: The Legacy of Franz
Brentano (LaSale: Open Court, 1994), p. 305-309.)

% The evidence for Hayek’s impositionist rests largely on his early suggestion that “The fact that the
world which we know seems wholly an orderly world may thus be merely a result of the method by which
we perceiveit.” (SO 8.39)
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think and — we may add — to act. As al reasoning presupposes the a priori
categories, it is vain to embark upon attempts to prove or to disprove
them. (UFESI. 1)

The a priori categories are the menta equipment by dint of which man is
able to think and to experience and thus to acquire knowledge. Their truth
or validity cannot be proved or refuted as can those of a poderiori
propogtions, because they are precisdy the insrument that enables us to
disinguish what istrue or vdid from what is not.

What we know is what the nature or structure of our senses and of our
mind makes comprehensible to us. We see redity, not as it “is’ and may
gopear to a perfect being, but only as the quadity of our mind and of our
senses enablesusto seeit. (UFESI. 3)

One feature of the Kantian, impogtionist gpproach is that it slently opens the back door
to psychologism and polylogism jus as it is loudly damming the front. If impogtioniam
is true, then we cannot help seeing the world in terms of the categories that we impose
upon it, and so there is no danger of our ever encountering an experience that fasfies
those categories. Hence the truths embodied in those categories are freed from any
dependence on empiricd generdizations and contingent psychologicad tendencies.  On
the other hand, by granting that such categories apply to the world only because we
impose them on it, it leaves open the possbility that creatures of another sort might
impose different categories.

The human mind is utterly incgpable of imagining logica categories a
vaiance with them. No matter how they may appear to superhuman
beings, they are for man inescgpable and absolutely necessary. ... It does
not matter for man whether or not beyond the sphere accessble to the
human mind there ae other spheres in which there is something
caegoridly different from human thinking and acting. No knowledge
from such spheres penetrates to the human mind. It is idle to ask whether
things-inthemselves are different from what they agppear to us and
whether there are worlds which we cannot divine and ideas which we
cannot comprehend. These are problems beyond the scope of human
cognition. Human knowledge is conditioned by the dructure of the human
mind. (HA1I. 2; cf.1.6.)

Rothbard instead adopts the reflectionist position, in away that uncannily echoes Frege®®

% gSmith (1990) oddly regards Frege as an impositionist, whereas | would have thought Frege a

reflectionist’ s reflectionist.
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Mises, in the neo-Kantian tradition, consders [the law of human action] a

law of thought and therefore a categoricd truth a priori to al experience.

My own epistemologica position rests on Ariotle and S. Thomas rather

than Kant, and hence | would interpret the propostion differently. | would

condder the axiom a law of redity, rather than a law of thought. OEA

318.)
But this solution too seems vulnerable to polylogism. If the principles of psychology are
normétive for rather than conditutive of thought, then thought can depart from them; and
once illogica thought is permitted, so is irrationd action, and the fabric of praxeology is
rent asunder.

Where does Wittgengtein fal in this category? He is often read as an impogtionid,
one who holds that the necessity of logica truths depends on convention. And there is
catanly a drand in Wittgengtein's thought that suggests such an interpretation, as when
he seems to say that the rules of logic and mathemdics ae rdaive to paticular
language-games, and that there could be other language-games with different rules — as
though there could ill be purposve activities such as rule-following in the absence of
praxeologicd congants. Wittgenstein's consdered position, however, is pretty clearly an
atempt to transcend the reflectionist/impogtionist dichotomy entirdy.  On this view,
impogtionism is rgected because it pictures logic as a congraint imposed by us on the
world, while reflectionism is rgected because it pictures logic as a condraint imposed by
the world on us. To think of logic as constraining something is to imagine, or try to
imaging how things would be without the condraint. Snce nether tak of an illogicd
world nor tak of illogicd thought can be made sense of, the whole question cannot be
meaningfully asked and so may be dismissed in good conscience.

[I]n order to be able b draw a limit to thought, we should have to find
both sdes of the limit thinkable (i.e. we should have to be able to think
what cannot be thought). It will therefore only be in language that the limit
can be drawn, and what lies on the other side of the limit will Smply be
nonsense. (TLP Pref.)

The limits of my language meen the limits of my world. ... Logic
pervades the world: the limits of the world are dso its limits. So we cannot
sy in logic, ‘The world has this in it, and this, but not that’ For that
would appear to presuppose that we were excluding certain posshilities,
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and this cannot be the case, dnce it would require that logic should go
beyond the limits of the world; for only in tha way could it view those
limits from the other sde as wdl. We cannot think what we cannot think;
so what we cannot think we cannot say ether. (TLP 5.6-5.61.)

For reflectionism, *“a priori knowledge is read off the world, reflecting the fact that
certain dructures in redity are intringcaly inteligible”®®  But for Wittgenstein we do
not find conceptud truth in the world (as if we might, but for the world, have found
something se); we bring it with us. It is the lens through which we view redity. Hence
reflectionism is migaken. But impogtioniam is unwarranted adso; we cannot peek
around our lens a redity-in-itsdf to see that it deviates from wha our lens shows us
about it. What we know about redlity just is what our lens shows us.

Mises thought that praxeologica categories were imposed on redity by the innate
dructure of our minds. Some more recent Audrians have adopted a different variety of
impogtionism, one inspired by Popper and Lakatos, in which praxeologicad categories
are imposed on redlity by amethodological decision. Popper, for example, writes:

My thess is that it is sound methodological policy to decide not to make
the rationdity principle, but the res of the theory — that is, the modd —
accountable.

In this way it may appear that in our search for better theories we treat the
rationdity principle as if it were a logicd or a metgphyscd principle
exempt from refutation: as unfadfiable or a priori vaid.  But this
gppearance is mideading. There are ... good reasons to think that the
rationdity principle ... is actudly fdse, though a good gpproximetion to
truth. ... | hold, however, that it is good policy, a good methodologica
device, to refran from blaming the rationdity principle for the breskdown
of our theory. For we learn more if we blame our Stuationd modd. The
policy of upholding the principle can thus be regarded as pat of our
methodology. '

Likewise, Maio Rizzo offers a reformulation of praxeology in terms of a Lakatosan
methodologica decison:

% Barry Smith, Austrian Philosophy, op. cit., p. 309.

100 Myth of the Framework, op. cit., p. 177.
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The theoretical hard core of a research program congists of one or more

datements that are rendered irrefutable by the methodological decison of

the scientists working within the program.*°
This suggestion is of course in shap contrag to Mises indgtence tha “[tlhe Harting
point of praxeology is not a choice of axioms and a decison about methods of procedure,
but reflection about the essence of action.” (HA 1. 3)

Now Wittgenstein's gpproach is easily taken to be akin to that of Popper and Lakatos.
After dl, for Wittgengtein the reason the propodtion “2 + 2 = 4” is dways confirmed by
experience is that “if there are 3 gpples there after | have put down two and again two, |
don't say: ‘So dfter dl 2 + 2 are not dways 4'; but ‘Somehow one must have gone.’”
(RFM 1. 157.) In other words, | smply have a methodologica policy of dways blaming
the gtuationd mode rather than the mathematical proposition when things go wrong; “2
+ 2 = 4" has been rendered irrefutable by my methodologicd decision; it is pat of my
research program’s “hard core” Yet that does not mean that | shdl hold onto it come
wha may. “If the result & one time were 5, a another 7 ... then the fird thing we sad
would be that beans were no good for teaching sums. But if the same thing happened
with dicks, fingers, lines and most other things that would be the end of adl sums”
(RFM 1. 37) | treat “2 + 2 = 4" as irrefutable only so long as | stick to my research
program — but if my research program ceases to enable me to make sense of the world
around me, then | will dandon the research program, hard core and dl. Likewise, on the
Lakatosan approach to praxeology, “Utimady the action presuppostion must validate

"102 1t's not hard to see how

itdf by bringing forth a fruitful research program.
Wittgensdein might be read as offering more support to Rizzo's gpproach to praxeology
than to Mises'.

But that would be a migake. In characterizing his own methodology, Wittgenstein
writes

‘The question doesn't arise a dl.” Its answer would characterize a
method. ... Isn't wha | am saing: any empiricd propostion can be

101 Mario J. Rizzo, “Mises and Lakatos. A Reformulation of Austrian Methodology,” p. 55; in Israel M.
Kirzner, ed., Method, Process, and Austrian Economics. Essays in Honor of Ludwig von Mises
(Lexington: D. C. Heath, 1982), pp. 53-73.

192 Rizzo, p. 57.
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transformed into a postulate — and then becomes a norm of description.

(OC 318-321.)
This sounds much like the Lakatosan gpproach; and Wittgenstein sees that it sounds like
hisown approach. But Wittgenstein's answer to the question he hasjust asked is:

But | am suspicious of even this. The sentence is too generd. One dmost

wants to say “any empirical propostion can, theoreticaly, be transformed

... but what does “theoretically” mean here? (OC 321.)
What does Wittgenstein mean in saying that the Lakatosansounding characterization is
“too generd”? | think his objection is that this characterization exaggerates the extent of
our choice regarding fundamentd axioms. Both the Rizzo and Witigenstein will say that
we don't doubt the rationdity principle because doubting that principle is excluded by the
rules of our language-game. But Rizzo describes this policy on our pat as a decision,
one we might give up if adiding by it proved unfruitful. Wittgengtein, by contrast, puts it
thisway:

This doubt isn't one of the doubts in our game. (But not as if we chose
thisgame!) (OC 317.)

That is to say, it beongs to the logic of our scientific investigations thet
certain things are in deed not doubted. ... But it ign't that the Stuation is
like this We jus can't investigate everything, and for that reason we are
forced to rest content with assumption. ... [Rather:] My life consgs in

my being content to accept many things. (OC 342-344.)
What Wittgensein rgects in the Lakatosan picture is the notion that grammétical
propositions as arbitrary conventions.

But doesn't Wittgendein himsdf say that grammaticd propodtions are ahbitrary
conventions? Yes, he does. But what he means in cdling them arbitrary conventions
(how he uses this form of words) is the diametrical opposite of the Lakatosan view. To
see how this is S0, contrast Rizzo's remark that “the action presuppostion must vaidate
itdf by bringing forth a fruitful research program” with Wittgensen's denid that
grammatica propositions are to be tested by gpped to their pragmatic fruitfulness. Note
that Wittgengtein here tells us what he meansin caling the rules of grammar “ arbitrary”:
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Grammar is not accountable to any redity. It is grammaticd rules tha
determine meaning (condtitute it) and S0 they themsdves ae not
answerable to any meaning and to that extent are arbitrary. ... Why don't |
cal cookery rules arbitrary, and why am | tempted to cdl the rules of
grammar arbitrary? Because | think of the concept “cookery” as defined
by the end of cookery, and | don't think of the concept “language’” as
defined by the end of language. You cook badly if you are guided in your
cooking by rules other than the right ones, but if you follow other rules
than those of chess you ae playing another game and if you follow
grammatica rules other than such and such ones, that does not mean you
say something wrong; no, you are speaking of something else.

If | want to carve a block of wood into a particular shape any cut that gives
it the right shape is a good one. But | don't cadl an argument a good
argument just because it has the consequences | want (Pragmatism). |
may cal a cdculaion wrong even if the actions based on its result have
led to the desired end. ...

| do not cdl rules of representation conventions [i.e, arbitrary] if they can
be judtified by the fact that a representation made in accordance with them
will agreewith redity. (PG I. 133-134.)

“The rules of a game ae abitrary” means. the concept ‘game is not
defined by the effect the game is supposed to haveon us. (PG 1. 140.)

The rules of grammar may be cdled “ahbitrary”, if that is to mean that the

aim of the grammar is nothing but that of the language. (P 1. 498.)
The difference between the vaue of language and the vaue of cookery is anadogous to
Kant's didinction between dignity and price. A Lakatosan research program — like
cookery — gans its judification from the outside — from its pragmetic success. But the
success or falure of language, for Wittgengein, cannot be described in terms of the
promotion of some pragmatic end, because the ends served by language are internal to
language.

What are the gods of language? Perhgpss to describe redity truly, and to
communicate with others. But these are not gods for which language is useful, as a
hammer is useful for driving in nals raher, language is constitutive of these gods.
Congder the firg god: to describe redity truly. Suppose | say that the point of uttering
the sentence “snow is white’ is to dae the extrdinguidic fact that show is white; the
utility of language thusliesin its correspondence to redlity. Wittgenstein answers.
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The rules of grammar cannot be judtified by shewing that therr application
makes a representation agree with redity.  For this judification would
have to describe what is represented.  And if something can be said in the
judtification and is permitted in its grammar — why shouldn’'t it dso be
permitted by the grammar that | am trying to justify? (PG I. 134.)

The limit of language is shown by its being impossible to describe the fact
which corresponds to (is the trandation of) a sentence, without Smply
repeating the sentence. (CV 10.)

Here Wittgengtein is Smply developing an indght from Frege:

Now it would be futile to employ a definition in order to make it clearer
what is to be understood by ‘true’. If, for example, we wished to say ....
‘Ais true if and only if it has such-and-such properties, or stands in such
and-such a rdation to such-and-such a thing' .... it would dways come
back to the question whether it is true that A has such-and-such properties,
or stands in such-and-such a relation to such-and-such a thing. ... Thus we
should have to presuppose the very thing that is being defined. (L 139-
140.)

Wittgengtein's point is that if | were to try to justify the utterance “snow is white’ by
saying “it daes the truth, because snow redly is white” | would smply be making
another utterance about snow being white, an utterance just as much — or as little —in
need of judification as the first one. Describing redity truly is done in language it is not

some sort of “product” for which language is afactor of production.

We fed we wish to guard againg the idea that a colour pattern is a means
to producing in us a certain impresson — the colour pattern being like a
drug and we interested merely in the effect this drug produces. — We wish
to avoid any form of expresson which would seem to refer to an effect
produced by an object on a subject. (Here we are bordering on the
problem of idedism and redlism and on the problem whether statements of
aesthetics are subjective or objective)) (BB, pp. 178-179.)

It has sometimes been said that what music conveys to us are fedings of
joyfulness, meancholy, triumph, efc., eic. and what repes us in this
account is that it seems to say tha music is an ingrument for producing in
us sequences of fedings. And from this one might gather that any other
means of producing such fedings would do for us ingead of music. — To
such an account we are tempted to reply “Music conveys to us itself!” (BB
p. 178.)
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And so it is for language language conveys to us itsalf. Precisely the same

consideration gpplies to the second god: communicetion.

Where does language get its Sgnificance? Can we say “Without language
we couldn't communicate with one anothe”? No. It's not like “without
the telephone we couldn't spesk from Europe to America’. ... But the
concept of language is contained in the concept of communication. (PG |I.
140.)
The ends of language are internd to language; it does not serve some pragmatic end
beyond itsdlf. Itisin that sensethat languageis “arbitrary” and “conventional.”

But what of Wittgengtein's insstence that language games depend for their coherence
on their empirical gpplicability? Mathematics would fal gpart, Wittgenstein says, if we
couldn't gpply it to redity (if everything, eg., were like his magicdly multiplying beans).
SO0 doesn't the vdidity of grammar depend on its fruitfulness, jus as Rizzo says?
Wittgengtein answers.  “This game proves its worth.  That may be the cause of its being
played, but it is not the ground.”'®® (OC 476; emphass mine) In other words:
pragmatic gpplicability may be causdly necessary for our linguisic practices to take
hold, but it is not by aoped to pragmatic applicability that we justify those practices.
(Likewise, perhaps mord behaviour perssis because it promotes long-term survivd; but
mord behaviour is not to be justified by appeding to its surviva vaue))

But isn't this overdating the difference between language and a Lakatosan research
program?  After dl, Wittgengein names chess as an example of a practice that is
“arbitrary” in the sense of “not defined by the effect the game is supposed to have on us”
According to Wittgengtein, if we violate the rules of cookery we are cooking badly, but
“if you follow other rules than those of chess you are playing another game.” Yet that
doesn't mean we can't evauate chess on pragmatic grounds. We can decide whether it's
worthwhile to play chess or not. The red difference between chess and cookery might
seem to be this in cookery you're aways authorized to do anything that will result in a
tagtier dish, but in chess you're not adways authorized to make any move that will result
in a more entertaining game. But this doesn't show that entertainment isn't the point of

103 Compare Aristotle’s claim that the city “came about for the sake of life, but exists for the sake of the
good life.” (Politics 1252 b 30-31.)
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playing chess. All it shows that the game will be more entertaining in general if those
who play it commit themsdves to playing by the rules rather than by violating the rules
whenever doing so would result in more entertainment on a particular occason.*®® In
playing chess you're not guided by consderations of entertainment, you're guided by the
rules. But when you decide whether to play chess or not, you do teke entertainment into
condderation. So pragmatic considerations do come into condderation when judtifying a
practice as a whole, even if such judifications do not play such a role within the practice.
But dl this could be said of a Lakatosan research program as well. (Indeed it dl sounds
rather like Carnap's theory of frameworks.)'® So where does the difference lie?

It lies, | think, in the fact that we cannot opt out of logic or mathematics or
praxeology the way we can opt out of a Lakatosian research program. (In this respect
chess is a mideading — because incomplete — analogy.) If one research program ceases to
be fruitful, we can switch to another. (Not painlesdy — paradigm shifts are aways jarring
— but the trandtion can be made) But if our ability to aoply logic or mahematics or
praxeology breaks down, it is not a particular style of thought, but thought itself, that
becomes disabled — because “it is just this that is caled ‘thinking’, ‘spesking’, ‘inferring’,
‘arguing’.” (RFM 1. 156.)

Hence, dthough the rules of logicd grammar are “abitrary” in the sense of not being
designed to promote some independently specifiable god, they are not “abitrary” in the
sene of being dispensable. Having &firmed ther abitrariness in the fird sense

Wittgenstein proceeds to deny their arbitrariness in the second sense:

All teding, dl confirmation and disconfirmation of a hypothess takes
place dready within a sysem. And this sysem is not a more or less
arbitrary and doubtful point of departure for adl our arguments no, it
belongs to the essence of what we cdl an argument. The system is not 0
much the point of departure, as the dement in which arguments have ther
life. (OC 105.)

104 ¢f. John Hospers, “Rule-Utilitarianism”; John Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules,” ***; Philippa Foot,

“Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives.”***

105 Rudolf Carnap, “Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology”; in Meaning and Necessity, 2™ ed. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1956), pp. 205-221.
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And thinking and inferring (like counting) is of course bounded for us, not
by an ahbitrary definition, but by naturd limits corresponding to the body
of what can be cdled the role of thinking and inferring in our life. ®FM
l.116.)

You mus bear in mind that the language-game is s0 to say something
unpredictable. | mean: it is not based on grounds, it is not reasonable (or
unreasonable).

It isthere— like our life. (OC 559.)

That conceptual grammar is “not based on grounds’ is what makes it arbitrary in the firgt
sene. That conceptual grammar is “there — like our life’ is what makes it non-arbitrary
in the second sense.  Certainly “it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that
certain things are in deed not doubted,” but this isn't a research program we' ve decided
on: “My lifeconggtsin my being content to accept many things.” (OC 342-344.)

Hayek likewise points out that dthough certain rule-governed practices persist only
because they have useful effects, those effects are not the aim of the practice, and need
not even be sought or contemplated by the paticipants, who smply find themsdves
“dways dready” embedded in the practice:

The culturd heritage into which man is born congsts of a complex of
practices or rules of conduct which have prevaled because they made a
group of men successful but which were not adopted because it was
known that they would bring about desred effects. ... The result of this
development will in the fird instance not be articulated knowledge but a
knowledge which, dthough it can be described in terms of rules, the
individuad cannot dtate in words but is merely able to honour in practice.
The mind does not so much make rules as consst of rules of action, a
complex of rules .... They will manifex themsdves in a regularity of
action which can be explicitly described, but this regularity of action is not
the result of the acting persons being capable of thus dating them. ...
Although such rules come to be generdly accepted because their
observation produces certain consequences, they are not observed with the
intention of producing those consequences — consequences which the
acting person need not know. (LLL I.1; cf. CL.)

The groundlessness of logic and praxeology is linked to Wittgengein's rgection of
the impogtionis/reflectionis dichotomy. It is a Sgn of confuson to say ether that the
logicdity of the world has its source in the gsructure of thought or that the logicdity of
thought has its source in the dtructure of the world — as thought the logicdity of thought
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and the logicdity of the world were two different facts that need to be hooked together,
rather than being two sides of the same fact.}®® The limits of my language mean the limits
of my world. AsAlice Crary explains

The remarks [on the wood-sdlers] begin by seeming to take serioudy an
idea of people who think and spesk yet do so (by our lights) illogicaly.
They invite us to try to redize such an idea in imagination and then
dramdtize for us the fact that we inevitably fal to do so. ... Wittgengten is
not advocating a conventionaist view of logicad necessity [but] attacking
such a view. ... [But] there is nevertheess a sense in which these remarks
are intended to impress upon us the contingency of our concepts. ...
Given [a certain] picture, it gppears tha we can demondrate tha our
prectices are “absolutely the correct ones’ by pointing to features of
redity which underwrite them. ... It is naturd to teke Wittgenstein's
attack on this philosophica picture as intended to show that there are no
features of redity which determine the correctness of our practices and
that our practices are a best merely the product of, say, convention. ... So
it is important to stress that these remarks are no less opposed to views
which depict our practices as radicadly contingent then they are to views
which ... suggest the posshility of showing that our practices ae
absolutdly correct.  Wittgenstein's concern here is with an idea common to
both types of views. He is attacking the idea of a perspective on language
as if from outside from which we can discern either that there are features
of redity which underlie our practices and determine their correctness or
that there are no such feaiures and that something ese — such as our
linguigic convertions — determines what counts as correct.  His remarks
about the mahematica srangers [= the wood-sdllers] are supposed to
remind us that our ability to discover that the practices of others are
correct or incorrect depends on nothing more and nothing less than our
ability to perceive regulaity or some falure of regulaity in those
practices, 1%

We cannot judify our language by pointing to its reflection of extrdinguidic redlity,
because it is only in and through language that we can do such pointing. The reation
between language and the world is not one of constraint, in ether direction. “The laws of
inference do not comped him to say or write such and such like rals compdling a

196 Wittgenstein's solution to the reflectionist/impositionist dichotomy is thus a dialectical one. (See
Sciabarra, op. cit.) It also represents an application of Ramsey’s Maxim — the strategy of rejecting a false
opposition by rejecting a premise shared by both sides.

197 Alice Crary, “Wittgenstein and Political Thought,” pp. 136-137, in The New Wittgenstein, op. cit., pp.
118-145.
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locomative” (RFM |. 116) Redity doesn't foig the rules of grammar on us, nothing
does. Our thinking is free ral-less. Yet it is mideading to say that we can change the
rules of logicad grammar as we please, because certain rules are essentid for thinking a
dl. Tha doesn't mean we run up aganst some sort of boundary; there are rules one
cannot think past, but that means not “try as he may he can't think it” but rather that once
we leave those rules behind we no longer count as thinking. (And of course nothing
forces us to think. We are free to lie around in a drug-induced stupor until we die of
darvation.) Naturdly we can make whatever gipulations we please as to what form of
words will count as asking a quedion, making an assertion, and o forth; in that sense,
the laws of grammar are radicdly mdlesble. But unless we act in accordance with rules
that do make certain forms of words count as asking questions and making assartions, we
cannot ask any questions or nake any assartions, in that sense the laws of grammar are
not malesble a dl. To borrow Hayek's terminology, a mind that “congsts of rules’
cannot intelligibly be interpreted ether as making rules (as though it might have left them
unmade), or as having rules imposed on it (as though it might have been free of them).
Wittgengtein's idea here is redly a very Kantian one We act freely when we act in
accordance with a law we impose on ourselves, even though the structure of reason itself
determines what law we can impose on ourselves. (This is jus wha is cdled:

autonomy.)

It is no act of ingght, intuition, which makes us use the rule as we do ....
It would be less confusng to cdl it an act of decison, though this too is
mideading, for nothing like an act of decison must take place but possibly
just an act of writing or spesking. And the mistake which we here and in a
thousand smilar cases are inclined to make is labeded by the word “to
make’ as we have used it in the sentence “It is no act of indght that makes
us use the rule as we do’, because there is an idea that ‘something must
maeke us do wha we do. And this agan joins on to the confuson
between cause and reason. We need have no reason to follow the rule as
we do. Thechain of reasonshasan end. (BB *** br5)

When Wittgenstein says thet it is “no act of ingght, intuition, which makes us use the rule
as we do,” he is rgecting reflectionism; when he says tha it is “mideading” to cdl it an
“act of decison,” he is rgecting impostionism. Nothing makes us think as we do; there
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are no externd rails compeling us. We have no reasons for thinking as we do; there are
no grounds for our practice external to our practice.

A graxpp of the ral-lessness of thought eucidates the connection between the
groundlessness of mathematics and its dependence on  empirical  gpplicability.
Wittgenstein writes:

One dways has an averson to giving aithmetic a foundation by saying

something about its agpplication. It gppears firmly enough grounded in

itself. And that of course derives from the fact that arithmetic is its own

goplication.

Arithmetic doesn't talk about numbers, it works with numbers.

The caculus presupposes the calculus. (PR 109.)
What are we to make of these Ddphic utterances? This | think: The “averson”
Wittgengtein refers to here is the Fregean averson to making the vdidity of mahematics
depend on its empirica applicability ala Mill. What Wittgengein is pointing out is that,
contra both Frege and Mill, the empirica applications of mathematics can be described
only in mathematical language itself. Mathematics depends, as Wittgenstein says, on
beans, gicks, and so0 forth behaving themsdves — but wha is meant by ther behaving
themselves cannot be expressed in non-mathematical terms.  So the empirical redlity on
which mahematics ress is not redly something beyond mahematics to which
mathematics might or might not correpond.  (Compare Wittgenstein's view tha
psychologica language requires observable behavioura criteria, but that these criteria
themselves are not definable in nonpsychologica terms.)

We saw before that, according to Wittgenstein, the fact that grammar is accountable
to no standard beyond itself is supposed to be relevant to ‘the problem of idedism and
redlism.” @B, pp. 178-179.) How s0? Wadll, idedism and realism seem to correspond,
regpectively, to impostionism and reflectionism; so in rgecting the firsd oppogtion,
might Wittgenstein also be rgecting the second? This does seem to be the right way to
categorize his approach. To be sure, Wittgenstein sometimes refers to his podtion as a
fom of redian:  “Not empiricism and yet redism in philosophy, that is the hardest
thing.” (RFM VI. 23) But when redism is undersood metaphysically, as
correspondence to an independent redity, Wittgenstein rgjects it as reflectionist — but not
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in favor of idealism, snce that is rgected as impostionist: “the common-sense man,

Wittgengtein tdlls us approvingly, “is asfar from redism asfrom idedism.” (BB, p. 48.)

One man is a convinced redis, another a convinced idedlist and teaches

his children accordingly. ... But the idedig will teach his children the

word ‘chair’ after al, for of course he wants to teach them to do this and

that, eg. to fetch a char. Then where will be the difference between the

idedlig-educated children and the redist ones? Won't the difference only

be one of battle cry? (Z 413-414.)
The redid, the idedis, and the common-sense man will dl agree, Wittgenstein thinks,
that, eg., there is a chair here. But the redist and the idedist each want to add to this
basc cdam an analysis of the cdam’s truth, while the common-sense man is content to
leave the dtatement as it stands. And Wittgenstein endorses the common:sense position:
“What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysicd to therr everyday use” (Pl
I. 116.) The redis and the idedist are both making the mistake of trying to compare the
datement with extra-linguigtic redity (so that one can say “lo, correspondence!” and the
other can say “lo, an absence of correspondence!”); but we cannot get outside of
language in order to make such a comparison. Our concepts and language have no
goplication “out there’; so in taking about how things are “out theré’” — in trying to
employ a phrase like “out there® meaningfully — the redis and the idedis have not

succeeded in saying anything.

The correct method in philosophy would redly be the following: to say
nothing except what can be sad ... and then, whenever someone ese
wanted to say something metgphysica, to demondrate to him that he had
failed to give ameaning to certain Sgnsin his propogtions. (TLP 6.53.)
An extra-linguistic standpoint cannot be described, since such a description would have
to take place in language, nether the redist nor the idedist has given any definite sense
to the teems he uses to dsate his postion. Hence both, according to Wittgenstein, are
gpesking nonsense.  The difference between them does not lie in anything cognitive it is
merely adifferencein “battle cry.”

[W]hat the solipsst means is quite correct; only it cannot be sad, but
makes itsdf manifest. The world is my world: this is manifest in the fact
that the limits of language (of that language which done | understand)
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mean the limits of my world. ... Here it can be seen tha solipgsm, when

its implications are followed out drictly, coincides with pure redism. The

sf of solipgsn drinks to a point without extenson, and there remans

the redlity co-ordinated withit. (TLP 5.62-5.65.)
| take Wittgengtein to mean: idedism is quite correct in pointing out that we can make
no sense of the notion of a redity beyond our language. But to conclude from this that
there is no redity beyond our language is to try to do the very thing that idedism shows
to be impossble: to tak about how things are “out there” extralinguidicaly. Once we
recognize that this is impossble we will no longer be idedigs, but redists — not
metaphysical redids, assarting the opposte of what idedists deny (the negaion of a
nonsense is another nonsense), but ordinary redists, taking about ordinary redity and
neither affirming nor denying its correspondence to a transcendent reslm. %8

Hence Wittgenstein's approach is best understood as a verson of what Arthur Fine

cdls postrealism.!® Redists beieve that “dectrons exist” is true, and that its truth
consds in its correspondence to an independent redity; antiredists believe that
“dectrons exist” is true, and that its truth congss in something about the nature of our
mode of experience. Podredists believe that “dectrons exis” is true, and then stop,
without adding anything about truth one way or the other (beyond mere Tarskian
disquotationdlity).

It seems to me that when we contrast the redist and the antiredist in terms
of wha they each want to add to the core podtion, a third dternative
emerges — and an attractive one at that. It is the core pogtion itsdf, and
all by itsdlf. ... The core pogtion is nether redis nor antiredis; it

198 The idea that idealism, taken to its logical conclusion, turns into realism again probably derives from
Wittgenstein's reading of Nietzsche. (See the passages titled “On ‘Reason’ in Philosophy” and “How the
‘True World' Finally Became a Fable: History of an Error,” in Twilight of the Idals, 111-1V.) Nietzsche
tells us that “with the true world we have also abolished the apparent one” — i.e., abolished its status as
merely apparent, since it could count as “apparent” only in contrast to a transcendentally real world,
reference to which we have renounced. A similar idea is found in the 12"-century Chinese philosopher
Qingyuan Weixin (Ch’'ing-yllan Wei-hsin): “Thirty years ago, before | began the study of Zen, | said,
‘Mountains are mountains, waters are waters.’ After | got insight into the truth of Zen through the
instructions of a good master, | said, ‘Mountains are not mountains, waters are not waters.” But now,
having attained the abode of final rest [i.e. Enlightenment], | say, ‘Mountains are really mountains, waters
are really waters.”” (Quoted in Abe Masao, Zen and Western Thought, ed. William R. LaFleur (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press, 1989), p.4.)

19 Healso callsit the “natural ontological attitude,” but thisis puffery.
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mediates between the two. ... | think the problem that makes the redigt

want to samp his feet, shouting “Redly!” (and invoking the externd

world) has to do with the stance the redig tries to take vis-avis the game

of science. The redid, as it were, tries to stand outside the arena watching

the ongoing game and then tries to judge (from this externa point of view)

what the point is. It is, he says, about some area externd to the game.

The redid, | think, is fooling himsdf. For he canot (redly!) sand

outsde the arena, nor can he survey some aea off the playing fidd and

mark it out as what the game is about. ... [W]hat stance could we take that

would enable us to judge what the theory d dectrons is about, other than

agreeing that it is about eectrons? It is not like matching a blueprint to a

house being built, or a map route to a country road. For we are in the

world, both physcaly and conceptudly. Tha is, we are among the

objects of science, and the concepts and procedures that we use to make

judgments of subject matter and correct application are themsdaves part of

that same scientific world,*°
| think Fine's view (which | take to be in the same spirit as Wittgengtein's) is both deeply
right and desply wrong. To my mind, both thinkers rightly regect reflectionism in favour
of what I've been cdling the “ral-less’ view, but wrongly think that in doing this they
are committed to regecting metaphysca redism in favour of podredism. It is quite right
to say that we cannot describe extra-linguidtic redity from a standpoint outside language.
But why can’'t we describe extralinguidic redity from within language? There is dl the
difference in the world between saying (rightly) that we can never conceive-of-reality
goat from language, and saying (wrongly) that we can never conceive of reality-apart-
fromlanguage. To deny this is to recapitulate Berkdey's migstaken inference from
saying that we can never think-of-anything-existing in the absence of thought, to saying
that we can never think of anything-existing-in-the-absence-of-thought. (I can't see-a-
thing without eyes, but | can see a thing-without-eyes) Mahematics is not found in
redity; it is brought to it. But in bringing mathematics to the world, we are seeing the
world as mahematicd; and in 0 seaing it, we ae seeing it as something that is
mathematical independently of us. Nothing prevents us from using our logicd grammar

to say of the world that it would il be logicd if we had never existed.

10 Arthur Fine, “The Natural Ontological Attitude,” pp. 97-99; in Jarrett Leplin, ed., Scientific Realism
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), pp. 83-107.
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Ealier | sad that the logicdity of the world and the logicdity of thought were two
ddes of the same fact. This might sound as though the world would not be logicd in the
absence of thought. But that does rot follow. The logicdity of the world is inseparably
connected to the logicality of thought, not to the existence of thought. Nothing counts as
thought unless it is logicd; the nonexisgence of thought would not fasfy that dam. If
no thinkers exiged, it would Hill be a fact that if thinkers were to exigt, then they would
have to think logicdly — since this just means that if there were thinkers, they would be
thinkers indead of something e We can rgect reflectionism and Hill agree that it
makes sense, contra podtredism, to pesk of the world as exiging and being logicd
independent of and prior to thought. (We might cdl this“rail-lessredism.”)

Not reflectionism and yet realism in praxeology, that is the hardest thing. In Hoppe's
writings on praxeology, however, we have a verson of aprioriam that | believe can be
interpreted as suggesting aform of rail-less redism of the sort | advocate. Hoppe writes:

Causdity ... is a category of action, i.e, it is produced or constructed by
us in following some procedurd rule; and this rule, as it turns out, proves
to be necessary in order to act at dl. ... After what has been said about
causdlity, it should indeed be easy to see that it is a produced rather than a
given fegture of redity. One does not experience and learn that there are
causes which adways operae in the same way and on the basis of which
predictions about the future can be made. Rather, one establishes that
phenomena have such causes by following a paticular type of
investigetive procedure, by refusng on principle to alow any exceptions,
i.e, ingances of inconstancy, and by being prepared to deal with them by
producing a new causd hypothess each time any such an [dc] apparent
incongtancy occurs.  But what makes this way of proceeding necessary?
Why does one have to act this way? Because behaving this way is what
performing intentiona actions is and as long as one acts intentiondly,
presupposing condtantly operating causes is precisdly what one does.
(TC, pp. 113-114.)

This passage is a cdear rgection of reflectionism. (And the amilarity to Wittgengtein is
griking; compare Hoppe's remark that “behaving this way is what performing intentiona
actions is’ with Wittgendein's observation that “it is jugt this tha is cdled ‘thinking,
‘gpesking’, ‘inferring’, ‘arguing’.”) But Hoppe is not endorsng ether Kantiandyle
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impositionisTtt! or Wittgensteinian-style postredism, but rather realism, in the sense that
involves the presupposition of an independent redlity to which our thought corresponds:

True, ay language is a conventiond dgn sysem, but wha is a
convention? Evidently, it cannot be suggested that “convention” in turn
be defined conventiondly, as that would smply be begging the question..
... Saying and being understood in saying “convention is used in such and
such a way” presupposes that one already knows what a convention is, as
this satement would dready have to make use of language as a means of
communicetion. Hence, one is forced to conclude tha language is a
conventiond sgn sysem and as such knowledge about it can only be
empirical knowledge. But in order for there to be such a sysem it must be
assumed that every spesker of a language dready knows wha a
convention is, and he must know this not amply in the way he knows tha
“dog” means dog, but he must know the red, true meaning of convention.

As such his knowledge of what a language is must be congdered a priori.

... What a propostion is cannot be explained to a speaker by just another
datement unless he dready knows how to interpret this as a propostion.
... To define “definition” odensvey would be entirdy meaningless,
unless one dready knew that the particular sound made was supposed to
ggnify something whose identification should be asssted by pointing, and
how then to identify particular objects as indances of generd, abdract
properties. In short, in order to define any term by convention, a speaker
must be assumed to have a priori knowledge of the red meaning — thered
definition — of “ definition.”

The knowledge about language, then, that must be considered a priori in
that it must be presupposed of any spesker speaking any language, is that
of how to make red conventions, how to make a proposition by making a
datement (i.e, how to mean something by saying something) and how to
meke a red definition and identify paticular indances of gened
properties. ... [B]y knowing this to be true of language a priori, one would
adso know an a priori truth about redity: tha it is made of particular
objects that have abgtract properties, i.e., properties of which it is possble
to find other ingtances, that any one object ether does or does not have
some definite property and so there are facts that can be said to be he
case, true or wrong; and aso that it cannot be known a priori what al the
facts are, except that they indeed dso must be facts i.e, ingances of
particular abstract properties. And once again, one does not know al this
from experience, as experience is only what can appear in the forms just

described. (TSC, pp. 110-111.)

11 Hoppe in fact interprets Kant himself in a non-impositionist manner. | don’t agree with Hoppe's
interpretation of Kant (I agree that Kant commits himself to rejecting impositionism, but | think Kant also
commits himself to accepting it), but issues of Kantian exegesis need not concern us here. (And aren’'t you
glad of that?)
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It has been a common quard with Kantianism that this philosophy
seemed to imply some sort of idedism. ... We mus recognize that such
necessary truths are not smply categories of our mind, but that our mind is
one of acting persons. Our mental categories have to be understood as
ultimately grounded in categories of action. And as soon as this is
recognized, dl idedidic suggestions immediately dissppear. Instead, an
epistemology claming the exidence of true synthetic a priori propostions
becomes a redidic episemology. Since it is undersood as ultimately
grounded in categories of action, the gulf between the menta and the red,
outsde, physicd world is bridged. As categories of action, they must be
mentd things as much as they are characteridics of redity. For it is
through actions that the mind and redity make contact. ... [T]he
conceptua  didtinctions involved in this understanding are nothing less
than the categories employed in the mind's interaction with the physca
world by means of its own physical body. ...

Acting is a cognitively guided adjusment of a physcd body in a physca
redity. And thus, there can be no doubt that a priori knowledge,
conceived of as an indght into the dsructurd condraints imposed on
knowledge qua knowledge of actors, must indeed correspond to the nature
of things. (ESAM 20-22, 70.)

Wittgengtein, by contrast, ressts the notion of “correspondence to the nature of
things” As we've seen, we cannot employ our concepts unless we have some ability to
aoply them in paticular cases From this fact Wittgenstein concludes that antiredism is
meaningless, because in renouncing the gpplication of his terms (i.e, saying tha nothing
really answers to the terms of ordinary speech), the antiredist is renouncing the very
concepts he needs in order to dae his antiredist thess meaningfully. But what
Wittgenstein should say ingead, on my view, is that by employing the concepts involved
in his antiredig theds the atiredid is committing himsdf to accepting the very
aoplications that his thess commits him to rgecting, and o0 the antiredist is committed
to recognizing his own thess as fal se (rather than meaningless). As Frege writes:

If anyone tried to contradict the Statement that what is true is true
independently of our recognizing it as such, he would by his very assartion
contradict what he had asserted; he would be in a smilar postion to the
Cretan who said that dl Cretansareliars. (L 144.)

Why does Wittgenstein prefer postredism to (metaphysicd) redism? | can think of
two possble reasons.  Fird, he might be thinking aong the following lines.  Since trying
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to date the antiredis theds inherently caries with it contradictory commitments,
attiredism, if meaningful, would be sdf-contradictory. But a sdf-contradictory
daement has no intdligible use. (What could you do with it?)  Hence the antiredist
thess must be a meaningless dtring of dead sgns (for the life of the Sgn isits use). But if
antiredlism is meaningless redisn must be so dso (Snce the negaion of a nonsense is a
nonsense).

But here | would reply by turning Wittgenstein's argument (if it is his) on its head.
The redigt thess is meaningful, because one can use it to point out the fact (a perfectly
repectable fact, datable in language) that, eg., two and two would ill equa four if
there were no language-users*'?  And then the antiredist thesis is meaningful because
one can use it to deny the meaningful thesis of redism.

The second possble motivation for Wittgenstein's postredism may be his conviction
that it is vacuous to say of X that it measures up to a standard unlessiit is possible for X
to fail to measure up to that standard. (Call thisthe metre-stick principle)**3

Let us imagine samples of colour being presarved in Pais like the
dandard metre in Paris  We define  “sepi@ means the colour of the
dandard sepia which is there kept hermeticdly seded.  Then it will make
no sense to say of this sample either that it is of this colour or thet it is not.
(P1'1.50.)

[T]o think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not
possble to obey a rule ‘privatdy’: otherwise thinking one was obeying a
rule would be the same thing as obeying it. (PI 1. 202.)

[I]n the present case | have no criterion of correctness. One would like to
sy. whatever is going to seem right to me is right. And that only means
that here we can't talk about ‘right’. (PI I. 258.)

12 wittgenstein generally supposes that metaphysical statements have no usein ordinary life and activity.
But of course they have a use in metaphysics. So is metaphysics not a part of ordinary life and activity? It
certainly isfor some of us.

13 Thereis acertain similarity here to the verificationist theory of meaning— afact that should be enough
to make a Wittgensteinian think twice about the metre-stick principle! Wittgenstein, | have argued, is no
verificationist; all the same, he has passed close enough to the flame to have the smell of the smoke still on
him. (The same applies to Popper’s principle of falsifiability: “No theory can tell us anything about the
empirical world unless it is in principle capable of clashing with the empirical world.” Myth of the
Framework, op. cit., p. 94.) Popper and Wittgenstein are two anti-positivists who nonetheless make
unfortunate concessions to positivism. We shall see that Misesisanother. Perhaps, asMax Scheler once
speculated (Rothbard, SCH V), there’' s something about the Viennese climate.)
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How does the metre-gtick principle support postredism?  Wadl, if redity had a logicd
dructure independent of our language, as redism dams, then our thought's being logica
would involve our thought's measuring up to redity as a standard'*  But, given the
metre-stick principle, our thought would then have to be capable of illogicdity. Since,
ingead, nothing illogicd counts as thought, we mus rgect dl tdk of redity’s
extrdinguidtic logicdity.

But | think we should reect the metre-stick principle!®® or a least rdect its
applicability to the present cae!® The fact that the logicdity of thought involves
measuring up to an extrainguisic sandard does not mean that the logicdity of thought
consists in messuring up to an extrdinguisic Sandard; redism does not ental
reflectionism.  (Redism can be ral-less and yet metaphyscd.) Hence it is necessarily
true, yet not vacuous, to say that thought corresponds to an independent redlity.

A condderation of what goes wrong with one recent argument for impostionism
helps to show why it is redism rather than postredism that we should adopt in place of

impogitonism. Alan Sddle writes

The moda properties of the referents of our terms are not ‘discovered’ by
examinaion of thexe things they ae built into the determination of
reference itsef.  Once we have achieved determinate reference, it is no

14 To put the point in Husserl’s terms: if logic is the physics of truth, then it must be the ethics, not the
physics, of thinking.

15 1t might be objected that if we reject the metre-stick principle, we must accordingly reject the private-
language argument that rests on it; and that this will imperil praxeology because a) the private language
argument is the basis for saying that outward actions are criterial of mental states, and b) the Austrian view
of economic calculation stands or falls with the private-language argument. (For (b), see Saul A. Kripke,
Wttgenstein on Rules and Private Language: An Elementary Exposition (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1982), p. 89n., and Don Lavoie, Rivalry and Central Planning: The Socialist Calculation Debate
Reconsidered (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 15n. Kripke takes it on authority that
the Austrian view is wrong and worries whether this bodes ill for the private-language argument; Lavoie
argues that the Austrian view isright and concludes that this bodes well for the private-language argument.)
Reply to (a): the private-language argument is a basis for the criteria theory, but not the only basis; the
dead-sign argument ala Strawson works just as well, and is independent of the private-language argument.
Reply to (b): the similarity between the private-language argument and the Austrian calculation argument
has been vastly exaggerated; contra Kripke, the problem with economic calculation in the absence of
market prices is not that any decision one makes is bound to be right, but rather that any decision one
makes is bound to be wrong.

118 Even if realism were vacuous, | think it would be vacuously true (and so not meaningless). But | am
claiming, more strongly, that realism isnon-vacuously true.
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longer an open question what the modd properties of a thing are — for we

mugt settle upon them, by our choice of referentid intentions, in order to

achieve such reference. Our moda intuitions are tied not to the entities to

which we refer, but to our intentions ... [What] our modd intuitions ...

reflect is not, in the firs ingtance, our bdiefs about the moda properties of

independently  specified entities, but rather the referentid intentions in

virtue of which we refer to things with one rather than another set of

moda properties. ... Thus, we do not come about modal knowledge by

invedigating a thing; the modd intuitions whereby we come about modal

knowledge are reflections of how we have determined what it is that we

are taking (thinking) about, and not of the thing thereby picked out. ...

[T]hese necessities are grounded in our conventions.*’
Sddle is quite right in saying that our referentid intentions make it no longer an open
question what the moda properties of our referents are.  (Hence reflectionism about
moddity is fase) But the impodtionis mord tha Sddle draws from this indght is
mistaken. What my referentid intentions are — indeed, what my intentions of any sort are
— cant just be a matter of what my occurrent conscious dates are right now (since, for
one thing, | can be migeken aout my referentid intentions, as Sdele himsdf
convincingly agues). Wha semantic intentions | have condds a leest patly in my
dispostions. So | have to have dispostions in order to count as having semantic
intenions.  But my having digpogtions involves there being subjunctive conditionds
(induding counterfactuas) true of me, and only things that are moddly individuated (in
Sddle's sense) can have subjunctive conditionds be true of them. Therefore, referentia
intentions cannot be the source of (dl) moda individuaion, because the referentia
intender must be moddly individuaed already in order to have referentid intentions in
the fird place. An anti-reflectionis account of modaity thus turns out to presuppose

redism. '8

17 Alan Sidelle, Necessity, Essence, and Individuation: A Defense of Conventionalism (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1989), pp. 109-111.

18 «[E]ven if the world in itself were infinitely elastic in the sense that it would be capable of bearing any
and every sort of forming and shaping, then it seems there must still be some residual a priori structure ...
on the side of the mind that is responsible for this forming and shaping. For if the latter is not entirely
random, then the mind itself must possess some structures of its own, and these cannot themselves be the
result of forming and shaping in the Kantian sense, on pain of vicious regress.” (Barry Smith, Austrian
Philosophy, op. cit., pp. 309-310.; cf. Stephen Yablo, review of Sidelle, Philosophical Review 101, no. 4
(October 1992), pp. 878-881.)
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How could our semantic intentions guarantee the truth of a propogtion, if not by
making that propogtion true? The answer is  Our semantic intentions can guarantee a
proposition’s truth in virtue of its truth being a precondition for our having those
semantic intentionsin the first place.**®

The mord can be generdized: conceptud truths are inherent in thinking, not
discovered by it; but only in a universe conforming to such conceptud truths could there
be thinking. (Example only in a mathemdicd universe can there be counting.)
Remember:  we possess concepts only insofar as we are able to use them, and a universe
where such concepts can be used is ipso facto a universe where these concepts are at
home. We do not justify our forms of thought by showing that they correspond to redlity;
logic's judification is internd to it. But we could not be here, operating with our forms
of thought, unless the universe were as logic describes it.  (Of course this latter judgment
is made from within our forms of thought; but that should not discredit it. It is not as
though some alternative standpoint from which to make the judgment is conceivable)
The logicdity of thought does not reflect the logicdity of redity, but it does presuppose
it.

119 call this the semantic anal ogue of the anthropic cosmolological principle.
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9
De-psychologizing the De-psychologizer s

The question, “ Why did you do that?” , which is clearly
arequest for areason, isalmost never a request for a
recital of causes.

— Richard Taylor*?°

| have been dressng the inseparability of concept from application — praxeology
from thymology. But the distinction between the two should not be lost sght of ether.
The clams of praxeology are often misunderstood — by its critics, and sometimes even by
its proponents — because of a falure to disinguish logical relaionships from causal ones.
The god of praxeology is the depsychologization of economics but when even
praxeologists are prone to fal short of this god, then there arises a need for the de-
psychologization of praxeology itsalf.

Let's dat by examining whether praxeology entails that al human actions are
causdly necessitated.’?* It might seem to, because it says that al human actions are
motivated, and someone might suppose that an action’s being motivated conggts its being
causdly determined by the agent's motives — as though the motivation of an action is a
matter of wha happens before the action.’*®* But this would be a distortion of our

undergtanding of motives. As| have written esewhere:

Suppose I'm crawling in the desart, dying of third, and suddenly a
friendly shekh pops up over the next dune and offers me a canteen of
water, saying “I'll give you a million dollars if you drink this” | do
indeed eagerly accept the water — but not because of the money, which a
that moment | am too third-crazed to care about. Yet wha makes my

120 Action and Purpose, op. cit., p. 141.

121 Of course, as we' ve seen, Mises takes praxeology to entail the still stronger thesis that every event in
the universe is causally necessitated. Most Austrians have not followed Mises with regard to either the
stronger or the weaker thesis.

122 ¢f. Wittgenstein: “The causal connection between speech and action is an external relation, whereas
we need aninternal one.” (PR 64.)
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choice to drink the water an act motivated by thirst rather than by avarice?
We could talk about what antecedent mentd state impels my choice, but it
sems to me that wha's more important is something interna to the
choice's dructure.  When | choose the water, | choose it as a satisfier of
my thirde, rather than as a satisfier of my avarice (In Kantian terms,
reference to thirgt is part of the maxim of my action, as it were, while
reference to avarice is not.) Wha makes a choice count as motivated by
one motive rather than another has less to do with the motive's antecedent
role in triggering the choice than with its interna role in condituting and
specifying that choice. ... A choice need not be antecedently necessitated
by a pre-existing motive X in order to count as motivated by X ... A
choice, however caused, counts as motivated by motive X s0 long as a
reference to motive X is built into the internal Structure of that choice,
whether that choice is causdly necesstated or not. ... Thus reason and
desire are to be regarded as different aspects of the soul, rather than as
separate homunculi within it. 123

Thisiswhy Aquinas treets reasons as formd rather than efficient causes of volition:

Is choice an act of the will, or of reason? ... Choice is neither appetite by
itsdf nor deliberation done, but something composed of these — for just as
we sy tha a living thing is composed of soul and body, yet is nether
body by itsdf nor soul done, but is both, so it is with choice. ... But
whenever two things come together to conditute some one thing, one of
them is forma with respect to the other. ... It is evident that reason
precedes the will in some way, and gives order to its act — insofar, i.e, as
the will tends to its object in accordance with the ordering of reason,
inasmuch as the cognitive power presents to the appetitive its object.
Therefore, that act whereby the will tends toward something that is put
forward as good, from the fact that it is ordered to the end by reason,
belongs materiadly to the will but formally to reason.?*

Philippa Foot, too, sees that doing something for a motive is more a matter of how one
does it than of what triggered the action:

[Some think] that when a man does something meaning to do it, he does
what he wants to do, and s0 his action is determined by his desre. But to

12 Roderick T. Long, “Passionate Amnesia  Xenophon's Solution to the Socratic Paradox”
(unpublished); cf. “Free Will and Supervenience: A Heretical View” (unpublished).

124 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiael. 1. 13. 1.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 115



do something meaning to do it is to do it in a certain way, not to do it as
the result of the operation of a causal law.'®

The recognition that motives are best understood as constituents of actions, rather
than as antecedent causes, isfound in Mises dso:

The most common misunderstanding condds in seeing in the economic
principle a statement about the materid and the content of action. One
reaches into psychology, congtructs the concept of want, and then searches
for the bridge between want, the presentation of a feding of uneasiness,
and the concrete decison in action. Thus the want becomes a judge over
action: it is thought that the correct action, the one corresponding to the
want, can be contrasted to the incorrect action. However, we can never
identify the want otherwise than in the action. The action is dways in
accord with the want because we can infer the want only from the action.
Whatever anyone says about his own wants is dways only discusson and
citiciam of past and future behavior; the want fird becomes manifest in
action and only in action. (EPE1I. 3.)

People have often falled to recognize the meaning of the term “scae of
vaue' .... They have interpreted a man’'s various acts as the outcome of a
scale of vaue, independent of these acts and preceding them .... But this
overlooks the fact that the scale of vaue is nothing but a constructed tool
of thought. The scde of vadue manifests itsdf only in red acting; it an be
discerned only from the observation of red acting. (HA V. 4.)

Mises can easly be midnterpreted as making some sort of verificationist point here, in
which case his dam will sound grosdy implausble  As Jeremy Shearmur, a Hayekian
Popperian critic of Mises, complains:

[T]he view that we cannot tell what other people€'s preferences are until
they act ... [seemg to me grotesquely fdse. If [it] were true, it would be
difficult to imagine how most of everyday human life could take place —
hovllzgve could interact with one another, spesk a shared language, and so
on.

125 philippa Foot, “Free Will As Involving Determinism,” pp. 64-65; in Philippa Foot, Virtues and Vices
and Other Essaysin Moral Philosophy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981), pp. 62-73.

126 Jeremy Shearmur, “Subjectivism, Explanation and the Austrian Tradition,” p. 109; in Bruce J.

Caldwell and Stephan Boehm, eds., Austrian Economics. Tensions and New Directions (Dordrecht:
Kluwer, 1992), pp. 103-135.
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Mises indeed does not take sufficient care to avert this kind of interpretation; so it is hard
to say whether the confuson should be lad a Shearmur’'s feet or & Mises. (Mises
tendency to indst on one-use-per-term certainly doesn't help here when it coems to terms
like preference and value.)) But clearly the point Mises is aiming &, however imprecisay
he may hit it, is a diginction between psychological and praxeological conceptions of
preference — between preferences as antecedent fedings of desire, and preferences as
internal congtituents of actua choice®’ It is only the later, not the former, that cannot
be known prior to action (because they do not exist prior to action).1?®

Now the determinist can farly object that motives must play a causal (as well as a
conditutive) role if motivated actions are to be intdligible. If a choice, with a built-in
motive M, smply occurs at t without the agent having had any inclination toward M prior
to t, the choice does seem uninteligible. It seems unintdligible, for example, for me to
murder Eric a t, out of hatred for him, if my hatred for Eric did not pre-exis my choice
to murder him.  As Wittgengtein points out, there are some properties that nothing could
count as having except in virtue of a wider tempord context than the immediate
mornent:lZQ

Could someone have a fedling of ardent love or hope for the space of one
second — no matter what preceded or followed this second? What &
happening now has sgnificance — in these surroundings. (PI 1. 583.)

Why does it sound queer to say: “For a second he felt deep grief”? Only
because it so seldom happens? (PI 1. 1.)

127 For a somewhat similar distinction within the Austrian tradition, see Alfred Schiitz, On
Phenomenology and Social Relations. Selected Writings, ed. Helmut R. Wagner (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970), pp. 126-129.

128 Of course there are ways of acting on a desire for f-ing, other than f-ing. When | choose y -ing as a
means to f-ing, | am acting on my desire for f-ing, though someone observing me might not be able to
determine what my ultimate goal was. (This shows that the expression “revealed preference” is somewhat
ambiguous.)

129 This is Wittgenstein's development of the Aristotelean idea that no condition lasting only for a
moment could count as happiness, since “one swallow does not make a spring”; think also of conditions
like health, peace, and commitment. (One can see this as the flipside of the Kantian idea that lying depends
for its intelligibility on the presupposition of a general practice of truth-telling, so that universal lying is
impossible. Some things by their nature can’'t be exceptional or momentary; other things by their nature
can’'t but be exceptional or momentary.)
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The gpplication of the concept ‘following a rul€ presupposes a custom.
Hence it would be nonsense to say: just once in the higory of the world
someone followed a rule (or a signpost; played a game, uttered a sentence,
or understood one; and so on). (RFM VI. 21.)
In the same vein, arguably nothing could count as an act done out of hatred unless the
hatred pre-exised the act. Hence inteligible behaviour must be a least to some extent
predictable on the basis of the agent’ s prior motives.

But acknowledging this need not imply any concesson to determiniam, for motives
can play antecedent causd roles without being sufficient conditions. They can, for
example, be both necessary conditions and probabilifying ones. Choices are something
we do with the motives we dready have. And if the determinist objects that we don't
redly count as being in control of our actions if our motives are only contingently related
to the choices they motivate, we can apped once again to motives as condituents of
choices. As condituents, motives necessitate choices but do not precede them; as causes,
motives precede choices but do not necesstate them. Praxeology concerns itsdf with
condtitutive motives; it need not have anything to say about antecedent motives.

Now that the digtinction between antecedent and condtitutive motives is in place, we
can aso notice that it is not exhaustive. Suppose that as | type these words I'm feding a
dight itch, which of course is a motive for scratching.  But the itch is quite mild, and I'm
absorbed in what I'm typing and don't want to be distracted, so | just keep on typing
rather than scratich. Now my itch isn't antecedent to my action of typing; it's tempordly
concurrent with it. But it's not a constitutive motive of my typing, or indeed of any act
that I'm peforming right now; it's just there, not yet bothersome enough to provoke me
to action. And perhaps it will end up going away before | ever get around to doing
anything about it. This itch is a motive in the psychologicd sense, but it never makes it
past the threshold of praxeology.

Armed with the didinction between psychological and praxeologicd motives, let us
now condder some of Robert Nozick's objections to the praxeologica conception of
preference.  To Mises clam that actions reved preference, Nozick objects. “Does dll
action show preference? ... Mightn't the person be indifferent between what he did and
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some other dternaive avalable to him?’*%°  But this response betrays a failure to
diginguish between praxelogical and psychological preference. Before acting, a person
might very well have no antecedent preference one way or the other; but when she
performs an action, a preference for that action is constitutive of the action she performs.
Missng this point leads Nozick astray on the rdated issue of time-preference. Recdl

Mises argument for the a priori character of the law of time- preference:

Time preference is a categorid requiste of human action. No mode of
action can be thought of in which satisfaction within a nearer period of the
future is not — other things being equa — preferred to that in a later period.
The very act of graifying a desre implies that gratification a the present
ingant is preferred to that a a later ingant. He who consumes a
nonperishable good indead of posiponing consumption for an indefinite
later moment thereby reveds a higher vauaion of present stisfaction as
compared with later satisfaction. (HA XVIII. 2)

To this Nozick retorts.

[A] person might be indifferent between doing some act now and doing it

later, and do it now. (“Why not do it now?’) ... [T]he fact that we act

congtantly cannot show that we always have time-preference for all goods.

At most, it shows that when a person acts (and the option is available later)

he has time-preference then for the particular good he then acts to get.

This is compatible with an dternation of periods of preference for good G,

and periods of no time-preference for good G.*3*
Agan, Nozick makes the mistake of confusng psychologicd and praxeologicd
preference. He is quite right in questioning the necessty of psychological time-
preference; but praxeology is not about psychologica preferences. When Nozick argues,
as a refutation of Mises, that the only sort of time-preference that Mises argument
edablishes is the fact that “when a person acts ... he has time-preference then for the
particular good he then acts to get,” he fals to redize tha this is the only sort of time-
preference that praxeology is concerned to establish.  (Though Mises bears some blame
for not didinguishing praxeologicad from psychologicd time-preference more sharply.)
Nozick furthermore complains.

130 «On Austrian Methodology,” op. cit., p. 127.

131 pid., p. 136.
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Findly, even if Mises gpproach yidded the strong concluson he
envissges ... it would leave time-preference myserious.  Action shows
time-preference; but why is there time-preference?  Time-preference
would still stand in need of explanation.**2

But praxeology never promised in the first place to explain time-preference, at least not

in the sense of “explanation” that Nozick isrequiring. As Hayek reminds us:

The misundersanding is that the socid stiences am a explaining

individua behavior .... The socid sciences do in fact nothing of the sort.

If conscious action can be “explained,” this is a task for psychology but

not for economics.... (IEOIII. 3.)
No doubt some sort of evolutionary story can be told as to how time-preference arose
(though Mises point is that this could only be a story about how action as such arose —
time-preference, in the praxeological sense, not being an isolable ingredient in action);
but tha is no concern of praxeology. Whether the praxeologica account of time-
preference, absent the evolutionary Story, leaves time-preference “myserious’ is a matter
of opinion. Natural sciences and socia sciences offer different sorts of explanation — the
former in teems of mechanidtic causes, the latter in terms of ams and intentions.  To a
materidig, only the fird sorts of explandion are stisfying; to an animist or panpsychis,
only the later sorts are!®®  But why indst on explanatory monism, rather than adapting
one' s methodology to the subject- matter?">*

More confuson arises, on both ddes this time, with regard to Nozick's critique of

Mises claim that the past isirrdlevant to action. Miseswrites:

132 pid., p. 136.

133 Because folk psychology has so much predictive and explanatory success when applied to the
behaviour of conscious beings, our primitive ancestors applied folk psychology to the explanation and
prediction of storms and seasons as well. Modern-day physicalists strike me as making the same mistakein
reverse: since physicalism is so good at explaining and predicting physical phenomena, physicalists infer
that it must do an egually good job at everything else. As Richard Taylor writes: “If we were confronted
with a philosopher who professed to find nothing intelligible unless it could be construed within a
teleological framework, we would undoubtedly regard him as nai ve. ... Now the question should be
seriously considered whether we may not regard those thinkers who profess to find nothing intelligible
unlessit can be construed within a non-teleological framework as equally nai ve.” @Action and Purpose, op.
cit., p. 260.)

134 For the Austrian critique of methodological monism, see Mises, TF, and Hayek, CRS.
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Acting man does not look a his condition with the eyes of a higorian. He
is not concerned with how the present dStuation originated. His only
concern is to make the best use of the means available today for the best
possble remova of future uneasiness. The past does not count for hm. ...
He vdues the avallable means exclusvely from the aspect of the services
they can render him in his endeavors to make future conditions more
satisfactory. The period of production and the duration of servicesbleness
are for him categories in planning future action, not concepts of academic
retrogpection and historical research. (HA XVIII. 1.)

Nozick, understandably, protests:

More care ... is needed in dating the future orientation of action, for the
point of an act may be ... to be continuing a previoudy sarted plan, or to
be following a previous commitment. Thus, it is a misake, | think, to
ek as Mises does of acting man necessarily ignoring sunk codts. ...
[Pleople in restaurants often speak as though the reason they’re going
ahead to et it s that money has dready been committed to it. ... [I]t is not
impossible that letting something he's paid for go uneaten has disutility for
that person.13®

Here | suspect that Mises and Nozick are taking past each other, for Mises surely does
not mean to deny wha Nozick affirms. Mises unfortunately expresses himsef cardesdy
here, and it is easy to see why Nozick has misunderstood him. (Indeed, Mises may well
have misunderstood himself!)™®  As Nozick shows, there is dlearly a way of interpreting

135 «On Austrian Methodology,” op. cit., p. 120.

136 Mises sows more seeds of confusion on this issuein the following passage: “Itis ... impermissible to
differentiate between rational and allegedly irrational acting on the basis of a comparison of real acting
with earlier drafts and plans for future actions. It may be very interesting that yesterday goals were set for
today's acting other than those really aimed at today. But yesterday's plans do not provide us with any more
objective and nonarbitrary standard for the appraisal of today's real acting than any other ideas and norms.
... Constancy and rationality are entirely different notions. If one's valuations have changed, unremitting
faithfulness to the once espoused principles of action merely for the sake of constancy would not be
rational but simply stubborn. Only in one respect can acting be constant: in preferring the more valuable to
the lessvaluable. If the valuations change, acting must change also. Faithfulness, under changed conditions,
to an old plan would be nonsensical. ... If constancy is viewed as faithfulness to a plan once designed
without regard to changes in conditions, then presence of mind and quick reaction are the very opposite of
constancy.” (HAV.4)

In saying that a policy of abiding by past plans would be “nonsensical,” is Mises calling such
behaviour impossible — which, as Nozick shows, would be a mistake — or merely foolish — which seems to
transgress Mises' dictum that preferences are no subject to rational evaluation? Well, what Mises istrying
to do is to show that a failure of constancy is not thereby afailure of rationality. (Recall the praxeological
treatment of the bed-seller case.) In doing so, he helps himself to the notion of normative rationality and
shows that inconstancy does not guarantee normative irrationality. One might suppose that Mises, given
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Mises clam tha makes it fdse But we should dso see that there is a way of
interpreting it that makes it true. It is not past preferences but present ones that
determine conduct. To be sure, | may have a present preference (cal it A) that a past
preference (cdl it B) guide my actions now; however, my present actions will then be
explaned praxeologically as a satisfaction of A, not of B. And that is because a past
preference can never be a congtituent of a present action, and it is only constitutive
preferences that matter for praxeology.

In stating what someon€e's preferences or purposes are, do we commit oursaves to
any clams about their outward conduct? Well, yes and no. If we take terms like
“purpose’ in their psychologicd sense, then a person can easly have a purpose but fail to
pursue it; nothing is more common®” But when such terms ae teken in their

praxeologica sense, thisis not so. With regard to the latter case, Kirzner explains.

The propostion tha the notion of purpose implies a condraint that one
sdect the mogt suitable means for the fulfilment of the purpose is not a
proposition about that purpose. The propostion as such cannot, for
example, be “explaned” ... by the podulaion of a mord urge to fulfil
one's purposes. Rather, the propostion, on the praxeologicad view, sets
forth the nature of purpose itsdf. The datement that man's actions are
purposeful is thus onlg another way of saying that man feels condrained to
match means to ends.**®

In other words, once we know a person’'s praxeological purposes, there is no longer a
further question as to whether she acts to fulfill them, since praxeologicd purposes exist
(or, equivdently, psychologicd purposes become praxeologicd) only in being acted

on. 139

his commitment to Wertfreiheit, is not entitled to make use of the concept of normative rationality. But |
think Mises is implicitly thinking along the following lines. “Even those who accept the notion of
normative rationality are forced to grant that inconstancy is not necessarily irrational in their sense; so they
should a fortiori grant that inconstancy is not irrational in my sense either, since I'm working with a
broader notion of rationality than theirs anyway.”

137 Though if a person never had even any tendency to fulfill her purposes, we could no longer say they
were her purposes, since acting to fulfill a purpose is a criterion (in the Wittgensteinian sense) of having it
in thefirst place.

138 Kirzner, Economic Point of View, op. cit., p. 214n.

139 Thus actions are criterial for both psychological and praxeological purposes, but in a more strict sense
for the latter than for the former.
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A falure to diginguish the psychologica from the praxeologicd may be a work in
Popper's critique of praxeology as wel. Popper is not dways recognized as having
discussed praxeology, but his account of the Rationdity Principle is indebted inter alia to
the early Hayek; he declares himsdf “particularly impressed by Hayek’'s formulation that
economics is the ‘logic of choice " So when Popper taks about the Rationdlity
Principle, he is talking about praxeology. As weve seen, however, Popper accepts the
Rationdity Principle only as a fruitful methodologica podtulate, not as an a priori truth.
Moreover, Popper thinks the podtulate is not only fddfiable, but actudly fddfied in
many cases, he thus regjects the praxeologica cdlam that al actionisrationd.

Recall Popper’ s three versions of the Retiondity Principle:

(1) Agents dways act in a manner gppropriate to thelr Stuation as it
actudly is.

(2) Agents adways act in a manner gppropriate to their Stuation as they
actudly seeit.

(3) Agents dways act in a manner gppropricte to thelr Stuation as they
could and should have seenit.

As we' ve seen, praxeology is committed only to (2), not to (1) or (3). Recdl, moreover,

that praxeology is committed to (2) only when (2) isinterpreted as.

(28) Whenever agents act, they do s0 in a manner appropriate to their
gtuation asthey actudly seeit.

But Popper is committed to none of these (except as a useful generdization):

| might add that, in my view, we sometimes act in a manner not adequate
to the dtuation in any of the senses (1), (2), or (3) — in other words, that
the rationdity principle is not universaly true as a description of our ways
of acting.**

Popper then rgects not only (1) and (3) but dso (2): we do sometimes act in a manner

that is not adequate to our Stuation even as we actudly seeit.

140 Myth of the Framework, p. 181n.

141 Myth of the Framework, p. 184n.
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Why does Popper rgect (2)? He offers the following counterexample to the
Rationdity Principle, but it is not clear which formulation of thet principle is his target:

One has only to observe flustered drivers trying to get out of a traffic jam,
or desperately trying to park their cars when there is hardly any parking
gpace to be found, or none a al, in order to see that we do not always act
in accordance with the rationdity principle*?

This seems like a good counterexample to (1) and (3), but it is less clearly a
counterexample to (2) or (28). Perhaps Popper is thinking: it's not just that these frantic
drivers could know better, they actudly do know better, and they are acting againg this
knowledge nonetheless.

But jus as we can digtinguish between psychologicd and praxeologicd roles for
desire, s0 we should dso distinguish between psychological and praxeologicd roles for
knowledge. Arigotle explains in what sense it is, and in what sense it is not, possible to

act againgt one's knowledge:

But since we spesk of knowing in a twofold sense (for both the person
who possesses knowledge but does not use it and the person who uses it
ae sad to know), one will differentiate the person who possesses
knowledge but does not attend to it — and even attends instead to the things
he ought not to do — from the person who possesses knowledge and
atends to it. For the latter [if he dill acts wrongly] seems bizarre, but if he
does not attend to his knowledge, he does not seem bizarre. ... For we see
in possessng-and-not-using a diversty of digoogtion, so that in a way it is
possessing-and-not-possessing ... Uttering the dsatements based on
knowledge dgnifies nothing. ... Incontinent people must be supposed to
speak in just the way that actors do.24®

Arigatle is in effect, diginguishing between knowledge that is constitutive of action and
knowledge that is not. Does it seem to Popper’s frantic motoridts that their actions are
well suited to ther ends? Well, yes and no; | think the motorigts are best understood as
having two contradictory beliefs, one of which they are atending to and the other not.

Given that the motorists are doing X in order to achieve Y, there is plainly some sense in

142 Myth of the Framework, p. 172.

143 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1146 b 31-1147 a 24; for a fuller discussion see Roderick T. Long,
Aristotle on Fate and Freedom (unpublished).
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which they bdieve tha X will hdp them achieve Y. Of coursg in acting on this beief,
they are acting agang ther better judgment, which tels them tha X is of no use in
achieving Y and may even be counter-productive. But their better judgment is just dong
for the ride it's not playing any role in constituting the motorigts ill-concelved actions,
whereas ther worse judgment is.  Hence Popper's principle (2) is praxeologicaly
acceptable only if it isinterpreted not as

(200 Whenever agents act, they do so in a manner appropriate to their
gtuation in dl the ways they actudly seeit.

nor yet as

(2d) Whenever agents act, they do so in a manner appropriate to their
gtuation in the mogt judtified of the ways they actudly seeit.

but rather as

(26) Whenever agents act, they do so in a manner agppropriate to their
gtuation in the way of actualy seeing it thet is condtitutive of their action.

A smilar unclarity about the didtinction between psychologicd accompaniments and
praxeologicad condituents of action may be seen in both Mises and his critics with regard
to Mises clam tha “the end, god, or am of any action is dways the reief from a fdt
unessiness” (HA IV. 1) |If this is to be understood as a psychological dam, it is
obvioudy fase, for three reasons.

Firg: not dl action is even preceded or accompanied by a fdt unessness. Imagine
Ludwig waking down a dregt in Vienna, whisling hgppily. The whidling is cetainly an
action; but it doesn't arise from a feding of uneasness. On the contrary, it arises from a
feding of cheerful contentment.

Second:  even actions that arise from a feding of dissatisfaction are not aimed a the
remova of dissatisfaction. As Wittgengtein writes:

Saying “I should like an apple’ does not mean: | beieve an gople will
qguel my feding of nonsatisfaction. This propostion is not an expression
of awish but of nonsatisfaction. (PI 1. 440.)

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 125



There is a difference between desiring an aspirin in order to relieve my headache and
desring an gpple in order to relieve my disstisfaction. | dedre the aspirin because |
have a headache; but | do not desire the gpple because | am dissaidfied; rether, | am
disstisfied because | desire the gpple (and don’'t have it yet). To put it another way, ny
disstisfaction is about the apple, it represents the apple as desrable, the apple is its
object; | can't be uncertain about what I'm dediring, because a reference to the apple is
constitutive of the feding of wanting an apple. By contrast, my headache is not about the
aspirin, it does't represent the aspirin as dedirable, it has no aspirin-related content; | can
be uncertain about what would make the headache go away, because any reference to
apirin will be external to the feding of headache!** If every desire were smply a desire
for the remova of uneasiness, then anything that removed the uneasiness would count as

asatisfaction of desire. As Wittgenstein notes, this would lead to some absurd results:

If 1 wanted to eat an apple, and someone punched me in the somach,
taking away my appetite, then it was this punch that | originaly wanted.}*°
(PR22)
Yet if the desre to eat an gpple were really just a desre to remove a certain felt
uneasiness, then this absurdity could not be ruled out.

Third: we can act on desires whose fulfillment we will never experience, as when we
purchase life insurance.  One might object that our red god in purchasng life insurance
is not the welfare of our beneficiaries after our deeth, but smply the good feding that our
anticipating ther future well-being gives us now. But if that were s0, then if someone

144 Wittgenstein might seem to be losing track of his own insight when he writes: “Expectation is not
given an external description by citing what is expected, asis hunger by citing what food satisfiesit—in the
last resort the appropriate food of course can still only be a matter of conjecture.” (PR29.) Surely when |
am hungry for an apple it is not a matter of conjecture what would satisfy my desire! But Wittgenstein
should presumably be understood as distinguishing two senses of the claim “I know that an apple is what
would satisfy my hunger.” In one sense, the claim means “| know that it is an apple that isthe intentional
object of my hunger,” and in another sense, the claim means “1 know that if | were to eat an apple, | would
no longer be hungry.” Wittgenstein isright to seethat the first claim does not entail the second, because in
the first claim “hunger” refers to a feeling defined as having an apple as its intentional object, while in the
second claim it does not. We do use the term “hunger” in both cases.

145 Compare Robert J. Geis claim (Personal Existence After Death: Reductionist Circularities and the
Evidence, ***) that proof is whatever brings the process of questioning to an end. Think of all the things
one could then prove by means of a sharp blow to the head! (Y et another way of “philosophizing with a
hammer”?)
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were to offer us a magic pill that would give us the same feding of sdisfaction that
buying the life insurance would, we would have no reason to prefer the life insurance to
the pill; yet we do not in fact regard one as a subdtitute for the other. Hence Nozick
rightly ingss

| would want the theory to be formulated so that even though preferring is

a ubjective psychologica date, the ultimate things which are preferred

one to another need not themselves be subjective psychologica dates
(such as fdt sdtidfactions or dissidactions, or removas of such

things).14°

The notion of a constitutive means is helpful here. Suppose one of my ams is to own
a Rembrandt panting. | don't dedre the painting for its resale vaue, or in order to
impress my friends | jus like having a red Rembrandt hanging on my wdl. So |
purchase a forgery, migakenly believing I'm getting the red thing. Now | purchase this
physica object for the sake of owning a Rembrandt; so acquiring the physical object is, in
a sense, a means to acquiring the Rembrandt. Yet dealy I'm not regarding my
acquigition of the object as an external or instrumental means to acquiring a Rembrandt;
rather, 1 believe (wrongly) that getting this object just counts as getting a Rembrandt, and
S0 is a constitutive raher than an indrumentd means to my god. Getting this physica
object is not itsdf my goa, because once | find out that the painting is a forgery, | no
longer desre the painting, dthough my ultimate preferences have not changed. Nor can
we sy that my ultimate god is Smply to have the belief that | own a Rembrandt painting
(which would make the physicd object an ingrumenta means &fter dl). For otherwise,
once | discovered the forgery | would be committed (barring a change in my ultimate
preferences) to accepting a hypnotist’s offer to mesmerize me into believing | own a
Rembrandt. But my desire is not to believe, come what may, that 1 own a Rembrandt; |
don't want to believe tha unless it's true. My am is to own a Rembrandt, not to think |

do. We care not only what we believe, but also whether what we believe is true. So even

146 «On Austrian Methodology,” p. 120. For elaboration and compelling defense of this point, see Nozick,

Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), pp. 42-45; Nozick, “On the Randian
Argument,” pp. 261-264; in Socratic Puzzles, op. cit., pp. 249-264; and Thomas Nagel, “Death,” in Mortal
Questions (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. :10. The basic idea of course goes back
originally to Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics|. 10-11; cf. X. 2-5).
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if | don't find out the painting is faked, and so | think I’ve got what | want, my preference
is not redly satidfied, dnce the objects of my preferences are not confined to my
psychologica dates.

Cdl a purely informational transformation one in which we vary a person’'s factua
beliefs while holding her ultimate ends fixed. By definition, invariance under purdy
informational trangtions is a characteristic of ultimate ends. Now consder that subset of
purdly informationa transformations in which | desre to own a Rembrandt, and | pass
from believing to disbelieving that this physcd object is a genuine Rembrandt. Neither
my preference for owning this physicd object nor my preference for beieving that | own
a Rembrandt need be invariant under such trandformations, hence my ultimate end must
be the objectively defined state of actudly owning a Rembrandt, and this end cannot be
reducible to ether of its two subjectively defined dterndtives. To indgt otherwise is to
legidate, in most un-Misesan fashion, as to wha the content of a rationa agent's
preferences can be.

These condderations schow that the fdt-uneasiness doctrine,  interpreted
psychologicdly, is untenable.  But surdly the doctrine should not be interpreted
psychologicdly in the firs place Praxeology, Mises indgts, has nothing to say about the
content or causes of human desres, o the praxeological clam tha al action ams a the
remova of fdt uneasness must not be committed to the implausible psychologicd clams
I’ve been criticizing. And indeed there is apurdy praxeological interpretation of Mises
cdam: namdy, that dl action involves a preference for a dae of affars different from
that which would have obtained in the absence of the action. Interpreted this way, the
“uneasiness’ that motivates my action is my ranking the way things are now lower than
the way thingswould beif | intervened.

Does this mean that action must dways am a changing things rather than preserving
them? Yes and no. Nozick complains of Mises “unfortunate tendency to speek asif the
outcome of the action is preferred to the current Stuation (it need not be) rather than to
wha would obtain if the action weren't done”*” Mises does in fact talk both ways; but
is this an incondstency on his pat? It depends how one interprets the notion of “the

147 «On Austrian Methodology,” p. 120.
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current Stuation.” Suppose | act, not in order to change things, but to keep them from
changing. (I enjoy whidling, so | keep whidling) |Is this a case in which | am
disstisfied with the current dtuation? If the current Stuation is understood smply as one
in which | am whidling, then indeed | am not dissatisfied with that; thet is exactly the
gtuaion that | am acting to preserve. (Cdl this the “smple’ sense) But perhaps we
should ingtead understand the “current Stuation” as a Studion in which my whidling is
on the verge of ceasng, and that is wha | am dissidied with. (Cdl this the
“sophidicated” sense) Of course, my whidling is on the verge of ceasing unless |
intervene; but in deciding whether to intervene | cannot take my intervention for granted,
and 0 am dlowed to congder only those features of the situation that will hold if | do not
act.

Once we interpret “felt uneasiness’ as “preference for the State of affairs in which |
act over the dtate of affairs in which | don't,” then dl the above objections to the felt-
uneasiness doctrine melt avay. My whigling embodies a preference for the date of
afars in which | whisle over the dae of affars in which | don't; my desre for an gople
embodies a preference for the dtate of affairs in which | eat an apple over the date of
affars in which | don't; and my purchasng life insurance embodies a preference for the
date of afars that will result, after my desth, from my buying life insurance over the
date of affairsthat will result, after my degth, if | do not do so.

Mises fdt-uneasiness doctrine can thus be defended, if we interpret it as Mises, given
his theoreticd commitments, ought to have interpreted it. But Mises seems a least
somelimes to have fdlen into the trgp of thinking of the fdt-uneasness
psychologidicdly. The very choice of such a psychologicdly loaded phrase as “fet
uneasiness’ indicates this, suggesing as it does a certan experiential quality to the
agent's menta date.  Further evidence of Mises confusion on this issue shows up in his
supposedly praxeologicd argument againgt the existence of God:

Scholagtic philosophers and theologians and likewise Theists and Deists of
the Age of Reason concelved an absolute and perfect being, unchangesgble,
omnipotent, and omniscient, and yet planning and acting, aming a ends
and employing means for the attainment of these ends But action can
only be imputed to a discontented being, and repeated action only to a
being who lacks the power to remove his uneasness once and for dl a
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one stroke. An acting being is discontented and therefore not dmighty. If
he were contented, he would not act, and if he were dmighty, he would
have long snce radicdly removed his discontent. For an dl-powerful
being there is no pressure to choose between various states of uneasiness,
he is not under the necessity of acquiexcing in the lesser evil.
Omnipotence would mean the power to achieve everything and to enjoy
full sidaction without being restraned by any limitations But this is
incompatible with the very concept of action. For an dmighty being the
categories of ends and meansdo not exist. (HA11. 11.)

Naturd theology saw the characterisic mark of deity in freedom from the
limitations of the human mind and the humaen will. Deaty is omniscient
and admighty. But in eaborating these ideas the philosophers faled to see
that a concept of dety that implies an acting God, that is, a God behaving
in the way man behaves in acting, is sdf-contradictory. Man acts because
he is disstisfied with the date of affars as it prevails in the absence of his
intervention. Man acts because he lacks the power to render conditions
fully satisfactory and must resort to gppropriate means in order to render
them less unsatisfactory. But for an amighty supreme being there cannot
be any dissatidaction with the prevaling date of affars The Almighty
does not act, because there is no date of affairs that he cannot render fully
satisfactory without any action, i.e, without resorting to any means. For
Him there is no such thing as a didinction between ends and means
(UFESPref. 2)

This agument makes sense only if “uneasness’ and “discontent” are interpreted
psychologigticaly. For magine a God who acts, not to change anything, but just to keep
some process going because he wishes that it continue. Such a God needn't fed any
discomfort with the way things are going; to think otherwise misses the force of the
whigling-Ludwig example. Of course Mises might object: if God wants a certain
process to continue, he can just will once and for dl that it continue, without the need for
further intervention from him. But what if the process whose continuation God desires is,
or involves, a process of God's doing something? (After dl, the whidler's desre is not
amply that whisling occur but tha he do the whidtling.) It is no dight to God's
omnipotence to note that there is a least one sequence of events that God cannot set in
motion once and for al without the need of any further action on his part, and that is a
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dae of affars in which God continues to act. Even the Almighty cannot dispense with
meansin achieving his end if using meansis part of his end.2#

The notion that enecting a particullar means-end scheme can itsdf in turn become one
of our endsis grasped by Rothbard:*°

It is often charged that any theory grounded on a logicd separation of

means and ends is unredistic because the two are often amagamated or

fused into one. ... The only sense to the charge concerns those cases

where certain objects, or rather certain routes of action, become ends in

themsdlves as well as means to other ends. This, of course, can often

happen. ... The critics of praxeology confuse the necessary and eternd

separation of ends and means as categories with their frequent coincidence

in aparticular concrete resource or course of action. (MESI. B.)
Rothbard is quite right here, except that is not only the “critics of praxeology” that are
confused. If Mises had cdealy undersood this point it would have undermined his
argument againg theism.  Mises supposes that God could never have reason to choose
means to his ends, snce he could achieve his ends a once, by an ingdantaneous act of
will, without resorting to means. But what if one of God's ends is to achieve his other
ends by certain means and not others? This happens dl the time in ordinary life for
example, a virtuous person who desires to obtain more money does not choose theft as a
means to that end, because he has a preference for employing mora rather than immora
means of satisfying his other preferences.

Why does Mises miss this point? | think it can only be that he is implicitly thinking

of action as a means for getting id of an undesrable menta date (“felt uneasiness’); and

148 | assume the traditional Scholastic conception of omnipotence asnot including the ability to violate the
laws of logic. The same applies to omniscience: it is logically impossible to know you will do what you
have not yet decided to do, so abeing need not know its own future actions and their consegquencesin order
to count as omniscient. Omniscience is the ability to know whatever it islogically possible to know, just as
omnipotence is the ability to do whatever it is logically possible to do. If this seems like a limitation on
God’s perfection, recall that for traditional Scholastic theology God is pure Being as such, and so the laws
of logic — the laws of being qua being — are expressive of God's inherent nature, rather than being either
constraints on God (theological reflectionism) or products of his legislation (theological impositionism).

To paraphrase Hayek: The divine mind does not so much make rules as consist of rules. Thus logical

necessity is “rail-less” for God, at least. (Wittgenstein's “rail-less” account of “the hardness of the logical
‘must’” can thus be seen as generalizing the Scholastic view of logical necessity from God to all of us)

149 see also Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p.
22.
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of course in that case God would not need to act, because whatever psychological relief
he gets from continuing to act he could get indead by smply inducing a feding a
sidfaction in himsdf directly. Mises agument for the impossbility of an omnipotent
agent depends on a psychologistic conception of “fdt uneasness” whereas dl he is
entitled to by the condraints of his own theory is the de-psychologized, praxeologica
conception thereof.

Mises confuson on this point seems to be shared by some present-day Misesans.
Wadter Block, for example likewise fdls into psychologism while trying to defend
praxeology againg the criticisms of Nozick and Gutiérrez.  Nozick objects to “the future
orientation of action” on the grounds that “the point of an act may be merdy to do it."**°
Likewise, Gutiérrez inggts that people “sometimes act not for dtering the future but
merely for enjoying the presant, i.e, the action itsdf; eg. in play, and atidic or reigious

n151

contemplation. (We might dso recal Wittgenstein's remarks, in the passages on the

wood-sdlers, concerning expressive actions like coronations and religious rituds, just as
the point of whigtling is not to produce some further consequence but smply to express a
cheerful mood, so the point of a coronation or a religious ritua is to express respect or
reverence or what have you, and need have no further goa in view.)

Block’ s response to these objections is puzzling:

All action ams a rendering conditions a some time in the future more
satifactory for the actor than they would have been without the
intervention of the action. ... [This i a dipulaive definition of ‘action’.
Action is being defined as that which effects [d9c] the future, as tha which
canot be ingantaneoudy sdtisfied. If a thing can have ingtantaneous
satisfaction, it cannot be subject to human action. If a god could be
dtained ingdantaneoudy 0 that it did not have to wait until the future for
satisfaction, there would be no scarcity of the means to effect [dc] it. But
economics is the science of scarce means. Therefore economics can have
no pat to play with respect to such an occurrence. ... Prof. Gutiérrez
himsdf, in his “play and atigic or rdigious contemplation,” &so
conforms to this principle, | dare say. He does dter his own future
compared to what it would have been in the absence of such
contemplation when he engages in such actions. There are dternatives

150 «On Austrian Methodology,” p. 120.

151 Gutiérrez, “ Extraordinary Claim,” op. cit., p. 321.
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foregone [dc] when the act of contemplation is carried out. Suppose that

the second best dternative to contemplation in Prof Gutiérez's eyes was

red edate speculation. Then, in engaging in spiritud contemplation, Prof.

Gutierrez is engaged in rendering his future more satifactory, for he is

implicitly vduing a future exidence based on present  religious

contemplation (a least in this cas®) more highly than a future existence

based on present real estate speculation. (Block (1973), p. 381.)
It seems to me that what Block says here involves an unresolved tenson between two
different ways of solving the problem. Recdl my didinction, above, between “smple’
and “sophigicated” understandings of the notion of a “current dtuation” — where acting
to maintain a gtuation which otherwise would have ceased counts as satisfaction with the
current dtuation, in the simple sense, and as dissatisfaction with the current Stuation, in
the sophisticated sense.  This digtinction makes possble two different ways of defending
the “future orientation” of action. The fird way is to understand “future orientation” in
the smple sense, 0 that any activity that is an end in itsdf rather than a means to a future
result does not count as future-oriented, but then to refuse to cadl such maintenace-
activities “actions” This seems to be Block's drategy in the firs hdf of the cited
passage.  The second way is to understand “future orientation” in the sophiticated sense,
0 tha an activity that is an end in itsdf gill counts as future-oriented because it
embodies a preference for a future in which the action occurs over a future in which it
does not. This seems to be Block's dtrategy in the second haf of the passage. | think the
second drategy is clearly preferable to the firs, snce it dlows us to extend a
praxeologica analyss to a greater range of phenomena; but Block does not seem to see
the difference between these two solutions.

As further evidence of psychologidtic tendencies in Block’s approach, notice that in
defending praxeology against Nozick’s critique, Block feds the need to contest Nozick's
clam that the objects of our preferences are not dways subjective experientid states. 1°2
In fairness to Block, | should mention that | regard most of his rgoinders to the various
criticisms offered by Nozick and Gutiérez as quite successful; | point to these specific
lapses only to show the extent to which the psychologicd and praxeologicd

152 «On Robert Nozick’s ‘On Austrian Methodology’,” Inquiry 23 (1980), pp. 397-444.
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interpretations of the fdt-uneasiness doctrine have not been sufficiently disentangled in
Audtrian thought.

Praxeology has been dismissed as a throwback to dogmatic rationdism, a kind of
economica ordine geometrico demonstrata in the fashion of Spinoza | have been
arguing that it should indead be seen as an agpplication to economics of the Frege-
Wittgensein  critique  of psychologism that launched the andytic tradition in
philosophy®®® — a reinterpretation that arguably restores praxeology’s legitimate dlam to
philosophic respectability without having to water down the a priori character of its
principles by turning them into mere methodological postulates. But precisdy because
praxeology is best understood as a form of anti-psychologiam, it is vitdly important thet
its centra clams not be misconstrued as contributions to psychological controversy —
whether such miscongtruds emanate from praxeology’s critics or from the ranks of its

very defenders. Praxeology leaves psychology asit findsiit.

153 And the Continental tradition as well, if one considers Husserl. But judging from their current
enthusiasm for polylogism, Continental thinkers have left their anti-psychol ogistic roots far behind.
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10
Beyond Subjectivism: Socrates Praxeological Project

For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole
world, and lose his own soul ?

—Mark 8:36

Nether Wittgensein nor Socraies is generdly thought of as having any particular
contribution to make to the philosophy of economics. | have argued that there is
neverthdess a deep affinity between Wittgenstein's philosophical project and that of
Mises, Hayek, and other proponents of the Austrian “praxeologica” approach to
economic methodology, and that an exploration of this affinity srengthens the case for
each project while a the same time showing where the projects need revison. | now
wish to edablish the same cdams for Socrates. My contention is that Socrates
philosophy is itsdf fird and foremost a praxeology, one with important connections to
the Wittgengteinian and Austrian outlooks.

Since Socrates wrote nothing, our chief sources of information about his views are the
philosophical dialogues written by two of his students, Plato and Xenophon.™®* It is a
matter of controversy to what extent the character of Socrates who appears in these
didogues is an accurate higorical portrait or instead a mere mouthoiece for the author’;s
own views. Arigtotle, however, describes for us (at, eg., Metaphysics 987 ab and
Magna Moralia 1182 a) what he takes to be the chief differences between the philosophy
of Socrates and the philosophy of Plato. Now Aristotle admittedly never knew Socrates,
but he sudied in Pato's Academy for nearly twenty years, knew Plato well, and knew
many people who had known Socrates — so he certainly had access to more evidence than
we do. Hence we have good reason to take his tesimony serioudy. And when we apply
what Arigotle tels us to the extant Socratic didogues, we find that his description of
Socrates outlook answers pretty closdly to the didogues of Xenophon and the early

154 Other students of Socrates wrote dialogues, but with the exception of afew fragments from Aeschines,
these have all been lost.
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didogues of Plato, while his description of Plato’s outlook answers pretty closdy to the
later dialogues of Plato. Hence it is reasonable to infer that the portraits of Socrates hat
Xenophon and the early (but not the late) Plato offer us are reasonably accurate guides to
what the historical Socrates actually thought.>°

Socrates approach to philosophica inquiry might initidly seem antithetical to that of
the thinkers we have been discussng. The Socratic notion that we do not know
something unless we are capable of producing an explicit definition of it — “what we
know, we must, | suppose, be able to state’ (Plato, Laches 190 c¢) — would be anathema
both to Wittgenstein and to such Austrian School theorists as Hayek and Polanyi, dl of
whom lay great stress on our ability to act in accordance with rules which we understand
tacitly but cannot aticulate. However, the gap between Athens and Vienna is not as
great as it might appear. Socrates does not deny the existence of tacit understanding; he
amply refuses to cdl it “knowledge” (Of course he doesn't cdl it by any English or
Geman word) There is no point in fighting about terminology. As the geometry
example in the Meno shows, Socrates certainly thinks that ordinary people possess a great
ded of implicit information which they cannot ordinarily articulate, but which it is the
task of Socratic questioning to bring to the surface. Now the Viennese response might
well be to rgect the assumption that dl our inarticulate knowledge can be made explicit;
Wittgenstein, a least, certainly thinks of our tacit understanding as firg and foremost a
knowing-how rather than a knowing-that (denies that any amount of knowing-that could
ever add up to a knowing-how). But it is not entirdy clear that Socrates makes the
assumption that Wittgenstein relects, at any rate, Socrates regularly ingsts on the fact thet
wisdom cannot be defined in terms of anything external to it.*>®

Another tenson between the Wittgensteinian and Socratic approaches concerns
Socrates dismissive gpproach to common sense.  To be sure, Socrates does not criticize
it from an external standpoint, but rather argues tha common sense embodies logica

inconggencies whose resolution must drive us, by the logic of our own premises, to

155 gpecific sections of the later dialogues — e.g., the first book of the Republic, and the “intellectual

autobiography” section of the Phaedo — are also plausibly thought to be more faithfully Socratic than the
entire work in which they are embedded.

1% This isof course acontroversial point of interpretation, which | cannot pause to defend here.
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embrace Socratic doctrine.  Nevertheless, Wittgenstein would be suspicious of any
project that proposed to use philosophy to criticize ordinary practice.  For Wittgenstein,
philosophica problems aise only when our language becomes disengaged from its
ordinary use, and are cured by bringing words back to ther ordinary use — o tha the
problems philosophy can solve are just those that it gave rise to in the firgt place. This
seemsto suggest that al philosophica problems are, asit were, iarogenic:

The confusons which occupy us aise when language is like an engine
idling, not when itisdoing work. (PI 1. 132.)

For philosophica problems arise when language goes on holiday. (Pl I.
38)

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actud use of language it can
intheend only describeit. ... It leaveseverything asitis. (PI 1. 124.)

What we do is to bring words back from their metaphyscd to their
everyday use. (PI 1. 116.)

[T]his makes it appear as though we thought we could improve on
ordinary language. But ordinary languageisadl right. (BB, p. 28.)

All propostions of our colloquid language are actudly, just as they ae,
logicaly completely in order. (TLP 5.5563.)
One gpparent implication of this view is that no confuson aisng in a nonphilosophica
context can be resolved by philosophy. Now | am not absolutedy certain that
Wittgenstein intends this implication;®” but if he does, then | think he is importantly
misaken. | incline much more to the Socratic postion that our ordinary propostions
often conceal deep confusionswhich it is philosophy’s job to point out.
As an example, teke a piece of Audrian socid andyss  Rothbard's clam that
taxation is robbery:1°®

157" After all, he does say that “what a mathematician is inclined to say about the objectivity and reality of
mathematical facts, is not a philosophy of mathematics, but something for philosophical treatment.” (P! I.
254.) If what the mathematician says is not philosophy, yet calls for philosophical treatment, then is this
after all an example of aproblem arising in a non-philosophical context yet soluble by philosophy?

158 This is not intended as a normative claim; Rothbard’s identification of taxation as robbery does not

depend on “judging the merits or demerits of robbery.” (PM 120.) Of course Rothbard is morally opposed
to robbery, and therefore to taxation, but that is a separate point.
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Taxation is a coerced levy that the government extracts from the populace

. It should be understood that, praxeologicdly, there is no difference
between the nature and effects of taxation ... on the one hand, and of
robberies ... on the other. Both intervene coercively in the market, to
benefit one set of people at the expense of another set. (PM 83-84.)

Rothbard’'s dam conflicts with ordinary practice and we can imagine a Wittgengeinian
objecting that it cannot be right to cdl taxation an instance of robbery, because people do
not use the term “robbery” in connection with taxation. But this would, | think, be to
confuse use with mere usage. People may use the notions of taxation and robbery in such
a way as to commit themsdves to a conceptud link between them, without necessarily
recognizing that they are so committed, and so without this commitment affecting their
usage. (Compare one player in chess might checkmate another without ether party
noticing, s0 that the game would then continue even though, by the rules they intend to
folow — and which (snce intentions aone aren't enough) they are in fact following for
the most part — the game should now be over.) Consder how Rothbard argues for the
clam that taxation is robbery:

Anyone who truly bedieves in the “voluntary” nature of taxetion is invited
to refuse to pay taxes and to see what then happens to him. If we andyze
taxation, we find that, among dl the persons and inditutions in society,
only the government acquires its revenues through coercive violence
Everyone dse in sociely acquires income ether through voluntary gift
(lodge, charitable society, chess club) or through the sde of goods and
savices voluntarily purchesed by consumers. If anyone but the
government proceeded to “tax,” this would clearly be considered coercion
and thinly disguised banditry. Yet the mydicd trgppings of “sovereignty”
have s0 veled the process that only libertarians are prepared to call
taxation what it is legdized and organized theft on a grand scae. ... At
firg, of course, it is Sartling for someone to congder taxation as robbery,
and therefore government as a band of robbers. But anyone who persists
in thinking of taxation as in some sense a “voluntary” payment can see
what happens if he chooses not to pay. ... How can you define taxation in
away which makes it different from robbery? (FNL 25-26, 51.)
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Rothbard's drategy is, in effect, a paradigmaticdly Socratic one  to exploit an
inconggency in our ordinary beliefs. The average person accepts dl three members of
the following triad:

(& Compdling people by threat of force to surrender their assats is
robbery.

(b) Taxation compels people by threat of force to surrender their assets.

(c) Taxation isnot robbery.

Rothbard is pointing out that the triad is incondgtent. He is dso suggesing tha the
inconsstency can be coherently resolved only by reecting (c); after dl, (8 and (b) seem
to be conceptual truths while (c) is not. Nothing in the Wittgengteinian indght about the
connection between meaning and use rules out this sort of Socratic Strategy.

Since our concern is with the relation of Socrates to the philosophy of economics, let
us begin with Socrates examination of economic concepts like profit, wealth, and assets
Like Wittgenstein and the Audrians, Socrates is a pans to point out that one cannot
define such concepts in purdy physcd terms, as a certain quantity of metd disks or the
like, but must make reference to the value such items have for their possessor, and the use
gheis able to make of them:

SOCRATES: You think, then, it seems, that some profit is good, and some
evil. ... So let us assume that some profit is good, and some other profit
evil. But the good sort is no more profit than the evil sort, isit? ... Since,
therefore, both of these are profits and profit-making affairs, we must now
condgder what it can be that leads you to cal both of them profit: what is it
that you see to be the same in both? ... And if again you are yoursdf
unable to answer, just let me put it for your condderation, whether you
describe as profit every acquistion that one has acquired ether with no
expense, or as aprofit over and above one's expense.

COMRADE: | believe that iswhat | cal profit.

SOCRATES: Do you include a case where, after enjoying a banquet at
which one has had much good cheer without any expense, one acquires an
illness?

COMRADE: Upon my word, not . ...

SOCRATES. Hence profit is not just acquiring any acquistion. ...Do you
mean, not if it is evil? Or will one acquire no profit even if one acquires
something good?

COMRADE: Apparently one will, if it is good.

SOCRATES: And if it is evil, will not one suffer loss? ... You see, then,
how you are running round again to the same old point? Profit is found to
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be good, and loss evil. But answer this. If someone acquires more than
the amount one has spent, do you call it profit?

COMRADE: | do not mean, when it is evil, but if one gets more gold or
slver than one has spent.

SOCRATES. Now, | am just going to ask you about that. Tdl me, if one
gpends hdf a pound of gold and gets double that weight in Slver, has one
got profit or 0ss?

COMRADE: Loss, | presume, Socrates, for one's gold is reduced to twice,
instead of twelve times, the vaue of slver.

SOCRATES: But you see, one has got more; or is double not more than
half?

COMRADE: Not in worth, the one being slver and the other gold.
SOCRATES. So profit, it seems, must have this addition of worth. At
leest, you now say tha dlver, though more than gold, is not worth as
much, and that gold, though less, is of equd worth. ... Then the vauable
is what produces profit, whether it be smdl or grest, and the vaudess
produces no profit. (Plato, Hipparchus 230 a-231 e.)

ERYXIAS. My own opinion of wedth is no different from everyone
esg's wedth isthe possession of agreat quantity of assets. ...

SOCRATES: In that case you 4ill need to consder what counts as an
“ast” .... Among the Lakedaimonians, iron is treated as currency ... and
whoever has a great mass of such iron is consdered wedthy. Yet
elsawhere such a possesson is worthless.  In Ethiopia they use engraved
gones which a Lakedaimonian would find usdess. ... So each of these
things evidently cannot be assets, snce some people would be no
wedthier for possessng them. Yet each of them redly is an assat for
some, and makes those possessors of it wedthy; but for others it is not an
aset and makes them no wedthier. ... Why is iron an asset among the
Lakedaimonians but not with us? ... Suppose someone had a thousand
tdents in weight of the stones found in the marketplace. Since we have no
use for these stones, would we have any reason to consder him wedthier
because he possesses them?

ERYXIAS: No.

SOCRATES: But suppose he had the same weight of lychnite would we
sy he was very wedthy?

ERYXIAS: Yes. ...

SOCRATES. So it turns out that what makes something an asset is the
fact that it is ussful to us, and whet is not useful is also not an asset.

(Plato, Eryxias 399 e-400 e)**°

159 The Platonic authorship of the Eryxias has been challenged, but on insufficient grounds. D. S.
Hutchinson (in John Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works (Indianapolis. Hackett, 1997), pp. 1718-1719)
argues. “The only secure evidence is the gymnasiarch of 399a, holder of an office that took that form at
some date between 337 and 318 B.C. The dialogue must be of that date or later,” and therefore must be later
than Plato’'s death in 347. Now certainly there were people called “gymnasiarchs’ in Athens well before
Plato’s death. Xenophon, who died before Plato, refers to “those serving as gymnasiarchs in charge of the
torch-races” (ampasi gumnasiarkhoumenoi) at Resources of Athens|V. 52. Still earlier evidence is the
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CRITOBULUS: Everything that a man possesses belongs to his property.
SOCRATES: But don't some men possess enemies?

CRITOBULUS: Yes, by Zeus, quite afew in some cases.

SOCRATES. And sdl we say that their enemies are among ther
possessions? ... Because we sJpposed a man's property to be the same as
his possessions.

CRITOBULUS. Yes, by Zeus, whatever good thing someone possesses.
No, by Zeus, if somethingisbad | don't cdl it an asset.

SOCRATES. The things that are beneficid to each person you seem to
cal his possessons.

CRITOBULUS: Indeed yes, and what is harmful | regard rather as loss
than asassets. ...

SOCRATES: So the very same things will be assets for those who know
how to use them, but for those who do not know, they will not be assets.
For example, flutes are assets for someone who knows well the at of
playing the flute; but for someone who does not know, they are no better
than worthless stones.

CRITOBULUS: Unless he lIsthem. ...

SOCRATES. If he knows wha to sdl them in exchange for; but if he
sls them in exchange for something that he doesn't know how to use,
then by this argument the things he sells are not assets.

CRITOBULUS. You seem to be saying that even slver isn't an asst if
someone doesn't know how to useit.

SOCRATES. And it seems to me that you agree to his extent, that assets
are what someone can derive benefit from. (Xenophon, Economicus |. 5
12)

Having defined economic phenomena like wealth and profit in terms of ther utility to
their possessors, Socrates furthermore argues that this is enough to show that al human
beings are motivated to pursue these gods:

Constitution of the Athenians— once ascribed to Xenophon but now recognized to be a product of the fifth
century BCE —where at |. 13 the “Old Oligarch,” describing Athenian practice, says that “the wealthy serve
asgymnasiarchs” (gumnasiarkhousin hoi plousioi). What Hutchinson perhaps means, then, isnot that the
term gumnasi arkhos had no legitimate use prior to the late fourth century, but rather that the term is being
used at Eryxias 399a to designate an office different from those for which the term was previously used.
But if so, then it is obviously more evident to Hutchinson than it is to me exactly what office is being
referred to at 399a; and in any case it is unclear what the evidence is for excluding such an office from the
scope of gumnasiarkhos during Plato’s lifetime. (In any case, even if the Eryxiasturned out not to be by
Plato, then we would assuredly have to assign it to the early Academy, and so once again it would be based
on agreater knowledge of Socrates' views than we can hope to possess.)
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Now by profit you mean the opposite of loss? ... And is it a good thing for
anyone to suffer loss? ... Rather an evil? ... So mankind are harmed by
loss. ... Then loss is an evil. ... And profit is the opposite of loss. ... So
that profit is a good. ... Hence it is those who love the good that you cdll
lovers of profit. ... But tedl me, do you yoursdf love, or not love, whatever
is good? ... And is there anything good that you do not love, or mugt it
then be evil? ... In fact, | expect you love dl good things. ... | shdl agree
with you, for my part, that | love good things. But besdes you and me, do
you not think that &l the rest of mankind love good things, and hate evil
things? ... And we admitted that profit is good? ... On this new showing,
everyone appears to be alover of profit. (Plato, Hipparchus 226 e-227 c.)

Socrates praxeologicd theory, like that of Mises, thus has hermeneutica implications.
In order to make sense d other people's actions — in order to verstehen them — we mugt
impute praxeological categories. Congder the passage in Plato's Protagoras where
Socrates attempts to convince Protagoras of the imposshility of being tempted by
pleasure into acting against one's better judgment. Socrates first gets Protagoras to agree
to use the term “pleasure’ in a contentless Misesian way, to mean whatever one holds as
good,*®® and then proceeds to show that on this understanding, the purported phenomenon
of “being overcome by pleasure’ becomes praxeologicaly unintdligible:

The argument becomes absurd, when you say that it is often the case that a
man, knowing the evil to be evil, nevethdess commits it, when he might
avoid it, because he is driven and dazed by his pleasures, while on the
other hand you say that a man, knowing the good, refuses to do good
because of the momentary pleasures by which he is overcome. The
abaurdity of al this will be manifes if we refran from usng a number of
terms a once, such as pleasant, painful, good, and bad;, and as there
gppeared to be two things, let us cdl them by two names — first, good and
evil, and then later on, pleasant and painful. Let us then lay it down as our
datement, that a man does evil in spite of knowing the evl of it. Now if
someone asks us. Why? we shdl answer: Because he is overcome. By
what? the questioner will ask us and this time we shdl be unable to reply:
By pleasure — for this has exchanged its name for “the good.” So we must
ansver only with the words: Because he is overcome. By what? says the
questioner. The good — must surely be our reply. Now if our questioner
chance to be an arogant person he will laugh and exclam: What a
ridiculous statement, that a man does evil, knowing it to be an evil (and an
unnecessary one) because he is overcome by the good! Is this, he will ask,

160 Recall Mises commitment to a “purely formal view of the character of the basic eudaemonistic
concepts of pleasure and pain” which makes “no reference to the content of what isaimed at.” (EPEIV. 3)
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because the bad outweighs the good, or because it doesn't? Clearly we
must reply: Because it does, otherwise he whom we spesk of as overcome
by pleasures would not have gone wrong. But in what sense, he might ask
us, does the bad outweigh the good, or the good the bad? This can only be
when the one is greater and the other smdler, or when there are more on
the one sde and fewer on the other. We shdl not find any other reason
gve. So it is dear, he will say, tha by “being overcome you mean
getting the greater evil in exchange for the lesser good. Tha must be
agreed. Then let us apply the terms “plessant” and “painful” to these
things ingead, and say that a man does what we previoudy cdled evil, but
now cal panful, knowing it to be painful, because he is overcome by the
pleasant, even though it evidently doesn't outweigh the painful. How can
pan outweigh plessure except in virtue of comparative excess or
deficdency? (Plato, Protagoras 355 a-356 a.)

It would make no sense to say, “I recognized that one pile contained ten times as much
money as the other pile, yet | chose the smdler pile because | found al that money so
tempting.” Being tempted into choosng X over Y necessaily implies imputing more
vaue to X thanto Y. The daves to pleasure in the Protagoras, and likewise the lovers of
bad profit in the Hipparchus, are Socrates andogue of Wittgenstein's wood-sdllers; that
is, they are gpparent examples of economicaly irrationd behaviour. And in both cases
Socrates solution is to reinterpret the behaviour so that it can be seen as reasondble in the
light of the agent’s beliefs and desires.

The uses of verstehen have ther limits, however, and Socrates arguably oversteps
them. Consder Socrates argument for the existence of God:

SOCRATES: Suppose that it is impossble to guess the purpose of one
cresture's existence, and obvious that another's serves a useful end, which,
in your judgment, isthe work of chance, and which of design?
ARISTODEMUS: Presumably the cresture that serves some useful end is
the work of design.

SOCRATES. Do you not think then that he who created man from the
beginning had some ussful end in view when he endowed him with his
several senses, giving eyes to see vishble objects, ears to hear sounds?
Would odours again be of any use to us had we not been endowed with
nogtrils? ... Are there not other contrivances that look like the results of
forethought? Thus the eyebdls, being wesk, ae sat behind eydids, that
open like doors when we want to see, and close when we deep. ... With
such sgns of forethought in these arrangements, can you doubt whether
they are the works of chance or desgn? ... And do you suppose that
wisdom is nowhere dse to be found, dthough you know that you have a
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mere speck of al the earth in your body and a mere drop of dl the water,
and that of dl the other mighty dements you recelved, | suppose, just a
scrap towards the fashioning of your body? But as for mind, which done,
it seems, is without mass, do you think that you snapped it up by a lucky
accident, and that the orderly ranks of dl these huge masses, infinite in
number, are due, forsooth, to a sort of absurdity?

ARISTODEMUS: Yes, for | dont see the master hand, whereas | see the
makers of thingsin thisworld.

SOCRATES: Nether do you see your own soul, which has the mastery of
the body; o0 that, as far as that goes, you may say that you do nothing by
design, but everything by chance. ... Be wdl assured, my good friend, that
the mind within you directs your body according to its will; and equaly
you mug think that Thought indwelling in the Universe disposes dl things
according to its pleasure. (Xenophon, Recollections of Socrates 1.4.4-17.)

Socrates is here applying praxeologica categories to the naturd world;, he interprets
physica phenomena as actions and then infers that they are directed toward ends. Just as
we've seen that Hayek and Wittgenstein talk of imputing friendliness or anger or sorrow
to a person’s feature, so Socrates looks at the features of the cosmos and sees — afriendly
face. But Socrates thymologica argument for theism is no more successful than Mises

praxeologica argument againg it. AsHayek reminds us:

Although there was a time when men believed that even language and
moras had been ‘invented by some genius of the padt, everybody
recognizes now that they are the outcome of a process of evolution whose
results nobody foresaw or desgned. But in other fidds many people ....
cannot conceive of an order that is not deliberately made ... (LLL 1. 2.)

Socrates seems to be one of those people. In the “intelectud autobiography” section of
the Phaedo, Plato has him say:

One day | heard a man reading from a book, as he said, by Anaxagoras,
that it is Mind that arranges and causes dl things. | was pleased with this
theory of cause, and it seemed to me to be somehow right that Mind
should be the cause of dl things, and | thought, “If this is so, then Mind in
aranging things arranges everything and edablishes each thing as it is
best for it to be. So if anyone wishes to find the cause of the generation or
dedtruction or exigence of a particular thing, he mugt find out what sort of
exigdence, or passve date of any kind, or activity is best for it. And
therefore in respect to that particular thing, and other things too, a man
need examine nothing but what is best and most excdlent; for then he will
necessxily know dso what is inferior, snce the science of both is the
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same. As | conddered these things | was delighted to think that | had
found in Anaxagoras a teacher of the cause of things quite to my mind,
and | thought he would tell me whether the earth is flat or round, and when
he had told me that, would go on to explain the cause and the necessity of
it, and would tel me the nature of the best and why it is best for the earth
tobeasitis ... So| thought when he assigned the cause of each thing and
of al things in common he would go on and explain what is best for each
and what is good for dl in common. ... But as | went on with my reading |
saw that the man made no use of Mind, and did not assgn any red causes
for the ordering of things, but mentioned as causes air and ether and water
and many other absurdities. And it seemed to me it was very much as if
one should say “Socrates actions are due to his mind,” and then, in trying
to give the causes of the particular thing | do, should say firs that | am
now dgtting here because my body is composed of bones and sinews, and

. & the bones are hung loose in their ligaments, the snews, by reaxing
and contracting, make me able to bend my limbs now, and that is the cause
of my gtting here with my legs bent. Or as if in the same way he should
give voice and ar and hearing and countless other things of the sort as
causes for our taking with each other, and should fal to mention the red
causes, which are, that the Athenians decided that it was best to condemn
me, and therefore | have decided that it was best for me to st here and that
it is right for me to stay and undergo whatever pendty they order. For, by
the Dog, | fancy these bones and snews of mine would have been in
Megara or Boeotia long ago, caried thither by an opinion of what was
beg, if | did not think it was better and nobler to endure any pendty the
city may inflict rather than to escape and run away. But it is most absurd
to cal things of that sort causes. If anyone were to say that | could not
have done what | thought proper if | had not bones and snews and other
things that | have, he would be right. But to say that those things are the
cause of my doing what 1 do, and that | act with my mind but not from the
choice of what is best, would be an extremdy cardess way of taking.
Whoever taks in thet way is unable to make a diginction and to see that in
redity a cause is one thing and the necessary conditions for its causd
operation are quite another thing. And so it seems to me that most people,
when they give the name of cause to the latter, are groping in the dark, as
it were, and are giving it a name that does not belong to it. (Plato, Phaedo
97 b-99 b.)

Socrates expresses an admirably Audrian indstence on not accepting a mechanistic
causa explanation of human actions and decisons. But he goes wrong in thinking thet
nothing can count as an explanaion of anything unless it invokes purpose and intention.
Hayek rightly observes.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 145



[W]e can underdand and explain human action in a way we cannot with
physca phenomena, and ... consequently the term explain tends to
reman charged with a meaning not applicable to physcd phenomena
The actions of other men were probably the first experiences which made
man ask the question why, and it took him a long time to learn, and he has
not yet fully learned, that with events other than human actions he could
not expect the same kind of “explanaion” as he can hope to obtain in the
case of human behavior. (CRSI. 2.)

But this only shows wha we dready knew — tha the thymologica application of
praxeologicd principles is fdlible. It is one thing to say tha dl action ams a some
good, and ancther thing entirey to identify which are the actions.

All human action is driven, according to Socrates, by agents beliefs about what is
good. But how are we to conceve of these “goods’ that al human beings necessarily
pursue? Is Socrates concelving of economic vaue in subjective or objective terms?
Wadll, it depends. Socrates, like Mises, accepts value-subjectiviam in the following two
senses. fird, he thinks actions must be explained in terms of the beliefs and desires of the
agents themsealves, and second, he thinks that agents can be described as mistaken only in
their choice of means, not in their choice of ultimate ends. As Miseswrites:

Error, inefficency, and falure must not be confused with irrationdity. ...
The doctor who chooses the wrong method to trest a patient is not
irrationd; he may be an incompetent physician. The famer who in ealier
ages tried to increase his crop by resorting to magic rites acted no less
rationdly than the modern farmer who gpplies more fertilizer. He did what
according to his — erroneous — opinion was appropriate to his purpose.
(TH 1. 12. 1))

Socrates likewise employs the example of migtakes in faming to show tha the farmer
who farms badly isno lessrationd than anybody else, but Smply has false beiefs

SOCRATES. What is love of profit? What can it be, and who are the
lovers of profit?

COMRADE: In my opinion, they are those who think it worthwhile to
make profit out of things of no worth.

SOCRATES: Is it your opinion that they know those things to be of no
worth, or do not know? For if they do not know, you mean that the lovers
of profit arefools.

COMRADE: No, | do not mean they are fools, but rascas who wickedly
yield to profit, because they know that the things out of which they dare to
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subjectivist about vaue at al.

recognizes ae not only mistakes about instrumental

make their profit are worthless, and yet they dare to be lovers of profit
from mere shamelessness.

SOCRATES. Wdl now, do you mean by the lover of profit such a man,
for ingance, as a fame who plants something which he knows is a
worthless herb, and thinks fit to make profit out of it when he has reared it
up? Is that the sort of man you mean? Do you not admit that the lover of
profit has knowledge of the worth of the thing from which he thinks it
worthwhile to make profit? ... Do you suppose that any man who was
taking up faming and who knew it was a worthless plant that he was
planting, could think to make profit from it? ... Or again, take a horseman
who knows that he is providing worthless food for his horse do you
suppose he is unaware that he is destroying his horse? ... So he does not
think to make profit from that worthless food. ... Or again, take a
navigator who has furnished his ship with worthless spars and ropes; do
you think he is unaware that he will suffer for it, and will be in danger of
being lost himsdf, and of losing the ship and dl her cargo? ... So he does
not think to make profit from that worthless tackle. ... But does a generd,
who knows that his amy has worthless ams, think to make profit, or
think it worth while to make profit, from them? ... Or does a flute-player
who has worthless flutes, or a harper with a lyre, a bowman with a bow, or
anyone ese a dl, in short, anong ordinary craftamen or sendgble men in
generd, with any implement or other equipment of any sort tha is
worthless, think to make profit from it? ... Then whoever can they be,
your lovers of profit? For | presume they are not the people whom we
have successvely mentioned, but people who know their worthless things,

and yet think they are to make profit from them. But in that case, by what
you say, remarkable sr, no man diveisalover of profit

COMRADE: Wdl, Socrates | should like to call those lovers of profit who
from insatiable greed consumedly long for things that are even quite petty
and of little or no worth, and so love profit, in each case.

SOCRATES: Not knowing, of course, my excelent friend, that the things
are worthless, for we have dready convinced ourselves by our argument
that this is impossble ... And if not knowing this dealy they ae
ignorant of it, but think that those worthless things are worth a great ded.

(Pato, Hipparchus 225 a-226 e.)

But as these passages suggedt, there is another sense in which Socrates is not a
Frs, among the mistekes of knowledge that Socrates
means but mistakes about
constitutive means, we can be wrong not only about what will cause us to achieve a
certain god but about what will count as achieving the god. This may be a departure
from Mises, but as my earlier example of the Rembrandt forgery shows, it is a point that

can Mises can (and should) accommodate, and doing sO would not cause any greet
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revison in his theory. But, second, Socrates dso thinks that a mistaken belief about what
is good counts as a mistake about conditutive means. If | want to own a Rembrandt
because | think owning a Rembrandt is good, then if in fact owning a Rembrandt isn't
good, it follows that | have chosen the wrong conditutive means (owning a Rembrandt)
to my end (doing what is good).

It is for the sake of the good that we walk, when we walk, conceiving it to
be better; or on the contrary, stand, when we stand, for the sake of the
same thing, the good: is it not s0? ... And S0 we put a man to deeth, if we
do put him to desth, or expd him or deprive him of his property, because
we think it better for us to do this than not. ... So it is for the sske of the
good that the doers of dl these things do them. ... And we have agreed
that when we do things for the sske of some end, what we want is not
those things, but the end for which we do them? ... Then we do not want
to daughter people or expd them from our cities or deprive them of their
property as an act in itsdf, but if these things are beneficid we want to do
them, while if they are harmful, we do not want them. For we want what is
good ... and not what is bad. ... Then, as we agree on this, if a man puts
anyore to deeth or expds him from a city or deprives him of his property,
whether he does it as a despot or an orator, because he thinks it better for
himsdf though it is redly worse, that man, | take it, does what he sees fit,
does he not? ... But is it dso what he wants, given that it is actudly bad?
(Gorgias 468 b-d.)

In other words. whatever | pursue, | pursue only because | bdieve that it is good; but if
in fact the object of my pursuit it is not redly good, then in achieving that object, | have
not redly attained the object of my ultimate desire.

Now Mises can fredy grant the posshility of making mistakes about whether
something is instrumentally good, but Socrates clearly intends what he says to apply to
ultimate goods as well:

Don't we have to arive & some garting-point which will no longer bring
us back to another beloved thing, something that goes back to the Firgt
Beloved, something for the sske of which we say that dl the other things
are beloved too? ... Not that we don’t often talk about how much we vadue
gold and dlver; but that's not so and gets us no closer to the truth, which is
that we value above dl dse that for the sake of which gold and al other
provisons are provided, whatever it may turn out to be. ... When we tak
about dl the things that are beloved by us for the sake of a further beloved
thing ... what is truly beoved is surdy the point a which this chain of so-
cdled lovings comesto an end. (Plato, Lysis 219c-e.)
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The Frgt Beoved, the terminus of dl our means-end schemes, is Smply goodness itsdlf.
(This should not, however, be interpreted as some sort of metaphysica thing, as Plato
later seems to take it in the Republic. It is Smply a property that al our desires track,
because that iswhat desiring is.)

For Mises, the notion of being mistaken about what is ultimately good is incoherent:

[P]raxeology and economics do not tell a man whether he should preserve
or abandon life. Life itsdf and al the unknown forces that originate it and
keep it burning are an ultimae given, and as such beyond the pde of
human science ™ (HA XXXIX. 1)

Choosng means is a technicad problem, as it were .... Choosng ultimate
ends is a pesond, subjective, individud affar. Choosng means is a
matter of reason, choosing ultimate ends a matter of soul and the will.
(TH Intr. 7.)

Propositions asserting existence ... or nonexisence ... are descriptive.
They assart something about the dtate of the whole universe. With regard
to them quedions of truth and faddty ae ggnificat. ... Judgments of
vaue are voluntarigtic. They express fedings, tastes, or preferences of the
individua who utters them. With regard to them there cannot be any
question of truth or fasty. They are ultimate and not subject to any proof
or evidence. ... What the theorem of the subjectivity of vauaion means is
that there is no standard available which would engble us to rgect any
ultimate judgment of vaue as wrong, fase, or eroneous .... (TH 1. 1. 1-
7)

In short, Mises apparently thinks that economic subjectiviam entalls ethical subjectivism.
From the fact that in explaning an agent's behaviour we cannot legitimately gpped to
any vdues other than her own, Mises draws the concluson that ultimate vaues
themsalves cannot be assessed for correctness or incorrectness.  Statements of fact are
testable; statements of value are not.

Yet anyone who thinks normative statements are not subject to empirical test needs to
think harder. Condder the datement “Eating meat is immord, and Eric dways acts

161 Contrast Rothbard: “Now any person participating in any sort of discussion, including one on values,
is, by virtue of so participating, alive and affirming life. For if he were really opposed to life he would
have no business continuing to be alive. Hence, the supposed opponent of life is really affirming it in the
very process of discussion, and hence the preservation and furtherance of one’s life takes on the stature of
an incontestable axiom.” (EL, p. 45.)
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mordly.”  Clearly this daement is normative, dnce it is a conjunction of two
uncontroversdly normative Statements. Clearly the datement is aso empiricdly
fddfidble, dnce it entals the uncontroversdly fdsfidble concluson “Eric never eds
meet.” The fact-vaue gap islogicdly untenadle.

It is ironic that Theory and History, the work in which Mises ingstence on the fact-
vaue gap is most forcefully stated and eaborated, is supposed to be Mises great
broadside againg pogtivism; for of course it is precisdy this indstence on the fact-vadue
gap that gives the book so thoroughly pogtivig a flavour to the modern-day reader.
Other Audrians have not followed Mises here; Hayek and Rothbard, for example, have
each defended (quite dissmilar) nonsubjectivist ethicd theories, while Hoppe, far from
regarding praxeology as an impediment to ethicd objectivism, has developed a discourse
ethic (in the tradition of Apd and Habermas) grounded in praxeology itself.'®> Mises
admirers are right not to follow him here, for the same anti-psychologistic congderations
that inform Mises project in the firg place actudly militate againg Mises understanding
of the gatus of vaue judgments.

Just as — to recdl Frege's terminology — the psychologician confuses laws of being
true with laws of holding as true, so Mises confuses laws of being good with laws of
holding as good. He writes, for example, that “[a]ll judgments of vaue are persond and
subjective.  There are no judgments of vaue other than those asserting | prefer, | like
better, | wish.” (TH I. 1. 3)) In other words, for Mises “X is good” means no more than
“I hold X as good’; thisis plainly apsychologistic theory of ethics.

Such a theory introduces an odd circularity into our judgments of vaue, for the term
“good” shows up in the analysans as wdl as in the analysandum. If “good” means “held-
by-me-to-be-good,” then the latter term can legitimately be substituted for any occurrence
of the word “good,” including occurrences within itself — yidding the result that “good”
means “hed-by-me-to-be-hdd-by-me-to-be-good.” And of course such subdtitution may
be iterated indefinitely. At this point we begin to lose our bearings.

162 Other attempts to develop an objective ethics based on specifically Austrian foundations include
Roderick M. Chisholm, “Brentano on Preference, Desire and Intrinsic Value,” in Wolfgang Grassl and
Barry Smith, eds., Austrian Economics: Historical and Philosophical Background (London: Croom Helm,
1986), pp. 182-195; Jeremy Shearmur, “Subjectivism, Explanation and the Austrian Tradition,” op. cit.;
and, somewhat differently, Shearmur, Hayek and After: Hayekian Liberalism as a Research Programme
(London: Routledge, 1996), ch. 6.
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A psychologigtic theory of vaue dso prevents judgments of vaue from playing ther
customary logicd rolein inference. Congder the following Rothbardian syllogism:

1. Robbery iswrong.

2. Taxation isrobbery.

3. Therefore taxation iswrong.
One may agree or disagree with the premises, but there can surely be no doubt that the
agument is logically valid. That is, given the truth of the premises the truth of the
concluson necessarily follows. But congder what becomes of this syllogism once we
interpret mora judgments as Staements about the spesker’'s likes and didikes, and
trandate accordingly:

1. | disapprove of robbery.

2. Taxdion isrobbery.

3. Therefore | disgpprove of taxation.
The reault is that we have transformed a logically valid argument into a logically invalid
one, because we have changed the subject; the first premise is no longer a satement
about robbery, but now merdy a datement about my subjective attitudes. Even if
taxation is robbery,’®® from that fact plus the fact that | disapprove of robbery, nothing
follows about whether | likewise disgpprove of taxation. Wha my attitudes of gpprova
and disgpprovd areis an empiricd, psychologica matter.

Nor will it hdp to adopt the emativig line that vaue judgments, rather than being
satements about our preferences, are merely expressions of those preferences and lack
propositional content, like such interjections as “hurray,” “boo,” and “yuck.” For if
vaue judgments lack proposdtiond content entirdy, it becomes even more myserious
how they can play a role in logicd inferences. For trandating the taxation example into
emoativigt language does not yidd alogicdly vdid argument ether:

1. Robbery, yuck.
2. Taxation isrobbery.
3. Therefore taxation, yuck.

163 Recall that we are taking the term “robbery” to be purely descriptive, not evaluative.
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“Taxation, yuck” does not follow from these premises, because nothing follows from a
premise like “Robbery, yuck” — since it does not assert anything.!®* (It has no location in
logica space))

Mises pogtion thus renders moral disagreement impossble as wel. As Frege

explans

[1]f something were true only for him who held it to be true, there would
be no contradiction between the opinions of different people. ... [T]wo
people would never attach the same thought to the same sentence, but each
would have his own thought; and if, say, one person put 2 - 2 = 4 forward
as true whilst another denied it, there would be no contradiction, because
what was asserted by one would be different from what was rejected by
the other. It would be quite impossible for the assartions of different
people to contradict one another, for a contradiction occurs only when it is
the very same thought that one person is asserting to be true and another to
befdse (L 144-145.)

Frege directs this argument againg psychologigtic theories of truth, but it seems to
succeed just as well against psychologistic theories of vaue!®® If when | say “X is good”
I mean “I like X” or “hurray for X,” and when you say “X is bad” you mean “| didike X”
or “X, yuck,” then what | say does not contradict what you say. Once agan, ethicd
subjectiviam drips mord terms of ther ability to play the logicd role that they actudly
do play in our ordinary practice. If we meant by our mord terms what Mises says we
mean by them, we would not be able to say with those terms what we do say with them.
Socrates fully accepts the Misesian point that dl action is driven by the agent’s own

judgments of vaue. If that is economic subjectivism, then Socraes is an economic

subjectivist. But in that case, Socrates view is that economic subjectivism entails ethical

164 The only way that “Robbery, yuck” could enter into the requisite logical relations is if we were to
reinterpret it as meaning “Robbery iswrong” — thus sending the reduction in the opposite direction. To use
Mises’ own words against him: “Whenever man is faced with the necessity of choosing between two
things or states, his decision is ajudgment of value no matter whether or not it is uttered in the grammatical
form commonly employed in expressing such judgments.” (TH 1. 1. 4.)

185 Frege may not have recognized this implication of his own position, since he writes, in a rather
Misesian vein: “What is beautiful for one person is not necessarily beautiful for another. There is no
disputing tastes. Where truth is concerned, there is the possibility of error, but not where beauty is
concerned. By the very fact that | consider something beautiful it is beautiful for me.” (L 143.) Whether
Frege would affirm the subjectivity of moral as well as aesthetic value is unclear. (Socrates, of course,
takes both to be objective.)
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objectivism. For once we combine the Socrates-Mises point that dl action is driven by
vaue judgments with the Socrates-Frege point that the logica form of vaue judgments
requires that they be objective, then the concluson follows that we cannot act without
committing oursdves to the exidence of objective vdue.  Ethicd subjectiviam is not
merdy indefengble it is praxeologically indefensible.

Far from being blind urges without cognitive content, then, the vaues that impe our
actions are propositional beliefs that represent certain dates of affars as having the
property of goodness. Like any other beliefs, then, they are open to revison through

criticism. As Shearmur notes,

[T]here is a marked predispostion on the part of many economists to treat
individuas preferences as matters of sheer brute fact, rather than, say, as
opinions that people have only because they believe it to be correct for
them to hold such views, and which they hold only insofar as they are able
to defend them on the bass of what they believe to be the gppropriate
criteria’®®
This is precisdy the Socratic podtion — as it is the pogdtion of the entire tradition of
classcd ethics that Socrates inspired, from Arigtotle through the Stoics to Aquinas — and
it is grounded in an underdanding of the logicd dructure of action itsdf.  For the
Socratic tradition, an objective ethicsis founded on praxeology.*®’

Socrates famous doctrine that al wrongdoing is “involuntary” and the result of
“ignorance’ can now be appreciated in its proper praxeologica context. Since to desire
something just is to see it as good, we have no choice about whether we desire the good;
in that sense, ultimate ends are indeed beyond raiond gppraisd. But dl the ends tha
Mises regards as “ultimate’” now turn out to be merdy conditutive means towards

achieving what is good; and that implies that any falure to do good will smply be a

166 Shearmur, “ Subjectivism, Explanation and the Austrian Tradition,” op. cit., p. 109.

157 One advantage that the Socratic attempt to ground ethics in praxeology has over Hoppe's similar
project is that the Socratics, unlike Hoppe, do not try to derive a theory of rights and justice in isolation
from any broader theory of morality as such. (This criticism does not apply to Rothbard; see EL.) How,
after all, can the question of when and how to use force against other people be divorced from all
considerations of how we should act in general? For the Socratic tradition one cannot specify the content
of any virtue without taking into account its conceptual connectionsto all the other virtues.
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technicd error — a mistake about means, not ends. Contrasting Mises with Benedetto

Croce, Kirzner writes.

Both writers ... recognize that a chosen program may fail to be adhered to

either because of a technical error (an error of knowledge) or because of

the choice of a new program of ends with respect to which action will be

“rationd.” Where the two writers disagree is that the discarding of a

chosen program in favor of one chosen in response to a “temptation of the

moment” is, for Croce, itsdf a specia kind of error — an economic error,

an eror of will. For Mises, there is room for only one kind of error, an

error of knowledge .... The conscious abandonment of a chosen program

under the influence of a fledting temptation is consdered “postively” as

merely the adoption of a new set of ends ingead of the old, and tha is

dl. 168
Socrates pogtion is different from ether. Socrates agrees with Croce againg Mises that
yieding to a flegting temptation is an error; but he agrees with Mises against Croce that
dl erors ae erors of knowledge. Hence giving into temptation is itsdf an error of
knowledge, not of will; adl wrongdoing is based on fdse bdiefs aout objective vadue.
Apart from errors of knowledge, there is no erroneous practical reasoning.

Socrates account, as I've presented it, might seem to ental two unpaatable
positions  intellectualism and psychological determinism. In fact it entails neither.X®® By
“intdlectudism” | mean the view that intdlectua knowledge done is sufficient to
motivate us to act rightly, and that appetites, emotions, and habits play no role. This is by
no means Socrates posgition; rather, Socrates stresses that it is precisaly through altering
(rather than bypassing) our cognitive judgments that factors like appetites, emotions, and
habits play the role that they do. This is egpecidly clear in the Socratic writings of

Xenophon:*"°

168 Kirzner, Economic Point of View, op. cit., p. 214n.

189 For afuller exploration of the issues discussed below, see my “Passionate Amnesia,” op. cit.

170 The greater popularity of Plato’s dialogues over those of Xenophon may help to explain why so many
readers (beginning with Aristotle himself; see, e.g., Magna Moralia 1182 a 15-25) have wrongly accused

Socrates of intellectualism. Plato’s account does not, as | read it, commit Socrates to intellectualism at al;
but intellectualism isless clearly denied in Plato than in Xenophon.
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Do you think anyone free, then, who is ruled by bodily pleasures and on
account of them is unable to do what is best? ... And isn't it obvious to
you that incontinence shuts wisdom, the grestest good, out of men and
hurls them into the opposte? And don't you see that it prevents them
from atending to beneficid things and grasping them, by drawing them
away toward plessant things, and frequently stuns them into choosing the
worse instead of the better? (Xenophon, Recollections V. 5. 3-6.)

Many supposed philosophers would say that the just person could never
become unjust, nor the wise person unbridied; nor could anybody who had
learned something learnable ever become ignorant.  But | think differently
.... For | see that just as poems in netre, if not practiced, are forgotten, so
too ingructive speeches leave the minds of those who neglect them. Now
whenever someone forgets words of advice, he adso forgets the
experiences that gave the soul an appetite for temperance; and when these
are brgotten, it is no wonder that temperance is forgotten as well. ... For
in the sdfsame body, together with the soul, are planted the pleasures that
persuade it into intemperance. (Xenophon, Recollections I. 2. 19-23; cf.
Cyropaediallll. 3. 50-5.)
Our passions, if not properly trained through practice and discipline, can thus prevent us
from attending to our ethica knowledge, and so lead us to forget it; shutting out wisdom
and stunning our cgpacity for judgment, they persuade us into wrongdoing by inducing
temporary ignorance in us. Thereisno commitment to intellectudism here.

Nor does Socrates postion entall psychologica determinism. He seems to have
thought it did; but if so, then he was mistaken about the implications of his own view.
Socrates does say that dl wrongdoing is based on fase belief; one might suppose that this
gets everyone off the hook, dnce it is not our fault that we have fase beliefs. But fdse
beliefs can coexis with true bdiefs and even with knowledge. Recdl our earlier
discusson of Popper’'s frantic motorits who seem to be acting agangt their better
judgment, and the Aridotdean solution of didinguishing between judgments that are
embodied in on€s action and judgments that are not. As we saw, the Rationdity
Principle requires, not that agents act in a manner gppropriate to their Stuation in all the
ways they see it, or in the most justified of the ways they see it, but only that they act in a
manner appropriate to their Stuation in the way of seeing it tha is constitutive of ther
action. This shows that | can act on a fdse bdief that X is good, even if | possess a more

judtified belief that X is bad;, and so my action is not the result of the sort of ignorance

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 155



that excuses. In choosing the action, we choose the condtituent vaue judgment embodied
inthat action. AsMichag O Brien writes

Those who find determinism in Platonic ethics note the fact that what we
choose is dways what we think right, and that this knowledge or opinion
is influenced by our heredity and environment. But what we think right is
aso wha we choose to think right. A right practicd judgment cannot be
resched without attention to its premises, and this atention can be given or
withheld. To reply that the dlotment of attention is itsef a decison based
on previous knowledge is to embark on an apparently infinite regress.
Which ultimately determines the other, choice or knowledge? The
question, | believe, is meaningless. There is no order of primacy between
the two functions, because in the concrete they are identica. To choose is
to judge an act as the best dternative among those within one's power.
Any act is a concluson reached from known premises, any practica
judgment is a choice imputable to the agent.* "

Free will, too, israil-less.

Arigotle' s diginction shows us how the praxeologica clam that choosing X involves
thinking X good can be perfectly compeatible with the common-sense clam tha one can
choose X while thinking X evil. While Socrates prefers the praxeologica formulation to
the common-sense one, he is catanly not unaware of the possbility of conflicting vadue
judgments, and indeed he regards it as a shameful and intolerable postion to find onesdf
in

If you leave this unrefuted, then by the Dog, the god of the Egyptians,
Cdlicles will not agree with you, Cdlicles, but will be dissonant with you
dl your life long. And yet for my part, my good man, | think it is better to
have my lyre or a chorus that | lead be out of tune and dissonant, and have
the vast mgority of men disagree with me and contradict me, than to be
out of hamony with mysdf, to contradict mysdf, though I'm only one
person. (Plato, Gorgias 482 b-c.)

Socrates may not cdl either synchronic or diachronic inconsistency irrational, but clearly
he would say of Rousseau's bed-sdler and of Abraham that they are in some sort of

cognitive trouble.

171 Michael J. O'Brien, The Socratic Paradoxes and the Greek Mind (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1967), p. 213; cf. Robert Nozick: “The free decision is reflexive; it holds in virtue of
weights bestowed by its holding. An explanation of why the act was chosen will have to refer to its being
chosen.” (Philosophical Explanations(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981, p. 305.)
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We've seen that for Socrates our preferences embody judgments about value, so that
in acting on those preferences we are committed to assarting the truth of the condituent
judgments. To criticize a preference, then, is to criticize the embedded judgment. But
what counts as successful criticism? How ae we to determine what is objectively
vauable and what is not?

Since ethics, for Socrates, is founded on praxeology, it is no surprise that he regards

vaue judgments as a priori raher than empiricd. Indeed, he argues that disputes over
vaue cannot be resolved empiricdly:

What are the subjects of difference that cause hatred and anger? If you
and | were to differ aout numbers as to which is the greater, would this
make us enemies and angry with each other, or would we proceed to count
and soon resolve our difference about this? ... Agan, if we differed about
the larger and the amdler, we would turn to measurement and soon cease
to differ. ... And about the heavier and the lighter, we would resort to
weighing and be reconciled. ... What subject of difference would make us
angry and hogtile to each other if we were unable to come to a decison?
Perhaps you do not have an answer ready, but examine as | tell you
whether these subjects are the just and the unjudt, the beautiful and the
ugly, the good and the bad. Are these not the subjects of difference about
which, when we are unable to come to a satisfactory decison, you and |
and other men become hogtile to each other whenever we do? (Plato,
Euthyphro 7 b-d.)

And, in a didogue of unknown authorship, but dating from the early days of Pato's
Academy, Socrates tells us that the indrument for deciding disputes over vaue is
language:

SOCRATES. Whenever we disagree about what's larger and what's
smaller, who are the ones who decide between us? Aren't they the ones
who measure? ... And whenever we disagree about number, about many
and few, who are the ones who decide? Aren't they the ones who count?
... Whenever we disagree with each other about what's just and what's
unjust, to whom do we go? Who are those who decide between us in each
cae? Tl me.

CLINIAS: Areyou tdking about judges, Socrates?

SOCRATES: Well donel Now go on and try to tel me this. What are the
measurers doing when they decide about what's large and what's smdl?
They're measuring, aren't they? ... And when the weighers decide about
what's heavy and what's light, aren't they weighing? ... And when the
counters decide about many and few, they're counting, aren't they? ...
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And when the judges decide about what's just and unjust, what are they
doing? ... Is it by gspesking that they decide between us whenever the
judges decide about what's just and what's unjust? ... Speech, as it seems,
decides what's just and what's unjust. ... What could the just and unjust
possbly be? Suppose someone asked us  “Since a measuring-gtick, skill
in measuring, and a messurer decide what's larger and what's smdler,
what are ‘larger’ and ‘smdler’?” We might tdl him that “larger” is what
exceeds and “smdle” is what is exceeded. Or: “Since a scde, ill in
weighing, and a weigher decide what's heavy and what's light, what are
‘heavy’ and ‘light??  We might tdl him that “heavy” is what sinks down
in the baance, and “light” is what rises up. In this way, then, if someone
should ask us  “Since gpeech, Kill in judging, and a judge decide what's
jus and unjust for us, what could ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ possibly be?” How
can we answer him?  Are we 4ill unable to tdl him? (Pseudo-Plato [7],
On Justice 373 a-¢e.)

As| have written dsewhere:

Socrates digtinguishes mord disputes from disputes that can be resolved
through empirica invedigation — through counting, measuring, weighing,
and the like. In the latter cases, there is an empirica procedure available
for resolving the dispute. In ethicd matters, apparently, this is not so.
This seems to indicate that Socrates thinks ethical truths can be known
only a priori. ... Certanly in his own practice of inquiry Socrates never
seems to recommend empirica investigation as a path to the truth. ... The
suggestion here is that speech or language is the standard for reaching the
truth about ethicad maters, just as measuring-sticks and scaes are the
dandards for reaching the truth about length and weight respectively. The
olution to  empiricadl  disputes lies in  exteand obsarvation and
investigaion; but the solution to mord disputes lies within language
itself 172

Socrtates approach to seeking ethicad truth, then, is to trace conceptual connections
among our evaudive concepts, to see wha judgments they commit us to. In basing his
theory of value on conceptua analyss, Socrates is — to put the point somewhat

anachronigticdly — trying to do for the concept of the good what Kant did for the concept
of theright. Thefollowing passage illustrates Socrates method:

SOCRATES: | think, indeed, that you and | and the rest of the world
believe that doing wrong is worse than suffering it, and escgping
punishment worse than incurring it.

172 Roderick T. Long, “ Socrates on Reference,” unpublished.

Roderick T. Long— Wittgenstein, Austrian Economics, and the Logic of Action, p. 158



POLUS: And I, that neither | nor anyone elsein the world believesit. ...
SOCRATES. Which of the two seems to you, Polus, to be the worse —
doing wrong or suffering it?

POLUS. Sufferingit, | say.

SOCRATES. Now agan, which is more shameful — doing wrong or
uffering it? Answer.

POLUS: Doaingit.

SOCRATES: And if it's more shameful, isn't it dso worse?

POLUS: Not at dl.

SOCRATES: | see you hold, apparently, that admirable and good are not
the same, nor are shameful and bad.

POLUS. That'sright.

SOCRATES. But what of this? All admirable things like bodies and
colors and figures and sounds and observances — is it according to no
dandard that you cal these fair in each case? Thus in the first place, when
you say that admirable bodies are admirable, it must be ather in view of
their use for some particular purpose that each may serve, or in respect of
some pleasure arisng when, in the act of beholding them, they cause
delight to the beholder. Have you any description to give beyond this ...?
POLUS: No, | do not. ... Your definition of admirable in terms of the
pleasant and the good is an admirable one. ...

SOCRATES. Thus when of two admirable things one is more admirable,
the cause is tha it surpasses in either one or both of these effects, either in
pleasure, or in benefit, or in both. ... And when of two shameful things one
is more shameful, this will be due to an excess dther of the painful or of
the bad: must not that be s0?

POLUS: Yes.

SOCRATES. Come then, what was it we heard just how about doing and
uffering wrong? Were you not saying that suffering wrong is more evil,
but doing it fouler? ... Wel now, if doing wrong is more shameful then
auffering it, this must be because it of an excess of the painful or the bad
or both; must not this dso be the case? ... Then let us firs condder if
doing wrong exceeds suffering it in point of pan — if those who do wrong
are more pained than those who suffer it.

POLUS: Not so at al, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Then it does not surpass in pan. ... And o, if not in pan, it
can no longer be said to exceed in both. ... It remains, then, that it exceeds
in the other. ... Then it is by an excess of the bad that doing wrong is more
shameful than suffering it.

POLUS:. Yes, evidently.

SOCRATES: Now it is surely admitted by the mass of mankind, as it was
too by you in our tak a while ago, that doing wrong is more shameful than
suffering it. ... And now it has been found to be worse. ... Then would
you rather have what's bad and shameful when it is more than when it is
less? ... And would anybody e sein the world?

POLUS: | think not, by this argument &t lees.
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SOCRATES. Then | spoke the truth when | said that neither you nor
anyone dse in the world would choose to do wrong rather than suffer it,
gnceit redly isworse. (Plato, Gorgias 474 b-475 e)

Socrates drategy here is to trace conceptud links between the concepts of just,
admirable, good, and advantageous, to show that we are committed to regecting as
conceptudly incoherent any clam that mordity and sdlf-interest can conflict.

Mises, of course, regards mord agument as fruitlesss Means can be rationdly
criticized, but not ends, and o, in his view, any atempt to criticize an end mugt dide into
treating it as ameans to some further end:

It is vain to argue about ultimate judgments of value as we argue about the
truth or fadgty of an exigentid propostion. As soon as we dart to refute
by arguments an ultimate judgment of vaue, we look upon it as a means
to atan definite ends. But then we merdy shift the discusson to another
plane. We no longer view the principle concerned as an ultimate value but
as a means to dtain an ultimate vaue, and we are again faced with the
same problem. We may, for ingtance, try to show a Buddhist that to act in
conformity with the teachings of his creed results in effects which we
consder disastrous. But we are slenced if he replies that these effects are
in his opinion lesser evils or no evils a dl compared to wha would result
from nonobservance of his rules of conduct. His ideas about the supreme
good, happiness, and eterna bliss are different from ours. He does not care
for those values his critics are concerned with, and seeks for satisfaction in
other thingsthanthey do. (THI. 1. 3)

But this argument presupposes the ethicd subjectivism it is trying to prove. As Mises
sees it, the Buddhist vaues Buddhistic practice because it leads to his ultimate end, the
extinction of desre; when Mises argues that Buddhistic practice is bad because it tends to
hinder the worldly prosperity that Mises desires as an ultimate end, dl that @n be sad is
that Mises and the Buddhist have different ultimate ends, and that is the end of the matter.
But it is only by presupposing the fasty of ethicd objectivism that Mises is able to hep
himsdf to the assumption that there can be disagreements about ultimate ends. For on
the Socratic conception, Mises and the Buddhist have the same ultimate end — the good —
and are disagreeing only about conditutive means thereto. Since disputes about means
are not immune from raiond criticism, the Socratic conception transforms insoluble

disagreementsinto soluble ones.
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Mises regarded praxeology as a wertfrel science. In one sense of that term, he was
right; the praxeologist interprets and explains an agent’s behaviour in terms of the agent’s
preferences, not those of the praxeologis. But in another sense praxeology is
wertbeladen through and through; for we can make sense of other people's preferences
only insofar as we interpret them as aming a the ultimate vaue whose objectivity our
own preferences commit us to accepting — the supreme god which Socrates cdls the First
Beloved, and Arigtotle cals: happiness.
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Abbreviations

Works by Frege:

CO  Concept and Object

FA  The Foundations of Arithmetic

FLA Fundamental Laws of Arithmetic

L Logic

LI Logical Investigations

SKM  Sources of Knowledge of Mathematics

Works by Wittgenstein:

BB Blue and Brown Books

CV  Cultureand Value

LFM Lectures on the Foundation of Mathematics
LWPP Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychol ogy
N Notebooks

OC  On Certainty

PG  Philosophical Grammar

PI Philosophical Investigations

PR  Philosophical Remarks

RFM  Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics
RPP  Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology
TLP  Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus

Z Zettel

Works by Mises:

EPE Epistemological Problems of Economics

HA  Human Action

MMM Money, Method, and the Market Process

TH  Theory and History

UFES The Ultimate Foundation of Economic Science

Works by Hayek:

CL  TheConstitution of Liberty

CRS The Counter-Revolution of Science
FL The Fortunes of Liberalism

IEO Individualism and Economic Order
LLL Law, Legidation, and Liberty

SO  The Sensory Order

Works by Rothbard:
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DEA In Defense of Extreme Apriorism

EL The Ethics of Liberty

FNL For a New Liberty: The Libertarian Manifesto
MES Man, Economy, and State

PM  Power and Market

PMAE Praxeology: The Method of Austrian Economics
SCH  Ludwig von Mises. Scholar, Creator, Hero

Works by Hoppe:

DER In Defense of Extreme Rationalism

ESAM Economic Science and the Austrian Method

PFE On Praxeology and the Praxeological Foundations of Epistemology and Ethics
TSC A Theory of Socialism and Capitalism
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