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I.  Introduction. 

 
Precision1 and consistency are two “sins” 
of which economics, unfortunately, is not 
guilty. Science requires, inter alia, preci-
sion and consistency with respect to its 
fundamental concepts. One problem of 
long standing that sets economics apart 
from the natural sciences is the equivocal 
and inconsistent use by economists of 
expressions intended to convey a technical 
meaning. This, at least ideally, is capable 
of being changed, and this paper in part is 
dedicated to helping start up that process. 
This issue is addressed in section II of our 
paper. There is also a second problem, at 
least if “becoming a science” means be-
coming empirically oriented. And that is 
because the type of economics we advo-
cate, Austrian economics, explicitly rejects 
the empirical model of such hard sciences 
as physics, chemistry and biology. This is 
thus an intractable problem, if we are obli-
gated to remain under the baleful influence 

                                              
1This refers to the true precision of scientific 
language in contradistinction to the spurious 
precision of incorrectly used mathematics 
and statistics. 
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of the methodological worldview of the 
natural sciences. But there is no reason we 
should be. In section III we made the case 
for an alternative methodological perspec-
tive. We conclude in section IV. 
 
 

II.  Consistency and Precision. 
 

Consider how a physicist, P, might use the 
expressions “energy” and “momentum.” 
First, when not acting qua physicist, he 
might use them non-technically. For ex-
ample, in discussing the campaign of some 
supplicant, S, for political office, P might 
say, “S’s campaign has a lot of energy,” or 
“S’s campaign has momentum,” intending 
the same meaning in both cases. Both 
statements would convey P’s intended 
meaning, within the limits of the natural 
imprecision necessarily involved in all 
such matters. The non-technical and inter-
changeable use of these terms would be 
taken as just that – “energy” and “momen-
tum” would not be understood as being 
used in a scientific sense, each with a spe-
cific technical meaning, and they would be 
taken to intend the same ordinary-
language message.2 

 
Second, consider P when acting qua 

                                              
2Block (2002, fn. 48) refers to “ … a perfect-
ly rational concept in ordinary language, but 
not in technical economics.” For more on this 
point see Block (1980, 1999). 
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physicist. For example during a lecture on 
classical mechanics in an introductory 
level class, he might discuss the results of 
an experiment in terms of the (kinetic) 
energy and (linear) momentum of a body 
under particular conditions. Certainly, in 
such a case P would use the expressions 
“energy” and “momentum” in their tech-
nical senses: energy, a scalar with the SI 
unit,3 joule (= kilogram•meter2/second2), 
would be given by half the product of the 
mass and the square of the speed of the 
body; and the momentum, a vector with SI 
unit, newton•second (= kilogram•meter/ 
second), would be given by the product of 
the mass and the velocity. P would use 
these expressions precisely and consistent-
ly, and, as they refer to very different con-
cepts, he would not use them interchange-
ably. Moreover, neither would the specific 
technical meanings intended by P when 
using “energy” and “momentum,” nor 
their precise and consistent use by P, dis-
tinguish him from any other competent 
physicist. Every competent physicist, act-
ing qua physicist, would intend the identi-
cal meaning for “energy” and also for 
“momentum” as does P. And, as would P, 
they would use these expressions precisely 
and consistently. 

 
Now consider how an economist, act-

ing qua economist, might use the term 
“monopoly,” for example, during a lecture 
on microeconomics in an intermediate 
level class, assuming he wishes to be con-
sistent with the assigned textbook.4 De-
pending upon the book used (see Table 1), 
students are presented with different con-
cepts of “monopoly.” 
                                              
3For more on the SI units go to http://physics. 
nist.gov/cuu/Units/index.html. 
 
4We choose textbooks to illustrate these prob-
lems, rather than articles in peer-reviewed 
journals, since the former, not the latter, are 
the repository of knowledge in a given field. 

Table 1 — Uses of the term “Monopoly” 
 
 
Frank (1991),  
p. 370 

 
The case of a market 
served by a single seller 
with no close substitutes. 
 

 
Mansfield and 
Yohe (2004),   
p. 356 

 
A monopoly exists when-
ever there is a single 
source of supply. 
 

 
Nicholson 
(2005), p. 651 

 
An industry in which there 
is only a single seller of a 
good. 
 

 
Varian (2006), 
p. 12 

 
A situation where a market 
is dominated by a single 
seller of a product. 
 

 
Varian (2006), 
p. 423 

 
An industry structure 
where there is only one 
firm in the industry. 
 

 
 

These definitions are not identical in 
meaning. The definition of Mansfield and 
Yohe ignores the issue of substitutes, 
whether close or not, that is essential to 
Frank’s. And, unless the term “good” im-
plies that there is no close substitute for 
any specific good, Nicholson’s definition 
is not the same as Frank’s. Then, Varian’s 
first definition differs from his second. 
Moreover, his first clashes with Frank’s, 
Mansfield and Yohe’s, and Nicholson’s, 
because a market “dominated” by one firm 
implies the possibility that other, non-
dominant firm’s exist in the market, con-
trary to the others’ claim of a “single” 
seller/source-of-supply/product. 

 

Furthermore, the concept of “close 
substitute” is, to say the least, highly im-
precise. These definitions are obviously 
inconsistent and imprecise, characteristics 
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that are, to say the least, undesirable for 
scientific work. 
 

Or consider how the same economist, 
acting qua economist, might use the term 
“investment,” for example, during a lec-
ture on macroeconomics in an intermedi-
ate level class, again assuming he wishes 
to be consistent with the assigned textbook 
(see Table 2). Again, depending upon the 
book used, students are presented with 
different concepts of the relevant term, 
and again, these definitions are not identi-
cal in meaning. Blanchard conflicts with 
Abel and Bernanke in that he excludes 
firms’ holdings of inventories. DeLong 
and Olney include government creation of 
infrastructure (“sometimes”), which Abel 
and Bernanke and also Blanchard do not 
include. And then there is Mankiw who 
apparently includes all durable goods, 
including consumer durables, as it is indu-
bitable that they are “bought for future 
use.” Moreover, Mankiw’s second defini-
tion conflicts with his first, unless individ-
uals’ stocks of consumers’ goods are con-
sidered to be part of their stocks of capital 
goods, an unusual position for mainstream 
macroeconomics,5 and one which is belied 
by his definition of capital: “The stock of 
equipment and structures used in produc-
tion” (Mankiw, 1992, 504). That these 
definitions are inconsistent and imprecise 
is clearly evident. Again, consistency and 
precision, hallmarks of scientific work, are 
absent.  
 

Such examples are but the tip of the 
iceberg. Mankiw (1992, 504), again, pro-
vides two different definitions of the same 
term:  “Capital: 1. The stock of equipment 

                                              
5The authors take the position that investment 
may be classified as either investment in new 
capital goods (i.e., means of production) 
and/or investment in new consumers’ durable 
goods. 

Table 2 — Uses of the term “Investment” 
 
 
Abel and 
Bernanke 
(1992), p. 733 

 
Spending for new capital 
goods, called fixed invest-
ment, and increases in 
firms’ inventory holdings, 
called inventory investment. 
(Elsewhere [p. 34] they 
state that residential con-
struction is included in 
fixed investment along with 
business structures and 
equipment.) 
 

 
Blanchard 
(2006), p. G-5 

 
Purchases of new houses 
and apartments by people, 
and purchases of new capi-
tal goods (machines and 
plants) by firms. 
 

 
DeLong and 
Olney (2006), 
p. 528 

 
The buildings and goods 
(both machines and inven-
tories) purchased to add to 
the economy’s stock of 
capital, plus (sometimes) 
government creation of 
infrastructure, plus residen-
tial construction. 
 

 
Mankiw 
(1992), p. 26 

 
Investment consists of 
goods bought for future use. 
 

 
Mankiw 
(1992), p. 507 

 
Goods purchased by indi-
viduals and firms to add to 
their stock [sic] of capital. 

 
and structures used in production. 2. The 
funds to finance the accumulation of 
equipment and structures.” Moreover, the 
latter is not exactly a paragon of clarity as, 
when used in finance, “funds” refers to 
money whereas capital is used to refer not 
only to money, but also to various other 
financial assets (e.g. stocks and bonds). 
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Any competent economist can, in short 
order, think of a substantial number of 
other examples of such inconsistent and 
imprecise definitions of terms important 
for scientific work in economics. Until and 
unless a protracted effort is made by the 
entire profession to root out such practic-
es, the honorific “scientific” will continue 
to elude us, and rightly so. Nor is this an 
ideological point we are making. We here 
only insist on consistency and precision. 
This is not itself a substantive issue; ra-
ther, it is the precondition for all of our 
scientific endeavors. 
 
 

III.  Methodology. 
 

Economics is not a science, at least not on 
the model of the natural sciences, for oth-
er reasons than the imprecision of lan-
guage.6 In addition, it is because while 
physics, chemistry, biology, etc. are in-
deed empirical sciences, in sharp contrast, 
economics, at least as practiced by the 
mainstream, mistakenly attempts to copy 
them in this regard.7, 8 
                                              
6Lest there be any misunderstanding, we do 
not claim that Austrian economics is free of 
inconsistency and imprecision of language. 
 
7Here is a statement written by the second 
author of this paper: “Gary Becker was my 
dissertation advisor at Columbia University. I 
was awarded the Ph.D. degree in 1972. My 
thesis topic was rent control. I was attempting 
to demonstrate that this law was associated 
with various indices of housing malfunction 
(abandonment, poor quality, etc.), holding 
constant variables such as income, wealth, 
unemployment, weather, etc. Most of the 
time I could show the proper signs on my 
rent control variable (my observations were 
cities, and this variable was based on the 
number of years a city had controlled rents), 
and often with significant t values. However, 
every once in a while, playing around with 
different combinations of dependent and 

                                                                

independent variables, I would generate the 
wrong sign for my rent control variable, and, 
even more embarrassing, sometimes it was 
statistically significant. Did Gary say ‘Hey, 
I’ve got this genius student Walter Block 
who will now overturn everything we econ-
omists think we know about rent control?’ He 
did not. Instead, he said something to me that 
sounded like ‘Block, you moron, run these 
regressions again until you get it right.’ (Ac-
tually he was always far more polite, but that 
is the way his criticisms sounded to me at the 
time.) So, what was ‘testing’ what, in this 
exercise? Were my equations testing the tra-
ditional microeconomic analysis of rent con-
trol, according to which demand exceeds 
supply, creating shortages? Of course not. It 
was entirely the other way around: we knew 
in advance what proper econometric results 
would look like. Theory, instead, was testing 
my statistical acuity.” 
 
8In addition to rent control, the minimum 
wage serves as evidence that while highly 
competent neoclassical economists may 
“talk” logical positivism, their “walk” is 
praxeological. To put this in other words, if 
you scratch a good mainstream dismal scien-
tist, you will find a praxeologist. When two 
high profile practitioners claimed that the 
minimum wage law did not create additional 
unemployment amongst the unskilled (Krue-
ger, 1993; Card and Krueger, 1994) what any 
self-respecting logical positivist should have 
said was something along the lines of “Well, 
maybe sometimes this is true,” or “Well, 
maybe economic law works differently in 
New Jersey and Pennsylvania” (Card and 
Krueger used data from these jurisdictions). 
After all, for the logical positivist, the evi-
dence is the dog, and the theory is only the 
tail. If, for example, 95% of empirical re-
search suggests that this type of legislation 
costs jobs for the unskilled, and 5% does not, 
well, then we must conclude that this is true 
of 95% of the cases, and false for 5% of 
them. Instead, when mainstream economists 
(Becker, 1995; Burkhauser, Couch and Wit-
tenburg, 1996; Deere, Murphy and Welch, 
1995; Adie and Gallaway, 1995; Sowell, 
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However, economics is really a 
branch of logic, along with mathematics 
and symbolic logic. We are here defend-
ing the philosophy of methodological 
dualism: the claim that different methods 
are appropriate for the physical sciences, 
on the one hand, and for economics, on 
the other.9 

 
Why should there be such a disparity 

between the two different kinds of sci-
ence? The primordial reason is that hu-
man beings, the subject of economics, 
have free will, while molecules, cells, and 
particles, the subjects of the physical sci-
ences, do not.10 There are thus no con-
stants in the former, while the latter is 
replete with them. 

 
The mainstream neoclassical tradition 

in economics is squarely based on logical 
positivism.11 This means that only mean-

                                                                

1995) reacted to Krueger (1993) and Card 
and Krueger (1994), they were highly critical. 
Not for a moment did these commentators 
even entertain the notion that Card and 
Krueger could possibly be correct in their 
analysis. So, again, what, precisely, is testing 
what? 
 
9True, in both cases, economics and physics, 
there is a precise technical use of words, and 
then, also, an ordinary language use. But this 
fact should not mask the fact that these are 
two very different disciplines, methodologi-
cally speaking. 
 
10The material in this section is derived from 
Barnett (unpublished), Block (1973, 1980, 
1999), Batemarco (1985), Fox (1992), Hoppe 
(1989, 1991, 1992, 1995), Hulsmann (1999), 
Mises (1969, 1998), Rizzo (1979), Rothbard 
(1951, 1957, 1971, 1973, 1976, 1997a, 
1997b, 1997c, 1997d, 1993), Selgin (1988). 
 
11See also Popper (1968) and Quine (1960). 
For a comparison of Popper and Friedman, 
see Frazer and Boland (1983). 

ingful (that is, falsifiable) hypotheses can 
be entertained by the dismal science, and 
their truth can only be tentative. In this 
perspective, there is no such thing as ap-
odictic knowledge in economics. If a 
proposition can be known with absolute 
certainty, then it is a tautology which 
tells, merely, how we have chosen to use 
words, and offers no insights about the 
real world. For example, “bachelors are 
unmarried males” or “1 + 1 = 2.” On the 
other hand, if a claim is to be non-
tautological, that is, having to do with 
reality, then it can be accepted only pro-
visionally, for as long as evidence in its 
behalf can be adduced. 
 

Perhaps the most accomplished (or at 
least most famous) advocate of logical 
positivism in relatively recent times has 
been Friedman (1953).12 On empirical 
evidence, states Friedman: “ … my judg-
ment … is itself … to be accepted or re-
jected on the basis of empirical evidence” 
(p. 5). And again: “Empirical evidence is 
vital at two different, though closely re-
lated, stages: in constructing hypotheses 
and in testing their validity” (p. 11). On 
falsifiability: “Given that the hypothesis 
is consistent with the evidence at hand, its 
further testing involves deducing from it 
new facts capable of being observed but 
not previously known and checking these 
deduced facts against additional empirical 
evidence. For this test to be relevant, the 
deduced facts must be about the class of 
phenomena the hypothesis is designed to 
explain; and they must be well enough 
                                              
12For critiques of Friedman (1953) see 
Ebeling (2001), Herbener (1991), Hulsmann 
(1999), Long (2006), Rappaport (1986) and 
Rothbard (1989). For support of Friedman in 
his critique of the Austrians on this ground, 
see Blaug (1997), Caldwell (1998), 
Hutchison (1935, 1938) and Spiegel (1991). 
See also Boettke (1998) and Leeson and 
Boettke (2006). 
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defined so that observation can show 
them to be wrong” (pp. 12-13). 

 
But this viewpoint has not gone un-

criticized by its Austrian praxeological 
opponents. Here is Murray Rothbard’s 
view: “What Milton Friedman (1953) did 
was to import into economics the doctrine 
that had dominated philosophy for over a 
decade, namely logical positivism. Ironi-
cally, Friedman imported logical positiv-
ism at just about the time when its iron 
control over the philosophical profession 
in the United States had already passed its 
peak. For three decades, we have had to 
endure the smug insistence on the vital 
importance of empirical testing of deduc-
tions from hypotheses as a justification 
for the prevalence of econometric models 
and forecasting …. ” (Rothbard, 1989, p. 
54). 

 
States Hulsmann (1999, p. 3): “For 

more than forty years, economists have 
routinely rejected the postulate that eco-
nomic theory should be realistic. Ever 
since Milton Friedman (1953) sketchily 
outlined a positivistic methodology for 
economics, most students of our science 
have come to endorse Friedman’s view 
and have claimed that the only quality 
standard of economic reasoning was its 
predictive power. Good theories yield 
fairly correct predictions whereas bad 
theories yield wrong predictions. Today, 
the utter failure of this program is patent. 
Positivism has not improved economic 
forecasting. It has encouraged the preoc-
cupation with purely formal problems in 
mathematical economics and game theo-
ry, and at the same time the multiplica-
tion of applied studies proving, in the 
words of Frank H. Knight, that ‘water 
runs downhill’.” 

 
And in the view of Herbener (1991, 

pp. 44-45): “This criticism extends with 

equal force to modern neoclassical theo-
ry, since it is built upon positivism 
(Friedman 1974). Milton Friedman tells 
us that all proper economic theory must 
be testable and subject to falsification; 
that economic propositions, like those in 
physics, are hypothetical, tentative, and 
forever subject to testing and potential 
rejection. Yet what basic principles of 
economics have neoclassical economists 
rejected for failing tests of statistical sig-
nificance? The laws of supply and de-
mand? The principle of diminishing mar-
ginal utility? The concept of opportunity 
cost? The idea that exchange leads to 
mutual benefit? Such basic principles are 
either non-testable, and thus, not positi-
vist economic theories at all, or routinely 
rejected in econometric tests. Yet all eco-
nomic defenses of the free market are 
built from basic principles. Friedman and 
other neoclassical economists say that 
economic theory must be empirical but 
they do economic theory deductively, 
although not as well as Mises.” 

 
Hoppe (1998) offers the following as 

examples of synthetic a priori statements. 
These do apply to the real world, but are 
not falsifiable, in the sense that empirical 
evidence is even relevant to them, let 
alone can possibly count against their 
truth: 
 

Whenever two people A and B engage in 
a voluntary exchange, they must both ex-
pect to profit from it. And they must have 
reverse preference orders for the goods 
and services exchanged so that A values 
what he receives from B more highly 
than what he gives to him, and B must 
evaluate the same things the other way 
around. Or consider this: Whenever an 
exchange is not voluntary but coerced, 
one party profits at the expense of the ot-
her. Or the law of marginal utility: When-
ever the supply of a good increases by 
one additional unit, provided each unit is 



__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Laissez-Faire 53 

regarded as of equal serviceability by a 
person, the value attached to this unit 
must decrease. For this additional unit 
can only be employed as a means for the 
attainment of a goal that is considered 
less valuable than the least valued goal 
satisfied by a unit of such good if the 
supply were one unit shorter. Or take the 
Ricardian law of association: Of two pro-
ducers, if A is more productive in the 
production of two types of goods than is 
B, they can still engage in a mutually be-
neficial division of labor. This is because 
overall physical productivity is higher if 
A specializes in producing one good 
which he can produce most efficiently, 
rather than both A and B producing both 
goods separately and autonomously. Or 
as another example: Whenever minimum 
wage laws are enforced that require 
wages to be higher than existing market 
wages, involuntary unemployment will 
result. Or as a final example: Whenever 
the quantity of money is increased while 
the demand for money to be held as cash 
reserve on hand is unchanged, the pur-
chasing power of money will fall. 

 

Let us consider only the first of these 
in more detail. Why would two people, A 
and B, engage in a voluntary exchange, if 
they did not both expect to profit from it? 
It is logically inconceivable that they 
would do any such thing. Suppose that 
both parties to the trade swore a solemn 
oath that they were entering into the 
transaction not in order to improve their 
situation. Would we believe them? Cer-
tainly not, for actions speak louder than 
words. Now, it is entirely possible that 
one or both does not value that which he 
is to receive in the commercial arrange-
ment more than that which he must give 
up. If A is giving B an apple in return for 
B’s banana, that is, it is no self-
contradiction to suppose that A really 
prefers this particular apple more than the 
banana, and that B, were he free to chose, 
would rank his own banana higher than 
A’s apple. Both, that is, might be moti-

vated by entirely different considerations. 
For example, A and B might barter these 
products with each other in order to 
please C. However, there must be some-
thing about the swap that improves the 
welfare position of both (e.g., pleasing C, 
putting D’s nose out of joint) otherwise 
the embarrassing question13 would arise: 
why in bloody blue blazes are they both 
consenting to it? 

 
In addition to Hoppe’s examples, 

there are numerous others that can be 
generated via “tendency” considerations. 
For example, there is a tendency for prof-
its to come into equality with each other 
in different industries, when due allow-
ance is made for different levels of risk; 
there is a tendency for profits to fall to 
zero; there is a tendency for wages to 
come into equality with discounted mar-
ginal revenue product; there is a tendency 
for supply and demand to be equated; 
there is a tendency for the offerings of 
businessmen to match the desires of con-
sumers, etc. None of these can be possi-
bly refuted. If there is still a divergence 
between any of these pairs of economic 
variables, that does not gainsay that there 
is a tendency from them to come into 
alignment with one another. Nor are these 
“mere” tautologies, indicating, only, how 
we have chosen to use words. They have 
great explanatory power, in that they shed 
the light of economics on phenomena that 
would otherwise be well nigh incompre-
hensible.14 

                                              
13Embarrassing for neoclassical logical posi-
tivist theory, that is. 
 
14Austrians are sometimes accused of oppos-
ing the use of econometric equations per se. 
Not so. We object, only, with some interpre-
tations of them; to wit, when they are sup-
posedly “testing” axiomatic truths, as 
couched in synthetic a priori statements. But 
there is more to the dismal science than 
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But Milton Freidman is having none 
of this. A staunch, indeed bitter opponent 
of praxeology, he claims that the Austrian 
school of economics is untenable. With-
out empirical evidence to settle disputes, 
they can only, in a very unseemly manner 
for academics, engage in “fighting.”15 Let 
us allow him to speak for himself, as he 
criticizes Mises in this regard: 
 

… his fundamental idea was that we 
knew things about “human action” (the 
title of his famous book) because we are 
human beings. As a result, he argued, we 
have absolutely certain knowledge of the 
motivations [sic] of human action and he 
maintained that we can derive substantive 
conclusions from that basic knowledge. 
Facts, statistical or other evidence cannot, 
he argued, be used to test those conclu-
sions … That philosophy converts an as-
serted body of substantive conclusions 
into a religion .... Suppose two people 
who share von Mises’s praxeological 
view come to contradictory conclusions 
about anything. How can they reconcile 
their difference? The only way they can 
do so is by a purely logical argument. 
One has to say to the other, “You made a 
mistake in reasoning.” And the other has 
to say, “No, you made a mistake in rea-
soning.” Suppose neither believes he has 
made a mistake in reasoning. There’s on-
ly one thing left to do: fight (Friedman, 
1991, p. 18).16 

                                                                

praxeological reasoning. It is not a matter of 
apodictics, for example, as to how large is a 
demand or supply elasticity. 
 
15We would like to thank the following peo-
ple for helping us uncover Milton Friedman’s 
statements about Austrians “fighting” each 
other, and critically commenting on them: 
Peter J. Boettke, Rafe Champion, Brian 
Doherty, Richard Ebeling, Roger Garrison, 
Richard O. Hammer, Ludwig van den Hauve, 
Peter Klein, Don Lloyd, Roderick Long, Ma-
teusz Machaj and Shawn R. Ritenour. 
 
16Friedman seems inordinately fond of mak-

Raico’s (1995) rejoinder, however, is 
definitive: 
 

How such an argument could emanate 
from such a distinguished source is quite 
simply baffling. Among other problems 
with it: Friedman’s theory would predict 
the occurrence of incessant bloody brawl-
ing among mathematicians and logicians; 
the non-occurrence of such brawling thus 
falsifies that theory in Friedman’s own 
positivist terms. Moreover, Friedman’s 
position entails that no religious person 
who felt certain about his religious beliefs 
could have any principled reason to re-
spect the conflicting religious beliefs of 
others, which is an absurdity. Finally, his 
“explanation” of Mises’s alleged personal 
“intolerance” fails to account for the per-
sonal tolerance of other practitioners of 
apriorism in economics. 

 
Klein (2007) offers a powerful reduc-

tio ad absurdum of this position: 
 

You have to admire Friedman’s chutzpah. 
As is painfully obvious from reviewing 
the mainstream literature in almost any 
field of economics, there are assuredly 
more disagreements among Friedmanite 
positivists about the interpretation of em-
pirical data than among praxeologists 
about the conclusions of deductive rea-
soning. One could even say the follow-
ing: “Suppose two people who share 
Friedman’s methodological views come 
to contradictory conclusions about any-
thing. How can they reconcile their dif-
ference? The only way they can do so is 
by appealing to the econometric evi-
dence. One has to say to the other, ‘You 
made a mistake in your empirical analy-
sis.’ And the other has to say, ‘No, you 
made a mistake in your empirical analy-
sis.’ Suppose neither believes he has 

                                                                

ing this spurious charge, as he does it again in 
Hammond (1992), and once more in Eben-
stein (2001), p. 273; see also Doherty (2007), 
pp. 467-68. 
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made a mistake in his empirical analysis. 
There’s only one thing left to do: fight.” 

 
Ebeling’s (2001) assessment is no less 

devastating to Friedman’s viewpoint: 
 

… I must say that I have been around 
Austrian economists since the first Aus-
trian economics conference in South 
Royalton, Vermont, in June 1974, and I 
have never seen two Austrians put on the 
boxing gloves to resolve disputes over ei-
ther theory or historical applications of 
their theories. Have they argued? Have 
they sometimes had falling-outs and not 
spoken to each other for periods of 
time? Yes, but I’ve heard that even exper-
imental physicists comparing laboratory 
results have shouted, cursed, verbally at-
tacked each other, and sometimes refused 
to be in the same room with their scien-
tific colleagues. Unfortunately, these are 
failings attributable to being human. The 
“scientific method” has not changed this 
aspect of human nature. I have even wit-
nessed Milton Friedman get “cranky” at a 
professional meeting. 

 
Here is an alternative version of 

Friedman’s attack on the praxeological 
approach: “[It] … tends to make people 
intolerant. If you and I are both praxeolo-
gists, and we disagree about whether 
some proposition or statement is correct, 
how do we resolve that disagreement? 
We can yell, we can argue, we can try to 
find a logical flaw in one another’s thing, 
but in the end we have no way to resolve 
it except by fighting, by saying you’re 
wrong and I’m right” (quoted in Eben-
stein, 2001, p. 273). Here is Long’s dev-
astating rejoinder:  

 
Friedman obviously thinks that in a priori 
reasoning, as opposed to empirical sci-
ence, there is no objective way of resolv-
ing disagreements. But why does he be-
lieve this? Why is he so confident that 
trying to “to find a logical flaw in one 

another’s thing,” as Friedman puts it, is 
unlikely to resolve the matter? I can only 
conjecture that Friedman thinks of a pri-
ori reasoning as a subjective process of 
consulting the inner contents of one’s 
own mind, heeding the deliverances of 
some essentially private inner voice that 
no second person can check on. The em-
pirical method, by contrast, appeals to 
publicly available evidence and so allows 
for objectivity. But to think about a priori 
reasoning in this way is precisely to con-
fuse the psychological with the logical. 

 
Let’s take a less controversial case of an 
a priori discipline: mathematics. If two 
mathematicians disagree about the results 
of a calculation, they don’t come to 
blows; nor do they consult a private 
source of revelation. Instead they “try to 
find a logical flaw in one another’s 
thing,” and presumably one of them will 
succeed—because logical relations are at 
least as “public”  as empirical ones .... In 
advocating methodological apriorism, 
Mises was not advocating reliance on 
private psychological experiences. After 
all, it was Mises who wrote: “There is no 
rational means available for either en-
dorsing or rejecting a doctrine suggested 
 by an inner voice” .... Instead he was ad-
vocating reliance on the publicly accessi-
ble standards of logical reasoning. For 
Mises it is apriorism that resolves the in-
tractable debates among empiricists, and 
not vice versa, since one cannot choose 
among competing interpretations of data 
without appealing to abstract theory .... 
Friedman is of course free to dispute the 
content of Mises’s aprioristic arguments; 
but the very fact that he can do so shows 
that Friedman’s criticism of their form is 
misguided. In treating praxeology as a 
subjective, publicly untestable method, 
Friedman commits the fallacy of psy-
chologism: conflating logical relations 
with psychological ones (Long, 2006, pp. 
19-20). 

 

There are yet additional drawbacks of 
the position articulated by Friedman. One 
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implication is that Austrians would never 
change their minds on any issue. Yet, this 
school of thought, like any other, has had 
its share of just this phenomenon. Just as 
in the case of mathematics, logic, and 
other sciences that feature non-empirical 
aspects. 

 
Perhaps the most damaging refutation 

of Friedman’s logical positivist thesis is 
that it is logically incoherent. According 
to this philosophy, all scientific state-
ments fall into one of two categories. 
One, they are truisms, and tell us nothing 
about the real world. Two, they are em-
pirical claims that are indeed relevant to 
reality, but they purchase their relevance 
at the cost of certainty. Now, consider for 
a moment that specific “two category” 
claim. What, pray tell, is its logical sta-
tus? If it is a truism, then we know it as a 
certainty. But, then, unfortunately for 
Friedman, it is totally divorced from re-
ality. If it is an empirical proposition, 
then where, pray tell, is the evidence in its 
support? Where are the double-blind ex-
periments on the basis of which logical 
positivists offer it? And, how can we ex-
plain the certainty with which they make 
it? This school of thought wishes to have 
its cake and eat it too: to make an un-
shakeable “two categories” claim, that 
somehow, contradicting their basic axi-
oms, nevertheless applies to the real 
world. It cannot be done, according to 
their own views. 
 
 

IV.  Conclusion. 
 
We take section II of our paper to be non-
controversial. All reaches of the profes-
sion of economics, from Marxists to 
Keynesians to Monetarists; from Institu-
tionalists to Chicagoans to representatives 
of the Cambridge School (both of them), 
to Austrians, ought to be able to come 

together in support of consistency and 
precision. This is, after all, nothing but 
the sine qua non of scientific endeavor. 
Section III offers a very different mes-
sage. Here, we cannot expect widespread 
support within the profession. But con-
troversial as are our views in this section, 
we maintain that the ideas discussed here-
in are just as important for placing the 
dismal science on a truly scientific basis. 
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