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The Questmn of Aprlorlsm

by Barry Smlth

It is often said that Austrian economics embraces

L what might most properly be called an Aristote-
lian methodology. Thus Austrian economists typically

- adopt a realist perspective, holding that-the world -
. -exists independently of our. thrnk:ng‘ and; easomng-'.-__---

activities.-They hold fi
. certain srmple essences or nat
ogether in law-like: ways to form ior: complex statrc

- and dynamic wholeg. Moreovet; they hold that the

. given essences and essential structures are intelligi-

.bie, in the sense that they are capable of being non-

inductively grasped by the scientifi¢ theorist, much
as we enjoy a capacity to distinguish reds from

greens, circles from squares, warmngs from congrat- '

* ulations, and so on.,
“ - The seience of economics is for the A_ustrian Aris-

' te'te'li'an in nosmall part, a matter of establishingthe ~ ~ ~
laws govermng the combmatmn or -compos1t1on ofthe . .

heapmg or glumg together It is, for: example a mat- .
.ter of certain entities or propertles of entities arising
. | ".inreflection of the existence in appropriate combina-

|- tions of other sorts of entities. Thus, for example, a
good exists as such, according to Menger, onlyif the
- following prerequi_sﬁ_i_tes are s_i_n-i}iltaneous]y pres-

1 A need on the part o] some. human being. -

2 Propertres of the object_in questaon whrch'
render it capable of being brought into a causal
- connection wrth the. satlsfactlon of this need '

3. Knowledge of this causal connectlon on the_
part of the person mvolved :

) _:_'4 ‘Command of the thing suffiment_to dlrect 1t L

1sfactlon of the need. 1

If‘ a good emsts, then as. a matter: of de re necessrty," o
_entities of these other sorts’ exist also. Such structures .

of de re necessitation are, T want to cla im,. at the core -
not only of Menger’s work but alsoof the entire tradltlon_ :

~ of Austrian economics, - '

’I‘he tenets of Anstotehamsm referred to above-

C 'Beﬂg"s'ﬁrirh.

are first and foremost tenets of ontology they tell us

.. what the world is like and- how its various parts and
‘moments-are related to'e

b other, The question of
apriorism, o the oth _end, is ‘skew to all such :
ontological concerns: Tt relates exclusively to-the sort
of account one gives of- the condltlons under whrch
knowiedge 1s acqmred
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Al defenders. of apriorism share the assumption categories (“essences” o or “natures’) in reality and

: that ‘we are capable of acqmrmg knowledge of aspecial - - thata priori proposmons reﬂeet §tructures or connec-

1. sort, called “a priori krowledge” via. nien- mductwe_ .- tions among such essénces existitig. autonomously im |
[ '-?'means They differ, heows ver; in-their aceoints of het rthat they are not theiresilt of any- shaplng_'

IR such’ knowledge ‘comes, Trom. ’I‘wo broad: fam‘lhes of " “or forming ‘of reality on’ ‘the part of the exper:encmg B

1 aprlomst views can be dxstmgulshed in thls regard: . . subject. The impositionist, in contrast, ingists thata

T priori categories must be creatures of the mind; tha

- they must be the result of some “imposition of form

. upon the world. The I'mp(JSltlonlSt may therefore hold

‘L 'that the issteds to Whlch sorts of economic structures

- On the one hand’dre what mlght be called im- -~
__.'posat;omst views, which hold that ¢ priori knowledge
- is possible as a result of the fact that the content of-
~ such knowledge reflects merely certain forms or
~ structures that have been imposed or inscribed upon
' jthe world by theknowmg eub,]ect- Know]edge on such

- by the eoonomlo'theorlst or.a matter of the concep—_-'
-'tuaI spect_e.cles of the econom1o agent No gram of .

My olalm now IS that the Austrlan eoonomlst of
' 'whatever hue works. ‘against the background of an
assumption to.the effect that the universals: of eco-
‘homicreality are not created or 1mposed in any serise,
hut are dlsco ered through our_ '

1: '-.ahty, muoh along th
. -vahdlty of a. proof-

r-creatures :

18 shudy the ‘qualitative na--

. - etween._such categories as’

. ._vaiue, rent;" proﬁt-,_the divigion ‘of labor, money, ete. -
. As Menger pute it in a.well known passage

that g'reat methodologlcal confusmn in the ranks o
-Austrlan economlcs has arlsen as a. reeult of the

' '_must of necesmty 1mp1y an'
-'framework For the apri

Io"has the task of 1nvest1gat- :
erie -and the general conneéction .
a,not of analyzing economic - .-
ng the conclusujns resultmg S

. Theoretica
... ing the generale
- . of econiomicphent
. concepts of dr
Cfromith ] T o
.aspects ofthem and not thelr imgulstlc image,the : .
‘concepts, are the ohJect of theoretical research in
_the ﬁeld ofeconom (1883 p 64113-'--Eng P 37n)
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rived from the value to actual consumers of the prod-
ucts of the later stages. Moreover, one can see why
this same understanding must apply ceteris paribus
to every economy in whatever time or place. And
methodological individualism implies that the whole
of economics can in principle admit of an understand-
ing of this sort, that there are no economic structures
that cannot be grasped at least in principle in the
thought experiments of the economist.

None of the above, however, implies that the
economist’s understanding might flow from the fact
that the propositions of economics reflect structures
that have been imposed upon the world—in Kantian
fashion-by either the economic theorist or the eco-
nomic agent. That is, the intelligibility of basic eco-
nomic structures ‘does not imply ontological
dependence of such structures on the mind, along the
lines suggested by the impositionist. Rather,
Menger’s view implies precisely that economic reality

is such as to manifest intelligible structures in and of

itself. It is because economic reality is built up in
intelligible ways out of structures involving human
thought and action that we dre able, by appropriate
efforts, to read off these structures in and of them-
selves.
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We know now that there is an Aristotelian alter-
native to the Kantian form of apriorism. Mises, how-
ever, seems to see his methodology primarily in terms
reflecting Kantian doctrines. Indeed the Aristotelian
alternative seems not to have been explicitly recog-
nized as such by Mises at all, though this:is hardly
surprising, given that the special nature of Austrian
Aristotelian apriorism was appreciated by very few
at the time when Mises was working out the phllo-
sophical foundations of his praxeology.”

Common to all aprlorlstlc doctrines, as we said, is
a view to the effect that there are laws or propos1t10ns
which are intelligible (capable of being grasped by
non-inductive means). Kantian impositionism is the
view that such a priori laws or propositions reflect
categorical impositions of the mind. As a result of the
influence of the logical positivism of the Vienna circle,
now, recent Kantian varieties of apriorism have
tended to take the extreme form which sees such
categorical impositions as effected always via logic or
language. More specifically, a priori propositions are
seen as being characterized by the fact that they can
in every case be exposed—via a process of stripping
out ‘defined terms and replacing them with definiens

consisting of more primitive expressions—as mere -

tautologies or analytic truths, entirely empty of con-
tent. “All bachelors are unmarried” is revealed as

- analytic in this way by being converted into a truth

to the effect that “All unmarried men are unmarried,”
which is an instance of the logical law “All A’s which
are B are B.” '

Mises qua methodologist was very clearly
tempted by the idea that the laws of praxeology
should be analytic in this sense. The theoretical part
of economies would then be a purely formal or ana-
Iytic discipline whose principles would flow from the
logical analysis of certain concepts. Thus praxeology,
we are told, is like logic and miathematics in the sense
that its content is a matter of empty tautologies:
“Aprioristic reasoning is purely conceptual and de-
ductive. It cannot produce anything else but tautolo-
gies and analytic judgments.” Thus for example: “In
the concept of money all the theorems of monetary
theory are already implied” (Mises 1966, p. 38). Thus
while impositionism is not explicitly defended by
Mises qua methodologist, he does insist on the ana-
lytic character of a priori propositions. The method-
ology which results is thereby rendered inconsistent
with a reflectionist apriorism, since it implies that
such propositions are empty of content, and clearly
propositions that are empty of content are unable to
picture anything (intelligible) on the side of the ob-
jects of the corresponding theory,

~Economics as a theoretical science
rests on two theses: subjectivism
and methodological individualism.

If we wish to hold on to the view that all the
propositions of praxeology are analytic in this sense,
‘however, then we shall have to insist that the whole
of praxeology can be erected on the basis of premises
involving at most one single primitive non-logical
concept. For suppose that there were two such con-
cepts, neither definable in terms of the other. Con-
sider, now, the propositions expressing the non-trivial
relations between these concepts. These cannot, ex
hypothesi, be analytic, for there are now no defined
non-logical terms which could be eliminated in such
a way as to reveal the corresponding statements as
truths of logic, and no truth of logic contains a plural-
ity of non-logical terms in other than trivial ways. But
nor, from the Misesian point of view, can they be
merely factual (synthetic a posteriori). On the posi-
tivist reading of the Kantian aprioristic doctrine,
however, no third alternative is available, which im-
plies that the original assumption that there are two
(or more) such concepts must be rejected.’ This helps
to make intelligible the repeated insistence of Mises
and his followers and critics that there is but one
single non-logical concept (or “category” or “essence”)
of the praxeological discipline, the _concept human
action:




“pot a‘matter:of logical im-
rgue, itis to be under- .

f a préposition for -

ost must be self-re:ss




