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If Mises has an unheralded masterpiece, The Ultimate Foundation of Economic Science is it.
There are two senses in which this book is indeed ultimate: (1) it deals with the very core of
economics as a science, and (2) it is the last book that he wrote.If you have never read this
book, you will be struck by the fiery and determined prose and the weightiness of the subject
matter. When we set out to collect some of Mises's most pithy writing to put in The Quotable
Mises, we found that this book was the most fruitful resource of all!Also, the content reflects a
lifetime of learning and Mises's desire to make one last impassioned statement to save both
economics and liberty from sure destruction at the hands of intellectual error.As his career was
coming to a close, Mises saw that that fiercest battles over economic questions come down to
issues of epistemology: how do we determine what is and what is not true in economics? How
do we even know that economics is a valid science? What are the methods we should use in
studying economics? What constitutes a true proposition and how do we know?These
questions matter because, as Mises says, the very future of freedom and of civilization itself
depend on economic science, the development and application of which was "the most
spectacular event of modern history."Between Mises's earliest writings on this subject and this
book, two movements had taken hold: "scientific" planning in public policy and positivism in the
social sciences. Mises here battles both, first by showing how the two are related, and, second,
by demolishing the basis of both. He shows that humans cannot be studied in the same way
that we study the physical world. We are dealing with volitional beings whose choices make
controlled experiments completely impossible.Does that imply that a kind of chaos exists in
economic theory, that we must throw up our hands and do nothing but observe that all is in
flux? Not at all, says Mises. There is a logical structure of the human mind that manifests itself
in economic reality through strict laws of cause and effect. To understand economics is to see
these laws as universal and inviolable.To search for Mises Institute titles, enter a keyword and
LvMI (short for Ludwig von Mises Institute); e.g., Depression LvMI

Ludwig von Mises (1881-1973), considered by many to be the leading light of the Austrian
School of economics, first published this essay in 1963 for the purpose of summing up his
thoughts on the epistemological foundations of economics. He concisely explains the Austrian
School's position that economic theory is logically derived from basic principles of human
reaction. This "praxeology" explains how all human action is intended to improve an individual's
satisfaction and how this, in turn, leads to understanding markets and capital
decisions.Reference & Research Book NewsNovember 2006--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorLudwig von Mises (1881-1973) was a preeminent
philosopher and economist during the twentieth century. He shared an intellectual friendship
with literary giant Ayn Rand, and his theorems and philosophies have continued to influence
the careers and ideas of politicians and economists alike. --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/mPMrP/The-Ultimate-Foundation-of-Economic-Science-LvMI


The Ultimate Foundation ofEconomic ScienceAN ESSAY ON METHODbyLUDWIG VON
MISESD. VAN NOSTRAND COMPANY, INC.PRINCETON, NEW JERSEYTORONTO
LONDONNEW YORKD. VAN NOSTRAND COMPANY, INC.120 Alexander St., Princeton, New
Jersey (Principal office)24 West 40 Street, New York 18, New YorkD. VAN NOSTRAND
COMPANY, LTD.358, Kensington High Street, London, W.14, EnglandD. VAN NOSTRAND
COMPANY, (Canada), LTD.25 Hollinger Road, Toronto 16, CanadaCopyright, © 1962
byWILLIAM VOLKER FUND_____Published simultaneously in Canada byD. VAN NOSTRAND
COMPANY, (Canada), LTD._____No reproduction in any form of this book, in whole or inpart
(except for brief quotation in critical articles or reviews),may be made without written
authorization from the publishers.PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OP
AMERICAPrefaceThis essay is not a contribution to philosophy. It is merely the exposition of
certain ideas that attempts to deal with the theory of knowledge ought to take into full
account.Traditional logic and epistemology have produced, by and large, merely disquisitions
on mathematics and the methods of the natural sciences. The philosophers considered physics
as the paragon of science and blithely assumed that all knowledge is to be fashioned on its
model. They dispensed with biology, satisfying themselves that one day later generations
would succeed in reducing the phenomena of life to the operation of elements that can be fully
described by physics. They slighted history as “mere literature” and ignored the existence of
economics. Positivism, as foreshadowed by Laplace, baptized by Auguste Comte, and
resuscitated and systematized by contemporary logical or empirical positivism, is essentially
panphysicalism, a scheme to deny that there is any other method of scientific thinking than that
starting from the physicist’s recording of “protocol sentences.” Its materialism encountered
opposition only on the part of metaphysicians who freely indulged in the invention of fictitious
entities and of arbitrary systems of what they called “philosophy of history.”This essay proposes
to stress the fact that there is in the universe something for the description and analysis of
which the natural sciences cannot contribute anything. There are events beyond the range of
those events that the procedures of the natural sciences are fit to observe and to describe.
There is human action.It is a fact that up to now nothing has been done to bridge over the gulf
that yawns between the natural events in the consummation of which science is unable to find
any finality and the conscious acts of men that invariably aim at definite ends. To neglect, in the
treatment of human action, reference to the ends aimed at by the actors is no less absurd than
were the endeavors to resort to finality in the interpretation of natural phenomena.It would be a
mistake to insinuate that all the errors concerning the epistemological interpretation of the
sciences of human action are to be ascribed to the unwarranted adoption of the epistemology
of positivism. There were other schools of thought that confused the philosophical treatment of
praxeology and history even more seriously than positivism, e.g., historicism. Yet, the following
analysis deals first of all with the impact of positivism.1In order to avoid misinterpretation of the
point of view of this essay, it is advisable, even necessary, to stress the fact that it deals with
knowledge, science, and reasonable belief and that it refers to metaphysical doctrines only as
far as it is necessary to demonstrate in what respects they differ from scientific knowledge. It
unreservedly endorses Locke’s principle of “not entertaining any proposition with greater
assurance than the proofs it is built upon will warrant.” The viciousness of positivism is not to
be seen in the adoption of this principle, but in the fact that it does not acknowledge any other
ways of proving a proposition than those practiced by the experimental natural sciences and
qualifies as metaphysical—which, in the positivist jargon, is synonymous with nonsensical—all



other methods of rational discourse. To expose the fallaciousness of this fundamental thesis of
positivism and to depict its disastrous consequences is the only theme of this essay.Although
full of contempt for all it considers as metaphysics, the epistemology of positivism is itself
based upon a definite brand of metaphysics. It is beyond the pale of a rational inquiry to enter
into an analysis of any variety of metaphysics, to try to appraise its value or its tenability and to
affirm or to reject it. What discursive reasoning can achieve is merely to show whether or not
the metaphysical doctrine in question contradicts what has been established as scientifically
proved truth. If this can be demonstrated with regard to positivism’s assertions concerning the
sciences of human action, its claims are to be rejected as unwarranted fables. The positivists
themselves, from the point of view of their own philosophy, could not help but approve of such
a verdict.General epistemology can be studied only by those who are perfectly familiar with all
branches of human knowledge. The special epistemological problems of the different fields of
knowledge are accessible only to those who have a perfect acquaintance with the respective
field. There would not be any need to mention this point if it were not for the shocking
ignorance of everything concerning the sciences of human action that characterizes the
writings of almost all contemporary philosophers.2It may even be doubted whether it is
possible to separate the analysis of epistemological problems from the treatment of the
substantive issues of the science concerned. The basic contributions to the modern
epistemology of the natural sciences were an accomplishment of Galilei, not of Bacon, of
Newton and Lavoisier, not of Kant and Comte. What is tenable in the doctrines of logical
positivism is to be found in the works of the great physicists of the last hundred years, not in
the “Encyclopedia of Unified Science.” My own contributions to the theory of knowledge,
however modest they may be, are in my economic and historical writings, especially in my
books Human Action and Theory and History. The present essay is merely a supplement to
and a commentary on what economics itself says about its own epistemology.He who seriously
wants to grasp the purport of economic theory ought to familiarize himself first with what
economics teaches and only then, having again and again reflected upon these theorems, turn
to the study of the epistemological aspects concerned. Without a most careful examination of
at least some of the great issues of praxeological thinking—as, e.g., the law of returns (mostly
called the law of diminishing returns), the Ricardian law of association (better known as the law
of comparative cost), the problem of economic calculation, and so on—nobody can expect to
comprehend what praxeology means and what its specific epistemological problems
involve.Table of ContentsPrefaceSome Preliminary Observations Concerning Praxeology
Instead of an Introduction1. The Permanent Substratum of Epistemology2. On Action3. On
Economics4. The Starting Point of Praxeological Thinking5. The Reality of the External World6.
Causality and Teleology7. The Category of Action8. The Sciences of Human ActionChapter 1
— THE HUMAN MIND1. The Logical Structure of the Human Mind2. A Hypothesis about the
Origin of the A Priori Categories3. The A Priori4. The A Priori Representation of Reality5.
Induction6. The Paradox of Probability Empiricism7. Materialism8. The Absurdity of Any
Materialistic PhilosophyChapter 2 — THE ACTIVISTIC BASIS OF KNOWLEDGE1. Man and
Action2. Finality3. Valuation4. The Chimera of Unified Science5. The Two Branches of the
Sciences of Human Action6. The Logical Character of Praxeology7. The Logical Character of
History8. The Thymological MethodChapter 3 — NECESSITY AND VOLITION1. The Infinite2.
The Ultimate Given3. Statistics4. Free Will5. InevitabilityChapter 4 — CERTAINTY AND
UNCERTAINTY1. The Problem of Quantitative Definiteness2. Certain Knowledge3. The
Uncertainty of the Future4. Quantification and Understanding in Acting and in History5. The
Precariousness of Forecasting in Human Affairs6. Economic Prediction and the Trend



Doctrine7. Decision-Making8. Confirmation and Refutability9. The Examination of
Praxeological TheoremsChapter 5 — ON SOME POPULAR ERRORS CONCERNING THE
SCOPE AND METHOD OF ECONOMICS1. The Research Fable2. The Study of Motives3.
Theory and Practice4. The Pitfalls of Hypostatization5. On the Rejection of Methodological
Individualism6. The Approach of Macroeconomics7. Reality and Play8. Misinterpretation of the
Climate of Opinion9. The Belief in the Omnipotence of Thought10. The Concept of a Perfect
System of Government11. The Behavioral SciencesChapter 6 — FURTHER IMPLICATIONS
OF THE NEGLECT OF ECONOMIC THINKING1. The Zoological Approach to Human
Problems2. The Approach of the “Social Sciences”3. The Approach of Economics4. A Remark
about Legal Terminology5. The Sovereignty of the ConsumersChapter 7 — THE
EPISTEMOLOGICAL ROOTS OF MONISM1. The Nonexperimental Character of Monism2.
The Historical Setting of Positivism3. The Case of the Natural Sciences4. The Case of the
Sciences of Human Action5. The Fallacies of PositivismChapter 8 — POSITIVISM AND THE
CRISIS OF WESTERN CIVILIZATION1. The Misinterpretation of the Universe2. The
Misinterpretation of the Human Condition3. The Cult of Science4. The Epistemological Support
of Totalitarianism5. The ConsequencesNOTESINDEXSome Preliminary Observations
Concerning Praxeology Instead of an Introduction1. The Permanent Substratum of
Epistemology:�¬;ÓÄ;� ;RÀ everything is in a ceasless flux, says Heraclitus; there is no permanent being;
all is change and becoming. It must be left to metaphysical speculation to deal with the
problems whether this proposition can be borne out from the point of view of a superhuman
intelligence and furthermore whether it is possible for a human mind to think of change without
implying the concept of a substratum that, while it changes, remains in some regard and sense
constant in the succession of its various states. For epistemology, the theory of human
knowledge, there is certainly something that it cannot help considering as permanent, viz., the
logical and praxeological structure of the human mind, on the one hand, and the power of the
human senses, on the other hand. Fully aware of the fact that human nature as it is in this
epoch of cosmic changes in which we are living is neither something that existed from the very
beginning of all things nor something that will remain forever, epistemology must look upon it
as if it were unchanging. The natural sciences may try to go further and to study the problems
of evolution. But epistemology is a branch—or rather, the basis—of the sciences of man. It
deals with one aspect of the nature of man as he emerged from the aeons of cosmic becoming
and as he is in this period of the history of the universe. It does not deal with thinking,
perceiving and knowing in general, but with human thinking, perceiving and knowing. For
epistemology there is something that it must take as unchanging, viz., the logical and
praxeological structure of the human mind.One must not confuse knowledge with mysticism.
The mystic may say that “shadow and sunlight are the same.”1 Knowledge starts from the clear
distinction between A and non-A.We know that there were ages of cosmic history in which
there did not exist beings of the kind we call Homo sapiens, and we are free to assume that
there will be again ages in which this species will not exist. But it is vain for us to speculate
about the conditions of beings that are, in the logical and praxeological structure of their minds
and in the power of their senses, essentially different from man as we know him and as we are
ourselves. Nietzsche’s concept of a superman is devoid of any epistemological meaning.2. On
ActionEpistemology deals with the mental phenomena of human life, with man as he thinks
and acts. The main deficiency of traditional epistemological attempts is to be seen in their
neglect of the praxeological aspects. The epistemologists dealt with thinking as if it were a
separate field cut off from other manifestations of human endeavor. They dealt with the
problems of logic and mathematics, but they failed to see the practical aspects of thinking.



They ignored the praxeological a priori.The shortcomings of this approach became manifest in
the teachings of natural theology as distinguished from revealed theology. Natural theology saw
the characteristic mark of deity in freedom from the limitations of the human mind and the
human will. Deity is omniscient and almighty. But in elaborating these ideas the philosophers
failed to see that a concept of deity that implies an acting God, that is, a God behaving in the
way man behaves in acting, is self-contradictory. Man acts because he is dissatisfied with the
state of affairs as it prevails in the absence of his intervention. Man acts because he lacks the
power to render conditions fully satisfactory and must resort to appropriate means in order to
render them less unsatisfactory. But for an almighty supreme being there cannot be any
dissatisfaction with the prevailing state of affairs. The Almighty does not act, because there is
no state of affairs that he cannot render fully satisfactory without any action, i.e., without
resorting to any means. For Him there is no such thing as a distinction between ends and
means. It is anthropomorphism to ascribe action to God. Starting from the limitations of his
human nature, man’s discursive reasoning can never circumscribe and define the essence of
omnipotence.However, it must be emphasized that what prevented people from paying
attention to the praxeological issues was not theological considerations. It was the passionate
longing for the realization of the Utopian chimera of the land of Cockaigne. As the science of
economics, the up-to-now best elaborated part of praxeology, exploded the fallacies of every
brand of utopianism, it was outlawed and stigmatized as unscientific.The most characteristic
trait of modern epistemology is its entire neglect of economics, that branch of knowledge
whose development and practical application was the most spectacular event of modern
history.3. On EconomicsThe study of economics has been again and again led astray by the
vain idea that economics must proceed according to the pattern of other sciences. The
mischief done by such misconstructions cannot be avoided by admonishing the economist to
stop casting longing glances upon other fields of knowledge or even to ignore them entirely.
Ignorance, whatever subject it may concern, is in no case a quality that could be useful in the
search for truth. What is needed to prevent a scholar from garbling economic studies by
resorting to the methods of mathematics, physics, biology, history or jurisprudence is not
slighting and neglecting these sciences, but, on the contrary, trying to comprehend and to
master them. He who wants to achieve anything in praxeology must be conversant with
mathematics, physics, biology, history, and jurisprudence, lest he confuse the tasks and the
methods of the theory of human action with the tasks and the methods of any of these other
branches of knowledge. What was wrong with the various Historical Schools of economics was
first of all that their adepts were merely dilettantes in the field of history. No competent
mathematician can fail to see through the fundamental fallacies of all varieties of what is called
mathematical economics and especially of econometrics. No biologist was ever fooled by the
rather amateurish organicism of such authors as Paul de Lilienfeld.When I once expressed this
opinion in a lecture, a young man in the audience objected. “You are asking too much of an
economist,” he observed; “nobody can force me to employ my time in studying all these
sciences.” My answer was: “Nobody asks or forces you to become an economist.”4. The
Starting Point of Praxeological ThinkingThe a priori knowledge of praxeology is entirely different
—categorially different—from the a priori knowledge of mathematics or, more precisely, from
mathematical a priori knowledge as interpreted by logical positivism. The starting point of all
praxeological thinking is not arbitrarily chosen axioms, but a self-evident proposition, fully,
clearly and necessarily present in every human mind. An unbridgeable gulf separates those
animals in whose minds this cognition is present from those in whose minds it is not fully and
clearly present. Only to the former is the appellation man accorded. The characteristic feature



of man is precisely that he consciously acts. Man is Homo agens, the acting animal.All—apart
from zoology—that has ever been scientifically stated to distinguish man from nonhuman
mammals is implied in the proposition: man acts. To act means: to strive after ends, that is, to
choose a goal and to resort to means in order to attain the goal sought.The essence of logical
positivism is to deny the cognitive value of a priori knowledge by pointing out that all a priori
propositions are merely analytic. They do not provide new information, but are merely verbal or
tautological, asserting what has already been implied in the definitions and premises. Only
experience can lead to synthetic propositions. There is an obvious objection against this
doctrine, viz., that this proposition that there are no synthetic a priori propositions is in itself a—
as the present writer thinks, false—synthetic a priori proposition, for it can manifestly not be
established by experience.The whole controversy is, however, meaningless when applied to
praxeology. It refers essentially to geometry. Its present state, especially its treatment by logical
positivism, has been deeply influenced by the shock that Western philosophy received from the
discovery of non-Euclidian geometries. Before Bolyai and Lobachevsky, geometry was, in the
eyes of the philosophers, the paragon of perfect science; it was assumed that it provided
unshakable certainty forever and for everybody. To proceed also in other branches of
knowledge more geometrico was the great ideal of truth-seekers. All traditional epistemological
concepts began to totter when the attempts to construct non-Euclidian geometries
succeeded.Yet praxeology is not geometry. It is the worst of all superstitions to assume that the
epistemological characteristics of one branch of knowledge must necessarily be applicable to
any other branch. In dealing with the epistemology of the sciences of human action, one must
not take one’s cue from geometry, mechanics, or any other science.The assumptions of Euclid
were once considered as self-evidently true. Present-day epistemology looks upon them as
freely chosen postulates, the starting point of a hypothetical chain of reasoning. Whatever this
may mean, it has no reference at all to the problems of praxeology.The starting point of
praxeology is a self-evident truth, the cognition of action, that is, the cognition of the fact that
there is such a thing as consciously aiming at ends. There is no use cavilling about these
words by referring to philosophical problems that have no bearing upon our problem. The truth
of this cognition is as self-evident and as indispensable for the human mind as is the distinction
between A and non-A.5. The Reality of the External WorldFrom the praxeological point of view
it is not possible to question the real existence of matter, of physical objects and of the external
world. Their reality is revealed by the fact that man is not omnipotent. There is in the world
something that offers resistance to the realization of his wishes and desires. Any attempt to
remove by a mere fiat what annoys him and to substitute a state of affairs that suits him better
for a state of affairs that suits him less is vain. If he wants to succeed, he must proceed
according to methods that are adjusted to the structure of something about which perception
provides him with some information. We may define the external world as the totality of all
those things and events that determine the feasibility or unfeasibility, the success of failure, of
human action.The much discussed question whether physical objects can or cannot be
conceived as existing independently of the mind is vain. For thousands of years the minds of
physicians did not perceive germs and did not divine their existence. But the success or failure
of their endeavors to preserve their patients’ health and lives depended on the way germs
influenced or did not influence the functioning of the patients’ bodily organs. The germs were
real because they conditioned the outcome of events either by interfering or by not interfering,
either by being present in or by being absent from the field.6. Causality and TeleologyAction is
a category that the natural sciences do not take into account. The scientist acts in embarking
upon his research work, but in the orbit of natural events of the external world which he



explores there is no such thing as action. There is agitation, there is stimulus and response,
and, whatever some philosophers may object, there is cause and effect. There is what appears
to be an inexorable regularity in the concatenation and sequence of phenomena. There are
constant relations between entities that enable the scientist to establish the process called
measurement. But there is nothing that would suggest aiming at ends sought; there is no
ascertainable purpose.The natural sciences are causality research; the sciences of human
action are teleological. In establishing this distinction between the two fields of human
knowledge, we do not express any opinion concerning the question whether the course of all
cosmic events is or is not ultimately determined by a superhuman being’s design. The
treatment of this great problem transcends the range of man’s reason and is outside the
domain of any human science. It is in the realm that metaphysics and theology claim for
themselves.The purpose to which the sciences of human action refer is not the plans and ways
of God, but the ends sought by acting men in the pursuit of their own designs. The endeavors
of the metaphysical discipline commonly called philosophy of history to reveal in the flux of
historical events the hidden plans of God or of some mythical agency (as, for instance, in the
scheme of Marx, the material productive forces) are not science.In dealing with a definite
historical fact, for instance with the first World War, the historian has to find out the ends
sought by the various individuals and groups of individuals who were instrumental in organizing
these campaigns or in fighting the aggressors. He has to examine the outcome resulting from
the actions of all people involved and compare it with the preceding state of affairs as well as
with the intentions of the actors. But it is not the historian’s business to search after a “higher”
or “deeper” sense that manifested itself in the events or was realized by them. Perhaps there is
such a hidden “higher” or “deeper” purpose or significance in the succession of historical
events. But for mortal man there is no way open to learn something about such “higher” or
“deeper” meanings.7. The Category of ActionAll the elements of the theoretical sciences of
human action are already implied in the category of action and have to be made explicit by
expounding its contents. As among these elements of teleology is also the category of
causality, the category of action is the fundamental category of epistemology, the starting point
of any epistemological analysis.The very category or concept of action comprehends the
concepts of means and ends, of preferring and putting aside, viz., of valuing, of success and
failure, of profit and loss, of costs. As no action could be devised and ventured upon without
definite ideas about the relation of cause and effect, teleology presupposes causality.Animals
are forced to adjust themselves to the natural conditions of their environment; if they do not
succeed in this process of adjustment, they are wiped out. Man is the only animal that is able—
within definite limits—to adjust his environment purposively to suit him better.We can think of
the evolutionary process that transformed the nonhuman ancestors of mankind into human
beings as a succession of small, gradual changes spread over millions of years. But we cannot
think of a mind in which the category of action would have been present only in an incomplete
form. There is nothing in between a being driven exclusively by instincts and physiological
impulses and a being that chooses ends and the means for the attainment of these ends. We
cannot think of an acting being that would not in concreto distinguish what is end and what is
means, what is success and what is failure, what he likes more and what he likes less, what is
his profit or his loss derived from the action and what his costs are. In grasping all these things,
he may, of course, err in his judgments concerning the role various external events and
materials play in the structure of his action.A definite mode of behavior is an action only if
these distinctions are present in the mind of the man concerned.8. The Sciences of Human
ActionThe German language has developed a term that would have been expedient to denote



the totality of the sciences dealing with human action as distinguished from the natural
sciences, viz., the term Geisteswissenschaften. Unfortunately some authors have heavily
loaded this term with metaphysical and mystical implications that detract from its usefulness. In
English the term pneumatology (suggested by Bentham2 as the opposite of somatology) would
have served the purpose, but it was never accepted. The term moral sciences as employed by
John Stuart Mill is unsatisfactory on account of its etymological affinity with the normative
discipline of ethics. The term humanities is traditionally employed exclusively for the historical
branches of the sciences of human action. Thus we are forced to employ the rather heavy term
“sciences of human action.”1The Human Mind1. The Logical Structure of the Human MindOn
the earth man occupies a peculiar position that distinguishes him from and elevates him above
all other entities constituting our planet. While all the other things, animate or inanimate,
behave according to regular patterns, man alone seems to enjoy—within definite limits—a
modicum of freedom. Man meditates about the conditions of his own self and of his
environment, devises states of affairs that, as he believes, would suit him better than the
existing states, and aims by purposive conduct at the substitution of a more desired state for a
less desired that would prevail if he were not to interfere.There is within the infinite expanse of
what is called the universe or nature a small field in which man’s conscious conduct can
influence the course of events.It is this fact that induces man to distinguish between an
external world subject to inexorable and inextricable necessity and his human faculty of
thinking, cognizing, and acting. Mind or reason is contrasted with matter, the will with self-
acting impulses, instincts, and physiological processes. Fully aware of the fact that his own
body is subject to the same forces that determine all other things and beings, man imputes his
ability to think, to will and to act to an invisible and intangible factor he calls his mind.There
were in the early history of mankind attempts to ascribe such a faculty of thinking and
purposively aiming at ends chosen to many or even to all nonhuman things. Later people
discovered that it was vain to deal with nonhuman things as if they were endowed with
something analogous to the human mind. Then the opposite tendency developed. People tried
to reduce mental phenomena to the operation of factors that were not specifically human. The
most radical expression of this doctrine was already implied in the famous dictum of John
Locke according to which the mind is a sheet of white paper upon which the external world
writes its own story.A new epistemology of rationalism aimed at the refutation of this integral
empiricism. Leibniz added to the doctrine that nothing is in the intellect that has not previously
been in the senses the proviso: except the intellect itself. Kant, awakened by Hume from his
“dogmatic slumbers,” put the rationalistic doctrine upon a new basis. Experience, he taught,
provides only the raw material out of which the mind forms what is called knowledge. All
knowledge is conditioned by the categories that precede any data of experience both in time
and in logic. The categories are a priori; they are the mental equipment of the individual that
enables him to think and—we may add—to act. As all reasoning presupposes the a priori
categories, it is vain to embark upon attempts to prove or to disprove them.The empiricist
reaction against apriorism centers around a misleading interpretation of the non-Euclidean
geometries, the nineteenth century’s most important contribution to mathematics. It stresses
the arbitrary character of axioms and premises and the tautological character of deductive
reasoning. Deduction, it teaches, cannot add anything to our knowledge of reality. It merely
makes explicit what was already implicit in the premises. As these premises are merely
products of the mind and not derived from experience, what is deduced from them cannot
assert anything about the state of the universe. What logic, mathematics, and other aprioristic
deductive theories bring forward are at best convenient or handy tools for scientific operations.



It is one of the tasks incumbent upon the scientist to choose for his work out of the multiplicity
of the various existing systems of logic, geometry, and algebra the system that is most
convenient for his specific purpose.1 The axioms from which a deductive system departs are
arbitrarily selected. They do not tell us anything about reality. There is no such thing as first
principles a priori given to the human mind.2 Such is the doctrine of the famous “Vienna Circle”
and of other contemporary schools of radical empiricism and logical positivism.In order to
examine this philosophy, let us refer to the conflict between the Euclidian geometry and the
non-Euclidian geometries which gave rise to these controversies. It is an undeniable fact that
technological planning guided by the Euclidian system resulted in effects that had to be
expected according to the inferences derived from this system. The buildings do not collapse,
and the machines run in the expected way. The practical engineer cannot deny that this
geometry aided him in his endeavors to divert events of the real external world from the course
they would have taken in the absence of his intervention and to direct them towards goals that
he wanted to attain. He must conclude that this geometry, although based upon definite a priori
ideas, affirms something about reality and nature. The pragmatist cannot help admitting that
Euclidian geometry works in the same way in which all a posteriori knowledge provided by the
experimental natural sciences works. Aside from the fact that the arrangement of laboratory
experiments already presupposes and implies the validity of the Euclidian scheme, we must
not forget that the fact that the George Washington bridge over the Hudson River and many
thousand other bridges render the services the constructors wanted to get confirms the
practical truth not only of the applied teachings of physics, chemistry, and metallurgy, but no
less of those of the geometry of Euclid. This means that the axioms from which Euclid starts
tell us something about the external world that to our mind must appear no less “true” than the
teachings of the experimental natural sciences.The critics of apriorism refer to the fact that for
the treatment of certain problems recourse to one of the non-Euclidian geometries appears
more convenient than recourse to the Euclidian system. The solid bodies and light rays of our
environment, says Reichenbach, behave according to the laws of Euclid. But this, he adds, is
merely “a fortunate empirical fact.” Beyond the space of our environment the physical world
behaves according to other geometries.3 There is no need to argue this point. For these other
geometries also start from a priori axioms, not from experimental facts. What the
panempiricists fail to explain is how a deductive theory, starting from allegedly arbitrary
postulates, renders valuable, even indispensable, services in the endeavors to describe
correctly the conditions of the external world and to deal with them successfully.The fortunate
empirical fact to which Reichenbach refers is the fact that the human mind has the ability to
develop theories which, although a priori, are instrumental in the endeavors to construct any a
posteriori system of knowledge. Although logic, mathematics, and praxeology are not derived
from experience, they are not arbitrarily made, but imposed upon us by the world in which we
live and act and which we want to study.4 They are not empty, not meaningless, and not
merely verbal. They are—for man—the most general laws of the universe, and without them no
knowledge would be accessible to man.The a priori categories are the endowment that
enables man to attain all that is specifically human and distinguishes him from all other beings.
Their analysis is analysis of the human condition, the role man plays in the universe. They are
the force that enables man to create and to produce all that is called human civilization.2. A
Hypothesis about the Origin of A Priori CategoriesThe concepts of natural selection and
evolution make it possible to develop a hypothesis about the emergence of the logical structure
of the human mind and the a priori.Animals are driven by impulses and instincts. Natural
selection eliminated those specimens and species which developed instincts that were a



liability in the struggle for survival. Only those endowed with impulses serviceable to their
preservation survived and could propagate their species.We are not prevented from assuming
that in the long way that led from the nonhuman ancestors of man to the emergence of the
species Homo sapiens some groups of advanced anthropoids experimented, as it were, with
categorial concepts different from those of Homo sapiens and tried to use them for the
guidance of their conduct. But as such pseudo categories were not adjusted to the conditions
of reality, behavior directed by a quasi reasoning based upon them was bound to fail and to
spell disaster to those committed to it. Only those groups could survive whose members acted
in accordance with the right categories, i.e., with those that were in conformity with reality and
therefore—to use the concept of pragmatism—worked.5However, reference to this
interpretation of the origin of the a priori categories does not entitle us to call them a precipitate
of experience, of a prehuman and prelogical experience as it were.6 We must not blot out the
fundamental difference between finality and the absence of finality.The Darwinian concept of
natural selection tries to explain phylogenetic change without recourse to finality as a natural
phenomenon. Natural selection is operative not only without any purposive interference on the
part of external elements; it operates also without any intentional behavior on the part of the
various specimens concerned.Experience is a mental act on the part of thinking and acting
men. It is impossible to assign to it any role in a purely natural chain of causation the
characteristic mark of which is the absence of intentional behavior. It is logically impossible to
compromise between design and the absence of design. Those primates who had the
serviceable categories survived, not because, having had the experience that their categories
were serviceable, they decided to cling to them. They survived because they did not resort to
other categories that would have resulted in their own extirpation. In the same way in which the
evolutionary process eliminated all other groups whose individuals, because of specific
properties of their bodies, were not fit for life under the special conditions of their environment,
it eliminated also those groups whose minds developed in a way that made their use for the
guidance of conduct pernicious.The a priori categories are not innate ideas. What the normal—
healthy—child inherits from his parents are not any categories, ideas, or concepts, but the
human mind that has the capacity to learn and to conceive ideas, the capacity to make its
bearer behave as a human being, i.e., to act.However we may think about this problem, one
thing is certain. Since the a priori categories emanating from the logical structure of the human
mind have enabled man to develop theories the practical application of which has aided him in
his endeavors to hold his own in the struggle for survival and to attain various ends that he
wanted to attain, these categories provide some information about the reality of the universe.
They are not merely arbitrary assumptions without any informative value, not mere conventions
that could as well be replaced by some other conventions. They are the necessary mental tool
to arrange sense data in a systematic way, to transform them into facts of experience, then
these facts into bricks to build theories, and finally the theories into technics to attain ends
aimed at.The animals too are equipped with senses; some of them are even capable of
sensing stimuli that do not affect man’s senses. What prevents them from taking advantage of
what their senses convey to them in the way man does, is not an inferiority of their sense
equipment, but the fact that they lack what is called the human mind with its logical structure,
its a priori categories.Theory as distinct from history is the search for constant relations
between entities or, what means the same, for regularity in the succession of events. In
establishing epistemology as a theory of knowledge, the philosopher implicitly assumes or
asserts that there is in the intellectual effort of man something that remains unchanged, viz.,
the logical structure of the human mind.If there were nothing permanent in the manifestations



of the human mind, there could not be any theory of knowledge, but merely a historical
account of the various attempts made by men to acquire knowledge. The condition of
epistemology would resemble that of the various branches of history, e.g., what is called
political science. In the same way in which political science merely records what has been
done or has been suggested in its field in the past, but is at a loss to tell anything about
invariant relations among the elements with which it deals, epistemology would have to restrict
its work to the assemblage of historical data about the mental activities of the past.In stressing
the fact that the logical structure of the human mind is common to all specimens of the species
Homo sapiens, we do not want to assert that this human mind as we know it is the only or the
best possible mental tool that could be devised or that has ever been and will ever be called
into existence. In epistemology, as well as in all other sciences, we are dealing neither with
eternity nor with conditions in parts of the universe from which no sign reaches our orbit nor
with what may possibly happen in future aeons. Perhaps there are somewhere in the infinite
universe beings whose minds outrank our minds to the same extent as our minds surpass
those of the insects. Perhaps there will once somewhere live beings who will look upon us with
the same condescension as we look upon amoebae. But scientific thinking cannot indulge in
such imagery. It is bound to limit itself to what is accessible to the human mind as it is.3. The A
PrioriOne does not annul the cognitive significance of the a priori by qualifying it as
tautological. A tautology must ex definitione be the tautology—restatement—of something said
already previously. If we qualify Euclidian geometry as a hierarchical system of tautologies, we
may say: The theorem of Pythagoras is tautological as it expresses merely something that is
already implied in the definition of a right-angled triangle.But the question is: How did we get
the first—the basic—proposition of which the second—the derived—proposition is merely a
tautology? In the case of the various geometries the answers given today are either (a) by an
arbitrary choice or (b) on account of its convenience or suitability. Such an answer cannot be
given with regard to the category of action.Neither can we interpret our concept of action as a
precipitate of experience. It makes sense to speak of experience in cases in which also
something different from what was experienced in concreto could have possibly been expected
before the experience. Experience tells us something we did not know before and could not
learn but for having had the experience. But the characteristic feature of a priori knowledge is
that we cannot think of the truth of its negation or of something that would be at variance with
it. What the a priori expresses is necessarily implied in every proposition concerning the issue
in question. It is implied in all our thinking and acting.If we qualify a concept or a proposition as
a priori, we want to say: first, that the negation of what it asserts is unthinkable for the human
mind and appears to it as nonsense; secondly, that this a priori concept or proposition is
necessarily implied in our mental approach to all the problems concerned, i.e., in our thinking
and acting concerning these problems.The a priori categories are the mental equipment by dint
of which man is able to think and to experience and thus to acquire knowledge. Their truth or
validity cannot be proved or refuted as can those of a posteriori propositions, because they are
precisely the instrument that enables us to distinguish what is true or valid from what is
not.What we know is what the nature or structure of our senses and of our mind makes
comprehensible to us. We see reality, not as it “is” and may appear to a perfect being, but only
as the quality of our mind and of our senses enables us to see it. Radical empiricism and
positivism do not want to admit this. As they describe it, reality writes, as experience, its own
story upon the white sheets of the human mind. They admit that our senses are imperfect and
do not fully and faithfully reflect reality. But they do not examine the power of the mind to
produce, out of the material provided by sensation, an undistorted representation of reality. In



dealing with the a priori we are dealing with the mental tools that enable us to experience, to
learn, to know, and to act. We are dealing with the mind’s power, and this implies that we are
dealing with the limits of its power.We must never forget that our representation of the reality of
the universe is conditioned by the structure of our mind as well as of our senses. We cannot
preclude the hypothesis that there are features of reality that are hidden to our mental faculties
but could be noticed by beings equipped with a more efficient mind and certainly by a perfect
being. We must try to become aware of the characteristic features and limitations of our mind
in order not to fall prey to the illusion of omniscience.The positivistic conceit of some of the
forerunners of modern positivism manifested itself most blatantly in the dictum: God is a
mathematician. How can mortals, equipped with manifestly imperfect senses, claim for their
mind the faculty of conceiving the universe in the same way in which the wholly perfect may
conceive it? Man cannot analyze essential features of reality without the help provided by the
tools of mathematics. But the perfect being?After all, it is quite supererogatory to waste time
upon controversies concerning the a priori. Nobody denies or could deny that no human
reasoning and no human search for knowledge could dispense with what these a priori
concepts, categories, and propositions tell us. No quibbling can in the least affect the
fundamental role played by the category of action for all the problems of the science of man,
for praxeology, for economics, and for history.4. The A Priori Representation of RealityNo
thinking and no acting would be possible to man if the universe were chaotic, i.e., if there were
no regularity whatever in the succession and concatenation of events. In such a world of
unlimited contingency nothing could be perceived but ceaseless kaleidoscopic change. There
would be no possibility for man to expect anything. All experience would be merely historical,
the record of what has happened in the past. No inference from past events to what might
happen in the future would be permissible. Therefore man could not act. He could at best be a
passive spectator and would not be able to make any arrangements for the future, be it only for
the future of the impending instant. The first and basic achievement of thinking is the
awareness of constant relations among the external phenomena that affect our senses. A
bundle of events that are regularly related in a definite way to other events is called a specific
thing and as such distinguished from other specific things. The starting point of experimental
knowledge is the cognition that an A is uniformly followed by a B. The utilization of this
knowledge either for the production of B or for the avoidance of the emergence of B is called
action. The primary objective of action is either to bring about B or to prevent its
happening.Whatever philosophers may say about causality, the fact remains that no action
could be performed by men not guided by it. Neither can we imagine a mind not aware of the
nexus of cause and effect. In this sense we may speak of causality as a category or an a priori
of thinking and acting.To the man anxious to remove by purposive conduct some uneasiness
felt, the question occurs: Where, how, and when would it be necessary to interfere in order to
obtain a definite result? Cognizance of the relation between a cause and its effect is the first
step toward man’s orientation in the world and is the intellectual condition of any successful
activity. All attempts to find a satisfactory logical, epistemological, or metaphysical foundation
for the category of causality were doomed to fail. All we can say about causality is that it is a
priori not only of human thought but also of human action.Eminent philosophers have tried to
elaborate a complete list of the a priori categories, the necessary conditions of experience and
thought. One does not belittle these attempts at analysis and systematization if one realizes
that any proposed solution leaves a broad margin for the individual thinker’s discretion. There is
only one point about which there cannot be any disagreement, viz., that they all can be
reduced to the a priori insight into the regularity in the succession of all observable phenomena



of the external world. In a universe lacking this regularity there could not be any thinking and
nothing could be experienced. For experience is the awareness of identity or the absence of
identity in what is perceived; it is the first step toward a classification of events. And the concept
of classes would be empty and useless if there were no regularity.If there were no regularity, it
would be impossible to resort to classification and to construct a language. All words signify
bundles of regularly connected acts of perception or regular relations among such bundles.
This is valid also of the language of physics, which the positivists want to elevate to the rank of
a universal language of science. In a world without regularity there would not be any possibility
of formulating “protocol sentences.” 7 But even if it could be done, such a “protocol language”
could not be the starting point of a science of physics. It would merely express historical facts.If
there were no regularity, nothing could be learned from experience. In proclaiming experience
as the main instrument of acquiring knowledge, empiricism implicitly acknowledges the
principles of regularity and causality. When the empiricist refers to experience, the meaning is:
as A was in the past followed by B, and as we assume that there prevails a regularity in the
concatenation and succession of natural events, we expect that A will also in the future be
followed by B. Therefore there is a fundamental difference between the meaning of experience
in the field of natural events and in the field of human action.5. InductionReasoning is
necessarily always deductive. This was implicitly admitted by all the attempts to justify
ampliative induction by demonstrating or proving its logical legitimacy, i.e., by providing a
deductive interpretation of induction. The plight of empiricism consists precisely in its failure to
explain satisfactorily how it is possible to infer from observed facts something concerning facts
yet unobserved.All human knowledge concerning the universe presupposes and rests upon
the cognition of the regularity in the succession and concatenation of observable events. It
would be vain to search for a rule if there were no regularity. Inductive inference is conclusion
from premises that invariably include the fundamental proposition of regularity.The practical
problem of ampliative induction must be clearly distinguished from its logical problem. For the
men who embark upon inductive inference are faced with the problem of correct sampling. Did
we or did we not, out of the innumerable characteristics of the individual case or cases
observed, choose those which are relevant for the production of the effect in question? Serious
shortcomings of endeavors to learn something about the state of reality, whether in the
mundane search for truth in everyday life or in systematic scientific research, are due to
mistakes in this choice. No scientist doubts that what is correctly observed in one case must
also be observed in all other cases offering the same conditions. The aim of laboratory
experiments is to observe the effects of a change in one factor only, all the other factors
remaining unchanged. Success or failure of such experiments presupposes, of course, the
control of all the conditions that enter into their arrangement. The conclusions derived from
experimentation are not based upon the repetition of the same arrangement, but upon the
assumption that what happened in one case must necessarily also happen in all other cases of
the same type. It would be impossible to infer anything from one case or from an innumerable
series of cases without this assumption, which implies the a priori category of regularity.
Experience is always the experience of past events and could not teach us anything about
future events if the category of regularity were merely a vain assumption.
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Clay Garner, “''From a genuinely social point of view, it would be more “social” to tax losses
than to tax profits.’’ (1740)'. “What the so-called democracy of the market brings about is a state
of affairs in which production activities are operated by those of whose conduct of affairs the
masses approve by buying their products. By rendering their enterprises profitable, the
consumers shift control of the factors of production into the hands of those businessmen who
serve them best.’’‘Consumers shift control’ not politicians! This is key idea - consumer
sovereignty. How does this impact society?‘’By rendering the enterprises of the bungling
entrepreneurs unprofitable, they withdraw control from those entrepreneurs with whose
services they disagree. It is antisocial in the strict meaning of the term if governments thwart
these decisions of the people by taxing profits. From a genuinely social point of view, it would
be more “social” to tax losses than to tax profits.’’ (1740)Better ‘social’ effect to tax losses! What
a thought!Why is this not practiced?“A countermovement evolved, but not from a regeneration
of the discredited sinister forces that in the past had made for conformity. It sprouted from the
authoritarian and dictatorial complex deeply inwrought in the souls of the many who were
benefited by the fruits of freedom and individualism without having contributed anything to their
growing and ripening.’’‘Authoritarian and dictatorial’ desires. Not only this, but another dark
human motive . . .“The masses do not like those who surpass them in any regard. The average
man envies and hates those who are different. What pushes the masses into the camp of
socialism is, even more than the illusion that socialism will make them richer, the expectation
that it will curb all those who are better than they themselves are.’’ (1917)This work, Mises last,
sums many of his conclusions. Easier to read than some other of his writing (or I have
progressed) - and without sacrificing insight.Chapter 1 —THE HUMAN MIND1 The Logical
Structure of the Human Mind 7. Materialism 8. The Absurdity of Any Materialistic
PhilosophyChapter 2 —THE ACTIVISTIC BASIS OF KNOWLEDGE 4. The Chimera of
Unified Science 5. The Two Branches of the Sciences of Human Action 6. The Logical
Character of Praxeology 7. The Logical Character of History Chapter 3 —NECESSITY
AND VOLITION 1 The Infinite 2. The Ultimate Given3. Statistics 4. Free Will 5.
InevitabilityChapter 4 —CERTAINTY AND UNCERTAINTY 2. Certain Knowledge 3. The
Uncertainty of the Future 4. Quantification and Understanding in Acting and in History 5.
The Precariousness of Forecasting in Human Affairs 6. Economic Prediction and the Trend
Doctrine 7. Decision-Making 8. Confirmation and Refutability Chapter 5 —ON SOME
POPULAR ERRORS CONCERNING THE SCOPE AND METHOD OF ECONOMICS 1 The
Research Fable 2. The Study of Motives 4. The Pitfalls of Hypostatization 5. On the
Rejection of Methodological Individualism 7. Reality and Play 8. Misinterpretation of the
Climate of Opinion 9. The Belief in the Omnipotence of Thought 10. The Concept of a



Perfect System of Government 11. The Behavioral SciencesChapter 6 —FURTHER
IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEGLECT OF ECONOMIC THINKING 2. The Approach of the
“Social Sciences” 3. The Approach of Economics 4. A Remark about Legal Terminology
5. The Sovereignty of the ConsumersChapter 7 —THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL ROOTS OF
MONISM 2. The Historical Setting of Positivism 3. The Case of the Natural Sciences
5. The Fallacies of PositivismChapter 8 —POSITIVISM AND THE CRISIS OF WESTERN
CIVILIZATION 3. The Cult of Science 4. The Epistemological Support of
Totalitarianism 5. The Consequences''The viciousness of positivism is not to be seen in the
adoption of this principle, but in the fact that it does not acknowledge any other ways of proving
a proposition than those practiced by the experimental natural sciences and qualifies as
metaphysical—which, in the positivist jargon, is synonymous with nonsensical—all other
methods of rational discourse. To expose the fallaciousness of this fundamental thesis of
positivism and to depict its disastrous consequences is the only theme of this essay.''Mises
includes his opinion on what a competent economist requires . . .''What is needed to prevent a
scholar from garbling economic studies by resorting to the methods of mathematics, physics,
biology, history or jurisprudence is not slighting and neglecting these sciences, but, on the
contrary, trying to comprehend and to master them. He who wants to achieve anything in
praxeology must be conversant with mathematics, physics, biology, history, and jurisprudence,
lest he confuse the tasks and the methods of the theory of human action with the tasks and the
methods of any of these other branches of knowledge.''Wow! This explains why Mises' work
and writing is so - so - fascinating! Who else will do the work, spend the effort, meditate this
deeply?'' What was wrong with the various Historical Schools of economics was first of all that
their adepts were merely dilettantes in the field of history. No competent mathematician can fail
to see through the fundamental fallacies of all varieties of what is called mathematical
economics and especially of econometrics.''(See also - ''The Origins of Modern Science'', by
Herbert Butterfield. Complements Mises opinion on the overwhelming impact of science. Also,
''Three Who Made a Revolution: A Biographical History of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin'', by
Bertram David Wolfe. Fascinating account of a founder of the American and Mexican
communist parties. Why he was a believer what changed him. Also - ''The Legacy of
Positivism'', by Michael Singer. Scholar's effort explaining failure of Positivism.)”

K. L. Gould, “It is the best counter-argument to the prevailing Keynesian/Monetarism theories.
Every high school student should read this essay in the last year of school. All entry level
college economics courses should include it. It is the best counter-argument to the prevailing
Keynesian/Monetarism theories, which should also be taught, but which need to be balanced
by Mises' cogent arguments.Like Adam Smith, Mises is first a philosopher, then a historian,
next a psychiatrist, and only last an economist. If the first three disciplines are not highly
developed, economics becomes simply speculative mathematics, with insufficient
underpinnings to justify the sweeping and costly recommendations that are the natural by-
product of macro-economic analysis.”

Hunter Hastings, “Freedom-loving people read Von Mises. The Austrian School of Economics
is, in reality, the American Way. Von Mises focuses on the individual decisions of the purposive
human being as the driver of all economic activity. Human beings act to improve their lives and
the lives of their family, community and economy. He debunks the science of economics that
develops equations and models for non-existent states of "equilibrium" as useless and
pointless. We should revisit and re-read Von Mises often to refresh our resolve to pursue the



vision of individual freedom and to loosen the grasp of the elites on permissible modes of
thought.”

adsmlt39, “Worth reading.. Mises is a little ponderous and repeats himself, but he is well worth
reading.”

MikeW, “Humans Act, Objects React. I finally get the implications of the distinction between
objects in the world that have choice in how they act, (humans), and objects that have no
choice in the matter, (things). Praxeology is needed to understand the actions of
humans.Murray Gell-Mann is quoted as saying, 'Imagine how difficult physics would be if
electrons could think.’.Electrons don't but humans do.”

Henry F Bunch, “Libertarian philosophy in Economics. This book is an explanation of von
Mises view of thinking when involved in an endeavor with outcomes based on individual action.
Economics isn't scientific thinking, that is it isn't about what you have observed, it is about what
you cause to happen. Have a dictionary handy.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Wise words for our time. This book is an update to his amazing book
"Human Action" The main arguments are the same what he calls a priori praxesology, the key
role of ideas with capital and entrepreneurship make a new world. His main attack here is not
religion but collectivism. This collectiveism ( socialism, communism, fascism, logical positivism)
has now appropriated for itself the mantle of science for their ideas . Even though
philosophically these ideas are unsustainable the new ruse is to attack enemies not in ideas
but class. If you belong to a certain class you are immediately wrong. This leads to a
destructive totalitarianism. Phenomenal book.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 21 people have provided feedback.
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