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11 Reply to Hoppe — on apriorism
In Austrian Economics

Gerard Radnitzky

Hoppe's critique is afeneral interest becaube uses thatandardarguments
of the strictfollowers of Ludwig von Mses within Austrian Economics.
Hencescrutinizing those parts of higitique is atthe same time aritical
examination of Nkesian epistemology. Wét distinguishes Misesiarfeom
the rest of theAustriansis, above all, their position in epistemology.
Misesians have adopted the framework of justificationist philosophy
(Begrindungsphilosophie)he result is gpeculiar nixture: An adnirable
political philosophy is cofnned wth an untenable position in
epistemology. 1 have elselWwere witten an extensive criticism of
justificationist philosophy (Bdnitzky and Bartley, 1987, pp. 279-312).
Although a suitably short response may betpossible, a few remarks. may
be worthwhile.

Murray Rothbard,the maitre a penser of the Misesians,correctly and
convincingly rejects the intrusion ofhermeneuticsinto economics (Wich
together vith K.-0. Apel's justificationist epistemology is the basis of the
neo-Marxist FrankfurtSchool). But strangely enough, heclassifies Karl
Popper, thegreatestritic of Logical Positivism, as dogical positivist. And
he misinterprets Hayek's concept of "spontanewder", which is descriptive,
as anevaluativeconcept. (Kre nore of hermeneutics', as the technology of
interpretation, would have been useful.) Hayek thought that the dift@rence
between him and Mes was that Misesegardedhe market theory as a priori
(genetically apriori and apriori valid), while for Hayek only the logic of
individual action (rationalaction) was griori. Theinteraction of people and
the resulting network, thé&ee-marketeconomy, wre for Hayek empirical
phenomena, and hence, the topic of empirical research. Although Hayek always
saidthat heacceptechearlyall of Mises's criticisnof socialism, he thought
that Mises's criticism could not be effectibecause Mises's viethat man is
strictly rational and can know the consequences of his actions opens the door to
constructivist rationalism, which is one of thernerstones of socialism. By
contrast, Hayek emphasized
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that we can only ex post interpret (and provide an "explanation of the
principle" for) the various sociabrders wehave got, like the free-market
economy. Itevolved as aspontaneousorder, and some (but not all)
spontaneous orders are beneficial.

Non-justificationist philosophy takes itsbearing from Hmes distinction
betweenpropositions stating atters of fact and propositions stating the
relations ofideas,and its updating byPopper. Critical Rtionalism implies
methodologicaindividualism, non-cognitivist neta-ethicand subjectivevalue
theory. These theories, which belong to taehet of Aistrian Economies, are
incompatible with thejustificationists’ attempts tgorovide an "ultimate"
justification or grounding for genuinég., non-instrumentalyalue judgments
and norms. Thisfact will by itself create tensions withinthe Misesian
"paradigm”, which has adopt&#griindungsphilosophie.

Hoppe beginshis criticism of Popperianfallibilism by attacking the
Popperian thesis that there is no way of ultimately justifying truth claims with
respect toconcretestatements. He claims that tsentencegormulating that
thesis must be either 'categorically trueémpirical (falsifiable). He writes, 'If
they are categoricallytrue, wearefaced with a blatantcontradiction'(sect. 1,
5th paragraph). His sentence is uncléstrleast to me). What happears to
mean is that thethesis, if self-applicable,leads to self-contradictions-at
bottom, that the maxim that epitomizes fallibilism, in W. Wartiey's vords,
"Do not dogmatizeanything (propositions, viewpointgtc.)!", eannot be
self-applicable. InHope's opinion, self-application wuld lead to serantic
paradoxes. Hoewer, it can beshown that suchparadoxesneed not arise
(Radnitzky, op. cit., pp.c300-08).And immunizing the thesis imuestion
against criticism would be anathenmaPopperians. Bippe then continues: "If
they (the sentencesexpressing the theory of fallibilism) are merely
hypothetical falsifiable propositions, it willbe sufficientto present asingle
counter example irrder torefute therrand thereare many such examples".
And he thenproduces someounter-examples,e., synthetic statements that
are claimed to be a priori valid.

His first example is theentence, 'Aall cannot baed andnon-red at the
same time'. The exampleaw not happily chosenh@ sentence is a tautology:
negation of aself-contradiction(natural languagesperate orthe principle of
the excluded nuddle). The example mach discussed in @linary-Language
Philosophy in the 1950's was, 'Nothing canrédand green atthe same time
andall over'. However, such sentencesre notoriously difficult to interpret.
Does the color predicate 'red’ desigrafhenomenal entity, mental entity? If
so, we have to consider ostentative referitions, the way wearn color
predicates inthe primary language, problemof intersubjectivity in the
handling of such predicates,and so forth. This conplicates the issue
unnecessarily. If the predicates referpioysical entitiegproperties of physical
objects), then we

190



Reply to Hoppe-OnApriotism in A Austrian Economics

come to scientifictheories, which to myknowledge nost, if not all,
justificationist philosophers regard as fallible.

It would be better to takas exampledVittgenstein's'ordinary certainties",
like, e.g., "1 am rore thanthree nonthsold" or "The world existedbefore |
wasborn". It is indeedpsychologically inpossiblefor us todoubtthat these
sentencesiretrue. Hovever, that fact is epistemologically irrelevant.

We could all sincerely believe a statement to be true, and we might all be
mistaken. The skeptics in antiquity knew this. To think otherwise is simply to
mistake aconviction (orthe consensus of allreasonable"people) for a
guarantee of truth. Thatould be an impermissiblenaiveté& Atthis point it
becomes necessary to consider the key problem of justificationism.

The search for an "ultimate" grounding of propositions leads to a
well-known dilemma-engenderinglilemma. Eitheryou go on justifying
(infinite regress ocircle), oryou stop. So younave tostop somewwere, and
you arefaced with two options:Either youdeclareyour stopping point to be
beyondcriticism (open dogratism), or youarguethat the stopping point of
your choice is not dogmatic because it constitutes, so tospeak,
epistemologicatock bottom. Inthe historyof philosophy,there havebeen
many candidates for such "ultimatestifiers": senseperception cuninduction,
intellectual intuition cum deduction, asd forth. They haveall failed. Wthin
the justificationist framework, the afore-saiddilemma is genuine. And all
attempts to tackle it lead tiwnfusing truth with certaintgnd toconfusing the
concept of truth (absolute truth)with the methodsfor ascertaining the
truth-value of particular statementshich methods are fallible in principle.

Some justificationists haviied to avoidthe dilemma-engendering dilemma
by shifting to the rata-level, tothe "nonpropositional" ay of justifying
proposition. They claim that a statemeah be"ultimately" falsified, not by
other statements, but by agberformed byindividuals, by "performative
contradictions"andthereforeits negation "ultimately" justifiedproven to be
true (Hoppe, sect. 1, 6tparagraph)For instance, if A claims that h@n no
longer perform &ertainact, while sinultaneouslyperformingit, A is said to
have performativelycontradictedhis statementproved it to befalse by his
action. Such attempts to justify an ultimate stopping point are
epistemologically naive. That thpeople vitnessing A's performance are
convincedthat heperformedthe actandcan expressheir convictionverbally
only leads to emirical statements. Apel's attempt, whicinderlies tbppe's
reasoningand is nore sophisticatedares nobetter. To put it as short as |
possibly can: (1) If you vish to argueyou rust acceptthe Criticist Frame
(argumentative dialogue); (2) ytave entered a dialogue-conclusigou have
implicitly (by your action) accepted the Criticist Frame.
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If (1) is construed as a definition of 'arguifog’ of 'dialogue’)jt is empty. If
it is construed as a synthetic sentence, it is fallible. (2) is a syndestience,
hencefallible. Apel's attempt tgoroduce an'ultimate justifier" hasfailed.
(Albert, 1975, or Radnitzky, 1987, pp. 296-301.)

Let us turn to Hoppe's last example, whiclkcliwracteristic of Nsesians:
the concept of "exchange". (I rephrdseppe's formulation somewhat to make
it shorter.):

"Two people engage in exchange only because they expecthtettbe
off from making the exchange than from not making it". (S)

We could add, 'and they expect thisly becausahey subjectivelyprefer the
Situation which they hope thexchange vil bring aboutto the situation
beforethe exchange'. The expressi@x¢hangehereoccurs in anintensional
context(i.e., acontextconcerned wth meanings ofsentencesand not only
with their truth-values; with connotation$ predicate expressiomasd notonly
with their referencegdenotations)getc.). Theoccurrence of mntalistic terms
like' expect'confirmsthis. Theexpressionexchangehas a sufficientlyfixed
meaning in everydalanguage'. (lincludesthe notion of'Voluntariness".) In
order to clarify it we have to clarifythe defining concept of'not being
coerced"—therebyavoiding circularity. Using Hardy Bouillon's proposal, a
rough definition couldbe: A person Xs 'being coerced' by amgent y, if and
only if an action of y places x in a situation in which he hademide vhether
or not to changehis original plansand, if he decides inthe negative, he
believesthat this will entail "costs"in terms of areduction ofhis private
"action space".) Hence, when welaim that acertain behavioralpattern
constitutes arexample of "&change'(S), we also claim that wenderstand
what that conduct (novements, etc.) sans in the context-thebodily
movementsare intelligible to us, weinterpret them asan instance of
"exchange". If Shas empiricalcontent, it is falsifiablej.e., it is logically
possible that S is contradicted by a sestatements that, at the moment, we
consider to bebetter supported byevidencethan Sis. If S is universally
quantified, a single counter example will falsify if it is taken as d@endency
statement, we have to enter statistical arguments.

Are therecandidategor counter examples? Let wsnsider twocases. Case
#l: Charity disguised asationalexchange. Aexchanges ith B as a way of
making a gift toB without offending Bs pride. A does not improve his
material well-being by the exchange (Antdflgws example). &e #2: In the
particular exchangeB gets a "whiteelephant”, arembarrassingift that he
cannot refuse. If we accept any of these cases as genuine counter example to S,
S is falsified. There isobviously anotheroption. Forinstance, we claim that
in case #l,A has nade hinself better off bythis exchangehroughachieving
an aim not otherwise achievable. Ifso, we have clained that achieving
whatever purpose or
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intention you had in making aexchangenecessarily rmkes youbetter off at

least you anticipate to be better afff you take this course,you have
conventionalized S, i.e., made S intseatence analytic ithe language L in
question.S is true in L in force of certain definitorial conventions of L.
'‘Exchange’ has become a subset of the category 'Rtional
(means-ends-rationality) Action'.

Now S can guidethe construction of an explanation sketch oprediction
explaining why Aand B acted inthe way theydid: They nade, at least
implicitly and perhaps inpart subconsciously, aost-benefit-analysisthey
came to the conclusion that they would be better off if #wshangedand, in
the present casehey actedrationally, i.e., they madethe exchange. We can
thus explain(explanation of the principle}hy theydid exchange, or we can
predict that they will engage in an exchange (predictions of the principle).

What if our predictiondails? Thenwe look for a spot in ourargument
where to put the blame. Probably, first we vgliestion thenypotheses about
the preferences of A and B and will look for a posséuielencefor a difference
or a change inthe preferencesevidencethat is independenfrom the concrete
easepredicted orexplained (to avoid circularity). Bventually we will even
question the assumption that A and/or B behaved rationally icatbee at hand.
All this is ordinary enpirical investigation. (the logical structure of an
explanatory argument (postdictioafd apredictive argument is identical.) It
turns out that Ss either empiricalor analytic. IfS is empirical,its truth is
impossible to prove; at most veanshow that it has séar withstoodsevere
testing better thanits rival hypotheses have. I8 is analytic, it has no
empiricalcontent. ButS is certainlynot anexample ofa syntheticsentence
that is a priori valid, of asentence Wwose truth is known (in the
ordinary-language sense of 'knowing'), where 'to knowpghatplies thatp is
true a priori.

It is not likely that Misesians wilabandonthe justificationistframework;
they may have invested too muchiin Apparentlyyou can dovaluable work
in economicsandpolitical philosophy in spitef having (at leasbfficially)
adopted anuntenable position in epistemology. Hosver, it should be
remembered that thastificationist philosophers to whom the Misesiarefer
to support their epistemologgearchfor ultimate groundingonly in ethics,
while accepting Popperianfallibilism with respect toscience. (Rejecting
fallibilism with respect tothe method of ascertaininghe truth-value of
descriptive statements would aeidiculous positionScientific progresexists
and we cannot nownow (a logical inpossibility) whether a particular theory
may nothave to be mdified orreplaced by aetter one later.) At anyate,
those among the admireskthe political philosophy of the Nsesian wing of
Austrian Economics who at the same tiraee interested inepistemology
would feel nore confortable wth the Misesian wing, if it gotrid of the
untenableBegrindungsphilosophie.
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Note

1.

Mises's philosophy ofciencehas great nerits: Theprimacy of theory
(againstpositivism); the insight that théuman mind has aefinite
structure (containsnany geneticaprioris, as Evolutionary Epistemology
claims); that "Action" ispy definition, intentionalagainst behaviorism);
methodological individualism; that econas is the mostdvanced of the
social sciences ("Eonomic Approach"). His take is that-in the
philosophicaltradition of Germandealism-heconceiveshis Theory of
action ("praxeology") asa theory that is a priorivalid. His belief that
praxeologicaknowledge can beéeducedrom the logicalstructure of the
human mind" is a typical Kantiaidea. (Mses acknowledgesthis in
Ultimate Foundations[1962, p. 42].) Heappears toconstrue his
principles of Action asynthetic aprioripropositions, Wwereby repeating
Kant's untenable theonof the Synthetic Ariori (apriori valid). He
confoundsthe concept of "sentencanalytic in languagelL" (a semantic
concept) \ith the concept of "sentenctutological inL" (a syntactical
concept, e.g., aalid conditional). Thetruth of analytic sentencedinges
upon definitions. Both types ofentenceare enpty of enpirical
information. Thus, if it wretrue-as Mses believes-thathe theorems of
money theorycan bededucedrom the concept of Mney, moneytheory
would be emty. It would betrue in force of certaindefinitions in the
languagd.. Therefore it could not contaigny empiricalinformation, and
hence it could not explain anything.
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