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Editor’S Note

This version of Mises’s Theory and History is reproduced from the first 1957 Yale
edition. To help English-language readers whenever feasible, if English translations of
foreign-language works cited are available, the editor has referenced the pertinent
pages in the English translation. Also, to aid the reader, foreign phrases that are not
comprehensible by context alone have been translated into English. The editor’s
English translation appears in the text immediately following the phrase and is set off
by square brackets.
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Introduction

Methodological Dualism

Mortal man does not know how the universe and all that it contains may appear to a
superhuman intelligence. Perhaps such an exalted mind is in a position to elaborate a
coherent and comprehensive monistic interpretation of all phenomena. Man—up to
now, at least—has always gone lamentably amiss in his attempts to bridge the gulf
that he sees yawning between mind and matter, between the rider and the horse,
between the mason and the stone. It would be preposterous to view this failure as a
sufficient demonstration of the soundness of a dualistic philosophy. All that we can
infer from it is that science—at least for the time being—must adopt a dualistic
approach, less as a philosophical explanation than as a methodological device.

Methodological dualism refrains from any proposition concerning essences and
metaphysical constructs. It merely takes into account the fact that we do not know
how external events—physical, chemical, and physiological—affect human thoughts,
ideas, and judgments of value. This ignorance splits the realm of knowledge into two
separate fields, the realm of external events, commonly called nature, and the realm of
human thought and action.

Older ages looked upon the issue from a moral or religious point of view. Materialist
monism was rejected as incompatible with the Christian dualism of the Creator and
the creation, and of the immortal soul and the mortal body. Determinism was rejected
as incompatible with the fundamental principles of morality as well as with the penal
code. Most of what was advanced in these controversies to support the respective
dogmas was unessential and is irrelevant from the methodological point of view of
our day. The determinists did little more than repeat their thesis again and again,
without trying to substantiate it. The indeterminists denied their adversaries’
statements but were unable to strike at their weak points. The long debates were not
very helpful.

The scope of the controversy changed when the new science of economics entered the
scene. Political parties which passionately rejected all the practical conclusions to
which the results of economic thought inevitably lead, but were unable to raise any
tenable objections against their truth and correctness, shifted the argument to the
fields of epistemology and methodology. They proclaimed the experimental methods
of the natural sciences to be the only adequate mode of research, and induction from
sensory experience the only legitimate mode of scientific reasoning. They behaved as
if they had never heard about the logical problems involved in induction. Everything
that was neither experimentation nor induction was in their eyes metaphysics, a term
that they employed as synonymous with nonsense.
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2

Economics And Metaphysics

The sciences of human action start from the fact that man purposefully aims at ends
he has chosen. It is precisely this that all brands of positivism, behaviorism, and
panphysicalism want either to deny altogether or to pass over in silence. Now, it
would simply be silly to deny the fact that man manifestly behaves as if he were really
aiming at definite ends. Thus the denial of purposefulness in man’s attitudes can be
sustained only if one assumes that the choosing both of ends and of means is merely
apparent and that human behavior is ultimately determined by physiological events
which can be fully described in the terminology of physics and chemistry.

Even the most fanatical champions of the “Unified Science” sect shrink from
unambiguously espousing this blunt formulation of their fundamental thesis. There
are good reasons for this reticence. So long as no definite relation is discovered
between ideas and physical or chemical events of which they would occur as the
regular sequel, the positivist thesis remains an epistemological postulate derived not
from scientifically established experience but from a metaphysical world view.

The positivists tell us that one day a new scientific discipline will emerge which will
make good their promises and will describe in every detail the physical and chemical
processes that produce in the body of man definite ideas. Let us not quarrel today
about such issues of the future. But it is evident that such a metaphysical proposition
can in no way invalidate the results of the discursive reasoning of the sciences of
human action. The positivists for emotional reasons do not like the conclusions that
acting man must necessarily draw from the teachings of economics. As they are not in
a position to find any flaw either in the reasoning of economics or in the inferences
derived from it, they resort to metaphysical schemes in order to discredit the
epistemological foundations and the methodological approach of economics.

There is nothing vicious about metaphysics. Man cannot do without it. The positivists
are lamentably wrong in employing the term “metaphysics” as a synonym for
nonsense. But no metaphysical proposition must contradict any of the findings of
discursive reasoning. Metaphysics is not science, and the appeal to metaphysical
notions is vain in the context of a logical examination of scientific problems. This is
true also of the metaphysics of positivism, to which its supporters have given the
name of antimetaphysics.

3

Regularity And Prediction

Epistemologically the distinctive mark of what we call nature is to be seen in the
ascertainable and inevitable regularity in the concatenation and sequence of
phenomena. On the other hand the distinctive mark of what we call the human sphere
of history or, better, the realm of human action is the absence of such a universally
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prevailing regularity. Under identical conditions stones always react to the same
stimuli in the same way; we can learn something about these regular patterns of
reacting, and we can make use of this knowledge in directing our actions toward
definite goals. Our classification of natural objects and our assigning names to these
classes is an outcome of this cognition. A stone is a thing that reacts in a definite way.
Men react to the same stimuli in different ways, and the same man at different instants
of time may react in ways different from his previous or later conduct. It is impossible
to group men into classes whose members always react in the same way.

This is not to say that future human actions are totally unpredictable. They can, in a
certain way, be anticipated to some extent. But the methods applied in such
anticipations, and their scope, are logically and epistemologically entirely different
from those applied in anticipating natural events, and from their scope.

4

The Concept Of The Laws Of Nature

Experience is always experience of past happenings. It refers to what has been and is
no longer, to events sunk forever in the flux of time.

The awareness of regularity in the concatenation and sequence of many phenomena
does not affect this reference of experience to something that occurred once in the
past at a definite place and time under the circumstances prevailing there and then.
The cognition of regularity too refers exclusively to past events. The most experience
can teach us is: in all cases observed in the past there was an ascertainable regularity.

From time immemorial all men of all races and civilizations have taken it for granted
that the regularity observed in the past will also prevail in the future. The category of
causality and the idea that natural events will in the future follow the same pattern
they showed in the past are fundamental principles of human thought as well as of
human action. Our material civilization is the product of conduct guided by them.
Any doubt concerning their validity within the sphere of past human action is
dispelled by the results of technological designing. History teaches us irrefutably that
our forefathers and we ourselves up to this very moment have acted wisely in
adopting them. They are true in the sense that pragmatism attaches to the concept of
truth. They work, or, more precisely, they have worked in the past.

Leaving aside the problem of causality with its metaphysical implications, we have to
realize that the natural sciences are based entirely on the assumption that a regular
conjunction of phenomena prevails in the realm they investigate. They do not search
merely for frequent conjunction but for a regularity that prevailed without exception
in all cases observed in the past and is expected to prevail in the same way in all cases
to be observed in the future. Where they can discover only a frequent conjunction—as
is often the case in biology, for example—they assume that it is solely the inadequacy
of our methods of inquiry that prevents us temporarily from discovering strict
regularity.
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The two concepts of invariable and of frequent conjunction must not be confused. In
referring to invariable conjunction people mean that no deviation from the regular
pattern—the law—of conjunction has ever been observed and that they are certain, as
far as men can be certain about anything, that no such deviation is possible and will
ever happen. The best elucidation of the idea of inexorable regularity in the
concatenation of natural phenomena is provided by the concept of miracles. A
miraculous event is something that simply cannot happen in the normal course of
world affairs as we know it, because its happening could not be accounted for by the
laws of nature. If nonetheless the occurrence of such an event is reported, two
different interpretations are provided, both of which, however, fully agree in taking
for granted the inexorability of the laws of nature. The devout say: “This could not
happen in the normal course of affairs. It came to pass only because the Lord has the
power to act without being restricted by the laws of nature. It is an event
incomprehensible and inexplicable for the human mind, it is a mystery, a miracle.”
The rationalists say: “It could not happen and therefore it did not happen. The
reporters were either liars or victims of a delusion.” If the concept of laws of nature
were to mean not inexorable regularity but merely frequent connection, the notion of
miracles would never have been conceived. One would simply say: 4 is frequently
followed by B, but in some instances this effect failed to appear.

Nobody says that stones thrown into the air at an angle of 45 degrees will frequently
fall down to earth or that a human limb lost by an accident frequently does not grow
again. All our thinking and all our actions are guided by the knowledge that in such
cases we are not faced with frequent repetition of the same connection, but with
regular repetition.

5

The Limitations Of Human Knowledge

Human knowledge is conditioned by the power of the human mind and by the extent
of the sphere in which objects evoke human sensations. Perhaps there are in the
universe things that our senses cannot perceive and relations that our minds cannot
comprehend. There may also exist outside of the orbit we call the universe other
systems of things about which we cannot learn anything because, for the time being,
no traces of their existence penetrate into our sphere in a way that can modify our
sensations. It may also be that the regularity in the conjunction of natural phenomena
we are observing is not eternal but only passing, that it prevails only in the present
stage (which may last millions of years) of the history of the universe and may one
day be replaced by another arrangement.

Such and similar thoughts may induce in a conscientious scientist the utmost caution
in formulating the results of his studies. It behooves the philosopher to be still more
restrained in dealing with the apriori categories of causality and the regularity in the
sequence of natural phenomena.
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The apriori forms and categories of human thinking and reasoning cannot be traced
back to something of which they would appear as the logically necessary conclusion.
It is contradictory to expect that logic could be of any service in demonstrating the
correctness or validity of the fundamental logical principles. All that can be said about
them is that to deny their correctness or validity appears to the human mind
nonsensical and that thinking, guided by them, has led to modes of successful acting.

Hume’s skepticism was the reaction to a postulate of absolute certainty that is forever
unattainable to man. Those divines who saw that nothing but revelation could provide
man with perfect certainty were right. Human scientific inquiry cannot proceed
beyond the limits drawn by the insufficiency of man’s senses and the narrowness of
his mind. There is no deductive demonstration possible of the principle of causality
and of the ampliative inference of imperfect induction; there is only recourse to the no
less indemonstrable statement that there is a strict regularity in the conjunction of all
natural phenomena. If we were not to refer to this uniformity, all the statements of the
natural sciences would appear to be hasty generalizations.

6

Regularity And Choosing

The main fact about human action is that in regard to it there is no such regularity in
the conjunction of phenomena. It is not a shortcoming of the sciences of human action
that they have not succeeded in discovering determinate stimulus-response patterns.
What does not exist cannot be discovered.

If there were no regularity in nature, it would be impossible to assert anything with
regard to the behavior of classes of objects. One would have to study the individual
cases and to combine what one has learned about them into a historical account.

Let us, for the sake of argument, assume that all those physical quantities that we call
constants are in fact continually changing and that the inadequacy of our methods of
inquiry alone prevents us from becoming aware of these slow changes. We do not
take account of them because they have no perceptible influence upon our conditions
and do not noticeably affect the outcome of our actions. Therefore one could say that
these quantities established by the experimental natural sciences may fairly be looked
upon as constants since they remain unchanged during a period of time that by far
exceeds the ages for which we may plan to provide.

But it is not permissible to argue in an analogous way with regard to the quantities we
observe in the field of human action. These quantities are manifestly variable.
Changes occurring in them plainly affect the result of our actions. Every quantity that
we can observe is a historical event, a fact which cannot be fully described without
specifying the time and geographical point.

The econometrician is unable to disprove this fact, which cuts the ground from under
his reasoning. He cannot help admitting that there are no “behavior constants.”
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Nonetheless he wants to introduce some numbers, arbitrarily chosen on the basis of a
historical fact, as “unknown behavior constants.” The sole excuse he advances is that
his hypotheses are “saying only that these unknown numbers remain reasonably
constant through a period of years.”1 Now whether such a period of supposed
constancy of a definite number is still lasting or whether a change in the number has
already occurred can only be established later on. In retrospect it may be possible,
although in rare cases only, to declare that over a (probably rather short) period an
approximately stable ratio—which the econometrician chooses to call a “reasonably”
constant ratio—prevailed between the numerical values of two factors. But this is
something fundamentally different from the constants of physics. It is the assertion of
a historical fact, not of a constant that can be resorted to in attempts to predict future
events.

Leaving aside for the present any reference to the problem of the human will or free
will, we may say: Nonhuman entities react according to regular patterns; man
chooses. Man chooses first ultimate ends and then the means to attain them. These
acts of choosing are determined by thoughts and ideas about which, at least for the
time being, the natural sciences do not know how to give us any information.

In the mathematical treatment of physics the distinction between constants and
variables makes sense; it 1s essential in every instance of technological computation.
In economics there are no constant relations between various magnitudes.
Consequently all ascertainable data are variables, or what amounts to the same thing,
historical data. The mathematical economists reiterate that the plight of mathematical
economics consists in the fact that there are a great number of variables. The truth is
that there are only variables and no constants. It is pointless to talk of variables where
there are no invariables.

7

Means And Ends

To choose is to pick one out of two or more possible modes of conduct and to set
aside the alternatives. Whenever a human being is in a situation in which various
modes of behavior, precluding one another, are open to him, he chooses. Thus life
implies an endless sequence of acts of choosing. Action is conduct directed by
choices.

The mental acts that determine the content of a choice refer either to ultimate ends or
to the means to attain ultimate ends. The former are called judgments of value. The
latter are technical decisions derived from factual propositions.

In the strict sense of the term, acting man aims only at one ultimate end, at the
attainment of a state of affairs that suits him better than the alternatives. Philosophers
and economists describe this undeniable fact by declaring that man prefers what
makes him happier to what makes him less happy, that he aims at happiness.1
Happiness—in the purely formal sense in which ethical theory applies the term—is
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the only ultimate end, and all other things and states of affairs sought are merely
means to the realization of the supreme ultimate end. It is customary, however, to
employ a less precise mode of expression, frequently assigning the name of ultimate
ends to all those means that are fit to produce satisfaction directly and immediately.

The characteristic mark of ultimate ends is that they depend entirely on each
individual’s personal and subjective judgment, which cannot be examined, measured,
still less corrected by any other person. Each individual is the only and final arbiter in
matters concerning his own satisfaction and happiness.

As this fundamental cognition is often considered to be incompatible with the
Christian doctrine, it may be proper to illustrate its truth by examples drawn from the
early history of the Christian creed. The martyrs rejected what others considered
supreme delights, in order to win salvation and eternal bliss. They did not heed their
well-meaning fellows who exhorted them to save their lives by bowing to the statue of
the divine emperor, but chose to die for their cause rather than to preserve their lives
by forfeiting everlasting happiness in heaven. What arguments could a man bring
forward who wanted to dissuade his fellow from martyrdom? He could try to
undermine the spiritual foundations of his faith in the message of the Gospels and
their interpretation by the Church. This would have been an attempt to shake the
Christian’s confidence in the efficacy of his religion as a means to attain salvation and
bliss. If this failed, further argument could avail nothing, for what remained was the
decision between two ultimate ends, the choice between eternal bliss and eternal
damnation. Then martyrdom appeared the means to attain an end which in the
martyr’s opinion warranted supreme and everlasting happiness.

As soon as people venture to question and to examine an end, they no longer look
upon it as an end but deal with it as a means to attain a still higher end. The ultimate
end is beyond any rational examination. All other ends are but provisional. They turn
into means as soon as they are weighed against other ends or means.

Means are judged and appreciated according to their ability to produce definite
effects. While judgments of value are personal, subjective, and final, judgments about
means are essentially inferences drawn from factual propositions concerning the
power of the means in question to produce definite effects. About the power of a
means to produce a definite effect there can be dissension and dispute between men.
For the evaluation of ultimate ends there is no interpersonal standard available.

Choosing means is a technical problem, as it were, the term “technique” being taken
in its broadest sense. Choosing ultimate ends is a personal, subjective, individual
affair. Choosing means is a matter of reason, choosing ultimate ends a matter of the
soul and the will.
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Part 1
Value
Chapter 1

Judgments Of Value

Judgments Of Value And Propositions Of Existence

Propositions asserting existence (affirmative existential propositions) or nonexistence
(negative existential propositions) are descriptive. They assert something about the
state of the whole universe or of parts of the universe. With regard to them questions
of truth and falsity are significant. They must not be confounded with judgments of
value.

Judgments of value are voluntaristic. They express feelings, tastes, or preferences of
the individual who utters them. With regard to them there cannot be any question of
truth and falsity. They are ultimate and not subject to any proof or evidence.

Judgments of value are mental acts of the individual concerned. As such they must be
sharply distinguished from the sentences by means of which an individual tries to
inform other people about the content of his judgments of value. A man may have
some reason to lie about his valuations. We may describe this state of affairs in the
following way: Every judgment of value is in itself also a fact of the actual state of the
universe and as such may be the topic of existential propositions. The sentence “I
prefer Beethoven to Lehar” refers to a judgment of value. If looked upon as an
existential proposition, it is true if I really prefer Beethoven and act accordingly and
false if I in fact prefer Lehar and for some reasons lie about my real feelings, taste, or
preferences. In an analogous way the existential proposition “Paul prefers Beethoven
to Lehar” may be true or false. In declaring that with regard to a judgment of value
there cannot be any question of truth or falsity, we refer to the judgment as such and
not to the sentences communicating the content of such a judgment of value to other
people.

2

Valuation And Action

A judgment of value is purely academic if it does not impel the man who utters it to
any action. There are judgments which must remain academic because it is beyond the
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power of the individual to embark upon any action directed by them. A man may
prefer a starry sky to the starless sky, but he cannot attempt to substitute the former
state which he likes better for the latter he likes less.

The significance of value judgments consists precisely in the fact that they are the
springs of human action. Guided by his valuations, man is intent upon substituting
conditions that please him better for conditions which he deems less satisfactory. He
employs means in order to attain ends sought.

Hence the history of human affairs has to deal with the judgments of value that
impelled men to act and directed their conduct. What happened in history cannot be
discovered and narrated without referring to the various valuations of the acting
individuals. It is not the task of the historian qua historian to pass judgments of value
on the individuals whose conduct is the theme of his inquiries. As a branch of
knowledge history utters existential propositions only. But these existential
propositions often refer to the presence or absence of definite judgments of value in
the minds of the acting individuals. It is one of the tasks of the specific understanding
of the historical sciences to establish what content the value judgments of the acting
individuals had.

It is a task of history, for example, to trace back the origin of India’s caste system to
the values which prompted the conduct of the generations who developed, perfected,
and preserved it. It is its further task to discover what the consequences of this system
were and how these effects influenced the value judgments of later generations. But it
is not the business of the historian to pass judgments of value on the system as such,
to praise or to condemn it. He has to deal with its relevance for the course of affairs,
he has to compare it with the designs and intentions of its authors and supporters and
to depict its effects and consequences. He has to ask whether or not the means
employed were fit to attain the ends the acting individuals sought.

It is a fact that hardly any historian has fully avoided passing judgments of value. But
such judgments are always merely incidental to the genuine tasks of history. In
uttering them the author speaks as an individual judging from the point of view of his
personal valuations, not as a historian.

3

The Subjectivity Of Valuation

All judgments of value are personal and subjective. There are no judgments of value
other than those asserting / prefer, / like better, / wish.

It cannot be denied by anybody that various individuals disagree widely with regard
to their feelings, tastes, and preferences and that even the same individuals at various
instants of their lives value the same things in a different way. In view of this fact it is
useless to talk about absolute and eternal values.
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This does not mean that every individual draws his valuations from his own mind.
The immense majority of people take their valuations from the social environment
into which they were born, in which they grew up, that moulded their personality and
educated them. Few men have the power to deviate from the traditional set of values
and to establish their own scale of what appears to be better and what appears to be
worse.

What the theorem of the subjectivity of valuation means is that there is no standard
available which would enable us to reject any ultimate judgment of value as wrong,
false, or erroneous in the way we can reject an existential proposition as manifestly
false. It is vain to argue about ultimate judgments of value as we argue about the truth
or falsity of an existential proposition. As soon as we start to refute by arguments an
ultimate judgment of value, we look upon it as a means to attain definite ends. But
then we merely shift the discussion to another plane. We no longer view the principle
concerned as an ultimate value but as a means to attain an ultimate value, and we are
again faced with the same problem. We may, for instance, try to show a Buddhist that
to act in conformity with the teachings of his creed results in effects which we
consider disastrous. But we are silenced if he replies that these effects are in his
opinion lesser evils or no evils at all compared to what would result from
nonobservance of his rules of conduct. His ideas about the supreme good, happiness,
and eternal bliss are different from ours. He does not care for those values his critics
are concerned with, and seeks for satisfaction in other things than they do.

4

The Logical And Syntactical Structure Of Judgments Of Value

A judgment of value looks upon things from the point of view of the man who utters
it. It does not assert anything about things as they are. It manifests a man’s affective
response to definite conditions of the universe as compared with other definite
conditions.

Value is not intrinsic. It is not in things and conditions but in the valuing subject. It is
impossible to ascribe value to one thing or state of affairs only. Valuation invariably
compares one thing or condition with another thing or condition. It grades various
states of the external world. It contrasts one thing or state, whether real or imagined,
with another thing or state, whether real or imagined, and arranges both in a scale of
what the author of the judgment likes better and what less.

It may happen that the judging individual considers both things or conditions
envisaged as equal. He is not concerned whether there is 4 or B. Then his judgment of
value expresses indifference. No action can result from such a neutral disposition.

Sometimes the utterance of a judgment of value is elliptical and makes sense only if
appropriately completed by the hearer. “I don’t like measles” means “I prefer the
absence of measles to its presence.” Such incompleteness is the mark of all references
to freedom. Freedom invariably means freedom from (absence of) something referred
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to expressly or implicitly. The grammatical form of such judgments may be qualified
as negative. But it is vain to deduce from this idiomatic attire of a class of judgments
of value any statements about their content and to blame them for an alleged
negativism. Every judgment of value allows of a formulation in which the more
highly valued thing or state is logically expressed in both a positive and a negative
way, although sometimes a language may not have developed the appropriate term.
Freedom of the press implies the rejection or negation of censorship. But, stated
explicitly, it means a state of affairs in which the author alone determines the content
of his publication as distinct from a state in which the police has a right to interfere in
the matter.

Action necessarily involves the renunciation of something to which a lower value is
assigned in order to attain or to preserve something to which a higher value is
assigned. Thus, for instance, a definite amount of leisure is renounced in order to reap
the product of a definite amount of labor. The renunciation of leisure is the means to
attain a more highly valued thing or state.

There are men whose nerves are so sensitive that they cannot endure an unvarnished
account of many facts about the physiological nature of the human body and the
praxeological character of human action. Such people take offense at the statement
that man must choose between the most sublime things, the loftiest human ideals, on
the one hand, and the wants of his body on the other. They feel that such statements
detract from the nobility of the higher things. They refuse to notice the fact that there
arise in the life of man situations in which he is forced to choose between fidelity to
lofty ideals and such animal urges as feeding.

Whenever man is faced with the necessity of choosing between two things or states,

his decision is a judgment of value no matter whether or not it is uttered in the
grammatical form commonly employed in expressing such judgments.
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Chapter 2

Knowledge And Value

The Bias Doctrine

The accusation of bias has been leveled against economists long before Marx
integrated it into his doctrines. Today it is fairly generally endorsed by writers and
politicians who, although they are in many respects influenced by Marxian ideas,
cannot simply be considered Marxians. We must attach to their reproach a meaning
that differs from that which it has in the context of dialectical materialism. We must
therefore distinguish two varieties of the bias doctrine: the Marxian and the non-
Marxian. The former will be dealt with in later parts of this essay in a critical analysis
of Marxian materialism. The latter alone is treated in this chapter.

Upholders of both varieties of the bias doctrine recognize that their position would be
extremely weak if they were merely to blame economics for an alleged bias without
charging all other branches of science with the same fault. Hence they generalize the
bias doctrine—but this generalized doctrine we need not examine here. We may
concentrate upon its core, the assertion that economics is necessarily not wertfrei
[value-free] but is tainted by prepossessions and prejudices rooted in value judgments.
For all arguments advanced to support the doctrine of general bias are also resorted to
in the endeavors to prove the special bias doctrine that refers to economics, while
some of the arguments brought forward in favor of the special bias doctrine are
manifestly inapplicable to the general doctrine.

Some contemporary defenders of the bias doctrine have tried to link it with Freudian
ideas. They contend that the bias they see in the economists is not conscious bias. The
writers in question are not aware of their prejudgments and do not intentionally seek
results that will justify their foregone conclusions. From the deep recesses of the
subconscious, suppressed wishes, unknown to the thinkers themselves, exert a
disturbing influence on their reasoning and direct their cogitations toward results that
agree with their repressed desires and urges.

However, it does not matter which variety of the bias doctrine one endorses. Each of
them is open to the same objections.

For the reference to bias, whether intentional or subconscious, is out of place if the
accuser is not in a position to demonstrate clearly in what the deficiency of the
doctrine concerned consists. All that counts is whether a doctrine is sound or unsound.
This is to be established by discursive reasoning. It does not in the least detract from
the soundness and correctness of a theory if the psychological forces that prompted its
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author are disclosed. The motives that guided the thinker are immaterial to
appreciating his achievement. Biographers are busy today explaining the work of the
genius as a product of his complexes and libidinous impulses and a sublimation of his
sexual desires. Their studies may be valuable contributions to psychology, or rather to
thymology (see below p. 177), but they do not affect in any way the evaluation of the
biographee’s exploits. The most sophisticated psychoanalytical examination of
Pascal’s life tells us nothing about the scientific soundness or unsoundness of his
mathematical and philosophical doctrines.

If the failures and errors of a doctrine are unmasked by discursive reasoning,
historians and biographers may try to explain them by tracing them back to their
author’s bias. But if no tenable objections can be raised against a theory, it is
immaterial what kind of motives inspired its author. Granted that he was biased. But
then we must realize that his alleged bias produced theorems which successfully
withstood all objections.

Reference to a thinker’s bias is no substitute for a refutation of his doctrines by
tenable arguments. Those who charge the economists with bias merely show that they
are at a loss to refute their teachings by critical analysis.

2

Common Weal Versus Special Interests

Economic policies are directed toward the attainment of definite ends. In dealing with
them economics does not question the value attached to these ends by acting men. It
merely investigates two points: First, whether or not the policies concerned are fit to
attain the ends which those recommending and applying them want to attain.
Secondly, whether these policies do not perhaps produce effects which, from the point
of view of those recommending and applying them, are undesirable.

It is true that the terms in which many economists, especially those of the older
generations, expressed the result of their inquiries could easily be misinterpreted. In
dealing with a definite policy they adopted a manner of speech which would have
been adequate from the point of view of those who considered resorting to it in order
to attain definite ends. Precisely because the economists were not biased and did not
venture to question the acting men’s choice of ends, they presented the result of their
deliberation in a mode of expression which took the valuations of the actors for
granted. People aim at definite ends when resorting to a tariff or decreeing minimum
wage rates. When the economists thought such policies would attain the ends sought
by their supporters, they called them good—just as a physician calls a certain therapy
good because he takes the end—curing his patient—for granted.

One of the most famous of the theorems developed by the Classical economists,
Ricardo’s theory of comparative costs, is safe against all criticism, if we may judge by
the fact that hundreds of passionate adversaries over a period of a hundred and forty
years have failed to advance any tenable argument against it. It is much more than
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merely a theory dealing with the effects of free trade and protection. It is a proposition
about the fundamental principles of human cooperation under the division of labor
and specialization and the integration of vocational groups, about the origin and
further intensification of social bonds between men, and should as such be called the
law of association. It is indispensable for understanding the origin of civilization and
the course of history. Contrary to popular conceptions, it does not say that free trade is
good and protection bad. It merely demonstrates that protection is not a means to
increase the supply of goods produced. Thus it says nothing about protection’s
suitability or unsuitability to attain other ends, for instance to improve a nation’s
chance of defending its independence in war.

Those charging the economists with bias refer to their alleged eagerness to serve “the
interests.” In the context of their accusation this refers to selfish pursuit of the well-
being of special groups to the prejudice of the common weal. Now it must be
remembered that the idea of the common weal in the sense of a harmony of the
interests of all members of society is a modern idea and that it owes its origin
precisely to the teachings of the Classical economists. Older generations believed that
there is an irreconcilable conflict of interests among men and among groups of men.
The gain of one is invariably the damage of others; no man profits but by the loss of
others. We may call this tenet the Montaigne dogma because in modern times it was
first expounded by Montaigne. It was the essence of the teachings of Mercantilism
and the main target of the Classical economists’ critique of Mercantilism, to which
they opposed their doctrine of the harmony of the rightly understood or long-run
interests of all members of a market society. The socialists and interventionists reject
the doctrine of the harmony of interests. The socialists declare that there is
irreconcilable conflict among the interests of the various social classes of a nation;
while the interests of the proletarians demand the substitution of socialism for
capitalism, those of the exploiters demand the preservation of capitalism. The
nationalists declare that the interests of the various nations are irreconcilably in
conflict.

It is obvious that the antagonism of such incompatible doctrines can be resolved only
by logical reasoning. But the opponents of the harmony doctrine are not prepared to
submit their views to such examination. As soon as somebody criticizes their
arguments and tries to prove the harmony doctrine they cry out bias. The mere fact
that only they and not their adversaries, the supporters of the harmony doctrine, raise
this reproach of bias shows clearly that they are unable to reject their opponents’
statements by ratiocination. They engage in the examination of the problems
concerned with the prepossession that only biased apologists of sinister interests can
possibly contest the correctness of their socialist or interventionist dogmas. In their
eyes the mere fact that a man disagrees with their ideas is the proof of his bias.

When carried to its ultimate logical consequences this attitude implies the doctrine of
polylogism. Polylogism denies the uniformity of the logical structure of the human
mind. Every social class, every nation, race, or period of history is equipped with a
logic that differs from the logic of other classes, nations, races, or ages. Hence
bourgeois economics differs from proletarian economics, German physics from the
physics of other nations, Aryan mathematics from Semitic mathematics. There is no
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need to examine here the essentials of the various brands of polylogism.1 For
polylogism never went beyond the simple declaration that a diversity of the mind’s
logical structure exists. It never pointed out in what these differences consist, for
instance how the logic of the proletarians differs from that of the bourgeois. All the
champions of polylogism did was to reject definite statements by referring to
unspecified peculiarities of their author’s logic.

3

Economics And Value

The main argument of the Classical harmony doctrine starts from the distinction
between interests in the short run and those in the long run, the latter being referred to
as the rightly understood interests. Let us examine the bearing of this distinction upon
the problem of privileges.

One group of men certainly gains by a privilege granted to them. A group of
producers protected by a tariff, a subsidy, or any other modern protectionist method
against the competition of more efficient rivals gains at the expense of the consumers.
But will the rest of the nation, taxpayers and buyers of the protected article, tolerate
the privilege of a minority? They will only acquiesce in it if they themselves are
benefited by an analogous privilege. Then everybody loses as much in his capacity as
consumer as he wins in his capacity as producer. Moreover all are harmed by the
substitution of less efficient for more efficient methods of production.

If one deals with economic policies from the point of view of this distinction between
long- and short-run interests, there is no ground for charging the economist with bias.
He does not condemn featherbedding of the railroadmen because it benefits the
railroadmen at the expense of other groups whom he likes better. He shows that the
railroadmen cannot prevent featherbedding from becoming a general practice and that
then, that is, in the long run, it hurts them no less than other people.

Of course, the objections the economists advanced to the plans of the socialists and
interventionists carry no weight with those who do not approve of the ends which the
peoples of Western civilization take for granted. Those who prefer penury and slavery
to material well-being and all that can only develop where there is material well-being
may deem all these objections irrelevant. But the economists have repeatedly
emphasized that they deal with socialism and interventionism from the point of view
of the generally accepted values of Western civilization. The socialists and
interventionists not only have not—at least not openly—denied these values but have
emphatically declared that the realization of their own program will achieve them
much better than will capitalism.

It is true that most socialists and many interventionists attach value to equalizing the
standard of living of all individuals. But the economists did not question the value
judgment implied. All they did was to point out the inevitable consequences of
equalization. They did not say: The end you are aiming at is bad; they said:
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Realization of this end will bring effects which you yourselves deem more
undesirable than inequality.

4

Bias And Intolerance

It is obvious that there are many people who let their reasoning be influenced by
judgments of value, and that bias often corrupts the thinking of men. What is to be
rejected is the popular doctrine that it is impossible to deal with economic problems
without bias and that mere reference to bias, without unmasking fallacies in the chain
of reasoning, is sufficient to explode a theory.

The emergence of the bias doctrine implies in fact categorial acknowledgment of the
impregnability of the teachings of economics against which the reproach of bias has
been leveled. It was the first stage in the return to intolerance and persecution of
dissenters which is one of the main features of our age. As dissenters are guilty of
bias, it is right to “liquidate” them.
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Chapter 3

The Quest For Absolute Values

The Issue

In dealing with judgments of value we refer to facts, that is, to the way in which
people really choose ultimate ends. While the value judgments of many people are
identical, while it is permissible to speak of certain almost universally accepted
valuations, it would be manifestly contrary to fact to deny that there is diversity in
passing judgments of value.

From time immemorial an immense majority of men have agreed in preferring the
effects produced by peaceful cooperation—at least among a limited number of
people—to the effects of a hypothetical isolation of each individual and a hypothetical
war of all against all. To the state of nature they have preferred the state of
civilization, for they sought the closest possible attainment of certain ends—the
preservation of life and health—which, as they rightly thought, require social
cooperation. But it is a fact that there have been and are also men who have rejected
these values and consequently preferred the solitary life of an anchorite to life within
society.

It is thus obvious that any scientific treatment of the problems of value judgments
must take into full account the fact that these judgments are subjective and changing.
Science seeks to know what is, and to formulate existential propositions describing
the universe as it is. With regard to judgments of value it cannot assert more than that
they are uttered by some people, and inquire what the effects of action guided by them
must be. Any step beyond these limits is tantamount to substituting a personal
judgment of value for knowledge of reality. Science and our organized body of
knowledge teach only what is, not what ought to be.

This distinction between a field of science dealing exclusively with existential
propositions and a field of judgments of value has been rejected by the doctrines that
maintain there are eternal absolute values which it is just as much the task of scientific
or philosophical inquiry to discover as to discover the laws of physics. The supporters
of these doctrines contend that there is an absolute hierarchy of values. They tried to
define the supreme good. They said it is permissible and necessary to distinguish in
the same way between true and false, correct and incorrect judgments of value as
between true and false, correct and incorrect existential propositions.1 Science is not
restricted to the description of what is. There is, in their opinion, another fully
legitimate branch of science, the normative science of ethics, whose task it is to show
the true absolute values and to set up norms for the correct conduct of men.
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The plight of our age, according to the supporters of this philosophy, is that people no
longer acknowledge these eternal values and do not let their actions be guided by
them. Conditions were much better in the past, when the peoples of Western
civilization were unanimous in endorsing the values of Christian ethics.

In what follows, we will deal with the issues raised by this philosophy.

2

Conflicts Within Society

Having discussed the fact that men disagree with regard to their judgments of value
and their choice of ultimate ends, we must stress that many conflicts which are
commonly considered valuational are actually caused by disagreement concerning the
choice of the best means to attain ends about which the conflicting parties agree. The
problem of the suitability or unsuitability of definite means is to be solved by
existential propositions, not by judgments of value. Its treatment is the main topic of
applied science.

It is thus necessary to be aware in dealing with controversies concerning human
conduct whether the disagreement refers to the choice of ends or to that of means.
This is often a difficult task. For the same things are ends to some people, means to
others.

With the exception of the small, almost negligible number of consistent anchorites, all
people agree in considering some kind of social cooperation between men the
foremost means to attain any ends they may aim at. This undeniable fact provides a
common ground on which political discussions between men become possible. The
spiritual and intellectual unity of all specimens of Homo sapiens manifests itself in the
fact that the immense majority of men consider the same thing—social
cooperation—the best means of satisfying the biological urge, present in every living
being, to preserve the life and health of the individual and to propagate the species.

It is permissible to call this almost universal acceptance of social cooperation a
natural phenomenon. In resorting to this mode of expression and asserting that
conscious association is in conformity with human nature, one implies that man is
characterized as man by reason, is thus enabled to become aware of the great principle
of cosmic becoming and evolution, viz., differentiation and integration, and to make
intentional use of this principle to improve his condition. But one must not consider
cooperation among the individuals of a biological species a universal natural
phenomenon. The means of sustenance are scarce for every species of living beings.
Hence biological competition prevails among the members of all species, an
irreconcilable conflict of vital “interests.” Only a part of those who come into
existence can survive. Some perish because others of their own species have snatched
away from them the means of sustenance. An implacable struggle for existence goes
on among the members of each species precisely because they are of the same species
and compete with other members of it for the same scarce opportunities of survival
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and reproduction. Man alone by dint of his reason substituted social cooperation for
biological competition. What made social cooperation possible is, of course, a natural
phenomenon, the higher productivity of labor accomplished under the principle of the
division of labor and specialization of tasks. But it was necessary to discover this
principle, to comprehend its bearing upon human affairs, and to employ it consciously
as a means in the struggle for existence.

The fundamental facts about social cooperation have been misinterpreted by the
school of social Darwinism as well as by many of its critics. The former maintained
that war among men is an inevitable phenomenon and that all attempts to bring about
lasting peace among nations are contrary to nature. The latter retorted that the struggle
for existence is not among members of the same animal species but among the
members of various species. As a rule tigers do not attack other tigers but, taking the
line of least resistance, weaker animals. Hence, they concluded, war among men, who
are specimens of the same species, is unnatural. 1

Both schools misunderstood the Darwinian concept of the struggle for survival. It
does not refer merely to combat and blows. It means metaphorically the tenacious
impulse of beings to keep alive in spite of all factors detrimental to them. As the
means of sustenance are scarce, biological competition prevails among all
individuals—whether of the same or different species—which feed on the same stuff.
It is immaterial whether or not tigers fight one another. What makes every specimen
of an animal species a deadly foe of every other specimen is the mere fact of their
life-and-death rivalry in their endeavors to snatch a sufficient amount of food. This
inexorable rivalry is present also among animals gregariously roaming in droves and
flocks, among ants of the same hill and bees of the same swarm, among the brood
hatched by common parents and among the seeds ripened by the same plant. Only
man has the power to escape to some extent from the rule of this law by intentional
cooperation. So long as there is social cooperation and population has not increased
beyond the optimum size, biological competition is suspended. It is therefore
inappropriate to refer to animals and plants in dealing with the social problems of
man.

Yet man’s almost universal acknowledgment of the principle of social cooperation did
not result in agreement regarding all interhuman relations. While almost all men agree
in looking upon social cooperation as the foremost means for realizing all human
ends, whatever they may be, they disagree as to the extent to which peaceful social
cooperation is a suitable means for attaining their ends and how far it should be
resorted to.

Those whom we may call the harmonists base their argument on Ricardo’s law of
association and on Malthus’ principle of population. They do not, as some of their
critics believe, assume that all men are biologically equal. They take fully into
account the fact that there are innate biological differences among various groups of
men as well as among individuals belonging to the same group. Ricardo’s law has
shown that cooperation under the principle of the division of labor is favorable to all
participants. It is an advantage for every man to cooperate with other men, even if
these others are in every respect—mental and bodily capacities and skills, diligence

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 24 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/ 1464



Online Library of Liberty: Theory and History: An Interpretation of Social and Economic Evolution
(LF ed.)

and moral worth—inferior. From Malthus’ principle one can deduce that there is, in
any given state of the supply of capital goods and knowledge of how to make the best
use of natural resources, an optimum size of population. So long as population has not
increased beyond this size, the addition of newcomers improves rather than impairs
the conditions of those already cooperating.

In the philosophy of the antiharmonists, the various schools of nationalism and
racism, two different lines of reasoning must be distinguished. One is the doctrine of
the irreconcilable antagonism prevailing among various groups, such as nations or
races. As the antiharmonists see it, community of interests exists only within the
group among its members. The interests of each group and of each of its members are
implacably opposed to those of all other groups and of each of their members. So it is
“natural” there should be perpetual war among various groups. This natural state of
war of each group against every other group may sometimes be interrupted by periods
of armistice, falsely labeled periods of peace. It may also happen that sometimes in
warfare a group cooperates in alliances with other groups. Such alliances are
temporary makeshifts of politics. They do not in the long run affect the inexorable
natural conflict of interests. Having, in cooperation with some allied groups, defeated
several of the hostile groups, the leading group in the coalition turns against its
previous allies in order to annihilate them too and to establish its own world
supremacy.

The second dogma of the nationalist and racist philosophies is considered by its
supporters a logical conclusion derived from their first dogma. As they see it, human
conditions involve forever irreconcilable conflicts, first among the various groups
fighting one another, later, after the final victory of the master group, between the
latter and the enslaved rest of mankind. Hence this supreme elite group must always
be ready to fight, first to crush the rival groups, then to quell rebellions of the slaves.
The state of perpetual preparedness for war enjoins upon it the necessity of organizing
society after the pattern of an army. The army is not an instrument destined to serve a
body politic; it is rather the very essence of social cooperation, to which all other
social institutions are subservient. The individuals are not citizens of a
commonwealth; they are soldiers of a fighting force and as such bound to obey
unconditionally the orders issued by the supreme commander. They have no civil
rights, merely military duties.

Thus even the fact that the immense majority of men look upon social cooperation as

the foremost means to attain all desired ends does not provide a basis for a wide-
reaching agreement concerning either ends or means.

3

A Remark On The Alleged Medieval Unanimity

In examining the doctrines of eternal absolute values we must also ask whether it is
true or not that there was a period of history in which all peoples of the West were
united in their acceptance of a uniform system of ethical norms.
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Until the beginning of the fourth century the Christian creed was spread by voluntary
conversions. There were also later voluntary conversions of individuals and of whole
peoples. But from the days of Theodosius I on, the sword began to play a prominent
role in the dissemination of Christianity. Pagans and heretics were compelled by force
of arms to submit to the Christian teachings. For many centuries religious problems
were decided by the outcome of battles and wars. Military campaigns determined the
religious allegiance of nations. Christians of the East were forced to accept the creed
of Mohammed, and pagans in Europe and America were forced to accept the
Christian faith. Secular power was instrumental in the struggle between the
Reformation and the Counter Reformation.

There was religious uniformity in Europe of the Middle Ages as both paganism and
heresies were eradicated with fire and sword. All of Western and Central Europe
recognized the Pope as the Vicar of Christ. But this did not mean that all people
agreed in their judgments of value and in the principles directing their conduct. There
were few people in medieval Europe who lived according to the precepts of the
Gospels. Much has been said and written about the truly Christian spirit of the code of
chivalry and about the religious idealism that guided the conduct of the knights. Yet
anything less compatible with Luke 6:27-9 than the rules of chivalry can hardly be
conceived. The gallant knights certainly did not love their enemies, they did not bless
those who cursed them, and they did not offer the left cheek to him who smote them
on the right cheek. The Catholic Church had the power to prevent scholars and writers
from challenging the dogmas as defined by the Pope and the Councils and to force the
secular rulers to yield to some of its political claims. But it could preserve its position
only by condoning conduct on the part of the laity which defied most, if not all, of the
principles of the Gospels. The values that determined the actions of the ruling classes
were entirely different from those that the Church preached. Neither did the peasants
comply with Matthew 6:25-8. And there were courts and judges in defiance of
Matthew 7:1: “Judge not, that you be not judged.”

4

The Idea Of Natural Law

The most momentous attempt to find an absolute and eternal standard of value is
presented by the doctrine of natural law.

The term “natural law” has been claimed by various schools of philosophy and
jurisprudence. Many doctrines have appealed to nature in order to provide a
justification for their postulates. Many manifestly spurious theses have been advanced
under the label of natural law. It was not difficult to explode the fallacies common to
most of these lines of thought. And it is no wonder that many thinkers become
suspicious as soon as natural law is referred to.

Yet it would be a serious blunder to ignore the fact that all the varieties of the doctrine

contained a sound idea which could neither be compromised by connection with
untenable vagaries nor discredited by any criticism. Long before the Classical
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economists discovered that a regularity in the sequence of phenomena prevails in the
field of human action, the champions of natural law were dimly aware of this
inescapable fact. From the bewildering diversity of doctrines presented under the
rubric of natural law there finally emerged a set of theorems which no caviling can
ever invalidate. There is first the idea that a nature-given order of things exists to
which man must adjust his actions if he wants to succeed. Second: the only means
available to man for the cognizance of this order is thinking and reasoning, and no
existing social institution is exempt from being examined and appraised by discursive
reasoning. Third: there is no standard available for appraising any mode of acting
either of individuals or of groups of individuals but that of the effects produced by
such action. Carried to its ultimate logical consequences, the idea of natural law led
eventually to rationalism and utilitarianism.

The march of social philosophy toward this inescapable conclusion was slowed down
by many obstacles which could not be removed easily. There were numerous pitfalls
on the way, and many inhibitions hampered the philosophers. To deal with the
vicissitudes of the evolution of these doctrines is a task of the history of philosophy.
In the context of our investigation it is enough to mention only two of these problems.

There was the antagonism between the teachings of reason and the dogmas of the
Church. Some philosophers were prepared to ascribe unconditional supremacy to the
latter. Truth and certainty, they declared, are to be found only in revelation. Man’s
reason can err, and man can never be sure that his speculations were not led astray by
Satan. Other thinkers did not accept this solution of the antagonism. To reject reason
beforehand was in their opinion preposterous. Reason too stems from God, who
endowed man with it, so there can be no genuine contradiction between dogma and
the correct teachings of reason. It is the task of philosophy to show that ultimately
both agree. The central problem of Scholastic philosophy was to demonstrate that
human reason, unaided by revelation and Holy Writ, taking recourse only to its proper
methods of ratiocination, is capable of proving the apodictic truth of the revealed
dogmas.1 A genuine conflict of faith and reason does not exist. Natural law and
divine law do not disagree.

However, this way of dealing with the matter does not remove the antagonism; it
merely shifts it to another field. The conflict is no longer a conflict between faith and
reason but between Thomist philosophy and other modes of philosophizing. We may
leave aside the genuine dogmas such as Creation, Incarnation, the Trinity, as they
have no direct bearing on the problems of interhuman relations. But many issues
remain with regard to which most, if not all, Christian churches and denominations
are not prepared to yield to secular reasoning and an evaluation from the point of view
of social utility. Thus the recognition of natural law on the part of Christian theology
was only conditional. It referred to a definite type of natural law, not opposed to the
teachings of Christ as each of these churches and denominations interpreted them. It
did not acknowledge the supremacy of reason. It was incompatible with the principles
of utilitarian philosophy.

A second factor that obstructed the evolution of natural law toward a consistent and
comprehensive system of human action was the erroneous theory of the biological
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equality of all men. In repudiating arguments advanced in favor of legal
discrimination among men and of a status society, many advocates of equality before
the law overstepped the mark. To hold that “at birth human infants, regardless of their
heredity, are as equal as Fords”2 is to deny facts so obvious that it brought the whole
philosophy of natural law into disrepute. In insisting on biological equality the natural
law doctrine pushed aside all the sound arguments advanced in favor of the principle
of equality before the law. It thus opened the way for the spread of theories
advocating all sorts of legal discrimination against individuals and groups of
individuals. It supplanted the teachings of liberal social philosophy. Stirring up hatred
and violence, foreign wars and domestic revolutions, it prepared mankind for the
acceptance of aggressive nationalism and racism.

The chief accomplishment of the natural law idea was its rejection of the doctrine
(sometimes called legal positivism) according to which the ultimate source of statute
law 1s to be seen in the superior military power of the legislator who is in a position to
beat into submission all those defying his ordinances. Natural law taught that statutory
laws can be bad laws, and it contrasted with the bad laws the good laws to which it
ascribed divine or natural origin. But it was an illusion to deny that the best system of
laws cannot be put into practice unless supported and enforced by military supremacy.
The philosophers shut their eyes to manifest historical facts. They refused to admit
that the causes they considered just made progress only because their partisans
defeated the defenders of the bad causes. The Christian faith owes it success to a long
series of victorious battles and campaigns, from various battles between rival Roman
imperators and caesars down to the campaigns that opened the Orient to the activities
of missionaries. The cause of American independence triumphed because the British
forces were defeated by the insurgents and the French. It is a sad truth that Mars is for
the big battalions, not for the good causes. To maintain the opposite opinion implies
the belief that the outcome of an armed conflict is an ordeal by combat in which God
always grants victory to the champions of the just cause. But such an assumption
would annul all the essentials of the doctrine of natural law, whose basic idea was to
contrast to the positive laws, promulgated and enforced by those in power, a “higher”
law grounded in the innermost nature of man.

Yet all these deficiencies and contradictions of the doctrine of natural law must not
prevent us from recognizing its sound nucleus. Hidden in a heap of illusions and quite
arbitrary prepossessions was the idea that every valid law of a country was open to
critical examination by reason. About the standard to be applied in such an
examination the older representatives of the school had only vague notions. They
referred to nature and were reluctant to admit that the ultimate standard of good and
bad must be found in the effects produced by a law. Utilitarianism finally completed
the intellectual evolution inaugurated by the Greek Sophists.

But neither utilitarianism nor any of the varieties of the doctrine of natural law could
or did find a way to eliminate the conflict of antagonistic judgments of value. It is
useless to emphasize that nature is the ultimate arbiter of what is right and what is
wrong. Nature does not clearly reveal its plans and intentions to man. Thus the appeal
to natural law does not settle the dispute. It merely substitutes dissent concerning the
interpretation of natural law for dissenting judgments of value. Utilitarianism, on the
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other hand, does not deal at all with ultimate ends and judgments of value. It
invariably refers only to means.

5

Revelation

Revealed religion derives its authority and authenticity from the communication to
man of the Supreme Being’s will. It gives the faithful indisputable certainty.

However, people disagree widely about the content of revealed truth as well as about
its correct—orthodox—interpretation. For all the grandeur, majesty, and sublimity of
religious feeling, irreconcilable conflict exists among various faiths and creeds. Even
if unanimity could be attained in matters of the historical authenticity and reliability
of revelation, the problem of the veracity of various exegetic interpretations would
still remain.

Every faith claims to possess absolute certainty. But no religious faction knows of any
peaceful means that will invariably induce dissenters to divest themselves voluntarily
of their error and to adopt the true creed.

If people of different faiths meet for peaceful discussion of their differences, they can
find no common basis for their colloquy but the statement: by their fruits ye shall
know them. Yet this utilitarian device is of no use so long as men disagree about the
standard to be applied in judging the effects.

The religious appeal to absolute eternal values did not do away with conflicting
judgments of value. It merely resulted in religious wars.

6

Atheistic Intuition

Other attempts to discover an absolute standard of values were made without
reference to a divine reality. Emphatically rejecting all traditional religions and
claiming for their teachings the epithet “scientific,” various writers tried to substitute
a new faith for the old ones. They claimed to know precisely what the mysterious
power that directs all cosmic becoming has in store for mankind. They proclaimed an
absolute standard of values. Good is what works along the lines that this power wants
mankind to follow; everything else is bad. In their vocabulary “progressive” is a
synonym of good and “reactionary” a synonym of bad. Inevitably progress will
triumph over reaction because it is impossible for men to divert the course of history
from the direction prescribed by the plan of the mysterious prime mover. Such is the
metaphysics of Karl Marx, the faith of contemporary self-styled progressivism.

Marxism is a revolutionary doctrine. It expressly declares that the design of the prime
mover will be accomplished by civil war. It implies that ultimately in the battles of
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these campaigns the just cause, that is, the cause of progress, must conquer. Then all
conflicts concerning judgments of value will disappear. The liquidation of all
dissenters will establish the undisputed supremacy of the absolute eternal values.

This formula for the solution of conflicts of value judgments is certainly not new. It is
a device known and practiced from time immemorial. Kill the infidels! Burn the
heretics! What is new is merely the fact that today it is sold to the public under the
label of “science.”

7

The Idea Of Justice

One of the motives that impel men to search for an absolute and immutable standard
of value is the presumption that peaceful cooperation is possible only among people
guided by the same judgments of value.

It is obvious that social cooperation would not have evolved and could not be
preserved if the immense majority were not to consider it as the means for the
attainment of all their ends. Striving after the preservation of his own life and health
and after the best possible removal of felt uneasiness, the individual looks upon
society as a means, not as an end. There is no perfect unanimity even with regard to
this point. But we may neglect the dissent of the ascetics and the anchorites, not
because they are few, but because their plans are not affected if other people, in the
pursuit of their plans, cooperate in society.

There prevails among the members of society disagreement with regard to the best
method for its organization. But this is a dissent concerning means, not ultimate ends.
The problems involved can be discussed without any reference to judgments of value.

Of course, almost all people, guided by the traditional manner of dealing with ethical
precepts, peremptorily repudiate such an explanation of the issue. Social institutions,
they assert, must be just. It is base to judge them merely according to their fitness to
attain definite ends, however desirable these ends may be from any other point of
view. What matters first is justice. The extreme formulation of this idea is to be found
in the famous phrase: fiat justitia, pereat mundus. Let justice be done, even if it
destroys the world. Most supporters of the postulate of justice will reject this maxim
as extravagant, absurd, and paradoxical. But it is not more absurd, merely more
shocking, than any other reference to an arbitrary notion of absolute justice. It clearly
shows the fallacies of the methods applied in the discipline of intuitive ethics.

The procedure of this normative quasi science is to derive certain precepts from
intuition and to deal with them as if their adoption as a guide to action would not
affect the attainment of any other ends considered desirable. The moralists do not
bother about the necessary consequences of the realization of their postulates. We
need not discuss the attitudes of people for whom the appeal to justice is manifestly a
pretext, consciously or subconsciously chosen, to disguise their short-run interests,

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 30 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1464



Online Library of Liberty: Theory and History: An Interpretation of Social and Economic Evolution
(LF ed.)

nor expose the hypocrisy of such makeshift notions of justice as those involved in the
popular concepts of just prices and fair wages.1 The philosophers who in their
treatises of ethics assigned supreme value to justice and applied the yardstick of
justice to all social institutions were not guilty of such deceit. They did not support
selfish group concerns by declaring them alone just, fair, and good, and smear all
dissenters by depicting them as the apologists of unfair causes. They were Platonists
who believed that a perennial idea of absolute justice exists and that it is the duty of
man to organize all human institutions in conformity with this ideal. Cognition of
justice is imparted to man by an inner voice, i.e., by intuition. The champions of this
doctrine did not ask what the consequences of realizing the schemes they called just
would be. They silently assumed either that these consequences will be beneficial or
that mankind is bound to put up even with very painful consequences of justice. Still
less did these teachers of morality pay attention to the fact that people can and really
do disagree with regard to the interpretation of the inner voice and that no method of
peacefully settling such disagreements can be found.

All these ethical doctrines have failed to comprehend that there is, outside of social
bonds and preceding, temporally or logically, the existence of society, nothing to
which the epithet “just” can be given. A hypothetical isolated individual must under
the pressure of biological competition look upon all other people as deadly foes. His
only concern is to preserve his own life and health; he does not need to heed the
consequences which his own survival has for other men; he has no use for justice. His
only solicitudes are hygiene and defense. But in social cooperation with other men the
individual is forced to abstain from conduct incompatible with life in society. Only
then does the distinction between what is just and what is unjust emerge. It invariably
refers to interhuman social relations. What is beneficial to the individual without
affecting his fellows, such as the observance of certain rules in the use of some drugs,
remains hygiene.

The ultimate yardstick of justice is conduciveness to the preservation of social
cooperation. Conduct suited to preserve social cooperation is just, conduct detrimental
to the preservation of society is unjust. There cannot be any question of organizing
society according to the postulates of an arbitrary preconceived idea of justice. The
problem is to organize society for the best possible realization of those ends which
men want to attain by social cooperation. Social utility is the only standard of justice.
It is the sole guide of legislation.

Thus there are no irreconcilable conflicts between selfishness and altruism, between
economics and ethics, between the concerns of the individual and those of society.
Utilitarian philosophy and its finest product, economics, reduced these apparent
antagonisms to the opposition of short-run and long-run interests. Society could not
have come into existence or been preserved without a harmony of the rightly
understood interests of all its members.

There is only one way of dealing with all problems of social organization and the
conduct of the members of society, viz., the method applied by praxeology and
economics. No other method can contribute anything to the elucidation of these
matters.
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The concept of justice as employed by jurisprudence refers to legality, that is, to
legitimacy from the point of view of the valid statutes of a country. It means justice de
lege lata [from existing law]. The science of law has nothing to say de lege ferenda
[for proposing or making a law], i.e., about the laws as they ought to be. To enact new
laws and to repeal old laws is the task of the legislature, whose sole criterion is social
utility. The assistance the legislator can expect from lawyers refers only to matters of
legal technique, not to the gist of the statutes and decrees.

There is no such thing as a normative science, a science of what ought to be.

8

The Utilitarian Doctrine Restated

The essential teachings of utilitarian philosophy as applied to the problems of society
can be restated as follows:

Human effort exerted under the principle of the division of labor in social cooperation
achieves, other things remaining equal, a greater output per unit of input than the
isolated efforts of solitary individuals. Man’s reason is capable of recognizing this
fact and of adapting his conduct accordingly. Thus social cooperation becomes for
almost every man the great means for the attainment of all ends. An eminently human
common interest, the preservation and intensification of social bonds, is substituted
for pitiless biological competition, the significant mark of animal and plant life. Man
becomes a social being. He is no longer forced by the inevitable laws of nature to look
upon all other specimens of his animal species as deadly foes. Other people become
his fellows. For animals the generation of every new member of the species means the
appearance of a new rival in the struggle for life. For man, until the optimum size of
population is reached, it means rather an improvement than a deterioration in his quest
for material well-being.

Notwithstanding all his social achievements man remains in biological structure a
mammal. His most urgent needs are nourishment, warmth, and shelter. Only when
these wants are satisfied can he concern himself with other needs, peculiar to the
human species and therefore called specifically human or higher needs. Also the
satisfaction of these depends as a rule, at least to some extent, on the availability of
various material tangible things.

As social cooperation is for acting man a means and not an end, no unanimity with
regard to value judgments is required to make it work. It is a fact that almost all men
agree in aiming at certain ends, at those pleasures which ivory-tower moralists disdain
as base and shabby. But it is no less a fact that even the most sublime ends cannot be
sought by people who have not first satisfied the wants of their animal body. The
loftiest exploits of philosophy, art, and literature would never have been performed by
men living outside of society.
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Moralists praise the nobility of people who seek a thing for its own sake. “Deutsch
sein heisst eine Sache um ihrer selbst willen tun,” declared Richard Wagner,1 and the
Nazis, of all people, adopted the dictum as a fundamental principle of their creed.
Now what is sought as an ultimate end is valued according to the immediate
satisfaction to be derived from its attainment. There is no harm in declaring
elliptically that it 1s sought for its own sake. Then Wagner’s phrase is reduced to the
truism: Ultimate ends are ends and not means for the attainment of other ends.

Moralists furthermore level against utilitarianism the charge of (ethical) materialism.
Here too they misconstrue the utilitarian doctrine. Its gist is the cognition that action
pursues definite chosen ends and that consequently there can be no other standard for
appraising conduct but the desirability or undesirability of its effects. The precepts of
ethics are designed to preserve, not to destroy, the “world.” They may call upon
people to put up with undesirable short-run effects in order to avoid producing still
more undesirable long-run effects. But they must never recommend actions whose
effects they themselves deem undesirable for the sole purpose of not defying an
arbitrary rule derived from intuition. The formula fiat justitia, pereat mundus 1s
exploded as sheer nonsense. An ethical doctrine that does not take into full account
the effects of action is mere fancy.

Utilitarianism does not teach that people should strive only after sensuous pleasure
(though it recognizes that most or at least many people behave in this way). Neither
does it indulge in judgments of value. By its recognition that social cooperation is for
the immense majority a means for attaining all their ends, it dispels the notion that
society, the state, the nation, or any other social entity is an ultimate end and that
individual men are the slaves of that entity. It rejects the philosophies of universalism,
collectivism, and totalitarianism. In this sense it is meaningful to call utilitarianism a
philosophy of individualism.

The collectivist doctrine fails to recognize that social cooperation is for man a means
for the attainment of all his ends. It assumes that irreconcilable conflict prevails
between the interests of the collective and those of individuals, and in this conflict it
sides unconditionally with the collective entity. The collective alone has real
existence; the individuals’ existence is conditioned by that of the collective. The
collective is perfect and can do no wrong. Individuals are wretched and refractory;
their obstinacy must be curbed by the authority to which God or nature has entrusted
the conduct of society’s affairs. The powers that be, says the Apostle Paul, are
ordained of God.2 They are ordained by nature or by the superhuman factor that
directs the course of all cosmic events, says the atheist collectivist.

Two questions immediately arise. First: If it were true that the interests of the
collective and those of individuals are implacably opposed to one another, how could
society function? One may assume that the individuals would be prevented by force
of arms from resorting to open rebellion. But it cannot be assumed that their active
cooperation could be secured by mere compulsion. A system of production in which
the only incentive to work is the fear of punishment cannot last. It was this fact that
made slavery disappear as a system of managing production.
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Second: If the collective is not a means by which individuals may achieve their ends,
if the collective’s flowering requires sacrifices by the individuals which are not
outweighed by advantages derived from social cooperation, what prompts the
advocate of collectivism to assign to the concerns of the collective precedence over
the personal wishes of the individuals? Can any argument be advanced for such
exaltation of the collective but personal judgments of value?

Of course, everybody’s judgments of value are personal. If a man assigns a higher
value to the concerns of a collective than to his other concerns, and acts accordingly,
that is his affair. So long as the collectivist philosophers proceed in this way, no
objection can be raised. But they argue differently. They elevate their personal
judgments of value to the dignity of an absolute standard of value. They urge other
people to stop valuing according to their own will and to adopt unconditionally the
precepts to which collectivism has assigned absolute eternal validity.

The futility and arbitrariness of the collectivist point of view become still more
evident when one recalls that various collectivist parties compete for the exclusive
allegiance of the individuals. Even if they employ the same word for their collectivist
ideal, various writers and leaders disagree on the essential features of the thing they
have in mind. The state which Ferdinand Lassalle called god and to which he assigned
paramountcy was not precisely the collectivist idol of Hegel and Stahl, the state of the
Hohenzollern. Is mankind as a whole the sole legitimate collective or is each of the
various nations? Is the collective to which the German-speaking Swiss owe exclusive
allegiance the Swiss Confederacy or the Volksgemeinschaft [Social Community
Society] comprising all German-speaking men? All major social entities such as
nations, linguistic groups, religious communities, party organizations have been
elevated to the dignity of the supreme collective that overshadows all other collectives
and claims the submission of the whole personality of all right-thinking men. But an
individual can renounce autonomous action and unconditionally surrender his self
only in favor of one collective. Which collective this ought to be can be determined
only by a quite arbitrary decision. The collective creed is by necessity exclusive and
totalitarian. It craves the whole man and does not want to share him with any other
collective. It seeks to establish the exclusive supreme validity of only one system of
values.

There is, of course, but one way to make one’s own judgments of value supreme. One
must beat into submission all those dissenting. This is what all representatives of the
various collectivist doctrines are striving for. They ultimately recommend the use of
violence and pitiless annihilation of all those whom they condemn as heretics.
Collectivism is a doctrine of war, intolerance, and persecution. If any of the
collectivist creeds should succeed in its endeavors, all people but the great dictator
would be deprived of their essential human quality. They would become mere
soulless pawns in the hands of a monster.

The characteristic feature of a free society is that it can function in spite of the fact
that its members disagree in many judgments of value. In the market economy
business serves not only the majority but also various minorities, provided they are
not too small in respect of the economic goods which satisfying their special wishes
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would require. Philosophical treatises are published—though few people read them,
and the masses prefer other books or none—if enough readers are foreseen to recover
the costs.

9

On Aesthetic Values

The quest for absolute standards of value was not limited to the field of ethics. It
concerned aesthetic values as well.

In ethics a common ground for the choice of rules of conduct is given so far as people
agree in considering the preservation of social cooperation the foremost means for
attaining all their ends. Thus virtually any controversy concerning the rules of conduct
refers to means and not to ends. It is consequently possible to appraise these rules
from the point of view of their adequacy for the peaceful functioning of society. Even
rigid supporters of an intuitionist ethics could not help eventually resorting to an
appraisal of conduct from the point of view of its effects upon human happiness.1

It is different with aesthetic judgments of value. In this field there is no such
agreement as prevails with regard to the insight that social cooperation is the foremost
means for the attainment of all ends. All disagreement here invariably concerns
judgments of value, none concerns the choice of means for the realization of an end
agreed upon. But there is no way to reconcile conflicting judgments of value, no
standard by which a verdict of “it pleases me” or “it does not please me” can be
rectified.

The unfortunate propensity to hypostatize various aspects of human thinking and
acting has led to attempts to provide a definition of beauty and then to apply this
arbitrary concept as a measure. However there is no acceptable definition of beauty
but “that which pleases.” There are no norms of beauty, and there is no such thing as a
normative discipline of aesthetics. All that a professional critic of art and literature
can say apart from historical and technical observations is that he likes or dislikes a
work. The work may stir him to profound commentaries and disquisitions. But his
judgments of value remain personal and subjective and do not necessarily affect the
judgments of other people. A discerning person will note with interest what a
thoughtful writer says about the impression a work of art made upon him. But it
depends upon a man’s own discretion whether or not he will let his own judgment be
influenced by that of other men, however excellent they may be.

The enjoyment of art and literature presupposes a certain disposition and
susceptibility on the part of the public. Taste is inborn to only a few. Others must
cultivate their aptitude for enjoyment. There are many things a man must learn and
experience in order to become a connoisseur. But however a man may shine as a well-
informed expert, his judgments of value remain personal and subjective. The most
eminent critics and, for that matter, also the most noted writers, poets, and artists
widely disagreed in their appreciation of the most famous masterpieces.
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Only stilted pedants can conceive the idea that there are absolute norms to tell what is
beautiful and what is not. They try to derive from the works of the past a code of rules
with which, as they fancy, the writers and artists of the future should comply. But the

genius does not cooperate with the pundit.

10

The Historical Significance Of The Quest For Absolute Values

The value controversy is not a scholastic quarrel of interest only to hair-splitting dons.
It touches upon the vital issues of human life.

The world view that was displaced by modern rationalism did not tolerate dissenting
judgments of value. The mere fact of dissent was considered an insolent provocation,
a mortal outrage to one’s own feelings. Protracted religious wars resulted.

Although some intolerance, bigotry, and lust for persecution are still left in religious
matters, it is unlikely that religious passion will kindle wars in the near future. The
aggressive spirit of our age stems from another source, from endeavors to make the
state totalitarian and to deprive the individual of autonomy.

It is true that the supporters of socialist and interventionist programs recommend them
only as means to attain ends which they have in common with all other members of
society. They hold that a society organized according to their principles will best
supply people with those material goods they toil to acquire. What more desirable
societal state of affairs can be thought of than that “higher phase of communist
society” in which, as Marx told us, society will give “to each according to his needs”?

However, the socialists failed entirely in attempts to prove their case. Marx was at a
loss to refute the well-founded objections that were raised even in his time about the
minor difficulties of the socialist schemes. It was his helplessness in this regard that
prompted him to develop the three fundamental doctrines of his dogmatism.1 When
economics later demonstrated why a socialist order, necessarily lacking any method
of economic calculation, could never function as an economic system, all arguments
advanced in favor of the great reform collapsed. From that time on socialists no
longer based their hopes upon the power of their arguments but upon the resentment,
envy, and hatred of the masses. Today even the adepts of “scientific” socialism rely
exclusively upon these emotional factors. The basis of contemporary socialism and
interventionism is judgments of value. Socialism is praised as the only fair variety of
society’s economic organization. All socialists, Marxians as well as non-Marxians,
advocate socialism as the only system consonant with a scale of arbitrarily established
absolute values. These values, they claim, are the only values that are valid for all
decent people, foremost among them the workers, the majority in a modern industrial
society. They are considered absolute because they are supported by the
majority—and the majority is always right.
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A rather superficial and shallow view of the problems of government saw the
distinction between freedom and despotism in an outward feature of the system of
rule and administration, viz., in the number of people exercising direct control of the
social apparatus of coercion and compulsion. Such a numerical standard is the basis of
Aristotle’s famous classification of the various forms of government. The concepts of
monarchy, oligarchy, and democracy still preserve this way of dealing with the
matter. Yet its inadequacy is so obvious that no philosopher could avoid referring to
facts which did not agree with it and therefore were considered paradoxical. There
was for instance the fact, already well recognized by Greek authors, that tyranny was
often, or even regularly, supported by the masses and was in this sense popular
government. Modern writers have employed the term “Caesarism” for this type of
government and have continued to look upon it as an exceptional case conditioned by
peculiar circumstances; but they have been at a loss to explain satisfactorily what
made the conditions exceptional. Yet, fascinated by the traditional classification,
people acquiesced in this superficial interpretation as long as it seemed that it had to
explain only one case in modern European history, that of the second French Empire.
The final collapse of the Aristotelian doctrine came only when it had to face the
“dictatorship of the proletariat” and the autocracy of Hitler, Mussolini, Peron, and
other modern successors of the Greek tyrants.

The way toward a realistic distinction between freedom and bondage was opened, two
hundred years ago, by David Hume’s immortal essay, On the First Principles of
Government. Government, taught Hume, is always government of the many by the
few. Power is therefore always ultimately on the side of the governed, and the
governors have nothing to support them but opinion. This cognition, logically
followed to its conclusion, completely changed the discussion concerning liberty. The
mechanical and arithmetical point of view was abandoned. If public opinion is
ultimately responsible for the structure of government, it is also the agency that
determines whether there is freedom or bondage. There is virtually only one factor
that has the power to make people unfree—tyrannical public opinion. The struggle for
freedom is ultimately not resistance to autocrats or oligarchs but resistance to the
despotism of public opinion. It is not the struggle of the many against the few but of
minorities—sometimes of a minority of but one man—against the majority. The worst
and most dangerous form of absolutist rule is that of an intolerant majority. Such is
the conclusion arrived at by Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill.

In his essay on Bentham, Mill pointed out why this eminent philosopher failed to see
the real issue and why his doctrine found acceptance with some of the noblest spirits.
Bentham, he says, lived “in a time of reaction against the aristocratic governments of
modern Europe.” The reformers of his age “have been accustomed to see the
numerical majority everywhere unjustly depressed, everywhere trampled upon, or at
the best overlooked, by governments.” In such an age one could easily forget that “all
countries which have long continued progressive, or been durably great, have been so
because there has been an organized opposition to the ruling power, of whatever kind
that power was. . . . Almost all the greatest men who ever lived have formed part of
such an opposition. Wherever some such quarrel has not been going on—wherever it
has been terminated by the complete victory of one of the contending principles, and
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no new contest has taken the place of the old—society has either hardened into
Chinese stationariness, or fallen into dissolution.”2

Much of what was sound in Bentham’s political doctrines was slighted by his
contemporaries, was denied by later generations, and had little practical influence. But
his failure to distinguish correctly between despotism and liberty was accepted
without qualms by most nineteenth-century writers. In their eyes true liberty meant
the unbridled despotism of the majority.

Lacking the power to think logically, and ignorant of history as well as of theory, the
much admired “progressive” writers gave up the essential idea of the Enlightenment:
freedom of thought, speech, and communication. Not all of them were so outspoken
as Comte and Lenin; but they all, in declaring that freedom means only the right to
say the correct things, not also the right to say the wrong things, virtually converted
the ideas of freedom of thought and conscience into their opposite. It was not the
Syllabus of Pope Pius IX that paved the way for the return of intolerance and the
persecution of dissenters. It was the writings of the socialists. After a short-lived
triumph of the idea of freedom, bondage made a comeback disguised as a
consummation and completion of the philosophy of freedom, as the finishing of the
unfinished revolution, as the final emancipation of the individual.

The concept of absolute and eternal values is an indispensable element in this
totalitarian ideology. A new notion of truth was established. Truth is what those in
power declare to be true. The dissenting minority is undemocratic because it refuses
to accept as true the opinion of the majority. All means to “liquidate” such rebellious
scoundrels are “democratic” and therefore morally good.
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Chapter 4

The Negation Of Valuation

In dealing with judgments of value we have looked upon them as ultimate data not
liable to any reduction to other data. We do not contend that judgments of value as
they are uttered by men and used as guides to action are primary facts independent of
all the other conditions of the universe. Such an assumption would be preposterous.
Man is a part of the universe, he is the product of the forces operating in it, and all his
thoughts and actions are, like the stars, the atoms, and the animals, elements of nature.
They are embedded in the inexorable concatenation of all phenomena and events.

Saying that judgments of value are ultimately given facts means that the human mind
is unable to trace them back to those facts and happenings with which the natural
sciences deal. We do not know why and how definite conditions of the external world
arouse in a human mind a definite reaction. We do not know why different people and
the same people at various instants of their lives react differently to the same external
stimuli. We cannot discover the necessary connection between an external event and
the ideas it produces within the human mind.

To clarify this issue we must now analyze the doctrines supporting the contrary
opinion. We must deal with all varieties of materialism.
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Part 2
Determinism And Materialism
Chapter 5

Determinism And Its Critics

Determinism

Whatever the true nature of the universe and of reality may be, man can learn about it
only what the logical structure of his mind makes comprehensible to him. Reason, the
sole instrument of human science and philosophy, does not convey absolute
knowledge and final wisdom. It is vain to speculate about ultimate things. What
appears to man’s inquiry as an ultimate given, defying further analysis and reduction
to something more fundamental, may or may not appear such to a more perfect
intellect. We do not know.

Man cannot grasp either the concept of absolute nothingness or that of the genesis of
something out of nothing. The very idea of creation transcends his comprehension.
The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, whom Pascal in his Mémorial opposed to that
of the “philosophes et savants,” is a living image and has a clear and definite meaning
for the faithful believer. But the philosophers in their endeavors to construct a concept
of God, his attributes, and his conduct of world affairs, became involved in insoluble
contradictions and paradoxes. A God whose essence and ways of acting mortal man
could neatly circumscribe and define would not resemble the God of the prophets, the
saints, and the mystics.

The logical structure of his mind enjoins upon man determinism and the category of
causality. As man sees it, whatever happens in the universe is the necessary evolution
of forces, powers, and qualities which were already present in the initial stage of the X
out of which all things stem. All things in the universe are interconnected, and all
changes are the effects of powers inherent in things. No change occurs that would not
be the necessary consequence of the preceding state. All facts are dependent upon and
conditioned by their causes. No deviation from the necessary course of affairs is
possible. Eternal law regulates everything.

In this sense determinism is the epistemological basis of the human search for
knowledge.1 Man cannot even conceive the image of an undetermined universe. In
such a world there could not be any awareness of material things and their changes. It
would appear a senseless chaos. Nothing could be identified and distinguished from
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anything else. Nothing could be expected and predicted. In the midst of such an
environment man would be as helpless as if spoken to in an unknown language. No
action could be designed, still less put into execution. Man is what he is because he
lives in a world of regularity and has the mental power to conceive the relation of
cause and effect.

Any epistemological speculation must lead toward determinism. But the acceptance
of determinism raises some theoretical difficulties that have seemed to be insoluble.
While no philosophy has disproved determinism, there are some ideas that people
have not been able to bring into agreement with it. Passionate attacks have been
directed against it because people believed that it must ultimately result in absurdity.

2

The Negation Of Ideological Factors

Many authors have assumed that determinism, fully implying consistent materialism,
strictly denies that mental acts play any role in the course of events. Causation, in the
context of the doctrine so understood, means mechanical causation. All changes are
brought about by material entities, processes, and events. Ideas are just intermediary
stages in the process through which a material factor produces a definite material
effect. They have no autonomous existence. They merely mirror the state of the
material entities that begot them. There is no history of ideas and of actions directed
by them, only a history of the evolution of the real factors that engender ideas.

From the point of view of this integral materialism, the only consistent materialist
doctrine, the customary methods of historians and biographers are to be rejected as
idealistic nonsense. It is vain to search for the development of certain ideas out of
other previously held ideas. For example, it is “unscientific” to describe how the
philosophical ideas of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries evolved out of those
of the sixteenth century. “Scientific” history would have to describe how out of the
real—physical and biological-—conditions of each age its philosophical tenets
necessarily spring. It is “unscientific” to describe as a mental process the evolution of
Saint Augustine’s ideas that led him from Cicero to Manichaeus and from
Manichaeism to Catholicism. The “scientific” biographer would have to reveal the
physiological processes that necessarily resulted in the corresponding philosophical
doctrines.

The examination of materialism is a task to be left to the following chapters. At this
point it is enough to establish the fact that determinism in itself does not imply any
concessions to the materialist standpoint. It does not negate the obvious truth that
ideas have an existence of their own, contribute to the emergence of other ideas, and
influence one another. It does not deny mental causation and does not reject history as
a metaphysical and idealistic illusion.
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3

The Free-Will Controversy

Man chooses between modes of action incompatible with one another. Such
decisions, says the free-will doctrine, are basically undetermined and uncaused; they
are not the inevitable outcome of antecedent conditions. They are rather the display of
man’s inmost disposition, the manifestation of his indelible moral freedom. This
moral liberty is the essential characteristic of man, raising him to a unique position in
the universe.

Determinists reject this doctrine as illusory. Man, they say, deceives himself in
believing that he chooses. Something unknown to the individual directs his will. He
thinks that he weighs in his mind the pros and cons of the alternatives left to his
choice and then makes a decision. He fails to realize that the antecedent state of things
enjoins on him a definite line of conduct and that there is no means to elude this
pressure. Man does not act, he is acted upon.

Both doctrines neglect to pay due attention to the role of ideas. The choices a man
makes are determined by the ideas that he adopts.

The determinists are right in asserting that everything that happens is the necessary
sequel of the preceding state of things. What a man does at any instant of his life is
entirely dependent on his past, that is, on his physiological inheritance as well as on
all he went through in his previous days. Yet the significance of this thesis is
considerably weakened by the fact that nothing is known about the way in which
ideas arise. Determinism is untenable if based upon or connected with the materialist
dogma.] If advanced without the support of materialism, it says little indeed and
certainly does not sustain the determinists’ rejection of the methods of history.

The free-will doctrine is correct in pointing out the fundamental difference between
human action and animal behavior. While the animal cannot help yielding to the
physiological impulse which prevails at the moment, man chooses between alternative
modes of conduct. Man has the power to choose even between yielding to the most
imperative instinct, that of self-preservation, and the aiming at other ends. All the
sarcasms and sneers of the positivists cannot annul the fact that ideas have a real
existence and are genuine factors in shaping the course of events.

The offshoots of human mental efforts, the ideas and the judgments of value that
direct the individuals’ actions, cannot be traced back to their causes, and are in this
sense ultimate data. In dealing with them we refer to the concept of individuality. But
in resorting to this notion we by no means imply that ideas and judgments of value
spring out of nothing by a sort of spontaneous generation and are in no way connected
and related to what was already in the universe before their appearance. We merely
establish the fact that we do not know anything about the mental process which
produces within a human being the thoughts that respond to the state of his physical
and 1deological environment.
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This cognition is the grain of truth in the free-will doctrine. However, the passionate
attempts to refute determinism and to salvage the notion of free will did not concern
the problem of individuality. They were prompted by the practical consequences to
which, as people believed, determinism inevitably leads: fatalist quietism and
absolution from moral responsibility.

4

Foreordination And Fatalism

As theologians teach, God in his omniscience knows in advance all the things that
will happen in the universe for all time to come. His foresight is unlimited and is not
merely the result of his knowledge of the laws of becoming that determine all events.
Even in a universe in which there is free will, whatever this may be, his precognition
is perfect. He anticipates fully and correctly all the arbitrary decisions any individual
will ever make.

Laplace proudly declared that his system does not need to resort to the hypothesis of
God’s existence. But he constructed his own image of a quasi God and called it
superhuman intelligence. This hypothetical mind knows all things and events
beforehand, but only because it is familiar with all the immutable and eternal laws
regulating all occurrences, mental as well as physical.

The idea of God’s omniscience has been popularly pictured as a book in which all
future things are recorded. No deviation from the lines described in this register is
possible. All things will turn out precisely as written in it. What must happen will
happen no matter what mortal man may undertake to bring about a different result.
Hence, consistent fatalism concluded, it is useless for man to act. Why bother if
everything must finally come to a preordained end?

Fatalism is so contrary to human nature that few people were prepared to draw all the
conclusions to which it leads and to adjust their conduct accordingly. It is a fable that
the victories of the Arabian conquerors in the first centuries of Islam were due to the
fatalist teachings of Mohammed. The leaders of the Moslem armies which within an
unbelievably short time conquered a great part of the Mediterranean area did not put a
fatalistic confidence in Allah. Rather they believed that their God was for the big,
well-equipped, and skillfully led battalions. Other reasons than blind trust in fate
account for the courage of the Saracen warriors; and the Christians in the forces of
Charles Martel and Leo the Isaurian who stopped their advance were no less
courageous than the Moslems, although fatalism had no hold on their minds. Nor was
the lethargy which spread later among the Islamitic peoples caused by the fatalism of
their religion. It was despotism that paralyzed the initiative of the subjects. The harsh
tyrants who oppressed the masses were certainly not lethargic and apathetic. They
were indefatigable in their quest for power, riches, and pleasures.

Soothsayers have claimed to have reliable knowledge of some pages at least of the
great book in which all coming events are recorded. But none of these prophets was
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consistent enough to reject activism and to advise his disciples to wait quietly for the
day of fulfillment.

The best illustration is provided by Marxism. It teaches perfect foreordination, yet still
aims to inflame people with revolutionary spirit. What is the use of revolutionary
action if events must inevitably turn out according to a preordained plan, whatever
men may do? Why are the Marxians so busy organizing socialist parties and
sabotaging the operation of the market economy if socialism is bound to come
anyway “with the inexorability of a law of nature”? It is a lame excuse indeed to
declare that the task of a socialist party is not to bring about socialism but merely to
provide obstetrical assistance at its birth. The obstetrician too diverts the course of
events from the way they would run without his intervention. Otherwise expectant
mothers would not request his aid. Yet the essential teaching of Marxian dialectic
materialism precludes the assumption that any political or ideological fact could
influence the course of historical events, since the latter are substantially determined
by the evolution of the material productive forces. What brings about socialism is the
“operation of the immanent laws of capitalistic production itself.”1 Ideas, political
parties, and revolutionary actions are merely superstructural; they can neither delay
nor accelerate the march of history. Socialism will come when the material conditions
for its appearance have matured in the womb of capitalist society, neither sooner nor
later.2 If Marx had been consistent, he would not have embarked upon any political
activity.3 He would have quietly waited for the day on which the “knell of private
capitalist property sounds.”4

In dealing with fatalism we may ignore the claims of soothsayers. Determinism has
nothing at all to do with the art of fortune tellers, crystal gazers, and astrologers or
with the more pretentious effusions of the authors of “philosophies of history.” It does
not predict future events. It asserts that there is regularity in the universe in the
concatenation of all phenomena.

Those theologians who thought that in order to refute fatalism they must adopt the
free-will doctrine were badly mistaken. They had a very defective image of God’s
omniscience. Their God would know only what is in perfect textbooks of the natural
sciences; he would not know what is going on in human minds. He would not
anticipate that some people might endorse the doctrine of fatalism and, sitting with
clasped hands, indolently await the events which God, erroneously assuming that they
would not indulge in inactivity, had meted out to them.

5

Determinism And Penology

A factor that often entered the controversies concerning determinism was
misapprehension as to its practical consequences.

All nonutilitarian systems of ethics look upon the moral law as something outside the
nexus of means and ends. The moral code has no reference to human well-being and
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happiness, to expediency, and to the mundane striving after ends. It is heteronomous,
1.e., enjoined upon man by an agency that does not depend on human ideas and does
not bother about human concerns. Some believe that this agency is God, others that it
is the wisdom of the forefathers, some that it is a mystical inner voice alive in every
decent man’s conscience. He who violates the precepts of this code commits a sin,
and his guilt makes him liable to punishment. Punishment does not serve human ends.
In punishing offenders, the secular or theocratic authorities acquit themselves of a
duty entrusted to them by the moral code and its author. They are bound to punish sin
and guilt whatever the consequences of their action may be.

Now these metaphysical notions of guilt, sin, and retribution are incompatible with
the doctrine of determinism. If all human actions are the inevitable effect of their
causes, if the individual cannot help acting in the way antecedent conditions make
him act, there can no longer be any question of guilt. What a haughty presumption to
punish a man who simply did what the eternal laws of the universe had determined!

The philosophers and lawyers who attacked determinism on these grounds failed to
see that the doctrine of an almighty and omniscient God led to the same conclusions
that moved them to reject philosophical determinism. If God is almighty, nothing can
happen that he does not want to happen. If he is omniscient, he knows in advance all
things that will happen. In either case, man cannot be considered answerable.1 The
young Benjamin Franklin argued “from the supposed attributes of God” in this
manner: “That in erecting and governing the world, as he was infinitely wise, he knew
what would be best; infinitely good, he must be disposed; and infinitely powerful, he
must be able to execute it. Consequently all is right.”2 In fact, all attempts to justity,
on metaphysical and theological grounds, society’s right to punish those whose
actions jeopardize peaceful social cooperation are open to the same criticism that is
leveled against philosophical determinism.

Utilitarian ethics approaches the problem of punishment from a different angle. The
offender is not punished because he is bad and deserves chastisement but so that
neither he nor other people will repeat the offense. Punishment is not inflicted as
retribution and retaliation but as a means to prevent future crimes. Legislators and
judges are not the mandataries of a metaphysical retributive justice. They are
committed to the task of safeguarding the smooth operation of society against
encroachments on the part of antisocial individuals. Hence it is possible to deal with
the problem of determinism without being troubled by inane considerations of
practical consequences concerning the penal code.

6

Determinism And Statistics

In the nineteenth century some thinkers maintained that statistics have irrefutably
demolished the doctrine of free will. It was argued that statistics show a regularity in
the occurrence of certain human acts, e.g., crimes and suicides; and this alleged
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regularity was interpreted by Adolphe Quetelet and by Thomas Henry Buckle as an
empirical demonstration of the correctness of rigid determinism.

However, what the statistics of human actions really show is not regularity but
irregularity. The number of crimes, suicides, and acts of forgetfulness—which play
such a conspicuous role in Buckle’s deductions—varies from year to year. These
yearly changes are as a rule small, and over a period of years they often—but not
always—show a definite trend toward either increase or decrease. These statistics are
indicative of historical change, not of regularity in the sense which is attached to this
term in the natural sciences.

The specific understanding of history can try to interpret the why of such changes
effected in the past and to anticipate changes likely to happen in the future. In doing
this it deals with judgments of value determining the choice of ultimate ends, with
reasoning and knowledge determining the choice of means, and with thymological
traits of individuals.1 It must, sooner or later, but inevitably, reach a point at which it
can only refer to individuality. From beginning to end the treatment of the problems
involved is bound to follow the lines of every scrutiny of human affairs; it must be
teleological and as such radically different from the methods of the natural sciences.

But Buckle, blinded by the positivist bigotry of his environment, was quick to
formulate his law: “In a given state of society a certain number of persons must put an
end to their own life. This is the general law; and the special question as to who shall
commit the crime depends of course upon special laws; which, however, in their total
action must obey the large social law to which they are all subordinate. And the power
of the larger law is so irresistible that neither the love of life nor the fear of another
world can avail anything towards even checking its operation.”2 Buckle’s law seems
to be very definite and unambiguous in its formulation. But in fact it defeats itself
entirely by including the phrase “a given state of society,” which even an enthusiastic
admirer of Buckle termed “viciously vague.”3 As Buckle does not provide us with
criteria for determining changes in the state of society, his formulation can be neither
verified nor disproved by experience and thus lacks the distinctive mark of a law of
the natural sciences.

Many years after Buckle, eminent physicists began to assume that certain or even all
laws of mechanics may be “only” statistical in character. This doctrine was
considered incompatible with determinism and causality. When later on quantum
mechanics considerably enlarged the scope of “merely” statistical physics, many
writers cast away all the epistemological principles that had guided the natural
sciences for centuries. On the macroscopic scale, they say, we observe certain
regularities which older generations erroneously interpreted as a manifestation of
natural law. In fact, these regularities are the result of the statistical compensation of
contingent events. The apparent causal arrangement on a large scale is to be explained
by the law of large numbers.4

Now the law of large numbers and statistical compensation is operative only in fields

in which there prevail large-scale regularity and homogeneity of such a character that
they offset any irregularity and heterogeneity that may seem to exist on the small-

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 46 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/1464



Online Library of Liberty: Theory and History: An Interpretation of Social and Economic Evolution
(LF ed.)

scale level. If one assumes that seemingly contingent events always compensate one
another in such a way that a regularity appears in the repeated observation of large
numbers of these events, one implies that these events follow a definite pattern and
can therefore no longer be considered as contingent. What we mean in speaking of
natural law is that there is a regularity in the concatenation and sequence of
phenomena. If a set of events on the microscopic scale always produces a definite
event on the macroscopic scale, such a regularity is present. If there were no
regularity in the microscopic scale, no regularity could emerge on the macroscopic
scale either.

Quantum mechanics deals with the fact that we do not know how an atom will behave
in an individual instance. But we know what patterns of behavior can possibly occur
and the proportion in which these patterns really occur. While the perfect form of a
causal law is: 4 “produces” B, there is also a less perfect form: 4 “produces” C in n%
of all cases, D in m% of all cases, and so on. Perhaps it will at a later day be possible
to dissolve this A of the less perfect form into a number of disparate elements to each
of which a definite “effect” will be assigned according to the perfect form. But
whether this will happen or not is of no relevance for the problem of determinism.
The imperfect law too is a causal law, although it discloses shortcomings in our
knowledge. And because it is a display of a peculiar type both of knowledge and of
ignorance, it opens a field for the employment of the calculus of probability. We
know, with regard to a definite problem, all about the behavior of the whole class of
events, we know that class 4 will produce definite effects in a known proportion; but
all we know about the individual 4’s is that they are members of the A class. The
mathematical formulation of this mixture of knowledge and ignorance is: We know
the probability of the various effects that can possibly be “produced” by an individual
A.

What the neo-indeterminist school of physics fails to see is that the proposition: 4
produces B in n% of the cases and C in the rest of the cases is, epistemologically, not
different from the proposition: 4 always produces B. The former proposition differs
from the latter only in combining in its notion of 4 two elements, X and Y, which the
perfect form of a causal law would have to distinguish. But no question of
contingency is raised. Quantum mechanics does not say: The individual atoms behave
like customers choosing dishes in a restaurant or voters casting their ballots. It says:
The atoms invariably follow a definite pattern. This is also manifested in the fact that
what it predicates about atoms contains no reference either to a definite period of time
or to a definite location within the universe. One could not deal with the behavior of
atoms in general, that is, without reference to time and space, if the individual atom
were not inevitably and fully ruled by natural law. We are free to use the term
“individual” atom, but we must never ascribe to an “individual” atom individuality in
the sense in which this term is applied to men and to historical events.

In the field of human action the determinist philosophers referred to statistics in order
to refute the doctrine of free will and to prove determinism in the acts of man. In the
field of physics the neo-indeterminist philosophers refer to statistics in order to refute
the doctrine of determinism and to prove indeterminism in nature. The error of both
sides arises from confusion as to the meaning of statistics.
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In the field of human action statistics is a method of historical research. It is a
description in numerical terms of historical events that happened in a definite period
of time with definite groups of people in a definite geographical area. Its meaning
consists precisely in the fact that it describes changes, not something unchanging.

In the field of nature statistics is a method of inductive research. Its epistemological
justification and its meaning lie in the firm belief that there are regularity and perfect
determinism in nature. The laws of nature are considered perennial. They are fully
operative in each instance. What happens in one case must also happen in all other
like cases. Therefore the information conveyed by statistical material has general
validity with regard to the classes of phenomena to which it refers; it does not concern
only definite periods of history and definite geographical sites.

Unfortunately the two entirely different categories of statistics have been confused.
And the matter has been still further tangled by jumbling it together with the notion of
probability.

To unravel this imbroglio of errors, misunderstanding, and contradictions let us
emphasize some truisms.

It is impossible, as has been pointed out above, for the human mind to think of any
event as uncaused. The concepts of chance and contingency, if properly analyzed, do
not refer ultimately to the course of events in the universe. They refer to human
knowledge, prevision, and action. They have a praxeological, not an ontological
connotation.

Calling an event contingent is not to deny that it is the necessary outcome of the
preceding state of affairs. It means that we mortal men do not know whether or not it
will happen.

Our notion of nature refers to an ascertainable, permanent regularity in the
concatenation and sequence of phenomena. Whatever happens in nature and can be
conceived by the natural sciences is the outcome of the operation, repeated and
repeated again, of the same laws. Natural science means the cognition of these laws.
The historical sciences of human action, on the other hand, deal with events which our
mental faculties cannot interpret as a manifestation of a general law. They deal with
individual men and individual events even in dealing with the affairs of masses,
peoples, races, and the whole of mankind. They deal with individuality and with an
irreversible flux of events. If the natural sciences scrutinize an event that happened
but once, such as a geological change or the biological evolution of a species, they
look upon it as an instance of the operation of general laws. But history is not in a
position to trace events back to the operation of perennial laws. Therefore in dealing
with an event it is primarily interested not in the features such an event may have in
common with other events but in its individual characteristics. In dealing with the
assassination of Caesar history does not study murder but the murder of the man
Caesar.
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The very notion of a natural law whose validity is restricted to a definite period of
time is self-contradictory. Experience, whether that of mundane observation as made
in daily life or that of deliberately prearranged experiments, refers to individual
historical cases. But the natural sciences, guided by their indispensable aprioristic
determinism, assume that the law must manifest itself in every individual case, and
generalize by what is called inductive inference.

The present epistemological situation in the field of quantum mechanics would be
correctly described by the statement: We know the various patterns according to
which atoms behave and we know the proportion in which each of these patterns
becomes actual. This would describe the state of our knowledge as an instance of
class probability: We know all about the behavior of the whole class; about the
behavior of the individual members of the class we know only that they are
members.5 It is inexpedient and misleading to apply to the problems concerned terms
used in dealing with human action. Bertrand Russell resorts to such figurative speech:
the atom “will do” something, there is “a definite set of alternatives open to it, and it
chooses sometimes one, sometimes another.”6 The reason Lord Russell chooses such
inappropriate terms becomes obvious if we take into account the tendency of his book
and of all his other writings. He wants to obliterate the difference between acting man
and human action on the one hand and nonhuman events on the other hand. In his
eyes “the difference between us and a stone is only one of degree”; for “we react to
stimuli, and so do stones, though the stimuli to which they react are fewer.”7 Lord
Russell omits to mention the fundamental difference in the way stones and men
“react.” Stones react according to a perennial pattern, which we call a law of nature.
Men do not react in such a uniform way; they behave, as both praxeologists and
historians say, in an individual way. Nobody has ever succeeded in assigning various
men to classes each member of which behaves according to the same pattern.

7

The Autonomy Of The Sciences Of Human Action

The phraseology employed in the old antagonism of determinism and indeterminism
is inappropriate. It does not correctly describe the substance of the controversy.

The search for knowledge is always concerned with the concatenation of events and
the cognition of the factors producing change. In this sense both the natural sciences
and the sciences of human action are committed to the category of causality and to
determinism. No action can ever succeed if not guided by a true—in the sense of
pragmatism—insight into what is commonly called a relation of cause and effect. The
fundamental category of action, viz., means and ends, presupposes the category of
cause and effect.

What the sciences of human action must reject is not determinism but the positivistic
and panphysicalistic distortion of determinism. They stress the fact that ideas
determine human action and that at least in the present state of human science it is
impossible to reduce the emergence and the transformation of ideas to physical,
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chemical, or biological factors. It is this impossibility that constitutes the autonomy of
the sciences of human action. Perhaps natural science will one day be in a position to
describe the physical, chemical, and biological events which in the body of the man
Newton necessarily and inevitably produced the theory of gravitation. In the
meantime, we must be content with the study of the history of ideas as a part of the
sciences of human action.

The sciences of human action by no means reject determinism. The objective of
history is to bring out in full relief the factors that were operative in producing a
definite event. History is entirely guided by the category of cause and effect. In
retrospect, there is no question of contingency. The notion of contingency as
employed in dealing with human action always refers to man’s uncertainty about the
future and the limitations of the specific historical understanding of future events. It
refers to a limitation of the human search for knowledge, not to a condition of the
universe or of some of its parts.
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Chapter 6

Materialism

Two Varieties Of Materialism

The term “materialism” as applied in contemporary speech has two entirely different
connotations.

The first connotation refers to values. It characterizes the mentality of people who
desire only material wealth, bodily satisfactions, and sensuous pleasures.

The second connotation is ontological. It signifies the doctrine that all human
thoughts, ideas, judgments of value, and volitions are the product of physical,
chemical, and physiological processes going on in the human body. Consequently
materialism in this sense denies the meaningfulness of thymology and the sciences of
human action, of praxeology as well as of history; the natural sciences alone are
scientific. We shall deal in this chapter only with this second connotation.

The materialist thesis has never yet been proved or particularized. The materialists
have brought forward no more than analogies and metaphors. They have compared
the working of the human mind with the operation of a machine or with physiological
processes. Both analogies are insignificant and do not explain anything.

A machine is a device made by man. It is the realization of a design and it runs
precisely according to the plan of its authors. What produces the product of its
operation is not something within it but the purpose the constructor wanted to realize
by means of its construction. It is the constructor and the operator who create the
product, not the machine. To ascribe to a machine any activity is anthropomorphism
and animism. The machine has no control over its running. It does not move; it is put
into motion and kept in motion by men. It is a dead tool which is employed by men
and comes to a standstill as soon as the effects of the operator’s impulse cease. What
the materialist who resorts to the machine metaphor would have to explain first of all
is: Who constructed this human machine and who operates it? In whose hands does it
serve as a tool? It is difficult to see how any other answer could be given to this
question than: It is the Creator.

It is customary to call an automatic contrivance self-acting. This idiom too is a
metaphor. It is not the calculating machine that calculates, but the operator by means
of a tool ingeniously devised by an inventor. The machine has no intelligence; it
neither thinks nor chooses ends nor resorts to means for the realization of the ends
sought. This is always done by men.
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The physiological analogy is more sensible than the mechanistic analogy. Thinking is
inseparably tied up with a physiological process. As far as the physiological thesis
merely stresses this fact, it is not metaphorical; but it says very little. For the problem
is precisely this, that we do not know anything about the physiological phenomena
constituting the process that produces poems, theories, and plans. Pathology provides
abundant information about the impairment or total annihilation of mental faculties
resulting from injuries of the brain. Anatomy provides no less abundant information
about the chemical structure of the brain cells and their physiological behavior. But
notwithstanding the advance in physiological knowledge, we do not know more about
the mind-body problem than the old philosophers who first began to ponder it. None
of the doctrines they advanced has been either proved or disproved by newly won
physiological knowledge.

Thoughts and ideas are not phantoms. They are real things. Although intangible and
immaterial, they are factors in bringing about changes in the realm of tangible and
material things. They are generated by some unknown process going on in a human
being’s body and can be perceived only by the same kind of process going on in the
body of their author or in other human beings’ bodies. They can be called creative and
original insofar as the impulse they give and the changes they bring about depend on
their emergence. We can ascertain what we wish to about the life of an idea and the
effects of its existence. About its birth we know only that it was engendered by an
individual. We cannot trace its history further back. The emergence of an idea is an
innovation, a new fact added to the world. It is, because of the deficiency of our
knowledge, for ~uman minds the origin of something new that did not exist before.

What a satisfactory materialist doctrine would have to describe is the sequence of
events going on in matter that produces a definite idea. It would have to explain why
people agree or disagree with regard to definite problems. It would have to explain
why one man succeeded in solving a problem which other people failed to solve. But
no materialistic doctrine has up to now tried to do this.

The champions of materialism are intent upon pointing out the untenability of all
other doctrines that have been advanced for the solution of the mind-body problem.
They are especially zealous in fighting the theological interpretation. Yet the
refutation of a doctrine does not prove the soundness of any other doctrine at variance
with it.

Perhaps it is too bold a venture for the human mind to speculate about its own nature
and origin. It may be true, as agnosticism maintains, that knowledge about these
problems is forever denied to mortal men. But even if this is so, it does not justify the
logical positivists’ condemning the questions implied as meaningless and nonsensical.
A question is not nonsensical merely because it cannot be answered satisfactorily by
the human mind.
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2

The Secretion Analogy

A notorious formulation of the materialist thesis states that thoughts stand in about the
same relation to the brain as the gall to the liver or urine to the kidneys.1 As a rule
materialist authors are more cautious in their utterances. But essentially all they say is
tantamount to this challenging dictum.

Physiology distinguishes between urine of a chemically normal composition and other
types of urine. Deviation from the normal composition is accounted for by certain
deviations in the body’s physique or in the functioning of the body’s organs from
what is considered normal and healthy. These deviations too follow a regular pattern.
A definite abnormal or pathological state of the body is reflected in a corresponding
alteration of the urine’s chemical composition. The assimilation of certain foodstuffs,
beverages, and drugs brings about related phenomena in the urine’s composition.
With hale people, those commonly called normal, urine is, within certain narrow
margins, of the same chemical nature.

It is different with thoughts and ideas. With them there is no question of normalcy or
of deviations from normalcy following a definite pattern. Certain bodily injuries or
the assimilation of certain drugs and beverages obstruct and trouble the mind’s faculty
to think. But even these derangements are not uniform with various people. Different
people have different ideas, and no materialist ever succeeded in tracing back these
differences to factors that could be described in terms of physics, chemistry, or
physiology. Any reference to the natural sciences and to material factors they are
dealing with is vain when we ask why some people vote the Republican and others
the Democratic ticket.

Up to now at least the natural sciences have not succeeded in discovering any bodily
or material traits to whose presence or absence the content of ideas and thoughts can
be imputed. In fact, the problem of the diversity of the content of ideas and thoughts
does not even arise in the natural sciences. They can deal only with objects that affect
or modify sensuous intuition. But ideas and thoughts do not directly affect sensation.
What characterizes them is meaning—and for the cognition of meaning the methods
of the natural sciences are inappropriate.

Ideas influence one another, they provide stimulation for the emergence of new ideas,
they supersede or transform other ideas. All that materialism could offer for the
treatment of these phenomena is a metaphorical reference to the notion of contagion.
The comparison is superficial and does not explain anything. Diseases are
communicated from body to body through the migrations of germs and viruses.
Nobody knows anything about the migration of a factor that would transmit thoughts
from man to man.
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3

The Political Implications Of Materialism

Materialism originated as a reaction against a primeval dualistic interpretation of
man’s being and essential nature. In the light of these beliefs, living man was a
compound of two separable parts: a mortal body and an immortal soul. Death severed
these two parts. The soul moved out of sight of the living and continued a shadow-like
existence beyond the reach of earthly powers in the realm of the deceased. In
exceptional cases it was permitted to a soul to reappear for a while in the sensible
world of the living or for a still living man to pay a short visit to the fields of the dead.

These rather crude representations have been sublimated by religious doctrines and by
idealistic philosophy. While the primitive descriptions of a realm of souls and the
activities of its inhabitants cannot bear critical examination and can easily be exposed
to ridicule, it is impossible both for aprioristic reasoning and for the natural sciences
to refute cogently the refined tenets of religious creeds. History can explode many of
the historical narrations of theological literature. But higher criticism does not affect
the core of the faith. Reason can neither prove nor disprove the essential religious
doctrines.

But materialism as it had developed in eighteenth-century France was not merely a
scientific doctrine. It was also a part of the vocabulary of the reformers who fought
the abuses of the ancien régime. The prelates of the Church in royal France were with
few exceptions members of the aristocracy. Most of them were more interested in
court intrigues than in the performance of their ecclesiastical duties. Their well-
deserved unpopularity made antireligious tendencies popular.

The debates on materialism would have subsided about the middle of the nineteenth
century if no political issues had been involved. People would have realized that
contemporary science has not contributed anything to the elucidation or analysis of
the physiological processes that generate definite ideas and that it is doubtful whether
future scientists will succeed better in this task. The materialist dogma would have
been regarded as a conjecture about a problem whose satisfactory solution seemed, at
least for the time being, beyond the reach of man’s search for knowledge. Its
supporters would no longer have been in a position to consider it an irrefutable
scientific truth and would not have been permitted to accuse its critics of
obscurantism, ignorance, and superstition. Agnosticism would have replaced
materialism.

But in most of the European and Latin American countries Christian churches
cooperated, at least to some extent, with the forces that opposed representative
government and all institutions making for freedom. In these countries one could
hardly avoid attacking religion if one aimed at the realization of a program that by and
large corresponded with the ideals of Jefferson and of Lincoln. The political
implications of the materialism controversy prevented its fading away. Prompted not
by epistemological, philosophical, or scientific considerations but by purely political
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reasons, a desperate attempt was made to salvage the politically very convenient
slogan “materialism.” While the type of materialism that flourished until the middle
of the nineteenth century receded into the background, gave way to agnosticism, and
could not be regenerated by such rather crude and naive writings as those of Haeckel,
a new type was developed by Karl Marx under the name of dialectical materialism.
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Chapter 7

Dialectical Materialism

Dialectics And Marxism

Dialectical materialism as taught by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels is the most
popular metaphysical doctrine of our age. It is today the official philosophy of the
Soviet empire and of all the schools of Marxism outside of this empire. It dominates
the ideas of many people who do not consider themselves Marxians and even of many
authors and parties who believe they are anti-Marxians and anti-communists. It is this
doctrine which most of our contemporaries have in mind when they refer to
materialism and determinism.

When Marx was a young man, two metaphysical doctrines whose teachings were
incompatible with one another dominated German thought. One was Hegelian
spiritualism, the official doctrine of the Prussian state and of the Prussian universities.
The other was materialism, the doctrine of the opposition bent upon a revolutionary
overthrow of the political system of Metternich and of Christian orthodoxy as well as
of private property. Marx tried to blend the two into a compound in order to prove
that socialism is bound to come “with the inexorability of a law of nature.”

In the philosophy of Hegel logic, metaphysics, and ontology are essentially identical.
The process of real becoming is an aspect of the logical process of thinking. In
grasping the laws of logic by aprioristic thinking, the mind acquires correct
knowledge of reality. There is no road to truth but that provided by the study of logic.

The peculiar principle of Hegel’s logic is the dialectic method. Thinking takes a
triadic way. It proceeds from thesis to antithesis, i.e., the negation of the thesis, and
from antithesis to synthesis, i.e., the negation of the negation. The same trinal
principle of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis manifests itself in real becoming. For the
only real thing in the universe is Geist (mind or spirit). Matter has its substance not in
itself. Natural things are not for themselves (fiir sich selber). But Geist is for itself.
What—apart from reason and divine action—is called reality is, viewed in the light of
philosophy, something rotten or inert (ein Faules) which may seem but is not in itself
real.l

No compromise is possible between this Hegelian idealism and any kind of
materialism. Yet, fascinated by the prestige Hegelianism enjoyed in the Germany of
the 1840’s, Marx and Engels were afraid to deviate too radically from the only
philosophical system with which they and their contemporary countrymen were
familiar. They were not audacious enough to discard Hegelianism entirely as was
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done a few years later even in Prussia. They preferred to appear as continuators and
reformers of Hegel, not as iconoclastic dissenters. They boasted of having
transformed and improved Hegelian dialectics, of having turned it upside down, or
rather, of having put it on its feet.2 They did not realize that it was nonsensical to
uproot dialectics from its idealistic ground and transplant it to a system that was
labeled materialistic and empirical. Hegel was consistent in assuming that the logical
process is faithfully reflected in the processes going on in what is commonly called
reality. He did not contradict himself in applying the logical apriori to the
interpretation of the universe. But it is different with a doctrine that indulges in a
naive realism, materialism, and empiricism. Such a doctrine ought to have no use for
a scheme of interpretation that is derived not from experience but from apriori
reasoning. Engels declared that dialectics is the science of the general laws of motion,
of the external world as well as of human thinking; two series of laws which are
substantially identical but in their manifestation different insofar as the human mind
can apply them consciously, while in nature, and hitherto also to a great extent in
human history, they assert themselves in an unconscious way as external necessity in
the midst of an infinite series of apparently contingent events.3 He himself, says
Engels, had never had any doubts about this. His intensive preoccupation with
mathematics and the natural sciences, to which he confesses to have devoted the
greater part of eight years, was, he declares, obviously prompted only by the desire to
test the validity of the laws of dialectics in detail in specific instances.4 These studies
led Engels to startling discoveries. Thus he found that “the whole of geology is a
series of negated negations.” Butterflies “come into existence from the egg through
negation of the egg . . . they are negated again as they die,” and so on. The normal life
of barley is this: “The barleycorn . . . is negated and is supplanted by the barley plant,
the negation of the corn. . . . The plant grows . . . is fructified and produces again
barleycorns and as soon as these are ripe, the ear withers away, is negated. As a result
of this negation of the negation we have again the original barleycorn, however not
plainly single but in a quantity ten, twenty, or thirty times larger.”5

It did not occur to Engels that he was merely playing with words. It is a gratuitous
pastime to apply the terminology of logic to the phenomena of reality. Propositions
about phenomena, events, and facts can be affirmed or negated, but not the
phenomena, events, and facts themselves. But if one is committed to such
inappropriate and logically vicious metaphorical language, it is not less sensible to
call the butterfly the affirmation of the egg than to call it its negation. Is not the
emergence of the butterfly the self-assertion of the egg, the maturing of its inherent
purpose, the perfection of its merely passing existence, the fulfillment of all its
potentialities? Engels’ method consisted in substituting the term “negation” for the
term “change.” There is, however, no need to dwell longer upon the fallacy of
integrating Hegelian dialectics into a philosophy that does not endorse Hegel’s
fundamental principle, the identity of logic and ontology, and does not radically reject
the idea that anything could be learned from experience. For in fact dialectics plays a
merely ornamental part in the constructions of Marx and Engels without substantially
influencing the course of reasoning.6
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2

The Material Productive Forces

The essential concept of Marxian materialism is “the material productive forces of
society.” These forces are the driving power producing all historical facts and
changes. In the social production of their subsistence, men enter into certain
relations—production relations—which are necessary and independent of their will
and correspond to the prevailing stage of development of the material productive
forces. The totality of these production relations forms “the economic structure of
society, the real basis upon which there arises a juridical and political superstructure
and to which definite forms of social consciousness correspond.” The mode of
production of material life conditions the social, political, and spiritual (intellectual)
life process in general (in each of its manifestations). It is not the consciousness (the
ideas and thoughts) of men that determines their being (existence) but, on the
contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of
their development the material productive forces of society come into contradiction
with the existing production relations, or, what is merely a juridical expression for
them, with the property relations (the social system of property laws) within the frame
of which they have hitherto operated. From having been forms of development of the
productive forces these relations turn into fetters of them. Then comes an epoch of
social revolution. With the change in the economic foundation the whole immense
superstructure slowly or rapidly transforms] itself. In reviewing such a
transformation,l one must always distinguish between the material transformation' of
the economic conditions of production, which can be precisely ascertained with the
methods of the natural sciences, and the juridical, political, religious, artistic,2 or
philosophical, in short ideological, forms in which men become conscious (aware) of
this conflict and fight it out. Such an epoch of transformation can no more be judged
according to its own consciousness than an individual can be judged according to
what he imagines himself to be; one must rather explain this consciousness out of the
contradictions of the material life, out of the existing conflict between social
productive forces and production relations. No social formation ever disappears
before all the productive forces have been developed for which its frame is broad
enough, and new, higher production relations never appear before the material
conditions of their existence have been hatched out in the womb of the old society.
Hence mankind never sets itself tasks other than those it can solve, for closer
observation will always discover that the task itself only emerges where the material
conditions of its solution are already present or at least in the process of becoming.3

The most remarkable fact about this doctrine is that it does not provide a definition of
its basic concept, material productive forces. Marx never told us what he had in mind
in referring to the material productive forces. We have to deduce it from occasional
historical exemplifications of his doctrine. The most outspoken of these incidental
examples is to be found in his book, The Poverty of Philosophy, published in 1847 in
French. It reads: The hand mill gives you feudal society, the steam mill industrial
capitalism.4 This means that the state of practical technological knowledge or the
technological quality of the tools and machines used in production is to be considered
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the essential feature of the material productive forces, which uniquely determine the
production relations and thereby the whole “superstructure.” The production
technique is the real thing, the material being that ultimately determines the social,
political, and intellectual manifestations of human life. This interpretation is fully
confirmed by all other examples provided by Marx and Engels and by the response
every new technological advance roused in their minds. They welcomed it
enthusiastically because they were convinced that each such new invention brought
them a step nearer the realization of their hopes, the coming of socialism.5

There have been, before Marx and after Marx, many historians and philosophers who
emphasized the prominent role the improvement of technological methods of
production has played in the history of civilization. A glance into the popular
textbooks of history published in the last one hundred and fifty years shows that their
authors duly stressed the importance of new inventions and of the changes they
brought about. They never contested the truism that material well-being is the
indispensable condition of a nation’s moral, intellectual, and artistic achievement.

But what Marx says is entirely different. In his doctrine the tools and machines are the
ultimate thing, a material thing, viz., the material productive forces. Everything else is
the necessary superstructure of this material basis. This fundamental thesis is open to
three irrefutable objections.

First, a technological invention is not something material. It is the product of a mental
process, of reasoning and conceiving new ideas. The tools and machines may be
called material, but the operation of the mind which created them is certainly spiritual.
Marxian materialism does not trace back ““superstructural” and “ideological”
phenomena to “material” roots. It explains these phenomena as caused by an
essentially mental process, viz., invention. It assigns to this mental process, which it
falsely labels an original, nature-given, material fact, the exclusive power to beget all
other social and intellectual phenomena. But it does not attempt to explain how
inventions come to pass.

Second, mere invention and designing of technologically new implements are not
sufficient to produce them. What is required, in addition to technological knowledge
and planning, is capital previously accumulated out of saving. Every step forward on
the road toward technological improvement presupposes the requisite capital. The
nations today called underdeveloped know what is needed to improve their backward
apparatus of production. Plans for the construction of all the machines they want to
acquire are ready or could be completed in a very short time. Only lack of capital
holds them up. But saving and capital accumulation presuppose a social structure in
which it is possible to save and to invest. The production relations are thus not the
product of the material productive forces but, on the contrary, the indispensable
condition of their coming into existence.

Marx, of course, cannot help admitting that capital accumulation is “one of the most
indispensable conditions for the evolution of industrial production.”6 Part of his most
voluminous treatise, Das Kapital, provides a history—wholly distorted—of capital
accumulation. But as soon as he comes to his doctrine of materialism, he forgets all he
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said about this subject. Then the tools and machines are created by spontaneous
generation, as it were.

Furthermore it must be remembered that the utilization of machines presupposes
social cooperation under the division of labor. No machine can be constructed and put
into use under conditions in which there is no division of labor at all or only a
rudimentary stage of it. Division of labor means social cooperation, i.e., social bonds
between men, society. How then is it possible to explain the existence of society by
tracing it back to the material productive forces which themselves can only appear in
the frame of a previously existing social nexus? Marx could not comprehend this
problem. He accused Proudhon, who had described the use of machines as a
consequence of the division of labor, of ignorance of history. It is a distortion of fact,
he shouted, to start with the division of labor and to deal with machines only later. For
the machines are “a productive force,” not a “social production relation,” not an
“economic category.”7 Here we are faced with a stubborn dogmatism that does not
shrink from any absurdity.

We may summarize the Marxian doctrine in this way: In the beginning there are the
“material productive forces,” i.e., the technological equipment of human productive
efforts, the tools and machines. No question concerning their origin is permitted; they
are, that is all; we must assume that they are dropped from heaven. These material
productive forces compel men to enter into definite production relations which are
independent of their wills. These production relations farther on determine society’s
juridical and political superstructure as well as all religious, artistic, and philosophical
ideas.

3

The Class Struggle

As will be pointed out below, any philosophy of history must demonstrate the
mechanism by means of which the supreme agency that directs the course of all
human affairs induces individuals to walk in precisely the ways which are bound to
lead mankind toward the goal set. In Marx’s system the doctrine of the class struggle
is designed to answer this question.

The inherent weakness of this doctrine is that it deals with classes and not with
individuals. What has to be shown is how the individuals are induced to act in such a
way that mankind finally reaches the point the productive forces want it to attain.
Marx answers that consciousness of the interests of their class determines the conduct
of the individuals. It still remains to be explained why the individuals give the
interests of their class preference over their own interests. We may for the moment
refrain from asking how the individual learns what the genuine interests of his class
are. But even Marx cannot help admitting that a conflict exists between the interests
of an individual and those of the class to which he belongs.1 He distinguishes
between those proletarians who are class conscious, i.e., place the concerns of their
class before their individual concerns, and those who are not. He considers it one of
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the objectives of a socialist party to awake to class consciousness those proletarians
who are not spontaneously class conscious.

Marx obfuscated the problem by confusing the notions of caste and class. Where
status and caste differences prevail, all members of every caste but the most
privileged have one interest in common, viz., to wipe out the legal disabilities of their
own caste. All slaves, for instance, are united in having a stake in the abolition of
slavery. But no such conflicts are present in a society in which all citizens are equal
before the law. No logical objection can be advanced against distinguishing various
classes among the members of such a society. Any classification is logically
permissible, however arbitrarily the mark of distinction may be chosen. But it is
nonsensical to classify the members of a capitalistic society according to their position
in the framework of the social division of labor and then to identify these classes with
the castes of a status society.

In a status society the individual inherits his caste membership from his parents, he
remains through all his life in his caste, and his children are born as members of it.
Only in exceptional cases can good luck raise a man into a higher caste. For the
immense majority birth unalterably determines their station in life. The classes which
Marx distinguishes in a capitalistic society are different. Their membership is
fluctuating. Class affiliation is not hereditary. It is assigned to each individual by a
daily repeated plebiscite, as it were, of all the people. The public in spending and
buying determines who should own and run the plants, who should play the parts in
the theater performances, who should work in the factories and mines. Rich men
become poor, and poor men rich. The heirs as well as those who themselves have
acquired wealth must try to hold their own by defending their assets against the
competition of already established firms and of ambitious newcomers. In the
unhampered market economy there are no privileges, no protection of vested interests,
no barriers preventing anybody from striving after any prize. Access to any of the
Marxian classes is free to everybody. The members of each class compete with one
another; they are not united by a common class interest and not opposed to the
members of other classes by being allied either in the defense of a common privilege
which those wronged by it want to see abolished or in the attempt to abolish an
institutional disability which those deriving advantage from it want to preserve.

The laissez-faire liberals asserted: If the old laws establishing status privileges and
disabilities are repealed and no new practices of the same character—such as tariffs,
subsidies, discriminatory taxation, indulgence granted for nongovernmental agencies
like churches, unions, and so on to use coercion and intimidation—are introduced,
there is equality of all citizens before the law. Nobody is hampered in his aspirations
and ambitions by any legal obstacles. Everybody is free to compete for any social
position or function for which his personal abilities qualify him.

The communists denied that this is the way capitalistic society, as organized under the
liberal system of equality before the law, is operating. In their eyes private ownership
of the means of production conveys to the owners—the bourgeois or capitalists in
Marx’s terminology—a privilege virtually not different from those once accorded to
the feudal lords. The “bourgeois revolution” has not abolished privilege and
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discrimination against the masses; it has, says the Marxian, merely supplanted the old
ruling and exploiting class of noblemen by a new ruling and exploiting class, the
bourgeoisie. The exploited class, the proletarians, did not profit from this reform.
They have changed masters but they have remained oppressed and exploited. What is
needed is a new and final revolution, which in abolishing private ownership of the
means of production will establish the classless society.

This socialist or communist doctrine fails entirely to take into account the essential
difference between the conditions of a status or caste society and those of a
capitalistic society. Feudal property came into existence either by conquest or by
donation on the part of a conqueror. It came to an end either by revocation of the
donation or by conquest on the part of a more powerful conqueror. It was property by
“the grace of God,” because it was ultimately derived from military victory which the
humility or conceit of the princes ascribed to special intervention of the Lord. The
owners of feudal property did not depend on the market; they did not serve the
consumers; within the range of their property rights they were real lords. But it is
quite different with the capitalists and entrepreneurs of a market economy. They
acquire and enlarge their property through the services they have rendered to the
consumers, and they can retain it only by serving daily again in the best possible way.
This difference is not eradicated by metaphorically calling a successful manufacturer
of spaghetti “the spaghetti king.”

Marx never embarked on the hopeless task of refuting the economists’ description of
the working of the market economy. Instead he was eager to show that capitalism
must in the future lead to very unsatisfactory conditions. He undertook to demonstrate
that the operation of capitalism must inevitably result in the concentration of wealth in
the possession of an ever diminishing number of capitalists on the one hand and in the
progressive impoverishment of the immense majority on the other hand. In the
execution of this task he started from the spurious iron law of wages according to
which the average wage rate is that quantum of the means of subsistence which is
absolutely required to enable the laborer to barely survive and to rear progeny.2 This
alleged law has long since been entirely discredited, and even the most bigoted
Marxians have dropped it. But even if one were prepared for